
The State by Any Other Name?

The Role of Electoral Competition in

Bolstering Private Education∗

Blair Read†

April 1, 2022

Abstract

Governments are evaluated by how much education they provide, to whom they pro-

vide it, and how well they do so; sustainable development metrics, for example, rank

governments according to how well they educate their citizens. This assumes that

governments are the sole provider of education. Yet, particularly in the Global South,

private providers are increasingly educating citizens. Why has private education ex-

panded so rapidly yet so unevenly? Existing theories emphasize state capacity and

economic incentives, overlooking when and why politicians support private education.

I argue that increased private provision in the traditionally-public education sector is,

in part, driven by politicians’ responses to electoral competition. I support my ar-

gument with evidence from India’s primary education sector, where over 100 million

children are educated by private providers. Using an original panel dataset of school

construction for over 1.2 million primary schools and three decades of election results

across India, I show that electoral competition facilitates private education expan-

sion. I use evidence from a natural experiment leveraging close elections, and original

interview data to illustrate the mechanisms driving this relationship. My findings

connect electoral competition with education privatization, challenging the idea that

private provision of public services is a transitional phenomenon that arises from state

weakness. Instead, private education provision follows a political logic that does not

diminish as state capacity grows.
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1 Introduction

In recent decades, private organizations, philanthropists, and religious entities have asserted

their authority in public service delivery. Globally, privatization has touched sectors tra-

ditionally solely remit of the state, such as policing, education, and health. These policy

trends have especially occurred in lower-middle and middle income countries across the

Global South. South Africa is heavily reliant on private policing, health clinics in Lebanon

are just as likely be managed by a sectarian organization as the state, and schooling in South

Asia happens with substantial buy-in and provision from a range of private organizations.

When private entities provide services, many laud their efforts. Philanthropists are touted

as altruists, community-run organizations as empowering agents of grassroots development,

and for-profit institutions as competitive counterparts to the state that make public service

provision more effective. This view, however, too often conflates outputs of public services

– safer communities, or healthier and more capable citizens1 – with the purpose of public

services, which are fundamentally political projects. From the expansion of state bureau-

cracies to the establishment of a social compact between citizens and their state to the

(re)distribution of material goods, the state initially came to control the institutions of pub-

lic services through contested and at times violent political negotiations and for the purpose

of political control. Privatization, too, has emerged under the auspice of politics. As private

organizations and governments renegotiate who has the authority to provide public services

and in return influence citizens, political institutions and incentives shape the degree to

which privatization is allowed, supported, or limited.

Convincing accounts of education privatization must therefore account for the role of

politics; in turn, political accounts of the statist and distributive politics of public service

delivery must grapple with the expanded role of private providers and interests in public

service sectors. In this paper, I provide a novel explanation for the overlooked political roots

1Causally estimating the effect of private services on service delivery outputs extends beyond the purview
of this project. It is important to note, however, that the assumed positive effect of privatization on outcomes
has little empirical support, and remains very much an open question.
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of privatization. I do this within the context of education privatization, which represents an

unlikely case for public service delivery, explaining the politics behind the ascent of private

education in the Global South generally and India, the world’s most populous democracy,

specifically.

Each public service sector is distinct, offering unique costs and benefits to governments

seeking to provide; this uniqueness suggests that we should expect each service sector to

lend itself differently to privatization. Education, along with other salient public services

like policing and healthcare, are human-facing services (Ansell and Lindvall, 2020). These

services, education exceptionally so, are especially effective in shaping how citizens think,

feel, and act. Because education transforms how citizens think about politics by promoting

cultural narratives, teaching national languages, and other political curricula (Weber, 1976;

Gellner, 1983; Paglayan, 2021), it should come as little surprise that authority over education

is at the core of political conflict over public services (Ansell and Lindvall, 2013; Fabbe, 2019).

For these reasons, education privatization may pose an ideological threat to the ruling state

elites who seek to monopolize the production of citizen identity and cultural narratives.

Thus, it may be especially politically costly. Primary education, which reaches nearly all

citizens (Miguel, 2004), in particular can pay dividends to state elites; the lessons learned

in primary schooling, therefore, can foster life-long political attitudes and behaviors (Miguel

2004), and the political lessons learned in private schools can threaten state elites. This

makes primary education an unlikely case for privatized public services – and an important

one to understand.

I argue that the puzzling rise of private education in Global South democracies is linked

to the expansion of electoral competition that emerged throughout developing democracies

in the latter portion of the 20th century. Because electoral competition increases short-term

pressure to provide visible development, it can, counterintuitively, incentivize politicians to

go outside the state to provide development. The corresponding result is that more compe-

tition may mean more services, but not necessarily more state. Using a novel dataset that
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represents a nearly complete census of the construction of almost one million primary schools

over 30 years, I develop and test a theory that connects high electoral competition to rapid

expansion of private schooling. I then argue that though many politicians in electorally com-

petitive districts may support privatization, it is a strategy most pursued by politicians in

constituencies that may be otherwise under-resourced by the state. To operationalize this,

I demonstrate that privatization is most likely in two different types of competitive con-

stituencies: constituencies led by politicians who are unaligned with the state in power, and

relatively competitive constituencies in less competitive states. I bolster these findings and

explore mechanisms thorough evidence gathered by over 50 in-depth qualitative interviews

with politicians, school managers, and citizens in three Indian states.

These findings challenge the dominant belief that privatization is simply the outcome of

state weakness. Although some weak states outsource service delivery because of capacity

constraints, the design of such policy institutions is fundamentally political, as is investment

in state capacity (Geddes, 1994; Dasgupta and Kapur, 2020). State withdrawal from direct

provision should not be equated with absence the state and politics. The state’s actions or

inactions, regulations and grants, are integral to making private schools possible. My results

also provide insight into the politics of state consolidation in developing democracies. While

historically, states used education to shape society by consolidating control over schooling,

I demonstrate that electoral competition may result in deconsolidation of development. De-

spite this deconsolidation though, my findings illustrate that states and political actors,

starting at the central level and extending down to local politicians, are pivotal in making

not only their own development policies, but only in creating and structuring markets for

providing public services and local development.
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2 The Puzzle of Privatization in the Global South

Deeply held expectations and beliefs about state’s role in providing development predict

that governments will, over time, grow to provide increasingly more public services. This

is particularly true for salient and visible public services in democracies, like health and

education, that are hugely popular with citizens, and correspondingly, often an important

part of election campaigns. These expectations are built on historical precedent; many 18th

and 19th century state-builders prioritized expanding welfare and services to expand state

reach. Yet when one surveys the varied modes of service delivery in the Global South, it is

striking that public service sectors no longer seem to be on a converging trajectory towards

state monopolization.2 Instead, many service sectors worldwide are increasingly witnessing

greater participation by non-state providers.

Take Figure 1 as an example. As previously discussed, education is a difficult service

to privatize, given the unique citizen-state relations that government education can foment.

Using data on comparative education sectors from the UNESCO Institute of Statistics, I plot

the average privatization rate in each country during the past decade. Here, privatization

rate represents the proportion of total primary school enrollment in private schools for each

country. These data are self-reported annually by state governments.3 Figure 1 shows the

wide range of educational arrangements between public and private entities, particularly

in the Global South. Two other trends are also striking. First, many of the countries with

higher levels of private education (depicted with lighter colors) are in the Global South, while

much of Europe and North America instead has relatively low rates of private education.

Second, the rates of privatization are exceedingly high in many cases. Numerous countries

have privatization rates near or over 20%, which sharply contradicts the expectation that

states will increasingly play a greater role in citizens’ lives as they develop and politically

2A closer look at Western state-builders, too, calls into question this common wisdom as well.
3This means that the definition of privatization likely varies slightly from country to country. However,

private schooling is taken to mean all schools operated by organizations outside the state, which is consistent
with my definition.
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Figure 1: Worldwide Privatization Rates. Map showing the average privatization rates
internationally over the past decade, measured as the % of enrollment in private schools.

consolidate.

Behind these enrollment figures are thousands of individuals, religious groups, philan-

thropic organizations, and firms that own and operate these schools. The behavior of firms,

philanthropic, and sectarian organizations in developing and non-consolidated democracies

has emerged as a key area of public policy, both in research and practice. The political

economy of privatization, therefore, is co-determined by how politicians interact with and

regulate the behavior of firms and non-profits, the motivations of particular providers, and

citizen demand for private over public services.

Public officials are integral to making private participation work for public services. Yet

often, their role is overlooked in favor of economic utility or technocratic explanations, often

because dominant accounts assume that private provision arises in the wake of government

failures (Van de Walle, 2001; Cammett and MacLean, 2011). When the state fails to provide,

private actors may step in and provide in its stead (Gough, 2004). This argument, however,

is more often implicitly assumed than empirically tested. In the case of India, scholars

have questioned the assumption that poor state services lead directly to private provision.

For example, Thachil (2014, 150) challenges “the common assumption of a neat teleology

between inadequate public service provision and the popularity of alternatives offered by
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Figure 2: Privatization Rates over Time. Line-plot showing the average level of primary
school privatization (measured as the % of enrollment in private schools) in countries that
fell in the upper or lower quartiles of normalized Polity scores following the end of the Cold
War. Countries with more political competition have seen increasing rates of privatization
in the past 30 years, while countries with less political competition have seen privatization
rates dropping off. This country sample excludes high-income countries.

religious providers. Abysmal government infrastructure. . . did not automatically lead

Adivasis into the VKA’s waiting arms.”4 Politics, however, may help explain part of the

trend toward privatization, particularly in developing democracies in the Global South.

Returning to the issue of mushrooming private providers in education, Figure 2 demon-

strates this marked trend in the education sector in middle- and low-income states.5 It

also provides some hints as to the political calculus that might drive this trend. In Figure

2, the average privatization rate over time is disaggregated between countries in the upper

and lower quartiles of political competitiveness, as measured by their Polity scores. As we

can see, increased privatization does not occur evenly across countries, but rather is driven

predominantly by competitive, consolidated democracies. I return to the central role of

competition in Section 3.1, where I introduce my theory.

4In India, Adivasis are tribal groups who are often subaltern communities.
5High-income countries are omitted from this dataset.
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2.1 Education in India: Towards Mass Privatization

India is an effective context for studying the electoral logic of education privatization. Private

schooling has been expanding throughout much of the Global South. Leveraging the immense

variation in India’s education sector – between states, within states, and over time – allows

researchers to understand the distinct political logic that associated with this strategy for

providing education, drawing lessons that apply throughout the Global South, while holding

constant India’s central institutions and shared historical experiences.6 This provides a

“laboratory” of sorts, allowing me to link varying levels of electoral competition to education

privatization solely within India.

Yet I choose to study India not for methodological reasons, but rather to better under-

stand education policy in a geo-politically important case. Nearly 40% of India’s population

is under the age of 18, representing 472 million children. Over 120 million of these are en-

rolled in private schools. These children will grow up to be engines of economic growth and

the political leaders who decide whether – and how – to unify India. Its immense diversity

and massive population make studying the phenomenon of education privatization crucially

important. Moreover, many have come to view education as a universal right. Understand-

ing how the world’s most populous democracy goes about educating its vast citizenry can

provide important insights for education policy worldwide.

Until the 1990s, education in India was under-provided and access to quality education

was limited to elite members of society (Weiner, 1991). Though educating a massive popula-

tion with ethnic, religious, and linguistic diversity is certainly a tall order, by many accounts,

India has under-performed. But this is not to say that India has not attempted widespread

education reform. Beginning in the mid-1960s with the Kothari Commission, the central gov-

ernment began devoting an increasing amount of attention and resources to the education

sector, both through central government policies, and by supporting state-driven policies for

6This does not mean that all Indian states share political and cultural institutions, but rather that by
comparing subnational variation, I am able to compare units that are more similar to one other than they
would be if they did not fall within the same central state.
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Figure 3: This figure documents annual school construction in India from independence
through 2016. Prior to the 1980s, government schools dominated educational expansion ef-
forts, yet by the 1980s, private school construction drove much of the increases in educational
access.

education. The Kothari Commission documented poor education outcomes throughout India

and advocated the formation of a common school that would integrate Indians of all walks

of life in their own neighborhood (Jain, 2018). It also promoted curricular standardization.

The Kothari Commission culminated with the National Policy on Education (NPE) in 1968,

which further called for national integration through education. In 1977, India’s education

sector saw another dramatic transformation. The 42nd Amendment to the Indian Constitu-

tion placed education under the central and state government authority concurrently. With

this amendment, the central government’s role in education was amplified. The Government

of India (GoI) began setting broad education targets and goals, leaving the states with am-

ple leeway and autonomy to implement policies to meet these targets in varied ways. These

central reforms and targets included the 1986 National Policy on Education, and a series

of reforms in the 1990s and 2000s that culminated in the 2009 constitutionally-guaranteed

Right to Education Act.

During this period, the private education sector also expanded dramatically, a trend I

document in Figure 47 and Figure 3. Figure 3 demonstrates the temporal trend in educa-

7This time period also saw important shifts in the Indian political system, both economically and polit-
ically. Politically, the period between 1977 and 2015 saw the decline of the dominant Congress Party. For
the first time in India’s post-independence history, the 1980s and 1990s saw legitimate electoral competi-
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tional expansion, differentiated by government and private schools, demonstrating that by

the 1980s, private school construction far outpaced government school construction. Im-

portantly, by the 1980s, access to education was not universal throughout India, and the

plateau of government school expansion does not indicate the lack of a need for better and

more centrally located educational opportunities.

Yet Figure 4 visualizes the uneven shift in the composition of local education sectors

across Indian constituencies during the period studied here. Although the prevalence of non-

state schools expanded precipitously during this time period, neither the extent of expansion

nor the starting levels of non-state education were uniform. What explains the general rise in

private education during this time period, and why was the trend experienced more steeply

in some places, yet not others?

Figure 4 necessarily collapses a vastly heterogeneous education sector into a binary dis-

tinction between government and private schools. In India, there are four types of schools:

government schools, which can be run by the central, state, or local bodies, private schools

that receive government funding (private aided), private schools without government support

(private unaided), and unrecognized private schools (Mehrotra, 2006). These can be further

divided into minority and non-minority schools, the former of which is constitutionally pro-

tected.8 I classify any educational institution where the school employees are not public

officials and are instead employed by the school association itself as private. Under this def-

inition, charter schools (schools that receive an official charter and funding to operate) and

other similar arrangements, like India’s private aided schools, are still non-state. Though

they receive public funding, the school managers and officials are not bureaucrats, but rather

tion, as parties challenged Congress both nationally and in the states. This forced Congress into an era of
governing through coalition parties, and facilitated the ascendance of the BJP as the new dominant party in
Indian politics. At the same time, Indian politics and economic policymakers liberalized the economy, step-
ping away from state-sponsored enterprises and supporting market-oriented solutions. Market liberalization,
however, was not focused on schooling, and other scholars have noted that the effect of market liberalization
on education privatization was highly contingent on political context (Thachil, 2009).

8Notably, though the government is limited in how much they can regulate minority schools in particular,
they can lower the amount of funding available to these schools, improve the quality and quantity of gov-
ernment schools to try and flood the education market with state schools, and pass and enforce regulation
that makes it relatively more difficult for private schools to obtain the paperwork necessary to operate.
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Figure 4: Growth in Private Education over time at the constituency level between 1977
and 2009. Dark red values indicate a higher proportion of private schooling. The education
sector data come from the U-DISE school census, and is calculated based on the reported
founding year of each school included in the census.
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private individuals, and are removed from the state bureaucracy.9 Private education also

includes schools operated by private organizations, “mom-and-pop” private schools, low-cost

private schools, and schools run by religious organizations or social movements. Non-state

schools can be tangentially affiliated with the state, such as schools run by the Muslim

Brotherhood or Vidhya Bharati (VB),10 but they are still considered private.

3 Deconsolidated Development?

The Political Roots of Privatization

3.1 A Political Economy of Privatization

Just as the effects of private service delivery reverberate through citizens’ political lives and

have important political ramifications, the causes of private service delivery are similarly

political. In particular, I identify the role of electoral competition as integral to the recent

rise of privatized education in developing democracies.

Electoral competition increases the “means and motivations” for politicians to provide

citizen-oriented public services like education (Gamm and Kousser, 2021). However, there

are different strategies through which politicians can expand education; some choose state-

sponsored educational expansion, monopolizing control over education sectors, while others

may rely on and support, through both (de-)regulation and financing, society-driven private

efforts to expand education in the form of private schooling. This latter process represents a

strategy of privatization. If one places education sectors on a spectrum of state involvement,

ranging from total monopolization to total abdication of governance responsibility, privati-

zation entails a movement away from the left-most point at total monopolization11 towards

9Private-aided schools do not expand state bureaucratic or infrastructural capacity, they do not generate
the long-run benefits of public education. Many private-aided schools are also operated by providers with
their own ideological considerations, such as religious groups.

10Vidhya Bharati is the educational wing of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the Hindu nationalist
volunteer organization in India that is affiliated with the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

11In the education sector, for example, Ataturk’s efforts to centralize control over education and supplant
religious schooling during his efforts to modernize Turkey serve as an example of education monopoliza-
tion, rather than privatization. Privatization is the opposite. Political elites encourage the private sector
through liberal regulation, funding, public-private partnerships, and outsourcing. We can see examples of
privatization in the US system, where many politicians provide vouchers and tax credits to private education
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the rightmost point of total absence.12 Yet importantly, under privatization, the government

still directly provides some services, and has not completely handed over power to private

providers.13

Building on literature that demonstrates the role of electoral competition in expanding

access to education, I argue that it also facilitates privatization and leads to deconsolidation

of state control over education. Though the supply of providers for private schooling, and

household demand also impact the rate of privatization, political elites supply or constrain

the formal and informal institutions that structure the education sector, ranging from reg-

ulatory policies (which they can choose to enforce or ignore) to fiscal support for private

schools to paying private schools fees for constituents.

I argue that electoral competition generates political incentives to support privatization

by making its benefits more salient, and reducing its potential political costs. Electoral com-

petition simultaneously prompts governments to expand visible public services like school-

ing, while decreasing the length of time politicians are likely to hold office (through higher

turnover in competitive elections). These two factors – pressure for development and political

time horizons – dictate the incentives that politicians have to provide education in the first

place, and whether they opt for direct provision, or to facilitate private provision. Because

facilitating private provision entails supporting private efforts, whereas public provision re-

quires extensive coordination with bureaucracy and central funding, politicians, who seek

to expand educational infrastructure in time for an upcoming election, can “borrow” infras-

tructure from the private sector. To build on the framework of Gamm and Kousser (2021) to

providers and expand charter programs.
12Both ends of the spectrum are ideal types. Furthermore, in their excellent review article on public/private

local public goods regimes, Post, Bronsoler and Salman (2017) provide a typology for characterizing different
types of public/private regimes based on the level of state penetration and the extent to which the state
directly provides services in a given locality. Unique patterns of policy-making exist in these different types
of regimes. I contrast privatized regimes with state- and fully-outsourced regimes, collapsing these regimes
into a continuous measure based on how involved private providers are in the education sector.

13My definition of privatization is very similar to that of Verger, Fontdevila and Zancajo (2016, 7), which
is: “a process through which private organizations and individuals participate increasingly and actively in
a range of education activities and responsibilities that traditionally have been the remit of the state.”
However, it should not be confused with the neoliberalization literature, where privatization typically entails
formal transferring of ownership from the state to a private organization for a particular entity.
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understand why electoral competition increases public services, private infrastructure pro-

vides the means to expand education to accommodate the increased motivation politicians

have under higher electoral competition.

If high electoral competition increases the benefits politicians can reap from expanded

public services, including through privatization, it also decreases the costs of education

privatization by shortening perceived time horizons. The impetus for politicians to prefer

state-sponsored education, rather than private education, increases in the long-run. It is

state-sponsored, rather than private education, that confers the nation-building and statist

benefits to political elites. If politicians perceive short time horizons because higher levels

of electoral competition make it relatively more likely that they will be voted out of office,

they will be less concerned about the long-run benefits of nation-building, and subsequently

less driven to promote state-sponsored development, rather than societal-driven development

(see Appendix A for a longer discussion). To synthesize, electoral competition increases the

benefits that accrue to politicians for expanding education, and dictates that they do so

quickly to satisfy electoral cycles, while it decreases the costs of outsourcing education by

lowering time horizons. Though politicians who expect to stay in office for many years may

be deterred from facilitating private education because private education is less effective for

state socialization (Pritchett and Viarengo, 2015), politicians who only serve for one or two

terms due to high competition are less motivated by these considerations.

Yet not all politicians in competitive districts may be equally likely, or able, to private

education. Within competitive districts, whether a politician is politically aligned (from the

same ruling party that controls the state legislature) with the state government in power,

and whether she is an incumbent also likely shapes the extent to which they will privatize

education. If private expansion is a deliberate political strategy used by state elites at

the center, then politicians who are politically aligned will be more likely to engage in

privatization than those who are unaligned. On the other hand, expanding private education

does not require as much cooperation with the local bureaucracy, particularly for “outsider”
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politicians who lack connections to the state ruling party. Constituency/state alignment can

determine how many resources a local politician receives from the state government, and

how much incentive a politician has to invest in local communities. Unaligned politicians

may seek to divest from state-provided public services because they do not want to risk

providing a political advantage to the state’s ruling party, which could hurt his party’s long-

run political prospects, adopting a logic similar to that proposed in Bueno (2018), where

politicians outsource service delivery to non-state actors to stop their lower-level opponents

from being able to claim credit. Unaligned politicians may also be more likely to support

privatization because they are cut off from central state resources to provide education, and

therefore focus their efforts on societal-driven education expansion.

Political elites may have preferences for which type of private schools they facilitate,

however, these preferences are captured in the dichotomous distinction between public and

private schools. The relationship between politicians and providers is likely to vary by

type of provider. Each type of provider has distinct (often political) motives. Politicians

are likely to be more lenient to apolitical providers and more restrictive over adversarial

groups challenging the state, like Vidhya Bharati. This theory, however, is intended to be

general and can be applied to any type of provider, though the high costs of outsourcing to

an adversarial provider might attenuate the relationship between electoral competition and

privatization.14

The state’s role in private schooling extends beyond, and is often in conflict with, de

jure regulation. Indian politicians are heavily involved in quotidian political lives in their

communities, and the local educational ecosystems are no exception. This is especially true

for politicians in state assemblies (MLAs),15 who spend a majority of their time solving

14Future research should investigate patterns in the politics of different types of private schools. Private
aided and unaided schools, for example, are likely to be the product of different political logics. Even
within the category of private unaided schools, a VB school is very different from a school operated by an
international English-medium chain. Collecting granular data on the identity of providers was not feasible
without extensive face-to-face data collection, which has been impossible during the COVID-19 pandemic.
I encourage future researchers to collect this data.

15Members of the Legislative Assembly
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Figure 5: Policy levers for privatization

problems in their communities (Bussell, 2019). These politicians engage with non-state

schools by helping them get the correct certificates (known as the Essentiality Certificate) to

operate, helping them obtain state funding, instructing bureaucrats to monitor (or overlook)

the daily practices of non-state schools, or by capturing the schools themselves.

In the Indian political system, politicians therefore are able to shape levels of education

privatization through a range of formal and informal actions. Figure 5 provides a schema of

the political and policy elements that facilitate privatization, applied to the Indian context.

These policy levers work through both regulation and fiscal policy, and operate at both the

state and local constituency levels. Both party elites in the legislature and local represen-

tatives (both in office and aspiring candidates) play a role in privatizing education; party

elites primarily work through the legislature, taking on or avoiding reforms that centralize

control over education, while local representatives work on the grassroots level, encouraging

private sector development, at times opening their own schools, and facilitating the process

of obtaining school permits and recognition. These politicians also play an important role

in granting private schools legitimacy by attending the school’s publicity events.
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4 Empirical Findings: Competition-Induced Privatiza-

tion

4.1 Research Design and Data Description

In the pages that follow, I triangulate evidence from different research designs, time periods,

and Indian states, leveraging the strengths of each research design to account for the limita-

tions of the others. Table 1 provides an overview of my empirical approach. I articulate each

claim that I seek to test in Column 1. Column 2 outlines how they connect to my argument,

core assumptions, evidence, and mechanisms. Column 3 outlines the empirical basis upon

which I make these claims and the type of data used.

To provide evidence that electoral competition drives privatization, I collect panel data

on primary education, electoral landscapes, economic development, and societal structures

in India from 1986 - 2009 at the state and constituency levels. This panel begins with

an important milestone in Indian education policy: the introduction of the 1986 National

Policy on Education. It continues through multiple periods of reform in the Indian education

system, including the 2009 passage of the Right to Education Act, which solidified access to

education as a constitutional right. I also draw on present-day interview data from 56 original

interviews to better understand the logic of electoral privatization through the eyes of local

MLAs in three Indian states, Kerala, Haryana, and Madhya Pradesh, which capture a high

degree of variation in India’s regional political landscape, and have reasonably competitive

elections with alternations of power between parties. Leveraging richness in geographical

spread across India, temporal variation, and research design allows me to present a nuanced

account of the relationship between electoral politics and education privatization.

Table 1 suggests the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: Increases in electoral competition are associated with increases
in education privatization.

Hypothesis 2: Increases in electoral competition are associated with both public
and private education expansion.
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Table 1: Overview of the Empirical Approach

Claim Claim Type
Source/
Method

Electoral competition and education privatization
are positively correlated

Primary
Evidence

Panel data analysis

Privatization is strategic and
reliant on politician action

Adjudicate alternative
explanation

Secondary sources,
interviews

Privatization varies
by constituency-

and state-level competition
Exploratory Panel data analysis

Political alignment facilitates
education expansion

Mechanism RDD

Incumbency facilitates education expansion Mechanism RDD

Private expansion is more expedient Mechanism Interview data

Private expansion provides
MLAs with direct control

Mechanism Interview data

Privatization risky in the long-run Mechanism Interview data
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Hypothesis 3: Politicians link electoral pressure to privatization.

My theory predicts that where electoral competition is higher, there will be more privati-

zation, as electoral competition places pressure on politicians to provide visible development

infrastructure through whatever means possible. Therefore, politicians should expand edu-

cational infrastructure through both the public and the private sector, as politicians view

public and private expansion as complements under competition. I test these hypotheses

using panel data and fixed effects regressions from 1986-2008 at the constituency level, and

include a series of state-level covariates in the regression specification that control for eco-

nomic, identity-based, and state capacity alternative explanations.

Support for this hypothesis will take the form of positive and statistically significant

coefficients on the regression coefficient for electoral competition. By analyzing the census

of schools and electoral outcomes over thirty years, and controlling for variables that cap-

ture the three most likely alternative explanations, these regressions offer robust evidence

linking increases in electoral competition to privatization. This provides substantial ana-

lytical clarity to the analysis. Should we merely examine the correlation between electoral

competition and privatization, we could not establish whether the results represent a spuri-

ous correlation, reverse causality, or if electoral competition does indeed drive privatization.

By using large-scale observational data that captures all primary schools in India and all

electoral results over a period of more than thirty years, I am able to leverage methods for

observational analysis of panel data to see if the relationship between electoral competition

and privatization withstands the inclusion of controls that capture alternate arguments, and

fixed effects that capture unobserved confounding.

Hypotheses 1 and 2 serve as primary evidence of my theory by testing its core observable

implications. Evidence in support of Hypothesis 3 allows me to document the ways in which

privatization is explicitly political. I analyze my interview data to find evidence of this

hypothesis, assessing the instances where politicians explicitly articulate how privatization

benefits them politically. Should privatization not be a political strategy, politicians would
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be more likely to reference the economic incentives facing private providers.

The core evidence for these hypotheses focuses on constituency-level competition, rather

than party competition at the state level. Though these two concepts are interlinked –

more competition in individual constituencies generates deeper contestation for control over

the legislature – they are nonetheless distinct concepts. Individual districts can be com-

petitive even in states that are relatively non-competitive, and competitive states still have

strongholds. Therefore, I predict an interaction effect between local-level constituency com-

petition and state-level competition. This relationship has been demonstrated elsewhere in

Indian politics for the case of total school expansion (Vaishnav and Sircar, 2012).

The remainder of my empirical analysis illustrates the mechanisms that drive this rela-

tionship, examining the political economy of privatization in competitive districts. I first

examine the role of political alignment and incumbency to explore the incentives facing spe-

cific types of political entrepreneurs in competitive districts. Alignment with the state’s

ruling party can provide MLAs with a host of benefits, including fiscal transfer to local con-

stituencies for services, and political will to mobilize the bureaucracy. Should privatization

be a political strategy dictated by state-level politicians, alignment should also mean that

aligned politicians are encouraged to expand education. Therefore, providing public educa-

tion might be relatively easier for MLAs who are politically aligned with the ruling party,

while expanding private education in competitive districts would be expected of aligned

MLAs if state elites adopted privatization as a strategy. This would be consistent with evi-

dence that finds that aligned politicians receive more central transfers (Arulampalam et al.,

2009) and preside over constituencies with higher levels of economic development (Asher and

Novosad, 2017).16 Because the relationship because alignment and educational expansion

strategies could push in either direction, I hypothesis that alignment matters, rather than

specifying a direction.

16Similarly, Bueno (2018) provides an electoral theory of non-state welfare provision, examining the politics
of local funding to NGOs in Brazil. Though her findings are broadly consistent with my theory, our emphasis
differs. She focuses on the politics of credit-claiming and opposition parties, while I focus on the incentives
induced by electoral competition for the MLAs themselves.
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I test this hypothesis using a natural experiment. I leverage the high number of con-

stituencies in India to conduct a regression discontinuity analysis that allows me to exploit

as-if random variation in alignment with the ruling party. This design allows me to compare

constituencies where the aligned politician just barely won to those where the aligned politi-

cian just barely lost. By examining outcomes just around the winning threshold, we can

attribute the changes in education sector design causally to politician alignment by mak-

ing the assumption that it is largely random fluctuations in voting behavior, rather than

systematic differences between the two candidates.

Given the anti-incumbency bias in Indian politics (Lee, 2020), incumbent politicians are

more likely to perceive that their time in office is limited. As a result, they may be less likely

to invest in state infrastructure, and more likely to invest in private infrastructure that can

enhance their personal reputation. At the same time, incumbent politicians now have more

connections with local community members – both within the education bureaucracy and

the community at large – which may facilitate public expansion. I test this claim again with

a regression discontinuity design that exploits close elections and compares constituencies

where the incumbent just barely lost to those where the incumbent just barely won. For

both these exploratory hypotheses, the regression discontinuity design has the added benefit

of being generalizable for close elections, which is where these processes should be most

salient, given the role of electoral competition in shaping politician privatization strategies.

In this case, the causal estimand, τLATE, of the local average treatment effect is a meaningful

quantity of interest because I am explicitly concerned with outcomes in competitive districts.

Finally, I illustrate a series of mechanisms that drive the relationship between electoral

competition and privatization. I argue that private school providers are politically powerful

interest groups who are invested in securing less regulation and more funding from the gov-

ernment and test this hypothesis with a shadow case study of education reform in Kerala,

and interview data from interviews. I also argue that private expansion is more expedient

than public expansion, that privatization provides MLAs with more direct control over ed-
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ucation, and that the benefits of privatization, and costs associated with foregoing public

expansion, are salient under short- and long-term time horizons, respectively.

4.2 Primary Evidence

Hypothesis 1 stipulates that an increase in electoral competition should correspond to an

increase in privatization.17 I estimate this relationship at the constituency level, analyzing

data from Indian Vidhan Sabha constituencies, measured annually from 1986 to 2008. To

test Hypothesis 1 and 2, I use the following specification:

Yist = αi + αt + β1Competitioni,s,t∗ + γTXst + εist (1)

where i is the constituency, t is the time period (year), t∗ is the year of the most re-

cent election, s is the state, Competitioni,t∗ is the competition level from the most recent

election, and Y is the outcome of interest: the proportion of new schools that are private,

and the expansion count of public or private schools, which capture the extent of privati-

zation. Observations from election years themselves are dropped. β1 is the coefficient of

interest that captures the relationship between electoral competition and privatization. The

model includes a set of covariates X that vary by state and year and account for alternative

explanations and potential confounders (discussed below). The αi term allows for the esti-

mation of an intercept for each constituency, controlling for time-invariant and unobserved

confounders at the state-level, while the αt term allows for the estimation of year-specific

effects.18 These analyses test whether observed outcomes are consistent with my theory; the

point estimates from the models can be interpreted as evidence for the theory’s observable

implications.

I measure the structure of the education sector annually from 1986-2008 at the con-

17Naive descriptive associations of the bivariate relationship can be found in Figure B.11 in Appendix B.
18Given that both electoral competition and privatization were increasing over this time period and are

interrelated, this is a conservative modeling strategy where the time effects are therefore absorbing some of
the effect of elections on privatization.
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stituency level.19 These data come from India’s U-DISE data collection initiative, which

conducts an annual census of all schools in India. U-DISE allows us to track incredibly rich

data on school construction historically, offering a level of granularity about service provision

and state penetration that is rarely available, particularly from the Global South. U-DISE

also provides the name and village location of each school, allowing me to geo-locate the

schools using a combination of manual and automated look-up methods. This then allows

me to geo-locate schools within particular constituencies using their latitude and longitude

coordinates and constituency shape files, giving me granular annual data on the local edu-

cation market for over sixty years.

Though the annual census only commenced in 2006, each school entry contains the year

the school was founded. I use this to extend the panel data backwards by calculating how

many schools of each management type were functioning in a particular constituency in a

particular year. For each of the 1.2 million schools in the dataset, which I compiled and

cleaned from the raw U-DISE data, I recorded the year of school founding. I then created a

reference variable for each year since India’s founding. By cross-referencing the year of school

founding to each year in the dataset, I was able to record whether a school was operative in

each year. To arrive at a state or constituency-level measure of the education sector design or

pace of educational expansion, I then calculated the total number of schools, or new schools

(for educational expansion) by school type.

This approach is subject to potential measurement error wherein school managers mis-

report the year of school founding on the annual school census. Appendix E discusses how

I deal with this potential issue, and diagnoses the size of measurement error it might pose

to the analyses here. Notably, it is unlikely that this measurement error would be system-

atic. Because the founding date is collected many years after the fact, it is unlikely that

misreporting of the school founding year would be systematically correlated with electoral

competition in that same year. Therefore, measurement error should drive the estimates

19State-level analyses, found in the Appendix, extend through 2015. Constituency-level analyses are not
extended because the borders of India’s constituencies changed in 2009 following a delimitation process.
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down to zero, making analysis with this data a conservative estimate, as the mis-measured

data would attenuate the relationship.

From this data, I calculate my three dependent variables. They are: the proportion of new

schools that are operated by private providers; the count of new public schools constructed;

and the count of new private schools constructed. Together, these variables allow me to

capture privatization, which types of changes in the education sector drive this process by

measuring the landscape as a whole, and the type of expansion that occurred each year.

To measure electoral competition, I use the margin of victory in the most recent election,

calculated from the Trivedi Center for Political Data (TCPD). I calculate the difference

between the proportion of the total vote received by the first and second candidates. This

captures the extent to which politicians view the election as having been a foregone conclusion

(in the case of a landslide), or as a highly competitive election. I then rescale the difference

in the margin of victory so that closer races have larger values, allowing us to interpret the

variable as distance from a landslide, where the minimum possible value would be a landslide

in which the opposition received 0 votes, and the maximum takes a value of 50, where the

race was won by only a few votes.

In addition to fixed effects to control for unobserved confounders, I also control for a set

of covariates at the state level that would impact both electoral competition and education

market design. These covariates capture the processes proposed by the alternative expla-

nations to control for factors that could impact both electoral competition and education

sector design. I categorize these into three competing models of education market formation:

an economic model, a state capacity model, and a social/identity model.

I measure two economic variables in the Indian states to capture the extent to which

there might be a thriving market for alternatives to government schools. These variables

are: net state domestic product, measured on a per capita basis, and state tax revenue, also

measured on a per capita basis. Per capita tax revenue also proxies for state capacity. For

the identity model, I measure the proportion of a state’s population that is a member of a

23



scheduled caste or tribe, and is a Muslim or Christian. In the Indian context, these groups

are historically marginalized and minority populations.

Net state domestic product is collected from the Reserve Bank of India, measured in

constant prices at per capita rupees. This proxies for the ability of households to pay for

private education, the size of the economy, and the overall level of development. Larger and

more active economies may have more economic activity that places a premium on education,

which may enhance demand for private education.

State tax revenue is measured in ’00000 rupees and taken from the Reserve Bank of

India, which I adjust by population. I calculate the state tax revenue by subtracting the

states’ shares of central taxes from the state’s total tax revenue. As a classical measure of

state capacity, tax revenue captures the state’s ability to fund its mandates, whether that

be social policy or otherwise. States with more capacity are better able to provide education

– should they wish to. This controls for the possibility that low state capacity leads the

private sector to step in for the state.

Next, I control for social characteristics. These covariates are the percentage of a state

population that is scheduled caste, scheduled tribe, Christian, and Muslim. In many con-

texts, private schooling may be used as a solution to civil strife, as it allows different com-

munities to foster their own identities and self-organize. Electoral politics in places with

organized social groups are also likely competitive, as politicians may compete for the votes

of different identity blocs. I use the Census proportions of ethnic and religious groups for

Census years (1971 - 2011, decennially), and rely on linear interpolation to fill in the missing

intermediate years. For years since the most recent Census was conducted (in 2011), I use

the Lokniti National Election Studies estimates of the proportion of scheduled caste, tribes,

and members of different religious groups, which they calculate from a survey that is repre-

sentative at the state level. These data are only available intermittently, but importantly,

the data are collected from many states surrounding an election, allowing me to measure

this important demographic variable most accurately around election years.
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Summary statistics are presented in Table B.5 in Appendix B. Variables below the double

horizontal line are available at the constituency level,20 while the other variables are at the

state level. These data yield observations for 38 years across 30 Indian states. I exclude

Union territories.21 The data also include states that enter the dataset during the panel;

for example, Uttarakhand, Jharkhand, and Chhattisgarh were all created in 2000 following

a reorganization of the states. When new states are created, districts are removed from one

bordering state to create the new one. In this case, these districts are considered part of

their original state until the creation of the new state.

Below, I present an array of evidence that together shows that private education expan-

sion is indeed facilitated by electorally-driven political calculations. I show that electoral

competition predicts expansion of public and private education, and that higher levels of

electoral competition coincide with an expanded role for private providers in local education

markets. Together, these models support evidence for Hypotheses 1 and 2.

Tables 2 and 3 presents the results from this analysis, showing the coefficients on electoral

competition.22 Each of the columns represent the results of a regression from each of the

education outcomes: the proportion of private schools in a state-year, the number of new

government schools and the number of new private schools. In all cases, the coefficient on

electoral competition is positive, and both substantively and statistically significant. Elec-

toral competition predicts a higher proportion of private schools, and education expansion

through both public and private avenues.

These findings are consistent with my theory that electoral competition not only plays an

integral role in driving the expansion of public schooling, but also in driving the expansion

of the private sector, as competition can mean that private and public expansion become

20These variables are only available decenially, so I do not include them in any constituency-level analyses.
21With the exception of Jammu and Kashmir, which was a state for the entirety of this dataset.
22This table shows the results of linear models. Table C.9 in Appendix C displays Columns 2 and 3 of this

table with results from negative binomial and Poisson fixed effects regressions, respectively, replicating the
state-level analyses with GLM models. I present the results from linear models in the main paper because
they are easier to interpret. The results shown in the Appendix show that using count models does not
substantially change the results.
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Table 2: Results from a series of regressions modeling education sector expansion as a
function of electoral competition and constituency and time fixed effects (columns 1, 3, 5,
and 7), and including state-level control variables (columns 2, 4, 6, and 8). Observations
from election years are omitted.

Dependent variable:

# New School, Total # New School, Public # New School, Private % New, Private

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Electoral Competition 0.007∗∗ 0.015∗∗∗ 0.005∗∗ 0.011∗∗∗ 0.002∗∗ 0.004∗∗∗ 0.033∗∗ 0.061∗∗∗

(0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.015) (0.013)

Unit Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

State Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 63,337 61,912 63,337 61,912 63,337 61,912 48,415 47,643
R2 0.407 0.282 0.469 0.353
Adjusted R2 0.368 0.234 0.434 0.297

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

complements in the eyes of politicians. The results from Table C.8 in the Appendix also

contradict theories that link state capacity and economic development to private schooling,

yielding a null effect for the relationship between economic development and state capacity,

respectively, with education sector design. Rather, the size of a state’s marginalized or

minority communities (members of scheduled tribes and castes, and practicing Muslims and

Christians) play a more important role in education privatization than economics. These

identity-based variables, however, tend to drive the distribution of schools, rather than new

construction of schools, while electoral pressures shape the pace of privatization through

expansion.

In Figure 6, I examine how the relationship between local-level competition interacts

with the level of state competition. From this, we can see that while the association between

electoral competition and total school expansion is increasing in state-level competition,

while the relationship between constituency-level competition and private-driven expansion

(the proportion of new primary schooling infrastructure that is private) is decreasing as

state-level competition increases. This demonstrates that the observed general relationship

is primarily driven by competitive constituencies in less competitive states. This is consistent
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Table 3: Regression results taken from a model regressing the outcome variable (displayed
in Columns (1) - (3)) on electoral competition and the full set of covariates at the state-
level. The model uses state fixed effects to account for unobserved state-level time-invariant
characteristics. Observations from an election year are omitted.

Dependent variable:

% Private Schools # Government, New # Private, New

(1) (2) (3)

Electoral Competition 0.194∗∗∗ 0.077∗∗∗ 0.042∗∗∗

(0.038) (0.027) (0.011)

Controls Yes Yes Yes
Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes

Observations 682 682 682
R2 0.930 0.238 0.559
Adjusted R2 0.926 0.197 0.535
Residual Std. Error (df = 646) 4.020 2.796 1.103

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

with a process wherein under-resourced politicians in isolated competitive districts rely on

private-driven expansion to substitute for state-driven expansion.

Table 2 provides supporting evidence for my electoral theory of privatization: an increase

in electoral competition corresponds to an increase in education privatization. This is neces-

sary but insufficient to tell a nuanced story of the electoral logic of privatization. If we were

unable to uncover a relationship between electoral competition and privatization after con-

trolling for a host of alternative explanations and unobserved state characteristics, we should

question the validity of my electoral theory of privatization. At the same time, the robust

relationship between competition and privatization tells us that there is a relationship with-

out telling us very much about why that is the case. To do this, I turn to mixed-methods to

explain why electoral competition drives privatization. I suggest that neither public school

expansion nor privatization are strategies available to all – politicians who are not aligned

with the state ruling party and non-incumbent politicians may have difficulty pursuing either

expansion strategy. I also suggest that privatization is more expedient, provides MLAs with

more direct control, and the costs of privatization are less salient in the short-term. These

mechanisms pertain to the incentives facing individual MLAs.
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Figure 6: Varying by Level of State Competition. calculated using Interflex by Hain-
mueller, Mummolo and Xu (2019).

4.3 Evidence from Close Elections

Local politicians need access to state resources to invest public funds in local infrastructure,

and state support to subsequently gain support from the local bureaucracy to expand edu-

cation. To expand the private sector, they need connections to the local business community

and economic elites operate private schools, or provide land and infrastructure for politicians

to open them themselves. Different types of politicians may also seek the distinct political

benefits associated with either public or private expansion.

I leverage the high number of constituencies in India, and the high number of close

elections to explore how two different candidate characteristics shape involvement in the

education sector: aligned with the state ruling party, and incumbency. By examining close

elections, I exploit plausibly exogenous differences in whether local politicians are aligned

with the state ruling party, and whether they are incumbents. I examine constituency/year

observations first where the candidate who was aligned with the ruling party just barely won

or lost. In constituencies where an aligned politician won, the official likely has access to

more state resources, connections with ministerial political elites, and is more involved in

the overall state strategy. Aligned politicians also may invest in state-sponsored services to
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increase their party’s public image, whereas unaligned politicians may want to undermine any

perceived credit assigned to the state. Yet if aligned politicians in competitive districts are

given a mandate of private expansion, they may be more likely to expand private education.

Incumbent politicians also may face different incentives from politicians who are newly

holding office. Two different processes could happen in tandem. First, incumbent politicians

may have developed more connections to the community during their prior terms in office,

making them better able to coordinate with local entrepreneurs to establish private schooling.

Second, given the strong anti-incumbency bias in India,23 a personal strategy of education

privatization becomes salient, as incumbent politicians anticipate that their time in office

will near an end (relatively) near in the future. Incumbent politicians may believe their

time in office is limited, encouraging them to work to expand the private sector during their

remaining time in office to ensure that they build a personal reputation that they can tap into

once they leave office. Figure 7 shows the results of two regression discontinuity designs, run

with the same set of education sector outcomes as the other models.24 The forcing variable

is the distance between the top-two candidates in the election, measured by vote share. In

these graphics, I leverage variation in whether the local MLA is aligned with the state’s

ruling party, and whether she is an incumbent.

These results provide insight into the political economy of education provision in com-

petitive districts. Several interesting trends emerge. First, while education expansion is

likely among incumbents, relative to non-incumbents, alignment makes no difference for the

overall level of education expansion. However, different types of politicians do undertake dif-

ferent strategies of education expansion; incumbent politicians, relative to non-incumbents

are more likely to expand public education. Aligned politicians, on the other hand, when

they do decide to expand education, do so with relative greater reliance on public educa-

tion, denoted by the negative point estimate on the alignment variable when examining the

23See Lee (2020) for an overview of the null or negative effects of incumbency in India, in contrast to a
pro-incumbency bias in other democracies like the United States.

24Details of the RDD specifications can be found in Appendix D. I selected the bandwidth through the
Imbens-Kalyanaraman optimal bandwidth selection method.
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Figure 7: Results from two regression discontinuity designs. Point estimates represent the
predicted increase in the outcome associated with moving from an unaligned to an aligned
constituency (left-most point in plot) or from a challenger to an incumbent candidate (right-
most point in plot). 95% confidence intervals are plotted in dark red and 90% confidence
intervals are plotted in grey/blue.
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proportion of new education stock that is private.

4.4 (How) Do Politicians Shape Private Provision?

Private sector development, of course, requires both the supply of capable private providers,

and citizen demand for alternatives to state services. Both these conditions are met in

much of India; private education provides a lucrative scheme for local entrepreneurs, and

when for-profit endeavors may not support privatization, social organizations like religious

elites assume the mantle of private provision. The incentives to supply the infrastructure for

private education are bolstered by widespread demand for alternatives to state schooling,

driven by labor market concerns for better education, particularly that provides English

language skills, and demand for the status associated with private schooling. What these

factors overlook, however, is the instrumental and necessary role of politicians in facilitating

and supporting local markets for private development. While the involvement of willing

private providers and household demand for alternatives may be necessary conditions for

widespread privatization, they are insufficient without political involvement.

To illustrate how politicians can bolster private development, I conducted nearly 50 in-

terviews with elected officials, district education officers, and school managers in four Indian

states: Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, and Kerala. In addition to providing exploratory

evidence to test the mechanisms that link electoral competition to privatization, these in-

terviews also illustrate myriad ways in which the state bolsters the private sector. Consis-

tently, across nearly all the interviews, respondents emphasized the integral role of state-level

politicians in furthering development, both public and private. Three avenues of necessary

intervention emerged from the interviews: playing the role of broker in meeting regulations,

direct involvement in recruiting, funding, and maintaining private sector development, and

helping constituents access private services. These interviews also shed light on an important

dynamic that is unavailable in the quantitative data: politicians not only play a crucial role

in expanding private development, but also in maintaining these institutions.
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First, politicians play a role in helping private providers meet the necessary operating

requirements, which can range from serving as a broker to help private providers obtain

the land, official permission, and start-up costs associated with opening private schools,

to overlooking regulation intended to curb the expansion of private schools. For example,

politicians are instrumental in helping private school managers obtain an Essentiality Cer-

tificate, a mandatory license that schools are required to obtain before they open. Private

schools cannot operate without these certificates, which often require political connections.

The Essentiality Certificates needed for schools to operate are substantially easier to obtain

among those who have connections to local elected officials (Gould, 1972).

One MLA from Madhya Pradesh told me that he facilitates private education by providing

land and circumventing political hurdles to get land for a school (which is a component of the

Essentiality Certificate), lending capital to educational entrepreneurs, providing tax benefits,

raising awareness about private education, and convincing private sector companies to invest

in education.25 Beyond the EC certificate, one interviewee spoke to me about his personal

decisions about whether or not to enforce private school regulations. He explained that

parties and individual politicians have to decide whether to enforce policies like the EC

requirement. This interviewee recalled that a local school manager conveyed to him that “if

you insist on enforcing this, [our] schools will close.”26

Nearly all the interview respondents, ranging from school managers to village-level pres-

idents to MLAs, gave numerous examples about how politicians support the maintenance of

private school infrastructure.27 As one panchayat president emphasized, “in this panchayat,

you get almost 10 building permits every day. If you look over 100 days, you will get 1000

building permits . . . [Politicians] take decisions for the development of local government.”28.

Approving these permits, and helping secure the inputs necessary to build new school in-

25Author Zoom Interview, Madhya Pradesh MLA, February 15, 2021
26Author Zoom Interview, January 27, 2021
27Many of these interviews were drawn from the Kerala case. Here, maintenance is the politically salient

dynamic, as access to education reached a saturation point decades ago due to relatively early investment in
education.

28Author Interview, Panchayat President, Attirmapuzha, February 19, 2022
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frastructure, is a core component of politicians’ daily responsibilities. At the local level, this

also extends to helping provide new classrooms, building amenities like kitchens to comply

with midday meal regulations, and, in the time of COVID-19, helping provide sanitation

services to all schools, not just government schools. At the local level, direct funding to

private schools is also possible; in an official Kerala planning document, officials noted with

concern that some local communities were funding non-state schools directly (Kerala, 1960).

Finally, politicians facilitate private sector development through the mechanism of con-

stituency services and quotidian citizen-state interactions. In India, like many developing

democracies, constituency service is an integral part of politicians’ daily responsibilities, even

for relatively elite politicians like MLAs. For example, on one Sunday morning when I visited

a former Kerala Chief Minister (and now opposition MLA) at his home, we witnessed nearly

fifty constituents coming to ask for help – and this was all before 9am. Another panchayat

president told me “Usually, the days start with the phone ringing always. I wake up to the

phone ringing. 90% of the calls that come to my phone are about help for constituents and

political reasons.”29 One Madhya Pradesh MLA told me that on a day-to-day basis, about

30% of the petitions he gets from citizens are about education, and many are about paying

for private school fees.30 The politicians’ support for private schooling even trickles down

to parental impressions. One mother, who took out loans to pay for her daughter’s private

education, said “The MLA is very involved. He always gives funds. The school has new

buildings because of the MLA.” 31

But how politicians bolster the private sector from a demand perspective extends beyond

building awareness of and driving clients to the private sector. MLAs often use their own

legitimacy and visibility to lend credibility to private schooling, visiting private schools

during important state holidays, festivals, and school events. Take one striking example

from Kerala. During an interview at a Vidhya Bharati school in Kerala, which is operated

29Author Interview, Attirampuzha Panchayat President, February 19, 2022
30Author Zoom Interview, Madhya Pradesh MLA, March 11, 2021
31Author Interview, Mother, Thangassery Village, February 24, 2022
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by a Hindu Nationalist organization that promotes cultural education as a means to challenge

the dominant parties and ideologies of Kerala (and south India more generally), the school

manager showed me numerous pictures of local MLAs visiting the school for official events

like their anniversary celebration. These pictures included newspaper clippings covering the

events, informally demonstrating to constituents that the MLA has publicly endorsed and

associated himself with this school.32 This school manager told me that “these important

politicians, they come to my school for important events when I call them. It helps us gain

students and support when they do this.” This dynamic was reflected in other interviews

as well, but the divergent incentives between a Kerala MLA and the content and political

leanings of a Vidhya Bharati school provide a striking example of a costly publicity action

taken by a sitting MLA.

4.5 Mechanisms

That politicians are integral to the expansion and maintenance of private development tells

us little about why they do so, and how their incentives to do so may be linked to elec-

toral competition. The quantitative evidence demonstrates that electoral competition is an

important and overlooked explanatory factor in the expansion of private development. The

in-depth interviews I conducted with a range of actors active in educational development

provide insights to describe the political incentives that drive this relationship. In partic-

ular, three themes materialize in the interviews: the role of short time horizons that force

development activities into segmented periods between elections, faster and more expedient

development, and the decoupling of development from reliance on state resources.

Elections plausible shorten politicians’ time horizons, as they are both forced to show

visible progress on tight timelines and often do not believe they will hold office for a long

time. These dynamics are exacerbated by high levels of electoral competition, which bring

the timelines facing politicians into sharper salience. As one school manager in Jhajjar

32Author Interview, Aravinda Vidhyamandiram School, February 17, 2022.
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district, which had many competitive elections, told me, “MLAs, they want to improve

the system, so they open a school. After 5 years, they won’t be MLAs anymore, so they

have to provide their own services.”33 Another politician in a highly competitive community

expressed a similar logic, saying “When I’m re-elected, I’ll do whatever I can in terms of

power in the five years only. I may get a chance to participate in the next election, or I may

not get a chance to participate.” 34 But, “when you talk about elections [and government

schools], it’s not the immediate outcome, but the social rhetoric or conversation of investing

in education in the long-term.”35

The politicians in my interviews, who spoke anxiously about reelection, expressed support

for private development. For example, one politician said that through the process of intense

electoral competition, “Ongoing projects will be stalled. You cannot implement any new

projects. Development during this period will be stopped for a while. Any project using

government funds will be stalled, and private development projects will not be affected.”36

Now, contrast this with the attitude of an elected official in a relatively non-competitive

area that has provided the Left Front with a stronghold for decades. A panchayat president

in Kerala criticized private education in the strongest terms, and had done little to encourage

private schooling in his district. He went on to say: “But now what is happening is that the

new education policy. . . the Indian government, it is the duty of the government to give free

and compulsory education to the citizens. What the government is doing now is trying to

back off. They are instigating private actors. So only those who can afford to get educated

can get educated with this new education policy. In order for democracies, secularism, to

work, you have to have education. If that is not there, there will be no democracy and no

secularism.”37

The interviews also effectively demonstrate the usefulness of private provision strategies

33Author Interview, January 31, 2020
34Author Interview, Panchayat President, Attirmapuzha, February 19, 2022
35Author Zoom Interview, Madhya Pradesh MLA, March 10, 2021.
36Author Interview, Panchayat Member, Thakazhi Village, February 27, 2022
37Author Interview, Panchayat President, Kainakary, February 26, 2022

35



for those who are under-resourced by the state. The quantitative results demonstrate the

private-driven education expansion is especially likely in places characterized by two dif-

ferent politician relationships and corresponding incentive structures: opposition politicians

representing challenger parties in the legislature, and politicians contesting in competitive

districts in relatively non-competitive states. Previously discussed interview data empha-

sizes how a reliance on state resources can make it difficult to get development done because

public projects can be stalled due to electioneering. Other interview participants pointed

to other roadblocks in the process, in particular contention between members of different

groups. As demonstrated by the regression discontinuity results, opposition politicians in

competitive districts are more likely to expand private schooling. My interviews suggest

why: “It’s difficult to get an MLA fund. Given the situation that the MLA here belongs to

LDF [and I am UDF]. The MLA will allot funds only if approached by a local leader from

their party Otherwise I’ll have to approach certain local leaders from their party and push,

or I’ll have to do some protest. If the MLA thinks the protest will turn into problems, only

then will he do this. There is politics in allocating funds.”38 A powerful MLA, also a member

of the opposition, reported that: “Most of the projects that I committed [implemented] are

slowed down. ... [when] the government was changed, they slowed down the entire project.

They tried to stop that work for six years. Now they are reintroducing the same projects,

using their names.”39 Private sector development, therefore, can provide politicians with an

alternative mechanism for bringing development to their community for those who are cut

off from state resources.

5 Discussion and Policy Implications

Expanding education through the private sector represents a new, increasingly popular mode

of schooling throughout the world. Yet education privatization can substantially change

who has access to (high-quality) schooling. While education has the potential to be the

38Author Interview, Panchayat Member, Thakazhi Village, February 27, 2022
39Author Interview, MLA, Puthuppally Constituency, February 22, 2022.
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“great equalizer”, in partially privatized regimes, different types of students sort into different

types of schools. In India, for example, private schools enroll 6% fewer girls, 9% fewer

scheduled castes, and 10% fewer scheduled tribes.40 Even philanthropic provision can lead

to inequitable outcomes (Cansunar, Forthcoming).

Proponents of privatization focus on the value of school choice amidst under-performing

public schools, arguing that increased choice and the proliferation of low-cost private schools

improves educational outcomes for disadvantaged families. In India, private schools can

deliver similar quality education at a far lower than per-pupil cost than public schools (Mu-

ralidharan and Sundararaman, 2015).41 Relatedly, classical economic theories suggest that

subjecting government schools to competition will improve their quality.42 Though there

is disagreement regarding whether privatization improves learning outcomes, there is little

doubt that it reshapes the education landscape, and with it the electoral logic of education

provision. India’s vast network of private schools, and varied grassroots relationships between

the state, providers, and citizens have important implications for local service provision and

social policy, citizen-state engagement, equitable service access, and electoral accountability.

These findings present multi-method evidence in support of an electoral theory of pri-

vatization, providing new insight into the relationship between electoral politics, politician

behavior, and education policy in the Global South. Electoral competition is strongly and

positively related to education expansion and privatization: though more competition might

correspond with more schooling, I present evidence that this is not accomplished through

public sector expansion alone, challenging the conclusion in existing literature that more

democracy means more state services.

The verdict is still out on the long-run consequences of India’s privatization. Many

suspect that the private education sector allows for demographic sorting that increases seg-

40See Appendix B for a discussion of demographic differences between school type in India. Scheduled
castes and tribes are officially designated marginalized and disadvantaged groups in India.

41The cost for private schools is typically assumed by households rather than the state, raising the concern
that private education without a widespread voucher system is regressive.

42See Hirschman (1970) for the seminal account of why competition among service providers does not
always enhance quality for the poorer-performing service.
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regation, pushes the costs of education onto households rather than the state, and provides

sectarian actors a platform to influence society’s fabric. In the very least, we know In-

dia’s private schools do not provide any additional learning advantage, once you adjust for

differences in household selection (Muralidharan and Sundararaman, 2015).43 Yet privati-

zation may also allow the state to borrow capacity from the private sector (Brass, 2016),

and present the opportunity for learning gains in some subjects, such as English-language

education. Given the potential for impactful consequences – both positive and negative –

and the sheer size and growth velocity of private schooling in the Global South, we must

develop theories that help us understand the causes and consequences of privatization in the

education sector.

But first understanding why privatization has emerged in the first place can inform future

strategies to expand education. I provide a theory to explain the electoral dynamics that

contributed to a policy-making environment where private schools have thrived. I show

that electoral environments are a robust predictor of privatization in primary education,

challenging the dominant scholarly assumptions that more electoral competition means more

state services, and that the private sector emerges as a response to state weakness. To test

more nuanced theories about why electoral competition can increase privatization, I draw

on a range of data sources, from original interviews to existing ethnographic accounts to

newspaper archives to micro-level data on 1.2 million geo-located schools to identify a set of

mechanisms that link electoral competition to education privatization.

This speaks to a broader agenda on policy implementation in public/private public service

regimes: what are the causes of different levels of privatization, and how do those arrange-

ments impact the micro-foundations of governance and citizen political behavior? I study

this by focusing on a single policy arena that is financially and logistically costly to pro-

vide, yet politically costly to outsource. Future studies should expand this analysis to other

43As this study shows, however, private schools may have a cost-per-pupil advantage, but it is unclear if
this is scalable should private schools continue to expand, and this does not negate the concern of households
funding education, rather than the state doing so.
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sectors, understanding how privatized health, policing, and tax collection affects politicians,

citizens, and policy formation. The decision to outsource core public services has important

implications for public administration, but its ramifications extend beyond the technocratic

details of service delivery. These design decisions have important implications for citizens

and politicians alike. From the visibility of particular policies, to whether they are directly

provided by the state or indirectly through funded non-state entities, to the content that

particular policy arrangements promote, service delivery institutions can confer dramatically

different patterns of citizen engagement with the state and beliefs about government.

This research holds several important policy implications. First, if we want to incentivize

politicians to provide higher quality services in greater numbers, we must first understand

the distinct political logic that govern different policy sectors. This involves developing

a theory of change that encompasses the material, ideological, and personal benefits that

politicians derive from providing different types of services. When civil society, activists, and

donors push for particular governance reforms, it must be done with this in mind. Second,

stakeholders in policy reform should look beyond issues of quality and aggregate learning

outcomes to the political outcomes of policy initiatives, as modes of education provision

can impact political behavior, citizen identity, and democratic attitudes. And third and

finally, advocates for privatization as a solution to problems of low capacity, bureaucratic

under-staffing, or government red tape should think broadly about the political roots and

repercussions about such policy arrangements.

No two policies are alike. Different configurations of spending, decentralization policies,

local governance structures, and constellations of providers yield vastly different political and

governance outcomes for the same services. Yet we only beginning to scratch the surface

of the rich variation in public service sectors, especially when it comes to diverse networks

of providers. Research from outside comparative politics shows that nuanced differences

in policy implementation can impact political outcomes and citizen behavior (Campbell,

2012). When it comes to privatization specifically, recent advances in comparing differences
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within public service sectors and authority for provision44 have shined light on the political

roots of privatization, yet more work is needed to better understand state investment in or

divestment from public services.

44See, for example, Thachil (2009); Ansell and Lindvall (2013); Bueno (2018); Ansell and Lindvall (2020)
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Appendices

A Politician Feedback Loop

To illustrate the time horizon logic, Table A.4 identifies the political costs and benefits of

educational expansion through privatization or monopolization.45 These costs and benefits

describe the ways in which present-day policy decisions affect future state and political-level

outcomes, generating a policy feedback loop at the politician level. Policy feedback loops

occur when the design of public policy affect political behavior, and subsequently future

policy design. I suggest that these feedback loops occur at level of politicians as well, as the

modes through which politicians provide services can affect their own political futures and

state structures in subsequent time periods. To operationalize this, in Table A.4, each row

represents a specific cost or benefit associated with expanding access to primary education,

while the columns document whether that outcome is relevant for public or private provision,

or both. Benefits are displayed above the horizontal lines, while costs are displayed below.

Note that these are the costs and benefits that accrue to the elected officials in office, rather

than to other members of society.

The payoff structure in Table A.4 draws on two different ways that education can benefit

political elites: first as a material good that citizens demand, which benefits politicians by

making re-election more likely, and second as an ideological good that states can use to build

legitimacy, citizen support, and a stronger bureaucracy. These benefits, however, accrue on

different time intervals. Politicians realize the electoral and reputational benefits of educa-

tional expansion relatively quickly, as citizens can reward politicians for their performance

as soon as the next election. The ideological and capacity benefits, however, accrue more

slowly. If the state seeks to use education to indoctrinate children into holding particular

political beliefs, then these benefits only accrue as children become adults who participate

in politics. Similarly, laying the groundwork for state capacity is a decades-long task.

This framework allows me to explain why higher electoral competition can lead to edu-

cation privatization. Two things become salient for politicians when competition increases:

first, there is more pressure to provide services to win votes, and second, politicians think

it is less likely that they will hold office in the long-run. This means that immediate and

visible development matters more, and the long-term benefits and costs associated with ei-

45Note that politicians can simultaneously expand private and public education. privatization therefore
does not mean that politicians are not expanding public education, but rather that they are also investing
in private sector expansion as well. Therefore, a key feature of privatization is a changing composition
of educational expansion. This also means that public and private expansion can be either substitutes or
complements for one another.
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ther public or private education provision diminish in importance. As we can see from Table

A.4, the disincentives for politicians to provide private education only begin to emerge in

the long-run. Figure A.9 in the Appendix visualizes this payout function in terms of short-

and long-term costs and benefits more clearly. Under short time horizons, these costs simply

matter less to politicians, reducing barriers to privatization. Uncertainty over one’s political

future, therefore, does more than increase the benefits associated with privatization. It also

lowers how salient the costs are, vis-a-vis future state authority and consolidation. Electoral

competition stands in contrast to other elite threat that can increase state monopolization

over education, such as internal and external wars. When the fight is over ballots, not bor-

ders, the private sector provides an appealing complement for politicians seeking to rapidly

expand education.

I expand on the politician policy feedback loop described in Table A.4. To set ideas,

I concretely walk through the actors and incentives that underpin this framework in more

detail. I begin with three sets of actors: the politicians (P), the competing elites (CE), and

the electorate (E).The politicians represents the political elites in power – these are people

who hold power through elections and who form and pass policies. They are distinct from

the bureaucracy, who are responsible for implementing those policies. The competing elites

are ideological actors who have an alternative set of ideas that run counter to state interests.

Finally, the electorate represents the citizens who select leaders and influence policy through

elections.46

State elites need the support of a critical amount of the electorate to maintain power. To

do so, they can choose between two strategies to win support: the ideological strategy (I)

and the material strategies (M). Ideological strategies can shape how citizens see themselves

as part of the state, and what they went from the state. Material strategies are premised

on the exchange of desired goods (or policies) for citizen support. Material benefits tend to

accrue in the short-run, while ideological benefits accrue in the long-term.

In Table A.4, ideological benefits are represented by rows 3, 5, and 7, relating to the

ability of education to confer a standardized set of cultural narratives, bolster or undermine

state authority, and give a platform to ethnocentric or sectarian non-state elites. The latter

two benefits pertain to private education specifically, when CE, or non-state ideological elites

like religious actors provide schooling. Material benefits include increasing community access

to development, and providing lucrative business connections to politicians. Figure A.8 takes

these costs and benefits and expresses them as a production function for politician benefits

of education provision. The top of this figure contains an abstract representation of the pay-

46For the time being, I just treat the electorate as one. It would be possible to assume that there are key
constituencies, and that the distribution of key constituents matters for the strategy.
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Table A.4: Politician Policy Feedbacks Distinct costs and benefits (accrued to politicians)
associated with providing public services through the public or private sectors.

Public Provision Private Provision Time Horizon

Increases community access
to development

+ + Short

Enhances infrastructural capacity + - Long

Confers standardized set of
cultural narratives to citizens

+ - Long

Provides lucrative business
connections and reputation

enhancement after holding office
- + Short

Requires state capacity + - Short

Undermines state authority - + Long

Gives platform to ethnocentric
and sectarian non-state elites

- + Long
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Figure A.8: Production function for politician payouts from education provision as a function
of the benefits (in green) and costs (in red) of education provision that accrue in the short-
term or the long-term (italicized and indicated with a Time interaction).

out function, with benefits represented in green and costs represented in red. I use italics

to represent costs and benefits that only accrue in the long term. These are also indicated

with an interaction term for time.47

Table A.9 provides more insight into how these curves are drawn by delineating the

function according to public and private education, and short and long-term benefits. This

is drawn directly from Table A.4. In the short-term, costs and benefits that only accrue in the

long-term are dropped from the pay-out function. This table visualizes why private schooling

is beneficial in the short, but not in the long-term, where the costs begin to outweigh the

benefits. The opposite is true for public schooling.

Electoral competition can both increase the demands that (E) place on (SE), and increase

the level of non-state service provision provided by (CE), who now have a viable path to

power through elections. For (SE), competitive elections serve to lower their time horizons,

as they are less likely to assume that they will hold office in the long-run. This means that

politicians should up-weight the Short-Term column of Table A.9, making private school-

ing more attractive to politicians operating under short time horizons where they will be

evaluated during elections, which occur at relatively short intervals.

47In this simplified abstraction, we can think of this as a binary indicator that turn on for the “long term”
and off in the short term. It is beyond the scope of this project to theorize about precisely when these
long-term costs and benefits may kick in.
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Figure A.9: Short-Term and Long-Term Pay-out Functions for education provision. Benefits
are green and costs are red. Terms with the interaction with time (in other words, terms
that accrue in the long-run) drop out of the function in the short-term.

B Descriptive Statistics

Figure B.10 and Table B.5 provide additional information about the data used in the paper.

Figure B.10 shows the distribution of education market providers by provider type, where

each unit of analysis is a constituency/year. For all the analyses in the paper, government

schools are counted as those managed by the Central Government, Department of Education,

and Local Body. Department of Education schools are by far the most common government

schools. These are the schools that are managed by the state government bureaucracy. Cen-

tral Government schools, on the other hand, are managed by the Ministry of Education of the

Government of India. These are networks of schools like the Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan,

which were initially founded to education the children of GoI bureaucrats, particularly mem-

bers of the Indian Defense Services. Finally, schools are listed as being managed by the local

government are public schools in cases where education has been devolved to the local level.

I consider the remaining school management types private. In this umbrella category, pri-

vate unaided schools are the most common, followed by private aided. Unrecognized schools,

both madrassas and general, are schools that are not officially sanctioned by the government,

usually because they have not met specific operation requirements.

It is also prudent to first examine patterns in the raw data, transparently showing that

the relationship does exist in naive form. Figure B.11 shows this trend. I sort state-year

observations into deciles based on their level of electoral competition, where higher values

indicate more competition. For each decile, I then calculate the average proportion of non-

state schools in that state and year. The trend that emerges is stark and strongly positive.

More competitive state and year observations also tend to have larger non-state sectors.

Table B.5 displays the summary statistics for the data I collected for this paper. Variables

listed above the double horizontal line (following # Laws Passed) are at the state-level, while
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Figure B.10: This figure shows the distribution of each school type across the constituencies in my sample.
Each unit represents a constituency-year observation. The proportion of schools by management is calculated
by summing up each school type in a constituency and dividing that by the total number of schools.

Figure B.11: Relationship between electoral competition and proportion of non-
state schools, using two measures of electoral competition. Margin of victory is rescaled
so that higher values indicator more competitive races. Each observation included is the
dataset represents a state/year. The y-axis includes grey tick marks to visualize the density
of observations at each point.

49



the ones below are at the constituency level.

Table B.5: Summary statistics for original dataset on education, economy, and society in
India.

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max

# Candidates 828 8.11 4.26 1.33 28.08
Turnout 828 68.06 12.05 22.13 93.33
Margin 828 14.37 6.22 5.40 46.07
ENOP 828 2.91 0.63 1.78 4.79
% Incumbent 778 0.31 0.16 0.00 0.75
% Competitive 828 0.27 0.11 0.00 0.68
# Schools 800 149.22 104.36 10.00 498.59
# Schools, Private 800 32.11 32.54 0.44 198.70
% Private 800 0.22 0.15 0.01 0.66
# New Schools, Private 800 1.37 1.56 0.00 11.70
% New Schools, Private 800 0.55 0.28 0.00 1.00
# New Schools 800 3.10 3.77 0.03 36.33
Population (’000s) 822 35,802 38,090 305 216,087
Caste 781 13.00 8.06 0.00 32.88
Tribe 780 20.34 26.79 0.00 94.75
Hindu 780 0.68 0.27 0.03 0.96
Muslim 780 0.11 0.13 0.01 0.68
Christian 780 0.11 0.21 0.00 0.88
Income Per Capita 799 29,511 42,474 693 305,875
Tax Revenue 712 80.95 158.35 0.00 1,305.80
% Budget, Education 530 0.20 0.04 0.08 0.35
# Laws Passed 774 0.22 1.07 0.00 26.00

# Candidates 84,277 8.68 6.32 1.00 301.00
Turnout 84,275 63.54 13.73 0.00 99.94
Margin 84,043 .148 .131 0.00 .99
ENOP 84,043 2.89 1.02 1.00 12.50
% Incumbent 82,511 0.27 0.44 0.00 1.00
# Schools 84,277 183.90 139.60 0.00 1,737.00
# Schools, Private 84,277 34.69 58.50 0.00 1,239.00
% Private 84,277 .195 .208 0.00 1.00
# New Schools, Private 84,277 1.99 4.31 0.00 246.00
% New Schools, Private 63,384 0.48 0.40 0.00 1.00
% Literate 2,986 0.44 0.14 0.07 0.81
% ST 2,986 0.14 0.25 0.00 1.00
% SC 2,986 0.16 0.08 0.00 0.49
# Households 2,986 44,084 21,448 5 262,623
Nightlights 39,960 3,989.54 4,113.82 0.00 114,632.00
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Next, I use the constituency data to show where private school expansion is more likely

demographically (excluding the political variables). Table B.6 displays the point estimates

estimated by regressing the three education market variables on constituency demographics,

measured in 2001, this is the only year in which there is overlap of the full set of demographic

variables.

Table B.6: Regression results taken from a model regressing the outcome variable (displayed
in Columns (1) - (3)) on constituency demographic characteristics. These data are measured
in 2001. All proportional variables are measured on a range from 0 - 100.

Dependent variable:

% Private Schools # New Government # New Private

(1) (2) (3)

% Literate −6.275 46.945 −0.250
(8.344) (80.258) (2.648)

% Scheduled Tribe −0.775 −6.049 0.470∗∗

(0.663) (6.375) (0.210)

% Scheduled Caste −0.062 −17.115∗∗∗ −0.414∗∗

(0.640) (6.156) (0.203)

Households 3.044 71.460 1.289
(7.299) (70.208) (2.317)

% Urban −0.123 −3.421 −0.535∗∗

(0.666) (6.409) (0.212)

Total Population −5.302 −34.217 0.274
(4.014) (38.607) (1.274)

Nightlight Count 2.006∗∗∗ −37.266∗∗∗ −0.858∗∗∗

(0.607) (5.843) (0.193)

Observations 1,375 1,375 1,375
R2 0.011 0.037 0.026
Adjusted R2 0.006 0.032 0.021
Residual Std. Error (df = 1367) 16.635 160.004 5.280
F Statistic (df = 7; 1367) 2.088∗∗ 7.468∗∗∗ 5.262∗∗∗

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Here, we can clearly see that local demographics are powerful predictors of the local edu-

cation market, albeit in surprising ways. Areas with a greater population of scheduled tribes

are more likely to see new private schools built, yet do not have statistically significantly

different proportions of private educational investment or public school expansion. Areas

with more members of scheduled castes, however, are less likely to see expanded access of

either government or private schools. Places with more economic activity, as measured by

nightlights, have a greater proportion of private schools, yet are less likely to see either public

or private school expansion. As more developed constituencies, it is likely that these places

already had good access to schooling, both public and private, meaning that the education
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market may be already saturated and not require additional school investment. Finally,

more urban constituencies are neither significantly more likely to have a greater proportion

of private schools, nor more public school investment, but they are less likely to see more

private school investment. Again, this may be because the private market was already sat-

urated by 2001, or capturing the phenomenon of low-cost mom-and-pop private schools in

more rural areas.

B.1 Student and School Characteristics

I then turn towards original DISE data to more closely investigate differences in student

identity in public and private schools. When the constituency-level panel ends in 2009,

India had approximately 204,144,029 children enrolled in schools that served primary-age

students. Here, I use the rich data available in the DISE school census annually beginning in

2010 to paint a picture regarding what local education markets actually look like. Examining

the full DISE dataset allows for more opportunities to explore the demographics and nuances

of education sector enrollment. Though I omit these data for the main analyses because they

do not coincide with time periods of interest, these data are useful in their own right for

establishing the demographic characteristics of the Indian education market.

Figure B.12 shows the proportion of all students enrolled in school by type. Because the

full DISE dataset only in the mid-2000s, I cannot correlate enrollment data to the spread

of school construction during the pinnacle of education privatization. Figure B.12 can give

us a sense of the relationship between enrollment rates and the education market. While

approximately half of students are enrolled in government schools, these schools – during the

same time period – these schools made up 59% of the education market in India. Contrary

to the reputation of over-crowded public schools and small, elite private schools, this figure

shows a different story. Rather, public schools account for a disproportionate amount of the

brick-and-mortar number of schools, given their enrollment rates. This is consistent with

the recent trend in India where government schools have emptied as households decide to

pull their children from public schools in favor of their private counterparts.

This figure also indicates that while government schools are still the dominate player in

the education sector, private unaided schools are a formidable player in the education market

in terms of total pupil enrollment. Even in the relatively short time period in question,

private unaided schools jumped to enroll almost 30% of pupils alone.

I can now use this data to explore equity and access to different components of the

education market. One concern inherent in the discussion of private schools is limited access

for more marginalized segments of society. Table B.7, and Figures B.13 and B.14 show
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Figure B.12: Proportion of students enrolled in all schools serving primary-age students by
year. Color indicate the time of school. Three categories of schools are omitted: “Unrec-
ognized”, “Other”, and “Central Government” schools. The former two are omitted due
inaccuracy of self-reporting from schools outside the formal system. Central government
schools are omitted because they never compromise over 1% of enrollment. Data from 2014
exhibited numerous irregularities, so it is missing from this analysis.

differences in the student populations for different types of schools, calculated for the 2016

- 2017 school year. I examine the proportion of a school’s student body that is: female,

OBC (otherwise backwards caste, a caste with status and income typically lowered that elite

castes like Brahmins, but who are not considered Scheduled Castes, subject to the most

discrimination), scheduled castes, and scheduled tribes. Table B.7 provides the population

statistics showing what proportion of each group different schools enrolled. Government

schools, both those operated by the Department of Education and Tribal/Social Welfare

Departments, have a higher proportion of women, scheduled caste, and scheduled tribes

than especially private aided schools. Private aided schools, on the other hand, have more

OBC enrollment, which is consistent with the rise of new low-cost private schools which

lower-middle-class households can afford. Madrassas also have a high proportion of OBC

enrollment, reflective of the fact that select Muslim communities have been classified as

OBCs in some Indian states.

Figure B.13 shows the distribution of school-level enrollment across all Indian schools

serving primary-aged students for the 2016 - 2017 academic year. Many scholars have ob-

served that private alternatives to public services undermine the goal of providing all citizens

access to high-quality schools. Critics of privatized education argue that more disadvantaged
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Table B.7: Average proportion of enrollment comprised of non-elite population segments for
the 2016 - 2017 academic year.

School Type % Female % OBC % SC % ST
Central Government 0.43 0.37 0.13 0.09
Department of Education 0.51 0.40 0.22 0.17
Local Body 0.50 0.47 0.19 0.20
Madrassa 0.49 0.58 0.02 0.00
Other 0.47 0.23 0.21 0.28
Private Aided 0.48 0.45 0.17 0.15
Private Unaided 0.43 0.46 0.11 0.06
Tribal/Social Welfare Department 0.50 0.14 0.43 0.75
Unrecognized 0.44 0.37 0.11 0.13

members of society cannot access these schools. Government support, endorsement, funding,

or facilitation of these institutions therefore makes it likelier that these segments of society

will have diminished access to schooling.

Figures B.13 and B.14 show that these concerns are indeed relevant for the Indian case.

For the proportion of students that are either female or scheduled castes, the distribution

curves for government schools are shifted to the right; public schools tend to enrollment more

of these populations than their private counterparts. Figure B.14 quantifies these differences,

displaying the difference in means in enrollment rates for government and private schools.

All differences are significant at the 5% level. Here, we can see that government schools

have, on average, 6% higher enrollment of girl students, 9% more scheduled castes, and 10%

more scheduled tribes. This is remarkable, especially considering that many children who

are members of scheduled tribes attend schools run by local tribal authorities, which are

technically public but are autonomously managed by tribal authorities.
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Figure B.13: Population distribution of enrollment patterns across Indian schools serving
primary-aged students for the 2016 - 2017 academic year.

Figure B.14: Point estimates of group differences in enrollment rates of marginalized and
disadvantaged segments of society by school type. The point estimates are calculated by
subtracting private enrollment averages from public enrollment averages; positive values
indicate that public schools enroll more of that particular group.
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C Robustness and Further Specifications

Table C.8 shows the full regression results for the model displayed in Table 3 to show the

point estimates for the control variables, while Table C.9 shows the results from the Poisson

and negative binomial models that serve as a robustness check for the linear models shown

in the main text. The linear models have the advantage of clearer interpretation of the

coefficient estimates, so I choose to report these instead in the main text.

Table C.8: Regression results taken from a model regressing the outcome variable (displayed in Columns (1) - (3)) on
electoral competition and the full set of covariates. The model uses state fixed effects to account for unobserved state-level
time-invariant characteristics. All proportional variables are measured on a range from 0 - 100, therefore an increase of one
percentage point in electoral competition corresponds to an increase of nearly .2 percentage points in the proportion of private
primary schools in a state/year. Observations from an election year are omitted.

Dependent variable:

% Private Schools # Government, New # Private, New

(1) (2) (3)

Electoral Competition 0.194∗∗∗ 0.077∗∗∗ 0.042∗∗∗

(0.038) (0.027) (0.011)

Caste 0.872∗∗∗ −0.139 0.053
(0.198) (0.138) (0.054)

Tribe 0.208∗∗ 0.116∗ −0.006
(0.091) (0.063) (0.025)

Muslim 2.104∗∗∗ 0.261∗∗ 0.157∗∗∗

(0.169) (0.117) (0.046)

Christian −0.040 0.013 −0.009
(0.037) (0.026) (0.010)

NSDPPC 0.0001∗∗∗ 0.00001 −0.00000
(0.00002) (0.00002) (0.00001)

Tax Per Capita −0.0002 −0.0002 0.00001
(0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0001)

Observations 682 682 682
R2 0.930 0.238 0.559
Adjusted R2 0.926 0.197 0.535
Residual Std. Error (df = 646) 4.020 2.796 1.103

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Finally, I show that the results are attenuated but consistent with the inclusion of a linear

time trend, and at the constituency level (found in Table ??. The latter analysis should only

be interpreted descriptively, given the lack of available covariates. Table C.10 shows that

the results trend in the same direction, though are attenuated with the inclusion of linear

time trends. Importantly, however, the point estimates for the expansion of both public

and private schools remain relatively stable between the main results and these models.

The inclusion of linear time trends does attenuate the results more for the proportion of all

schools. However, we should view this as the noisiest measure because, as I discuss in the
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Table C.9: Point Estimates from Negative Binomial (Government Expansion) and Poisson
(Private Expansion) Models for Count Variables. Inspection of the count data for private
expansion did not show signs of overdispersion, so a Poisson regression was used.

Dependent variable:

# Government, New # Private, New

(1) (2)

Electoral Competition 0.049∗∗∗ .035∗∗∗

(0.012) (0.0098)
Controls Yes Yes
Fixed Effects Yes Yes

Observations 682 682
Adjusted Pseud-R2 0.197 0.244442

Note:
∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

next, the proportion of schools is likely stickier than the measures of expansion, particularly

in larger states where there is a high number of schools. And, notably, this result is not

consistent with a significant result in that would contradict my theory.

I also show that the results are robust to normalizing the count of schools by population.

These results are in Table C.11. Given the large size of some Indian states (the largest state,

Uttar Pradesh, has nearly 200 million people), we should expect the point estimates to be

extreme small, even when we calculate the school per capita rates as school per one thousand

residents. However, they maintain statistical significance, showing that population growth

is not confounding my results.

Table C.10: Results from the main electoral competition analysis at the state level with the
inclusion of a linear time trend.

Dependent variable:

% Private Schools # Government, New # Private, New

(1) (2) (3)

Electoral Competition 0.071 0.063∗∗ 0.014
(0.068) (0.027) (0.009)

Controls Yes Yes Yes
Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes
Linear Time Trend Yes Yes Yes

Observations 682 682 682
R2 0.968 0.244 0.645
Adjusted R2 0.966 0.202 0.625
Residual Std. Error (df = 645) 2.712 2.788 0.990

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table C.11: Point Estimates from regression models where the school count variable is
normalized by population at the state level. The schools per capita variable is measured as
school per 1000 residents.

Dependent variable:

# Government, New # Private, New

(1) (2)

Electoral Competition 0.00093∗ .00043∗∗∗

(0.00046) (0.000075)
Controls Yes Yes
Fixed Effects Yes Yes

Observations 682 682
Adjusted Pseud-R2 0.197 0.244442

Note:
∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

D Regression Discontinuity Design

The regression discontinuity design discussed in Section 4.3 illustrates how two aspects of

the electoral landscape – politician/party alignment with the ruling party and incumbency

– beyond competition can affect the politics of privatization. Moreover, the RDD allows us

to leverage evidence from close elections to understand how the specific politics of highly

competitive constituencies drive variation in the education sector. For the two RDD models

estimated in Section 4.3, I use estimate the following causal estimand to identify the effect

of alignment and incumbent:

τSRD = E[Yi(1)− Yi(0)|Xi = c]

where τSRD represents the local average treatment effect of alignment or incumbency, Yi

represents the level of privatization, public, or private school expansion, and Xi represents

the vote share, where the cutoff c takes the value of the vote share necessary to win an

election. The cutoff c therefore varies as a function of the number of candidates in a race.

The bandwidth for the regression discontinuity design was selected via the Imbens-

Kalyanaraman optimal bandwidth selection method. Table D.12 displays the details of the

RDD analysis. As we can see from Table D.12, there is no detectable sign of sorting around

the threshold of the forcing variable – margin of victory between the top two candidates.
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Table D.12: Specifications used in the RDD analysis displayed inthe main text

Model Bandwidth Selection Sample Size McCrary Test

Incumbency .046 15,803 0.5063552

Alignment .033 13,824 0.4426849

E U-DISE Data Quality Checks

My panel data of education landscape and school openings calculated from the U-DISE

dataset is subject to some measurement error. Here, I discuss the steps I take to address the

measurement error. One data concern is whether the reported year established is correct.

We can do two things to assess whether this is plausible. First, we can examine whether

the year that schools report being founded is consistent across school census years.48 If a

school reports being founded in the same year across all enumeration years, we can be more

confident that the school managers have consistent knowledge regarding when schools were

founded. Second, I look for signs of founding year heaping, which would suggest that school

founding years were randomly recorded by school managers, resulting in a high proportion

of years ending in 0 or 5.49

Out of nearly two million unique schools in the dataset, 816,548 (40%) had inconsistent

year dates. For some of these, where the founding year was listed as a nonsensical year

(ranging from -1 to under 1800, or greater than the year of the survey), I take as the year

of founding the other years listed for that school. For example, if eight entries for School

A had a founding year of 1992, while two had a founding year of -1, then I use 1992 as the

founding year. Moreover, because that panel starts in 1947, it does not matter if there are

inconsistencies among schools that were founded before then, because they will be open for

the entire panel period. If schools did not have a reasonable year listed at all for founding,

48Because each school should fill out the census annually, I have multiple years of observations per school
(from approximately 2006-2016. The school founding year should be consistent in which census entry for
the same school.

49This borrows from a common method for examining data quality in census data, where researchers can
look for evidence of age heaping in reported birth years of census data. Because birth years should follow
common demographic patterns, evidence that a disproportionately high number of people report years ending
in 0 or 5 can be taken of evidence that the data quality is poor. See Lee and Zhang (2017) for more details
on this approach.
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I record their founding year as missing.50 The maximum number of unique founding years

listed for a school was eight, but this only occurred for 24 schools. I display a count of the

number of unique founding years in Table E.13. Most schools have only one unique founding

year, suggesting that these founding year data are quite reliable.

Table E.13: Frequency of Unique School Founding Years in the U-DISE data. Observations
are at the school level. The fewer unique founding years, the more confident we can be that
the founding year data is accurate.

Unique Founding Years Frequency

1 1549031
2 823956
3 275136
4 72128
5 14270
6 2190
7 231
8 24

For schools that had more than one founding year listed, I count the number of times

a founding year appeared for each school. I take the founding year as the modal year it

appeared. In some cases, this is unproblematic. For example, in one observation, 1967

appeared as the founding year 10 times, and 1968 only once. Therefore, I assume the latter

year is a data entry error or clerical error on the part of the school manager filling out the

form. When found years were very inconsistent (for example, a school was reportedly founded

in 1968 across five observations, and 1969 across another five observations), I recorded their

founding year as missing, dropping them from the dataset. Again, there is little reason to

think that school managers’ recollection of founding years would be systematically correlated

with the level of electoral competition in the year of school founding. This means that, in

the worst case scenarios, my findings are attenuated rather than amplified by this potential

mis-measurement.

Finally, I look for evidence of year heaping around years that end in 0 and 5. Because

people are more likely to report “neat” numbers if they are approximating data, if the

founding years were fabricated by school managers, we would likely see spikes in frequency

at years ending in 0 and 5. This does not appear to be the case. Figures E.15 and E.16

show that founding year heaping is unlikely to be a major concern, as there are no clear

spikes in the frequency of recorded years ending in 0 or 5. While Figure E.16 shows that

founding years ending in 0 or 5 occur slightly more frequently than years ending in other

50For example, if each reported founding year was Year 0.
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Figure E.15: Frequency of Founding Years in the Data. Founding years that end in round
numbers are highlighted in black, while the other years are highlighted in light grey.

digits, the difference is slight, and unlikely to affect my results. And, to reiterate, this

mismeasurement would result in attenuation bias, driving my point estimates to zero rather

than falsely suggesting a significant and confirmatory result.
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Figure E.16: Frequency of Observations Ending in a Round Number. This table displays
the frequency at which founding years end in either 0 or 5. The counts are normalized by
the number of possible years in each category, so the frequencies are directly comparable.
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