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To Kill a Black Swan: The Credibility Revolution at CEDE, 2000-2018 

Juan Pablo Castilla1 

 “no matter how many instances of white swans 

we may have observed, this does not justify the 

conclusion that all swans are white” Karl Popper 

(1934, p.4).  

ABSTRACT 

The growing displacement of theory and other forms of wide-ranging knowledge of social 

phenomena by empirical research methods in economics is widely noted by economists and 

historians of economic knowledge. Less attention has been devoted, however, to understand the 

materialization of such changes in the scientific practices in a specific research center. This article 

studies the recent transformations in the epistemological practices at CEDE, a research center 

that is both, highly influential in the production of economic knowledge in Colombia, and does 

not belong to the core economics research centers that lead the debates regarding the recent 

changes in the discipline. I use a machine learning technique called Topic Modeling, interviews 

to CEDE researchers, and exegesis of papers to identify a shift in the production of knowledge 

in microeconometrics at CEDE during the years 2000 and 2018. I explain this shift by characterizing 

two sets of epistemological practices. The first one, usually present during the years 2000 and 

2006, establishes a complementary relationship between wide-ranging knowledge (theory 

included) and data estimation techniques in order to achieve a broad comprehension of the 

phenomenon under study. The second one, usually present during the years 2009 and 2018, 

prioritizes data estimation techniques over theoretical models and contextual knowledge in order 

to achieve a causal comprehension of one variable in the phenomenon under study. Because 

epistemological practices make truth claims, each one establishes its own criteria about what 

constitutes a valid research through a distinct way of replicating a scientific experiment. The shift 

I identify implies a recent tendency to disdain research works that cannot make a strong causal 

inference.  

Keywords: Quasi-experimental methods, CEDE, microeconometrics, epistemological practices. 

JEL Codes: B21, B23, B30, B41, C1, C61, Z13 

 

                                                           
1 I will like to thank my advisors Andrés Felipe Sierra and Erich Pinzón-Fuchs for their patience, 
unconditional support, and devoted guidance; Alfredo Eleazar and Juan Moreno for their valuable aid in 
programming; Andrés Guiot, Jimena Hurtado, Paula Jaramillo, Mathew Panhans, and Juan Camilo Yamin 
for their keen insights and comments; and Sergio Mutis for his help with the visual design of the Topic 
Modeling results. 
Correspondence: jp.castilla10@uniandes.edu.co 
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Matar a cisne negro: la revolución de la credibilidad en el CEDE,  

2000-2018 

Juan Pablo Castilla2 

ABSTRACT  

Los economistas e historiadores del pensamiento económico han documentado el 

desplazamiento de la teoría por los métodos empíricos en la investigación en economía. Sin 

embargo, comprender la materialización de tales cambios en las prácticas científicas en un centro 

de investigación específico ha recibido menos atención. Este artículo estudia las 

transformaciones recientes en las prácticas epistemológicas en el CEDE, un centro de 

investigación influyente en la producción de conocimiento económico en Colombia y que no 

pertenece a los centros de investigación económica centrales que lideran los debates sobre los 

cambios recientes en la disciplina. Utilizo una técnica de aprendizaje automático llamada Topic 

Modeling, entrevistas a investigadores del CEDE y exégesis de documentos, para identificar un 

cambio en la producción de conocimiento en la microeconometría en el CEDE entre el 2000 y el 

2018. Explico este cambio caracterizando dos conjuntos de prácticas epistemológicas. El 

primero, que usualmente se manifiesta durante los años 2000 y 2006, establece una relación 

complementaria entre la teoría y las técnicas de estimación de datos para lograr una comprensión 

extensa del fenómeno en estudio. El segundo, que usualmente se manifiesta durante los años 

2009 y 2018, prioriza las técnicas de estimación de datos sobre los modelos teóricos y el 

conocimiento contextual para lograr una comprensión causal de una variable en el fenómeno en 

estudio. Debido a que las prácticas epistemológicas hacen afirmaciones de verdad, cada una 

establece sus propios criterios sobre lo que constituye una investigación válida a través de una 

forma específica de replicar un experimento científico. El cambio que identifico implica una 

tendencia reciente a desdeñar las investigaciones que no pueden hacer una inferencia causal 

fuerte.  

Palabras clave: métodos cuasi experimentales, CEDE, microeconometría, prácticas 

epistemológicas. 

Códigos JEL: B21, B23, B30, B41, C1, C61, Z13 

                                                           
2 Quisiera agradecer a mis asesores Andrés Felipe Sierra y Erich Pinzón-Fuchs por su paciencia, apoyo 

incondicional y orientación dedicada; Alfredo Eleazar y Juan Moreno por su valiosa ayuda con 

programación; Andrés Guiot, Jimena Hurtado, Paula Jaramillo, Mathew Panhans y Juan Camilo Yamin 

por sus agudos conocimientos y comentarios; y Sergio Mutis por su ayuda con el diseño visual de los 

resultados de Topic Modeling. 

Correspondencia: jp.castilla10@uniandes.edu.co 
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Introduction 

This article studies the recent changes in the epistemological practices at CEDE (that stands for 

Center of Economic Research and Development by its abbreviation in Spanish), a research 

center that exhibits a particular shift that might be related to a change in the production of 

knowledge in the economics discipline often called the “Credibility Revolution” (Angrist & 

Pischke, 2010). I identify and characterize an epistemological shift during the years 2000 and 

2018 that is embodied in specific practices that make truth claims3. I study the collection of 

actions –the written and oral discourse– of CEDE researchers in relation to the international 

discipline’s perception of objectivity.  

I identify a shift in the production of knowledge at CEDE between the years 2000 and 2018 by 

characterizing two sets of epistemological practices4. I name them “cage the black swan” and “kill 

any black swan” following a metaphor that alludes to two crucial elements in the epistemological 

shift. First, the “black swan” refers to the similarities of these two practices. Both are driven by 

the same goal-oriented process: build truth claims by assimilating to a scientific experiment5. 

Second, the phrases “cage the …” and “kill any …” indicate to the specific actions that are used 

in each set of epistemological practices.  

The “black swan” alludes to Karl Popper’s (1934) claim about the limitation of inductive 

reasoning in proving that a scientific claim is valid. Inductive reasoning infers universal 

statements from individual ones. In Popper’s words, “no matter how many instances of white 

swans we may have observed, this does not justify the conclusion that all swans are white” (1934, 

p.4). Because the researcher is limited to reviewing some of the particulars, the ones that by 

necessity she must leave outside of her analysis may contradict her universal claim. The 

unobserved relationships pose an objection to research that seeks to build truth claims by 

replicating it because a scientific experiment follows the logic of inductive reasoning.  

The distinction between the two sets of epistemological practices is marked by the way in which 

they seek to deal with the problem of unobserved variables or relationships. The set of 

epistemological practices that I call “cage the black swan”, usually present during the years 2000-

                                                           
3 These truth claims are subject to a normative accountability of the international discipline’s standards 
and the local CEDE community. 
4 I define epistemological practices as “practices that contribute to generating or sustaining formal 
knowledge that makes truth claims” (Stapleford, 2017, p.119). 
5 I assume that what researchers understand as “a scientific experiment” in microeconometrics at CEDE 
and in the international methodological debates I study, is accurately described by the conception of the 
early twentieth-century econometricians. As Mary Morgan defines it, during the early formation of 
econometrics, “the idea of a scientific or controlled experiment is to reproduce the conditions required 
by a theory and then manipulate the relevant variables in order to take measurements of a particular 
scientific parameter or to test the theory” (1990, p.9). Hence, through the text I use this notion of 
scientific experiment. 
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2006, proves that a wide-ranging comprehension of the phenomenon allows the researcher to 

identify and control for the unobserved relationships or variables. It “cages the black swan” 

because it synthesizes a scenario in which the unobserved relationships –the black swan– are 

understood, seen, and controlled. 

The set of epistemological practices that I call “kill any black swan”, most present during the 

years 2009-2018, suggests that a narrow and detailed comprehension of the phenomenon and 

an adequate use of data estimation techniques acts as a shield for the researcher’s claims, 

protecting them from any unobserved relationships or variables. It “kills any black swan” 

because it synthesizes a scenario in which any (there is little intention to understand fully which 

ones) unobserved relationships are eliminated.  

CEDE 

CEDE was founded in 1958 as a division of the research center of the Economics Department 

of the University of Los Andes. Its formation coincides with an effort to consolidate the 

university as “the leader in development of the country” (Fajardo, Ospina, Bonilla & Sánchez, 

2008, p.3, own translation). This means that CEDE was founded with the idea that the 

Economics Department should conform to the highest standards of training for economists in 

Colombia. John Hunter, the first CEDE director, wrote: “[the CEDE] must be a source of 

researchers trained for government, business and education […] a small group of people that 

are compromised with the development of the country through research” (Hunter, 1959, p.8, as 

cited in Fajardo et al., 2008, p.4). Nowadays, CEDE conducts around 30 research and 

consultancy projects per year (Bautista, 2018), has 37 lead researchers and over 70 research 

assistants (own calculations based on the records of CEDE’s Administration). 

Studying the production of knowledge at CEDE is significant because it is a research center that 

is both, highly influential in the production of economic knowledge in Colombia, and does not 

belong to the core economics research centers that lead the debates regarding the recent changes 

in the discipline. CEDE is highly influential in the Colombian academic, public, and political 

spheres; holds prestige among the academic world; and clenches a significant amount of political 

and public power. CEDE has a substantial amount of institutional influence in Colombia 

because many researchers hold elite political office and private chairs before or after working at 

CEDE6. According to the RePEc ranking of the last 10 years (October, 2019), five of the top 

ten Colombian researchers work at CEDE, and the center as a whole (as a division of the 

Economics Department) holds the first place in Colombia.  

                                                           
6 Among others, Carlos Caballero was the Board Director of Colombia´s Central Bank and the Minister 
of Mines and Energy; Alejandro Gaviria was the Minister of Health and Social Protection, and is the 
former rector at the University of Los Andes; Guillermo Perry was Senator, the Minister of Finance and 
Public Credit, and the Minister of Mines and Energy; Juan Carlos Echeverry was the Minister of Finance 
and Public Credit, the Director of the National Planning Department and the Executive Director of 
Ecopetrol; Miguel Urrutia was the Manager of Colombia’s Central Bank and Minister of Mines and Energy; 
and Alberto Carrasquilla is the Minister of Finance and Public credit for the second time. 
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Even though CEDE is highly influential in the production of economic knowledge in Colombia, 

it stands on the periphery of the ongoing economics methodological debates. Its researchers, 

despite publishing periodically in top economics journals, do not participate in the discipline’s 

methodological debates. I did not find any working or published paper in microeconometrics focused 

on criticizing or defending a methodological approach.7 Instead, CEDE researchers conform to 

the practices of the international community of economists. During the interviews, various 

CEDE researchers mention that the recent changes in the production of knowledge are 

explained by an intention to “catch-up” to the international standards. 

The fact that CEDE lies on the periphery of the standard global economic research centers 

implies that CEDE reacts to changes in the discipline in a distinct way to the core. Its researchers 

do not write papers to criticize new approximations nor to praise them. Instead, they modify 

their practices to adapt to the discipline’s new standards. The shift that I identify at CEDE 

occurred around the years 2005-2009, approximately a decade after the international core of the 

profession (See: Angrist and Pischke, 2010; Panhans and Singleton, 2016; Ravallion, 2018; and 

Ruhm, 2019).  

CEDE’s research first addressed primarily national concerns directly related to public policy. 

Eduardo Weisner8, Dean of the Faculty of Economics during the years 1965 and 1968, maintains 

that research at CEDE aimed to formulate “an appropriate economic policy” (Sánchez et al., 

2008, p.12, own translation). CEDE frequently advised the Government and provided 

information about the state of the national economy (Sánchez et al., 2008). For example, CEDE 

leaded the survey of employment of Colombia´s mayor cities until the late 60s and actively 

advised the government during the formation of the National Government’s think tank, 

Departamento de Planeación Nacional (DNP). 

Sánchez et al. (2008) offer a detailed recompilation of the institutional changes at CEDE such as 

the evolution of the human capital, the tendencies in research interests and topics, as well as the 

political context. 9 It also explains the role of key figures such as Juan Carlos Echeverry10 as Dean  

of the Faculty of Economics and Fabio Sánchez11 as CEDE director, in leading CEDE into a 

                                                           
7 CEDE researchers mention in a handful of sentences the limitations of certain methodical approaches, 
but they do not focus on it. Raquel Bernal is one of the few researchers that writes in detail about the 
limitations and advantages of different econometric methodologies in some parts of her papers, although 
not as a central theme.  
8 He has served as Minister of Finance, Director of the Departamento de Planeación Nacional, Director of 
the Department of the Western Hemisphere of the International Monetary Fund and member of the 
Executive Board of the World Bank (Bautista, 2018).  
9 For example, Sánchez el al. (2008) interpret the evolution of the number of researchers hired over 
time and their education; of the number of articles published per year, of the characteristics of the 
Journals where articles have been published, and of CEDE’s system of incentives in research. 
10 Dean and Professor at the Faculty of Economics from 2002 to 2006. He obtained his Ph.D at New 
York University in 1996. 
11 Professor at the Faculty of Economics since 2002, and CEDE director from 2002 to 2008. He 
obtained his Ph.D. in 1993 at Rutgers University. He is the CEDE researcher with the largest amount 
of publications. 
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center concerned with national and international recognition among scholars around the year 

2002.  

Although expanding on this line of work and using these techniques sheds light into the recent 

changes at CEDE and in the Economics discipline, this article focuses, instead, on research 

practices themselves. For example, I will not inquire rigorously into the way in which key 

biographic features of a group of people explain how knowledge and methodology is passed 

within an academic group (Svorencík 2014, 2018; Cherrier & Scorencík 2018). Instead, I study 

practices “as collections of behavior that are teleological, subject to normative evaluation by 

broader groups, and exhibit regularities across people in a constrained portion of time and space” 

(Stapleford, 2017, p.118). The text here is best described as a work of historical epistemology, 

rather than a history of thoughts or people.  

Techniques used 

I study written texts and oral discourses as economic actions that embody a set of economic 

practices. I will inquire about “embodied ways of behaving, such as writing or speaking” 

(Stapleford, 2017, p. 120). In other words, I investigate the materiality of how science is done 

and practiced. To do so, I use quantitative and qualitative methods. Because each one unveils 

many aspects of the epistemological shift in the production of knowledge at CEDE, I go back 

and forth between the findings from the different techniques. Hence, it is important to describe 

each method first.  

One technique I used to identify and characterize the epistemological shift at CEDE is an 

exegesis of 230 published and working papers following some key CEDE researchers12. Most of 

the papers I analyzed were published in Documentos CEDE13 between the years 2000 and 2018. 

As I read each article, I documented their key characteristics14. Some of these characteristics 

                                                           
12 I selected these key researchers using three criteria: the methods they commonly use in their papers, 
the research areas they study, and the period in which they worked at CEDE. I emphasized mostly on 
researchers that use methods and that study research areas related to microeconometrics (I will define 
microeconometrics in the next section), but also analyzed papers from Macroeconomics and Economic 
History. The researchers I followed were present at CEDE during at least one of three important periods: 
before (around the year 2002), during (between the years 2005 and 2009), and after (since the year 2009) 
the epistemological shift.   
13 Documentos CEDE is a working papers series indexed in SSRN and RePEc that publishes articles written 
by CEDE researchers and those close to the CEDE community, and the best master’s theses from 
students of the Economics Department. It was founded by CEDE in 1960 (Fajardo, Ospina, Bonilla, 
and Sánchez, 2008). It was first called Monografías CEDE, then Documetos de Trabajo CEDE in the 70s, and 
in 1979, it was abbreviated to Documentos CEDE. As stated in the front cover of each article, Documentos 
CEDE seeks to disseminate and promote discussions of the ongoing investigations of CEDE researchers. 
14 For example: JEL codes; bibliographical references; explicit econometric technique that the researcher 
states; the relative number of paragraphs devoted to explain the context of the phenomenon that the 
researcher studies; the scope of the phenomenon under study; the relative number of paragraphs devoted 
to explain the econometric technique; if the researcher argues to have estimated correlations or causality; 
the attention devoted to the control variables used in the regressions; the policy recommendation; the 
acknowledgments; the in-text citations; the formation and current job of the coauthors (especially if they 
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were maintained throughout the entire process, and others were added or excluded as I gradually 

identified the shift at CEDE and the distinctive patterns of the two epistemological practices. 

I used oral interviews as a research tool that unveils the researcher’s epistemological beliefs and 

practices, and that relates them to their life experience and to CEDE’s history. Conducting 

interviews is a tool used in the history of contemporary economics15. When studying the 

academic work in economics, interviews are most commonly used as research tools that help to 

make “explicit what is tacit” (Jullien, 2018, p.16). For example, the interviews conducted by Arjo 

Klamer (1983) reveal a relationship between the economists’ political beliefs and their academic 

work (Jullien, 2018).  

I borrow certain techniques when developing interviews of different historians of economic 

thought to combine the ones that best fit my purpose and context. The interviews I fashioned 

were semi-structured and collaborative. As done by Esther-Mirjam Sent (1998), I revealed the 

purpose of the interview, but I did so gradually and only after the second half of the interview. 

By doing so, I extracted information both, from an unconscious relationship between the 

researcher and its epistemological practices, and from an open conversation about it. As Verena 

Halsmayer (2014) did with Robert Solow, I reached a point in the discussion where the 

interviewees adopted an introspective position so that we could discuss openly my research and 

hear their reactions, ideas and comments.16  

 

Furthermore, I use Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) Topic Modeling, a machine learning 

technique, to study the discourse used between the Introduction and the References of 770 

working and published papers written by CEDE researchers from 2000 to 2018. Discourses 

tacitly adopt a certain grid of words, which constitutes the frame of the discourses themselves 

(Ambrosino et al., 2018, p.29). As Stapleford (2018) mentions, texts are “the products of a broad 

collection of discursive practices” (p.114). Therefore, written discourse constitutes a 

fundamental materialization of the production of knowledge.  

Topic Modeling (TM) is a text mining technique that uses machine-learning algorithms to 

discover the hidden thematic structure of a large quantity of texts –often called corpus–. It “reads” 

the texts and looks for patterns in the use of words. With this information, the program 

categorizes the words into different “baskets” that represent a topic. In this case, a topic is a group 

                                                           
were research assistants); the robustness checks; the number of variables and regressions each paper used 
as main results; and general observations. 
15 See: Barber (1981); Coats (1978); Cochrane (1976); Colander, Holt and Rosser (2004); Düppe (2012); 
Emmett (2007); Haddad (1981); Heukelom (2014), Holt and Rosser (2004); Mata (2005); Weintraub and 
Forget (eds., 2007); and Weintraub (2007). 
16 Appendix 1 furthers the discussion of the interviews I fashioned and contains the script I used in one 
of the interviews, as an example of the questions I made to CEDE researchers. Nonetheless, each 
interview was adapted to each researcher, trying to bring to the conversation specific issues related to 
their papers and the methodologies they used. 
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of words that usually appear together in the same papers. As Ambrosino et al. (2018) explain, 

topics are “recurring themes in the form of co-occurring words” (2018, p.14).  

Topics are the final output of this technique and the researcher then interprets the relationships 

within and between topics in order to understand patterns in discourse. The former refers to the 

most relevant words that characterize each topic, and the latter to the distance that each topic 

has in relation to all others.17 Even though TM is most commonly used as a cross-section 

technique, I study different results by changing the corpus that the technique analyzes for 

specific periods and by crossing the published years of the articles that form the different 

topics.18   

1. Microeconometrics 

Studying the epistemological practices at CEDE raises a difficult question: Which 

epistemological practices are we talking about? I attempt to describe the recent changes in the 

production of knowledge precisely by answering this question gradually. The first step of this 

process consists on listing the individual themes, and research areas that, when used in a certain 

way, constitute the epistemological practices that I study. To do so, I form a general and flexible 

definition of the areas and discursive patterns that I will study during the years 2000 and 2018. I 

will call them microeconometrics. This section introduces the elements that, when forged together 

with the purpose they serve (I do so in the next section), constitute the epistemological practices 

that I trace at CEDE during the last two decades. Therefore, the definition I develop of 

microeconometrics helps to list the individual elements that form the epistemological practices. 

Because –for now– I do not show how they are used and to which end, the definition of 

microeconometrics I present in this section is not composed of epistemological practices.  

Figure 1 shows the distribution of nine topics of the entire corpus (the 770 papers), one of the 

results from TM. I named each topic based on its composition of words. The linear distance 

between topics indicates how different they are from one another. The size of the spheres 

represents the relative distribution of each topic to the entire corpus (all documents). In a 

nutshell, a big sphere means that a topic represents a large amount of the written discourse at 

CEDE (i.e. is present various times and in many papers).  

 

 

 

                                                           
17 For example, Alice H. Wu (2017) uses TM to identify the discourse employed in anonymous online 
conversations between economists. She finds out that “the discourse tends to become significantly less 
academic or professional oriented, and more about personal information and physical appearance when 
women are mentioned” (p.15). 
18 Appendix 2 furthers the discussion of how LDA Topic Modeling works, the assumptions I must follow 
in my specific context, and the way in which I use it. For readers that are not familiar with TM, I 
recommend reading Mohr and Bogdanov (2013), and Ambrosino et al. (2018). 
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Figure 1: Intertopic Distance Map. Years 2000-2018                                             

 

This figure indicates one result from Topic Modeling technique assigning nine topics, and using 

the 770 working and published papers between 2000 and 2018. It shows the relative size of each 

topic in the entire corpus and the distance between them.  The two axis, PC1 and PC2, 

correspond to the two-dimensional representation of the distance between topics. By 

interpreting the interior composition of words in each topic, I assigned the names to each topic 

and grouped the ones that belong to my definition of microeconometrics.  

As I mention in Appendix 2, this and the rest of the visualizations of the results from TM follow 

Sievert and Shirley (2014) with a modification of some visual aspects.  
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My definition of microeconometrics is partly described by the topics “Land and Migration”, 

“Violence and Conflict”, “Health, Education, and Social Programs”, “Development and Labor”, 

and “Data Estimation Techniques”. As the figure shows, these topics are very close to each 

other, which means that the discursive pattern they reveal is similar. Table 1 lists some of the 

top 35 most relevant words that form each of them. For now, this table simply works to describe 

better the research areas and hint –very generally– how various elements (such as models and 

data estimation techniques, scope of the research, etc.) play a part in the production of 

knowledge.  

Table 1: List of some words of topics “Land and Migration”, “Violence and Conflict”, “Health, 

Education, and Social Programs”, “Development and Labor”, and “Data Estimation 

Techniques”. Years 2000-2018 

Land and Migration 

land, household, population, displaced, rural, displacement, urban, poverty, agricultural, access, 

income, property, hectares, social, migration 

Violence and Conflict 

violence, conflict, armed, crime, drug, municipalities, coca, homicide, violent, illegal, drugs, farc, 

presence, municipality, groups, police, criminal, cocaine, homicides, attacks, crops, guerrilla, war, 

colombia, activity, trafficking, crimes, eln 

Health, Education, and Social Programs 

children, education, women, school, age, program, students, children, educational, health, men, 

work, household, programs, parents, schools, family, mothers, quality, home, score, cognitive, 

teachers 

Development and Labor 

percent, growth, rate, sector, labor, workers, price, market, production, income, gdp, tax, 

productivity, increase, informal, monetary, colombia, capital, countries, prices, unemployment, 

sectors, policy, wage, inflation, employment 

 

Topic “Data Estimation Techniques” shows that data estimation techniques are a fundamental 

aspect in the discourse used at CEDE, especially in microeconometrics. The machine-learning 

algorithm identifies that data estimation techniques form an individual topic. With these nine 

topics, it describes 11% of the entire corpus. As we will explore in the next sections, data 

estimation techniques are used to buttress claims for economic knowledge. For now, I will limit 

myself to note this important constitutive part of the epistemological practices at CEDE. Table 

2 contains some of the most relevant words that constitute topic “Data Estimation Techniques”. 
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Table 2: List of some words of topic “Data Estimation Techniques”. Years 2000-2018 

 

Data Estimation Techniques 

results, data, across, effect, sample, using, et al, test, effects, table, level, column, group, standard, 

individuals, paper, regressions, outcomes, time, significant, dummy, control, outcomes, 

experiment, ols, mean, robust 

 

I limit my scope19 to study the elements that form the definition of microeconometrics because they 

constitute a substantial amount of the research developed at CEDE between the years 2000 and 

2018. Fajardo et al. (2008) recognize that since the year 2000, the development of new techniques 

in microeconomics describes a tendency that has “assumed great importance throughout these 

last years” (p.66, own translation). The five topics that most accurately describe the 

microeconometrics epistemological practices add 63.4% of the entire corpus.  

Since epistemological practices are composed of various patterns, it is impossible to set a fixed 

border. Even so, topics “Institutions, Governance, and Economic Thought”, “Macro-finance 

and Financial Modeling”, “Public Policy and Natural Resources”, “Models and Functions” 

establish some common patterns of what constitutes the areas and methodologies that I do not 

study at CEDE. As shown in Figure 1, these topics are further away from the ones that best 

describe microeconometrics since they exhibit divergent patterns in discourse. 

Table 3: List of some words of topics “Institutions, Governance, and Economic Thought”, 

“Macro-finance and Financial Modeling”, “Public Policy and Natural Resources”, “Models and 

Functions”. 2000-2018 

Institutions, Governance, and Economic Thought 

political , theory, money, economic, institutions, state, party, voters, society, rights, century, 

power, voters, social, parties, capitalist, votes, elections, human, process, general, elite, walras, 

politicians, democracy, Hirschman 

Macro-finance and Financial Modeling 

risk, banks, bank, financial, credit, foreign, assets, domestic, portfolio, assets, firms, banking, 

return, loans, firm, currency, factor, interest, investors, returns, deposits, liquidity, rate, market, 

investor, exchange, mortgage, excess, portfolios 

Public Policy and Natural Resources 

public, environment, national, resources, water, private, mining, government, regional, service, 

provision, department, system, municipalities, services, projects, coverage, sector 

Models and Functions 

t, x, r, c, k, w, n, m, s, j, f, p, q, h, l, d, e, function, a, u, b, v, <gamma>, y, equilibrium, g, 

<theta>, z 

                                                           
19 Because I trace changes whose early heritage could be traced to the Cowles Commission, it is hard to 
differentiate between macro and microeconomic research around the years 2000 and 2004. In this period, 
I also study what could be identified as macro, even though I stick to the research areas mentioned earlier. 
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Topic “Public Policy and Natural Resources” is commonly related to field experiments regarding 

public services and environment (for example, playing the ultimatum game in certain 

communities). I do not directly delve into the methodology of designing and executing games 

and field experiments.  

Topic “Institutions, Governance, and Economic Thought” describes a discourse related to the 

institutions (“political”, “institutions”, “state”, “power”, “process”, “elite”), governance 

(“political”, “state”, “party”, “voters”, “society”, “power”, “elections”, “politicians”, 

“democracy”) and economic thought (“theory”, “society”, “power”, “social”, “walras”, 

“democracy”, “hirschman”). It deviates from my definition of microeconometrics because 

individuals and individual decisions do not constitute the center of analysis, even though the 

institutional approach exhibits some changes similar to the ones I identify20. 

Topic “Models and Functions” encloses the symbols used in equations and theoretical models. 

The fact that it represents one of the nine topics shows that models and equations form an 

important aspect of CEDE research. It is far from the other topics because the language in the 

use of variables of a model and an equation is very distinct from the discursive patterns that 

follow a grammatical organization of words. 

I explore the relationship between microeconometrics and two key aspects that are present in topics 

“Institutions, Governance, and Economic Thought” and “Macro-finance and Financial 

Modeling”, but I do not study the papers or researchers that are primarily described by these 

two topics. Topic “Institutions, Governance, and Economic Thought” shows an inclination 

towards developing theory or analyzing contextual factors (see, for example, the words “society”, 

“social”, and “general”), and topic “Macro-finance and Financial Modeling” towards using 

models. 

Even though topic “Models and Functions” has a unique internal structure of discourse, most 

of the “words” that form this topic are common in other topics. Figure 2 presents the conditional 

distribution of each topic given the word “t”, the fourth most relevant “word” of the entire 

corpus. Namely, if a topic appears with a colored circle in Figure 2, the word “t” is relevant to 

that discursive pattern. The size of the circles shows, in relation to all other topics, how relevant 

the word “t” is. It illustrates that the letter “t” is important in topics related to microeconometrics. 

                                                           
20 For example, the recent use of instrumental variables to identify the causal role of institutions such as 
the emblematic approach by Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson (2004). Acemoglu and Robinson are 
very influential at CEDE. First, they publish with CEDE researchers such as Rafael Santos –(Acemoglu, 
Santos, and Robinson, 2013)– ; Pablo Querubín –(Acemoglu, Johnson, Querubín, and Robinson, 2008) 
and (Acemoglu, Bautista, Querubín, and Robinson, 2008)– ; and Leopoldo Fergusson –(Acemoglu, 
Fergusson, and Johnson, forthcoming), (Acemoglu, Fergusson, Robinson, Romero, and Vargas, 
forthcoming), (Chaves, Fergusson, and Robinson, 2015), and (Molina, Fergusson, Robinson, and Vargas, 
2017)–. Second, they visit CEDE regularly. James Robinson teaches a course yearly at the International 
Summer School of the Economics Department, and Daron Acemoglu presented a paper at Seminario 
CEDE in the year 2018.  
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This pattern is very similar in the words “x”, “n”, and “function”. They are all widely used in 

econometric functions and models.  

Appendix 3 displays a list of the most relevant CEDE researchers that form these nine topics 

according to the distribution of topics in each paper estimated by the machine-learning 

algorithms. This list helps to understand better my definition of microeconometrics if the reader is 

familiar with most CEDE researchers. Besides, it proves that the results from TM are accurate. 

The correspondence between the auto-reported JEL codes of CEDE researchers (see Appendix 

6) and the classification developed by TM is quite high.  

Figure 2: Relevance of “t”. Years 2000-2018 
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This figure indicates one result from Topic Modeling technique assigning nine topics, and using 

the 770 working and published papers between 2000 and 2018. Each circle represents a topic, 

and their size indicates the relative importance of the word “t” in each one. The two axis, PC1 

and PC2, correspond to the two-dimensional representation of the distance between topics. By 

interpreting the interior composition of words in each topic, I assigned the names to each topic 

and grouped the ones that belong to my definition of microeconometrics.  

 

2. The Discipline’s standards 

The elements that constitute my definition of microeconometrics are used in a certain way and to a 

specific end. The continuity in the epistemological shift at CEDE is embodied by the practices 

that seek to replicate a scientific experiment21 in order to make truth claims.  

The international discipline’s standards about the expected relationship between wide-ranging 

knowledge and data estimation techniques (and the way they are used) show how the epistemological 

practices at CEDE are inscribed in a broader context and in the international community. I 

explain the international discipline’s normative evaluation by studying the discussion between 

Trygve Haavelmo (1944) and its legacy in the Cowles Commission, Edward E. Leamer (1984), 

and Joshua Angrist & Jörn-Steffen Pischke (2010). What Angrist and Pischke (2010) identify as 

an “increase in quality of empirical research design” stands as a transformation of 

epistemological practices. I study this process at CEDE. 

I use the concept of wide-ranging knowledge to describe the way in which CEDE researchers refer 

to general insights to understand how individuals make decisions. This includes the use that the 

researcher gives to her historical, political and contextual knowledge, and the use of theoretical 

models22 to buttress truth claims. I name these elements wide-ranging knowledge instead of theory 

because, especially before 2005, the political, institutional and historical knowledge that the 

researcher uses might not be sufficiently systematized into a logical structure.23 For example, 

Perry (2013) uses his knowledge about the financial, trade and infrastructure conjuncture of 

Latin America to formulate truth claims and develop public policy recommendations. This 

knowledge follows an anecdotal structure instead of an axiomatized arrangement of assumptions 

and logical relationships. I define data estimation techniques as the statistical tools that economists 

use to extract certain patterns from data such as regressions —transformations to OLS, Probit 

or Logit estimations—, the use of control and instrumental variables, and of fixed effects.  

                                                           
21 I would like to remind the reader that I assume that the concept of “a scientific experiment” is 
maintained in statistics and econometrics throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century, and at 
CEDE during the years 2000 and 2018.  
22 I exclude “pure theory” (to the use of mathematical axioms such as the general equilibrium theory 
formulated by Arrow and Debreu) because this approach does not constitute my definition of 
microeconometrics. 
23 For a detailed discussion about theory in Social Science and Economics, see Zubiría, Hurtado, Masías, 
Mejía, Ochoa, and Orjuela (2012).  
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I understand wide-ranging knowledge and data estimation techniques as epistemological tools24 

that actively take part in economists’ research practices (Halsmayer, 2018). On the one hand, 

they are subject to be investigated by the researchers that use them since “the final workings and 

results are not anticipated” (Halmayer, 2018, p.5). Researchers may have certain hypotheses, but 

they do not know a priori the concluding results. On the other hand, wide-ranging knowledge 

and data estimation techniques help to investigate the economic reality (Halmayer, 2018, p.3). 

They are used to find out about the world, to make sense of a phenomenon and to construct 

economic facts (Morgan, 2008). Therefore, they are used as devices to “buttress claims for 

economic knowledge” (Morgan, 2008, p.277).  

2a. Scientific method in statistics and econometrics 

The epistemological shift at CEDE follows a long tradition in Economics as an attempt to 

replicate a scientific experiment. This intention dates back, at least, to the formation of statistics 

and of econometrics as individual and autonomous disciplines. During the eighteenth and mid-

nineteenth century, Jakob Bernoulli, Adolphe Quételet, and Pierre-Simon Laplace slowly 

introduced the inductive reasoning into the statistical analysis by showing a way in which 

statistics could determine a cause without knowing it a priori from a large set of data (See: Kwa, 

2011). At the end of the XIX century, Francis Galton’s experiment known as “Galton Board” 

gave statistics an autonomous status since it showed that statistics could discover laws about the 

world. By the beginning of the XXth century, Ronald Fisher developed a statistical criterion to 

replicate a scientific experiment. Because “an inductive argument never establishes its 

conclusions with absolute certainty” (Kwa, 2011, p. 214), Fisher’s project intended to build 

knowledge by seeking to reject a hypothesis, rather than proving it. In 1937, Jerzy Neyman also 

develops an influential idea that will take outmost importance when explaining the recent 

changes in the production of knowledge in microeconometrics. He introduces the belief that random 

selection establishes the best parameters to attain representativeness. By the end of the XXth 

century, statistics is considered an autonomous discipline that sets its own parameters of 

objectivity. This is primarily achieved by successfully replicating a scientific experiment. 

During the first half of the XXth century, in the early formation of econometrics, researchers 

discuss whether data analysis could play a role in testing or creating economic theories. Morgan 

(1990) describes it as the “data-theory gap” debate, which permeates the formative years of 

econometrics. Trygve Haavelmo’s paper “The Probability Approach in Econometrics” (1944) 

marks “the beginning of its mature period” (Morgan, 1990, p.259) since it managed to propose 

a concise way in which theory and data could assimilate to a scientific experiment. Morgan writes,  

                                                           
24 Various authors name differently what I will call “epistemological tools”. Some discuss about scientific 
tools (Morgan, 2008, p.277-278), others talk about artifacts (Halsmayer, 2018), as tools (Isaac, 2010), and 
as models (Halsmayer, 2018; Morgan, 1990). I am aware that they are different from one another but still 
I extract certain characteristics of each one (and mix them freely) in order to build my own conception 
of “wide-ranging knowledge” and “data estimation techniques”. Therefore, I cite different concepts out 
of their original context.  
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“His paper contained the most explicit and rewarding discussion in econometrics about 

its most fundamental problem: the problem of non-experimental data that come from 

‘the stream of experiment that Nature is steadily turning out from her own enormous 

laboratory’ (Haavelmo, 1944, p.14)” (1990, p.259).  

Haavelmo argued that data analysis requires a well-designed theory in the form of an 

econometric model. This distances econometrics from statistics, since the former argues that 

patterns and relationships could be drawn out only by analyzing the data, and the latter adheres 

to Haavelmo’s ideas through the belief that “data would deliver up their secrets only when faced 

with theory (in the form of well-designed econometric model) and probability inference” 

(Morgan, 1990, p.262-263).   

Haavelmo argues that econometrics can reproduce a scientific experiment through the 

combination of both, data analysis from statistics, and theory in the form of an econometric 

model. Haavelmo (1944) had a major influence in the formation of the Cowles Commission 

(Morgan, 1990; Bjerkholt, 2015). In turn, the Cowles Commission (founded in 1932) plays a 

fundamental role in the History of Knowledge in Economics (Panhans & Singleton, 2016).  

2b. The Credibility Revolution 

As Hacking (1990) and Stapleford (2017) argue, the practices involved in the production of 

knowledge settle what is to be objective. Therefore, I trace the thread that ties the 

epistemological shift at CEDE in microeconometrics following the conceptions of objectivity. At 

CEDE, a truth claim in microeconometrics is evaluated by its capacity to assimilate to a scientific 

experiment. The pivotal point lies on the way in which epistemological practices seek to do so. 

At CEDE, during the years 2000 and 2018, epistemological practices gradually abandon the use 

of wide-ranging knowledge (in which I include econometrics models from Haavelmo and the 

Cowles Commission’s legacy) to swim deeper into design-based studies. This pivotal point can 

be traced to the discussion between Edward E. Leamer (1984), and Joshua Angrist and Jörn-

Steffen Pischke (2010).   

In “Let’s take the Con Out of Econometrics”, Leamer criticizes the bulk of applied econometric 

research produced during and before the 1980s. Such approaches can be traced to the heritage 

of the Cowles Commission (Panhans & Singleton, 2016). From a methodological perspective, 

Leamer argues that most of the causal estimates derived during this period are biased. Thirty 

years later, Angrist and Pischke (2010) will assess the research developed so far in microeconometrics. 

In “The Credibility Revolution in Empirical Economics: How Better Research Design is Taking 

the Con out of Econometrics”, Angrist and Pischke respond to Leamer’s criticisms. They 

contend: “we´re happy to report that Leamer´s complaint that ‘hardly anyone takes anyone else´s 

data analysis seriously’ no longer seems justified” (p.3). The criticism no longer holds, they state, 

because economists have increased the quality of their empirical research design.   

The conversation between Edward E. Leamer (1984), and Joshua Angrist and Jörn-Steffen 

Pischke (2010) is commonly identified as the angular stone in the formation and consolidation 

of recent epistemological changes at the disciplinary level (Panhans & Singleton, 2016; Ravallion, 
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2018; Ruhm, 2019). Leamer ´s critique represents the “perception of structural methods 

inequities and failures into the 1980s” (Panhans & Singleton, 2016, p.4).  On the other hand, 

Angrist and Pischke (2010) “not only picked up on the points in an ongoing methodological 

debate within applied economics (Heckman 1997; Angrist and Imbens 1999; Rosenzweig and 

Wolpin 2000), it precipitated a number of responses (Slims 2010; Nevo and Whinston 2010; 

Keane 2010; Rust 2010; Wolpin 2013)” (Panhans & Singleton, 2016, p.4).  

The conversation between Leamer (1983), and Angrist and Pischke (2010) grasps the essence of 

the redefinition of objectivity settled by the discipline that will permeate the epistemological 

practices held at CEDE. CEDE researchers such as Nicolás De Roux hold Angrist and Pischke’s 

work as guidelines, and many others cite them directly in their work25 or even thank Angrist in 

the acknowledgments26. Many research assistants at CEDE have Angrist and Pischke’s textbooks 

Mostly Harmless Econometrics (2009) and Mastering Metrics (2015) as a reference guide, and the 

former is the main textbook used in at least three economics or government undergraduate 

classes27.  

Leamer depicts the econometric approaches heritage of the Cowles Commission because, 

according to Leamer, they do not approximate to a scientific experiment successfully. He 

denounces that economists have reflected in themselves a false image of a white robe scientist. 

He argues that the conventional methods generate biased estimates that are the product of a 

misspecification uncertainty, which appears because samples are not mixed adequately28. In 

contrast, “the misspecification uncertainty in many experimental settings may be so small that it 

is well approximated by zero” (Leamer, 1982, p.33).  

According to Angrist and Pischke, the reason why “Leamer’s complaint no longer holds” is that 

economists shifted into design-based studies. This refers to a transformation of epistemological 

practices. In this case, those that demonstrate that the researcher managed to isolate one variable 

from its cofounding factors. Angrist and Pischke (2010) write: “[Leamer] argued that 

randomized experiments differ only in degree from nonexperimental evaluations of casual 

effects, the difference being the extent to which we can be confident that the causal variable of 

interest is independent of confounding factors” (own emphasis, p.4). Angrist and Pischke trumpet 

practices aimed at proving that the research is designed to simulate a scientific experiment by 

offering a comparison between two groups that are ‘adequately mixed’.  

                                                           
25 For example, Baez and Camacho (2011), and Moya (2014). 
26 For example, Moya, Laajaj, and Sánchez (2018).  
27 Haciendo Economía 1, Haciendo Economía 2, and Métodos cuantitativos para asuntos públicos.  
28 What Leamer has in mind when he refers to a sample “mixed adequately” is the case where the scientist 
manages to separate his sample into two sets: the control group (A), and the treatment group (B). 
Everyone from group A must have an exact copy in group B. Then, the scientist applies a variation in 
group B holding everything else constant. The mean difference between the two groups is the causal 
effect of the variation employed in group B. This is the ideal scientific experiment in the “kill any black 
swan” epistemological practices.  
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When using wide-ranging knowledge and data estimation techniques in a complementary 

relationship, the scientific practices revolve around the idea of controlling and comprehending 

the observed rules under which the phenomenon operates. I will call this approach “cage the 

black swan”. In contrast, Angrist and Pischke offer a different series of practices that design an 

adequate comparison between a control and a treatment group that are able to approximate the 

misspecification uncertainty to zero. I will call this approach “kill any black swan”.  

At CEDE, the two approaches are present between the years 2000 and 2018. I will characterize 

the transition from “cage the black swan” to “kill any black swan” by identifying patterns in the 

scientific practices at CEDE. To do so, I will first describe the typical profile of the “cage the 

black swan” epistemological practices, and then contrast it to the “kill any black swan” 

epistemological practices.  

3. Cage the Black Swan 

The “cage the black swan” epistemological practices allow the researcher to state that she 

managed to synthesize a controlled experiment where unobserved variables are understood, seen 

and dealt with. Therefore, the researcher must convince the relevant academic audience that her 

approach mimics a scientific experiment by knowing (or seeing) all the relevant conditions in the 

phenomenon under study so that she can successfully “cage the black swan”.  

3a. The Complementary Relationship Between Wide-Ranging Knowledge and Data 

Estimation Techniques 

Between the years 2000 and 2006, CEDE researchers’ follow the Cowles Commission by 

establishing a complementary relationship between wide-ranging knowledge and data estimation 

techniques. However, they also distance themselves from it because the general insights that they 

use to understand how individuals make decisions are not limited to an econometric model.29 At 

CEDE, the researchers that defend this type of approach held political chairs30 and have strong 

academic relationships with the researchers of the Banco de la República, the central bank of 

Colombia31. I found that those researchers that were not related directly to government still 

                                                           
29 The economic, political or career motivations that CEDE researchers pursue exceeds the scope of this 
article. However, I will point out that the informal use of political, historical and contextual knowledge 
might suggest that CEDE researchers before 2005 saw government positions as their goal. After 2009 
CEDE researchers might pursue positions within the international economics community as their 
desirable goal (become editors of important international journals, participate in international 
conferences, etc.) 
30 For example, all Deans from the Economics Department held local government chairs immediately 
after or before working at CEDE during the years 2000 and 2012. Alberto Carrasquilla was Dean of the 
Economics Department from 2000 to 2002. He was immediately named Deputy Minister and then 
Minister of Finance and Public in the year 2003. Juan Carlos Echeverry worked as the director of the 
National Planning Department right before succeeding Carrasquilla as Dean. Alejandro Gaviria 
associated to CEDE soon after being sub-director of the National Planning Department and two years 
later, he would be named Dean.  
31 Mostly between the years 2000 and 2003, CECE co-authors generally worked at the Banco de la República, 
and CEDE researchers published their work in the Banco de la República working papers series.  
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represent in their written articles that they have a broad knowledge of the Colombian economic 

context. Besides, CEDE researchers live and have lived in the country that they study. Under 

the “cage the black swan” epistemological practices, historical and political knowledge 

complement the use of data estimation techniques to buttress truth claims.  

The paper “El gran apretón crediticio en Colombia: una interpretación” (2000) written by Alberto 

Carrasquilla, Arturo Galindo and Diego Vázquez32 is a helpful case study33 to explain why wide-

ranging knowledge could be understood as historical economic knowledge and as a model. It 

also helps to exemplify the complementary relationship between wide-ranging knowledge and 

data estimation techniques under the “cage the black swan” epistemological practices. The words 

of the subtitle already suggest an inclination towards using the researcher’s own knowledge of 

the national economic conjuncture as a research tool: “The great credit grip in Colombia: an 

interpretation” (own translation and emphasis). The researchers first use their knowledge as facts 

that help to explain the credit real stock in Colombia during the recession. Data analysis 

complements and adapts to the interpretation of the researchers. They write, “The data allows 

us to formulate the following history. First (…). Second (…). Third (…)” (p.109). Data alone is 

not able to provide the definite answers; it must work hand in hand with other kinds of 

knowledge (theories, models, and political, institutional and historical knowledge of Colombia).   

The model also shows that the researchers have an accurate and broad understanding of the 

context, and data analysis complements the model in such enterprise. The model allows the 

researchers to explain a broad relationship, and data helps them to corroborate such findings 

with the Colombian experience. Both allow them to identify the internal mechanisms. They 

write:  

“The model presented in the previous section suggests that the relationship between 

portfolio and liquid investments depends on the expectations of future falls of deposits 

and credit risk. The purpose of this section is to evaluate whether this has indeed 

happened in recent Colombian experience, and if so, which has had greater relative 

weight in explaining such dynamics. To empirically test these impacts, we perform a 

panel type estimate” (p.111, own translation). 

Carrasquilla, Galindo and Vázquez make truth claims by approximating to a scientific 

experiment through a complementary relationship between the national historical knowledge 

and a theoretical model, and data estimation techniques. This pattern can be seen in various 

papers from CEDE researchers primarily before the year 2006. This aspect of the “cage the 

black swan” epistemological practices is related to the focus of the research: a broad 

approximation to the phenomenon. As I described earlier, one characteristic I documented in 

                                                           
32 In the year 2000, Carrasquilla was Professor at the Economics Department and assessor at the 
Comptroller General's Office. Galindo and Vásquez worked at Banco de la República.   
33 More CEDE articles follow this approach. For example, Arias, Carrasquilla, and Galindo (2002); Bernal 
(2003); Carrasquilla and Arbelaéz (2000); Flórez and Nupia (2001); and Ibáñez and Uribe (2005).  
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some articles was the time-span of the research. For approaches that exhibit a complementary 

relationship between wide-ranging knowledge and data estimation techniques, the mean period 

of study is 14 years and most commonly about a national concern34.  

Gaviria (2004) interchanges between wide-ranging knowledge and data to understand gradually 

the migration of Colombians into the United States. He first uses data analysis and estimation 

techniques to identify an increase in the migration of Colombians into the United States during 

the second half of the 90s. Then, he uses historical knowledge to show two main general causes 

at play: “the economic recession, and the intensification of the armed conflict, two interrelated 

phenomena” (p.14, own translation). Later, data analysis provides the tools to understand more 

elements involving the migration of Colombians into the United States: “But beyond the 

enumeration of the general causes, there is no full understanding of why migratory flows to the United 

States changed radically, not only in their nature but also in their intensity” (p.14, own emphasis 

and translation). In this paper, data and wide-ranging knowledge work as interchangeable tools 

that Gaviria uses to dig into the phenomenon from a broad perspective.  

3b. Data Estimation Techniques  

I will explain the most representative practices in the data estimation techniques under the typical 

“cage the black swan” approach and their affinity to understand the phenomenon under study 

from a broad perspective. Specifically, the use of various regressions that seek to answer several 

questions; certain econometric techniques that are used with the intention to understand the 

phenomenon from an extensive perspective35 such as the inclusion of control variables, and of 

fixed effects; the interpretation of many variables; and the interest of estimating correlations.  

In “Recent evolution of the urban labor market and policy alternatives” Alejandro Gaviria and 

María del Mar Palau (2006, own translation) describe “the changes of the labor market outcomes 

over the last decade” and present “an overview of some policy interventions aimed at increasing 

                                                           
34 Some researchers such as Alejandro Gaviria, Carmen Elisa Florez, and Marc Hoffsteter also explore 
relationships at the Latin America level.  The average of the years in which the first two researchers 
released their articles –working or published papers— while still adhered to CEDE is 2007. Hoffsteter’s 
research is more recent but his scientific practices are best described as the “cage the black swan” 
approach.  
35 I do not attempt to argue that the “cage the black swan” epistemological practices do not regard the 
potential biases in the estimates due to unobserved characteristics. Economist have been well aware about 
these problems. The concern could be traced in econometrics, at least, back to the ninetieth century when 
William Stanley Jevons proposed to study the relationship between sunspots and agricultural output in 
the least industrialized zones in order to disable the disturbance of other factors affecting crop prices. 
Raquel Bernal mentioned in the interview that the discussions about biased estimates was present at least 
back in the 90s at CEDE. She explained that Ramón Rosales, her teacher of Econometrics 1 and current 
CEDE researcher, taught her the potential problems in data estimations caused by unobserved 
relationships or variables. Actually, most papers that argue that the econometric techniques used play a 
key role on understanding the phenomenon also discuss about how these techniques allow them to 
control for potential biases. Still, under the “cage the black swan approach”, this discussion is typically 
shorter than in the second set of epistemological practices, and is exposed after explaining the 
comprehending-advantages of the specific econometric techniques.  
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employment and labor quality” (abstract). They use historical trends in data and anecdotal 

evidence to describe how the financial crisis from the 90s had an effect on the dramatic 

deterioration of the labor market indicators between the years 1996 and 2005. As mentioned 

before, wide-ranging knowledge and data estimation techniques work hand in hand.  

Regression analysis is used to answer the following question: “Who has benefited more than 

proportionally from the improvement in the conditions of employment that occurred since 

2004?” (p.31, own translation). They estimate an OLS regression with three dummy dependent 

variables: if the individual is occupied, if it has a formal job, and if it’s underemployed. The 

independent variables are the interest groups of study interacted by a variable that identifies the 

period or evaluation. The authors estimate three different regressions to answer three different 

questions. The researchers discuss about the results from the three regressions and from all the 

variables included in the regression since all of them constitute their main results. The multiple 

regressions and variables form a coherent broad analysis of the phenomenon: “Altogether, the 

results quantify the improvement of labor market indicators and show who has benefited from 

it” (p.31, own translation and emphasis).  

The authors selected a certain set of dependent variables because they accurately “describe the 

population groups of interest” (p. 32). Even though their inclusion in the regression controls for 

cofounding factors, the authors do not emphasize this aspect but on their relevance to help 

explain the context from a broad perspective. The authors interpret all correlation coefficients 

regarding their relevance and sign. The size of the estimates is used to find out which variable is 

affected the most. When summarizing the results from the three regressions, the authors write: 

 

“This improvement benefited more than proportionally to young people in terms of 

occupation; the opposite occurred in terms of underemployment. In terms of 

formalization, the gap between skilled and unskilled workers widened despite substantive 

improvement in global indicators. Altogether, the results suggest that the entry into the 

labor market of young people has been massive but has occurred in lower quality 

occupations, and that the formalization of the unskilled remains one of the great 

challenges for the future” (p. 36, own emphasis and translation).  

 

I emphasize on the word “altogether” because these and other authors that could belong to the 

“cage the black swan” approach recurrently use this word when interpreting results. The fact 

that the researchers interpret results from various regressions and variables, and that the main 

motivation of the inclusion of certain dependent variables is driven by an attempt to target 

specific populations is related to an interest to study a phenomenon by understanding many 

relationships “altogether”. Juan Camilo Cárdenas (Interview, October 2019) cited a very 

eloquent metaphor to describe the way in which this type of research analyses and thinks of a 

phenomenon: you cannot build a cow from mincemeat. The “cage the black swan” 

epistemological practices build truth by analyzing a phenomenon from relationships altogether, 

by seeing the cow as a whole.  
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Many more cases show how various data estimation techniques under the “cage the black swan 

approach” are used primarily because they help to understand the phenomenon from a broad 

perspective. I will name one more. 

In “Determinants of the Results of Teacher Evaluations: The Case of Los Andes University”, 

Alejandro Gaviria and Alejandro Hoyos (2008) show how fixed effects, typically used to control 

for unobserved relationships, are primarily regarded for their capacity to best comprehend the 

phenomenon. The researchers first describe various regression specifications that seek to answer 

a variety of questions. Referring to four specifications mentioned earlier, they write:  

“The above specifications allow us to estimate the effects of characteristics of the teacher 

and the course, but they do not allow us to distinguish the mechanisms that explain the 

existence of a relationship between teacher and student qualifications. In other words, 

they do not allow us to distinguish between the different effects mentioned above: 

motivation, clemency, reciprocity, etc. For that reason, some specifications include fixed 

effects by teacher to distinguish between the effects already mentioned” (p. 101, own 

translation).  

The fact that the data estimation techniques seek to comprehend the phenomenon from a wide 

perspective does not exclude an intention to control for unobserved variables and relationships. 

In the “cage the black swan” epistemological practices both are mutually dependent. Because 

the researcher can achieve a broad comprehension of the phenomenon, she can control 

cofounding factors. As shown earlier, data estimation techniques also provide insights about the 

context. This relationship is most evident in the use of dependent variables in the regressions 

and in the theoretical models.  

 

The dependent variables play a fundamental role in the “cage the black swan” epistemological 

practices. For example, Carmen Elisa Flórez36 (2004) states that her contribution to the literature 

that estimates the effects of living in single-parent households is including into the analysis the 

level of domestic violence (p.36). The dependent variables help to understand better the 

phenomenon from a broad perspective, but it also isolates the effects under study from 

unobserved variables or relationships. I explain this complex circular pattern by analyzing 

another paper from Carmen Elisa Flórez.  

 

                                                           
36 She was the first Professor of the Economics Department with a Ph.D. (1983 at Princeton University) 
–some sources say she was the first Colombian teacher to have a Ph.D.—. She worked at CEDE from 
1983 to 2011. She was the CEDE Director from 1989 to 1990, and was the first director of the Colombian 
Longitudinal Survey of Los Andes University (ELCA for its abbreviation in Spanish). During the years 
1990 and 1991 she retired from CEDE to work at the National Planning Department. Today, she is a 
Professor at El Rosario University.  
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The article “Teenage Childbearing in Latin American Countries” (2002), by Carmen Elisa Flórez 

and Jairo Núñez37 is an evident example of a wide-ranging approach. They analyze a vast amount 

of intertwined relationships of teenage childbearing in six Latin America and the Caribean (LAC) 

countries from an aggregate and household level during the second half of the 1990s. The first 

12 out of 26 pages (excluding annexes) describe the variations of teenage fertility in relation to 

the social context (economic, regional, cultural, educational, and political) within and between 

countries by analyzing data and exposing knowledge of the particular countries. They start the 

discussion about the “proximate determinants of teenage fertility” by referring to a paper that 

“aim[s] to identify all factors that intervened between the norms and social structure of a society 

and its level of fertility” (p.6). The first half of the article seeks to identify the variables and 

relationships that “play an important role in teenage fertility level and trends” (p.12). Hence, 

their intention to interpret the phenomenon from a broad perspective is correlated with the 

intention to identify and describe “all” –or at least most— of the cofounding factors.  In other 

words, researchers show that they have covered their entire lab looking for the black swan. Let 

us see what they do with it once they find it.  

 

In the next section of the paper, the authors “analyze the socioeconomic and demographic 

factors that determine teenage fertility behavior” (p.15) with a theoretical model. They first 

describe the relevant variables that other authors consider in their models to describe the 

decisions of the youth of having a childbirth. Then, they compare them with their results from 

the previous section to confirm the variables’ relevance in explaining the phenomenon. Their 

previous analysis of the broad comprehension of their phenomenon indicated that there is one 

more cofounding variable that must be considered. Specifically, regional effects. The problem 

of not including regional effects (i.e. the black swan) takes the form of biased estimations: “If 

these regional effects were ignored, the estimations of standard errors would be biased 

(underestimated)” (p.17).  

 

To solve this problem, the authors design a theoretical model that contemplates the regional 

effects: “The use of multilevel or hierarchical models, which include group or regional effects, solve 

these problems” (p.17, own emphasis). The data estimation techniques reflect the intention to 

comprehend the phenomenon from a wide perspective: “Because individuals interact with the 

social context to which they belong, and because individuals who make up the group in turn 

influence the properties of those groups, we need to take into account those effects” (p.18). The 

first 12 pages of the paper assure that the researchers know the phenomenon under study by 

presenting their historical and sociological knowledge of the six countries. Now, the theoretical 

model and the data estimation techniques encompass the relevant variables and relationships. In 

other words, the researchers cage the black swan.  

 

                                                           
37 He was hired at CEDE only as researcher (there is no evidence that he taught any class at de Economics 
Department) from 1998 to 2002 and published 22 articles in Documentos CEDE between the years 2000 
and 2007, primarily coauthored with research assistants from CEDE.  
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Controlling for unobserved variables or relationships –caging the black swan— is not limited to 

the inclusion of relevant variables. Researchers must choose adequately their model too:   

 

“(…) those techniques produce biased estimates (Hogan, 1985). To avoid this statistical 

problem, and because the normal assumption in a variable measuring time is not 

reasonable, we next use a continuous-time hazard rate model to estimate the probability 

of an adolescent having a first birth” (p.17-18).  

 

Therefore, “caging” the black swan is not limited to including all or most important variables 

but refers to synthesizing a controlled scenario (i.e. scientific experiment) where the researcher’s 

wide-ranging knowledge of the phenomenon, a model, and the estimation techniques accurately 

encompass the relevant interrelated relationships and variables.    

 

Accounting for the adequate way of synthesizing relevant variables and relationships in the 

model and in the data estimation techniques help to deal with the problem of unobserved 

variables. However, this process contributes to understand the phenomenon once again. After 

describing why the authors develop an econometric model to deal with possible biases, Flórez 

and Núñez write, “Additionally, we also want to analyze the effect of demographic, 

socioeconomic and contextual variables on the hazard rate of first childbearing” (p.19). 

Understanding the general context, developing an adequate synthesis, and using suitable 

estimation techniques exhibit a circular pattern. Hence, they form their own criteria of 

objectivity. The interviews reveled that researchers commonly identified with the “cage the black 

swan” epistemological practices agree that one cannot build a cow from mincemeat. 

 

The robustness checks are the final test for the researcher’s claim. Within the “cage the black 

swan” approach, researchers usually test model specification. This means that they want to be 

sure that they managed to comprehend the phenomenon. The complementary relationship 

between wide-ranging knowledge and data estimation techniques, and the specific practices 

involved in the latter, work together to prove that the researcher synthesized a wide-ranging 

controlled experiment. The researcher knows and sees the various relationships in her 

laboratory. The epistemological practices allow her to beck the cage bars and trap the black swan 

inside. When asked “What about the black swan?” she will answer: “I can see it right there by 

the corner of the lab. It’s trapped inside my cage”.  

3c. A Close Relationship Between and Within Microeconomics 

The results of my TM exercise for the period between 2000 and 2006 show that all the topics of 

the corpus are closely related, and that the topics that constitute microeconometrics exhibit very 

similar patterns in discourse. In other words, microeconometrics is closely related between and within 

topics. Figure 3 shows the distribution of nine topics from CEDE articles from 2000 to 2006. 
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Figure 3. Intertopic Distance Map. Years 2000-2006 

 

This figure indicates one result from Topic Modeling technique assigning nine topics, and using 

the 220 working and published papers between 2000 and 2005. It shows the relative size of each 

topic in the entire corpus and the distance between them.  The two axis, PC1 and PC2, 

correspond to the two-dimensional representation of the distance between topics. By 

interpreting the interior composition of words in each topic, I assigned the names to each topic 

and grouped the ones that belong to my definition of microeconometrics.  

 

During this period, microeconomics was closely related to other approaches because wide-

ranging knowledge and data estimation techniques shared a complementary relationship. 
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Microeconomics can relate to most research areas at CEDE during this period because it builds 

truth claims from both, data estimation techniques, and the knowledge of the context of the 

phenomenon, and/or models. Research areas that build truth claims primarily from theoretical 

models, from verbal argumentation, from analyzing ideas, from analyzing contextual factors, 

from data estimation techniques, from purely theoretical models, etc. share at least one common 

epistemological object (data-estimation techniques, wide-ranging knowledge, or both). Appendix 

4 shows the lists of words that constitute each topic from Figure 3. 

The different research areas in microeconometrics (identified by looking at the composition of words 

from Appendix 4) exhibit similar patterns in discourse between and within other topics 

(identified by analyzing the distance between topics from Figure 3). During the years 2000 and 

2006, microeconometrics had much in common between and within the different areas and 

discursive patterns.  

4. Kill Any Black Swan 

The set of epistemological practices at CEDE that I call “kill any black swan” seek to build truth 

claims in a different manner than the “cage the black swan”. They allow the researcher to state 

that she managed to synthesize a scientific experiment that is bulletproof from unobserved 

variables or relationships. The researcher must convince the audience that her approach 

reproduces a natural experiment by successfully using data estimation techniques that eliminate 

the unobserved variables so that she can successfully “kill any black swan”.  

4a. A Shift at CEDE 

Some CEDE researchers claim that a shift in the production of knowledge at CEDE started to 

take form around the years 2002-2006, and matured around the years 2010-2013. In the 

interviews I performed, most argue that it is related to a successful enterprise to “close the gap” 

between the quality of the research developed at CEDE and the international standards (i.e. 

those settled by top economics research centers).  

Most researchers account that the changes occurred primarily during the leadership of Juan 

Carlos Echeverry as Dean and Fabio Sánchez as CEDE director. During the interview, Sánchez 

mentioned that during this period, he reacted and promoted the changes that were already 

happening in the discipline and at the Economics Department. According to Sánchez, the 

economics discipline developed a new criteria about what constitutes a valid research and CEDE 

followed it. He also mentioned that these new standards were also required by national research 

funding centers, such as DNP. It demanded the use of those new techniques in consulting 

contracts with CEDE. The creation of the International Summer School in 1997, in which James 

Robinson and Orazio Attanasio participated regularly, represents the Department’s interest to 

bring over the discipline’s global standards. According to the exegesis of 230 papers, around the 
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years 2002-2009, CEDE researchers such as Fabio Sánchez, Alejandro Gaviria, and Ana María 

Ibáñez38 started to shift their scientific practices to catch-up to the “Credibility Revolution”.  

CEDE researchers also mention that an important aspect of the shift in the production of 

knowledge involves the introduction of a new generation of researchers. The researchers most 

commonly named are Raquel Bernal (Ph.D. in 2003 at New York University; CEDE researcher 

since 2006), Catherine Rodríguez (Ph.D. in 2006 at Boston University; CEDE researcher from 

2005 to 2010 –although she still has a close relationship with CEDE–), Adriana Camacho (Ph.D. 

in 2008 at Brown University; CEDE researcher since 2007), and Ximena Peña (Ph.D. in 2008 at 

Georgetown University; CEDE researcher from 2007 to 2016). They all coursed their Ph.D. at 

the time that, according to Angrist and Pischke, Economists have already switched into design-

based studies. Bernal and Camacho both identify their doctoral studies as a turning point in their 

academic career in which they learned various estimation techniques and decided their research 

study areas. This generation of researchers brought into CEDE the epistemological practices 

they learned during their doctoral studies and hence promoted a nascent change at CEDE. These 

researchers showed that they value the recent changes in the production of knowledge but still 

maintain a skeptical view in some aspects. For example, Raquel Bernal considers that a structural 

approach highlights a crucial wide-ranging comprehension of the phenomenon. According to 

Bernal, the counterfactual analysis that structural approaches permit is of uttermost importance 

to public policy (Bernal, 2017, Lecture notes).  

Younger researchers continue to trumpet the “Credibility Revolution” at CEDE. The interviews 

showed that younger CEDE researchers such as Andrés Moya (Ph.D.  in 2013 at University of 

California; CEDE researcher since 2013), Rachid Laajaj (Ph.D. in 2013 at University of 

Wisconsin-Madison; CEDE researcher since 2015), and especially Nicolás de Roux (Ph.D.  in 

2017 at Columbia University; CEDE researcher since 2017) are quite akin to the Credibility 

Revolution. They are more familiar with debates that praise recent methodologies that follow 

the Credibility Revolution39, than with their criticism40, and have very similar beliefs to those of 

Angrist and Pischke’s regarding what constitutes valuable research in economics.   

Hence, the “Credibility Revolution” influenced CEDE by settling the standards that it sought 

to fulfill. CEDE first followed the standards of the discipline, and then the new generations of 

CEDE researchers sustained that process. Most CEDE researchers agree that today the gap 

between the international and CEDE’s standards is very thin. For example, Andrés Moya 

mentions that around the year 2004, undergraduate and master’s students from the Economics 

Department of Los Andes University did not study papers with a “clear causal 

identification”(Moya, Interview October 2019, own translation). When he returned in 2013, “the 

distance between the main programs from the Economics Department at Los Andes had 

shortened. All possible methods were already being applied here” (Ibid.). This quote also shows 

                                                           
38 Professor at the Faculty of Economics since 1997, and CEDE director from 2008 to 2012. She 
obtained her Ph.D in 2000 at University of Maryland.  
39 Such as Angrist and Pischke, 2010, 2015, 2017; and Banerjee, Duflo and Kremer, 2016. 
40 Such as Ravallion, 2018; Heckman, 2001; Rodrik, 2008; Deaton and Cartwright, 2017; and Ruhm, 2019. 
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that CEDE’s “catch-up” to the international normative evaluation is represented by a 

prioritization of the use of certain methods.  

4b. Two Identical Groups, Please 

Differing to the “cage the black swan” epistemological practices, the “kill any black swan” 

approach replicates a natural experiment by designing a scenario in which the control and the 

treatment group are identical to each other. The similarity between these two groups is not 

achieved by controlling all or most of the cofounding factors, but on assuring that the 

unobserved variables are successfully isolated outside the analysis. This is how knowledge41 and 

data estimation techniques work together in the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices.  

Randomization is a key concept in microeconometrics (Ravallion, 2018). Fabio Sánchez mentions 

that research is able to approximate to a scientific experiment largely with the use of random 

selection (Interview, October 2019). According to some researchers42, it offers the best way of 

minimizing the difference between two groups. Angrist and Pischke (2010) write: “researchers 

seek real experiments where feasible and useful natural experiments if real experiments seem (at least 

for a time) infeasible” (2010, p.11, own emphasis). This quote explains how knowledge and data 

estimation techniques work together. The researcher’s knowledge of the phenomenon serves to 

identify the “useful natural experiments”. Data estimation techniques serve to prove that “at 

least for a time” they are feasible43.  

Knowledge allows the researcher to identify an as-good-as-random assignment of individuals by 

detecting an exogenous source of variation. The researcher must know about the phenomenon 

under study in order to point at that specific scenario in which individuals are “adequately 

mixed”. With her knowledge, she must defend why, in principle44, her source of variation affects 

her variable of interest and at the same time is independent of cofounding factors.  

For example, in both, the working (2007) and published paper (2008) of “Stress and Birth 

Weight: Evidence from Terrorist Attacks”, Adriana Camacho45 uses her knowledge from the 

medicine literature and about the civil war in Colombia to identify an exogenous source of 

variation even though Colombia’s civil war is highly endogenous (see Arjona, 2016). The way in 

which she argues that the timing, magnitude and place of landmine explosions offer an 

exogenous source of stress within municipalities represents the manner in which knowledge is 

used under the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices.  

                                                           
41 Note that I no longer call it “wide-ranging knowledge”. Instead, I refer to a detailed and narrow 
comprehension of the phenomenon from empirical information or observation.  
42 Among many others: Banerjee et al. (2010); Duflo, Glennerster, and Kremer (2007); Angrist and 
Pischke (2010); and CEDE researchers such as Laajaj (Interview, October 2019), Moya (Interview, 
October 2019), and De Roux (Interview, October 2019). 
43 I will discuss very briefly about the approaches that use “real experiments” later. For now, I will explain 
the relationship between data estimation techniques and contextual knowledge when the researcher does 
not create its own field experiment.  
44 Because, as I will explain later, data estimation techniques have the last word.  
45 Associate Professor at the Faculty of Economics and CEDE researcher since 2007.  
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During the interviews, Camacho mentioned that when she was writing this paper she had 

reviewed a substantial amount of medicine literature about pregnancy and stress. In the 

Documentos CEDE working paper (2007), she writes, “The medical evidence suggest that stress 

in-uterus can negatively affect birth outcomes” (p.4). She uses this knowledge to suggest a 

straightforward relationship between terrorism, prenatal stress and birth outcomes. Unlike the 

“cage the black swan” approach, she does not point at “other cofounding factors”. Camacho 

uses knowledge to point at one link.  

The expertise of the Colombian civil war allows Camacho to identify an exogenous source of 

variation. Her understanding of the civil war adverts her to use other violence indicators than 

landmine explosions. Regarding a paper that uses homicides rates to estimate the effect of 

violence in infant mortality, she writes, “This indicator [homicides] might not be as exogenous 

as landmines, given that there are characteristics common to areas with high levels of homicides 

that could be known by the population” (2007, p.8). She does not discuss or show an effort to 

identify all unobserved variables. Her expertise in relation to her specific knowledge of the 

phenomenon, unlike the “cage the black swan” approach, serve to identify one source of 

exogenous variation, not to comprehend an interrelated phenomenon.  

The following excerpt from Camacho’s published paper in the American Economic Review includes 

five phrases that help summarize this discussion and introduce the role of data estimation 

techniques: 

“Naively, I could test for associations between child birth outcomes and any violence 

indicator, but it is important to use arguably exogenous indicators of the violence in order to 

purge the estimated impact of fetal stress on birth outcomes of any area-specific unobservable 

that may be correlated with both levels of violence and birth outcomes. Moreover, it is 

important to have a measure that mainly captures a shock of violence rather than persistent levels 

of violence. Landmine explosions are used as the most credible violence exogenous stress shock, 

since they generate fear once others in their same area have suffered from an explosion. 

Terrorism intends to instill fear or “terror” in the general population by affecting random 

victims unpredictably. Using terrorist attacks instead of other violence measures allows 

me to assume that people know the level of violence prevalent in their area of residence, 

but they are uncertain about the time, magnitude, and exact place of an explosion” (2008, 

p.512).  

The phrase “it is important to use arguably exogenous indicators” shows that the main purpose 

of the form of knowledge of the phenomenon is to identify an exogenous source of variation. 

The phrase “any area-specific unobservable” shows that Camacho is not interested in finding 

which are the interrelated phenomena; they are reduced to the category “any”. The phrase 

“credible violence exogenous shock” suggests that the debate about the exogeneity of the 

variation is not settled yet; data estimation techniques –not the contextual knowledge– have the 

last saying. The word “random” reminds us that randomization is the key element on arguing 
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that the control and treatment group are balanced. In the next section, I delve into the unequal 

relationship between knowledge and models, and data estimation techniques. 

4c. Data Estimation Techniques in an Unequal Relationship 

The researcher’s knowledge of the phenomenon is not the only epistemological object that finds 

itself in an unequal relationship with data estimation techniques. Recent studies about the 

History of Knowledge in Economics highlight the growing importance of methods that estimate 

a causal relationship using data. Panhans and Singleton (2016) trace the shift from modeling to 

design-based studies by counting selected words of names given to specific techniques in the 

titles or the abstracts in eleven top economic Journals. They follow the combinations of the 

words “Regression Discontinuity”, “Natural Experiment”, Difference-in-Difference”, and 

“Randomized Control Trial”. Ravallion (2018) finds a growing use of techniques by searching 

for selected words in published papers. I argue that, at CEDE, this shift is explained by the 

intention to “catch-up” to the international discipline’s standards set by the “Credibility 

Revolution”. CEDE researchers value data estimation techniques above the rest of 

epistemological objects (a theoretical model or narrow and precise knowledge of the 

phenomenon, and data).  

The unequal relationship between contextual knowledge and models, and data estimation 

techniques can be seen at CEDE in the growing use of the former. I distinguished a growing 

use of these tools at CEDE, but also trace the interrelated transformation of practices. The shift 

in the production of knowledge at CEDE is not limited to the introduction of a new toolkit with 

plain objects. Because these tools are used to buttress claims of economic knowledge, an entire 

apparatus of practices unfolds as soon as the toolbox is opened (see Halsmayer, 2018, and Isaac, 

2010). Therefore, the toolbox that accompanies data estimation techniques displaces the use of 

contextual knowledge and modeling.  

Figure 4 shows the share46 of Topic “Data Estimation Techniques” (words that form it in page 

8) of the entire corpus of CEDE articles from the years 2000 to 2018. Because TM is not limited 

to analyzing specific words but patterns in discourse, this tendency doesn´t only reflect a simple 

use of tools, but a set of epistemological practices. This graph indicates that data estimation 

techniques grew in importance in the written discourse at CEDE since the last decade. The bulk 

of the papers that constitute this topic were published after 2006.   

 

 

                                                           
46 The values were obtained first by calculating the relative frequency of articles that are most accurately 
described by topic “Data Estimation Techniques” from the total number of articles in each year. This 
value was then divided by the total number of articles that are best described by topic “Data Estimation 
Techniques”. Therefore, the results indicate the relative frequency of papers inside topic “Data 
Estimation Techniques” for each year, controlling for the disparities of the total number of papers in 
each year. In order to show a smoother tendency, I show the sum of the frequency every three years. 



31 
 

Figure 4. Share of Topic “Data Estimation Techniques” over the years 2000-2018 

 

It is widely recognized that the “Credibility Revolution” is not limited to the introduction of a 

new toolkit with nothing more than plain objects47. Many papers before the Credibility 

Revolution, and criticized by Leamer, already used most methods that are nowadays commonly 

identified as “the new toolkit” (for example, McManus, 1981; Hoerl and Kennard, 1970). Angrist 

and Pischke (2010) recognize this: “The econometric methods that feature most prominently in 

quasi-experimental studies are instrumental variables, regression discontinuity methods, and 

differences-in-differences (…). These econometric methods are not new” (p.11). The difference 

between research before and after the Credibility Revolution lies on the entire set of 

epistemological practices: “the best of today’s design-based studies make a strong (…) case (…) 

for the variation thought to generate a useful natural experiment” (p.11). The dialect and the 

reason why the methods are used must assimilate, as much as possible, to the scenario of a 

scientific experiment bulletproof of unobserved relationships. Therefore, the shift in the 

production of knowledge is marked by the introduction of a set of epistemological practices that 

shape criteria about what constitutes a valid research in microeconometrics.  

Case Study: The Instrumental Variable Approach 

When data estimation techniques have the last saying in developing truth claims, the techniques 

themselves are transformed. A helpful case study to understand how the data estimation 

techniques are transformed as they gain status in the construction of truth is the instrumental 

variable approach. Even though it was already used at CEDE before the introduction of the “kill 

                                                           
47 See: Banerjee, Duflo and Kremer (2018), Deaton and Cartwright (2017), Hamermesh (2013), Panhans 
and Singleton (2016), Ravallion (2018), Rodrik (2008), and Ruhm (2018). 
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any black swan” epistemological practices, it gains importance under these set of practices. A 

valid research must dedicate more effort in defending that the instrumental variable approach is 

adequate.  

Leamer (1983), and Angrist and Pischke (2010) explain their criticism to applied work in 

economics by analyzing some papers that explore the deterrent effect of capital punishment. 

They both picked as an example Isaac Ehrlich´s paper “The Deterrent Effect of Capital 

Punishment: A Question of Life and Death” (1975). Ehrlich uses two-stage least squares 

estimations to explore the effect of capital punishment in homicide rates. He understands that 

he must control for reverse causality and omitted variables in order to eliminate the bias in the 

estimators. Still, Ehrlich does not explain why the method of instrumental variables should be 

used, nor why his selection of instrumental variables is adequate. Ehrlich´s work cannot be 

identified as a “kill any black swan” approach because he does not use a specific discourse and 

does not dedicate enough effort to convince the audience that his data estimation techniques are 

able to eliminate unobserved relationships.   

Angrist and Pischke write: “[t]he use of instrumental variables to uncover causal relationships 

was typically mechanical, with little discussion of why the instruments affected the endogenous 

variables […] or why they constitute a ´good experiment´” (2010, p.6). In a previous work, 

Angrist and Krueger maintain a similar argument:  

“The defining characteristic of many recent applications of instrumental variables to the 

omitted variables problem is the attention devoted to describing and to assessing the 

underlying quasi-experimental design. This can be seen as an explicit attempt to use 

observational data to mimic randomized experiments as closely as possible” (2001, p.80-

81). 

The interviews to CEDE researchers reveal the same conception. The researchers interviewed 

recognize that around the years 2000-2005, research in microeconomics at CEDE used 

instrumental variables, but “with less care”. For example, Andrés Moya states that when he was 

the research assistant of Ana María Ibáñez in 2005, they published articles in which they used 

instrumental variables but did not write about them for more than two sentences. What CEDE 

researchers understand as “less care”, just as Angrist and Pischke (2010), is the use of a certain 

discourse and a careful and long explanation as to why their instrumental variable is effective at 

isolating unobserved relationships.  

In 2010, Catherine Rodríguez48 wrote a comment on the chapter “Crime Displacement and 

Police Interventions: Evidence from London’s ‘Operation Theseus’”. This article illustrates how 

                                                           
48 Catherine Rodriguez is a researcher that publishes articles that follow the “kill any black swan” 
epistemological practices. She has worked as a CEDE researcher from 2005 to 2011. In 2010, she was 
appointed Associate Professor in the Economics Department. Even though nowadays she lives abroad, 
she still publishes with CEDE researchers, she is still part of the list of e-mails that the administration of 
CEDE sends to the researchers, and teaches in summer courses at the Economics Department.  
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data estimation techniques form truth claims. Rodríguez’s objective is, precisely, to show why 

the study from this chapter convinces the audience.  

She comments a study that “present[s] evidence on the casual impact of police presence on crime 

rates and investigate[s] its indirect effects through potential crime displacement” (Rodríguez, 

2010, p. 374). She argues that this study manages to convince the audience that its claims are 

true: “I believe the article clearly provides further evidence on the causal relationship of police 

on crime rates. It uses a clever idea of a quasi- experiment, is very well written, and, indeed, 

convinces the reader on the issues dealt” (p. 375). It does so because the methods are adequately 

used and therefore the study manages to solve the problem of unobserved relationships. In this 

case, Rodríguez emphasizes on the fact that she found convincing their instrumental variable 

approach: “the authors employ an instrumental variable (IV) estimation methodology that 

directly tries to identify the casual impact of the number of police deployed on crime rates” 

(Ibid). She explains that their instrumental variable approach is a “clear and powerful exogenous 

variation of police force” (Ibid).  

 

In the chapter to which Rodriguez is referring, Draca, Machin and Witt center the attention to 

their use of instrumental variables: 

 

“In the following, we not only review estimated elasticities from studies that adopt 

instrumental variable (IV) strategies to try and ensure that 𝛿 picks up the causal impact 

of police on crime, but also present our own IV estimates using the July 2005 terror 

attacks of London to identify the crime- police relation” (2010, p.364).  

 

Now, it is important to note that in this chapter the authors also develop a model and estimate 

its reduced form49. Rodriguez claims that the research convinced her primarily because of the 

adequate use of the instrumental variable, without giving further comments on Draca, Machin 

and Wiltt’s model. These authors also show how data estimation techniques are more important 

than modeling. They make a case for their use of instrumental variables to deal with the 

unobserved relationships before pointing at their structural model: 

 

“Before discussing the modeling of displacement, it is necessary to discuss the 

identification of 𝛿, the parameter measuring impact of police on crime in equation (3). 

A straightforward ordinary least squares (OLS) estimate of this parameter will be affected 

by severe endogeneity bias because preexisting crime patterns influence the allocation of 

police. In Draca, Machin, and Witt (2008), we tackle this problem by using the structure 

of the Operation Theseus intervention to define an IV strategy” (2010, p.367, own 

emphasis).  

                                                           
49 Reduced form estimations usually use a dummy variable to represent the treated and the control groups. 
Hence the relevance of the word “dummy” in topic “Data Estimation Techniques” of the 770 CEDE 
articles.  
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Following these authors, Rodríguez shows that the motivation behind the “kill any black swan” 

epistemological practices is to tackle the problem of unobserved relationships. She writes, “The 

classical and most difficult problem to solve in studies of the effect of deterrence measures on 

crime is the endogeneity between both variables” (2010, p.375). Neither models nor the 

knowledge of the phenomenon have a saying on determining if the problem of the unobserved 

relationships is solved, it’s the data estimation techniques. Hence, data estimation techniques 

assure that the research developed replicates a natural experiment. In other words, they are the 

ones that form the truth claims.  

Case Study: The Fixed Effects Approach 

Through the exegesis of the 230 papers, I found common patterns in the specific data estimation 

techniques from the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices. They are used and designed 

to reproduce a scientific experiment in which two groups are identical to each other, especially 

in the unobserved characteristics.  

I identified that the estimation techniques most common are Difference-in-Difference, 

Randomized Control Trials, Regression Discontinuity, narrow Fixed Effects (FE), and 

Instrumental Variable. They are used to approximate to a scientific experiment that manages to 

form two identical groups. I will describe the use of fixed effects as an exemplary case.  

 In “The health consequences of aerial spraying illicit crops: The case of Colombia” Camacho 

and Mejía (2017) rely on the use of fixed effects to assimilate to a scientific experiment. Unlike 

the paper from Gaviria and Hoyos (2008), FE are not regarded for their capacity to best 

comprehend the phenomenon from a wide-ranging perspective, but to isolate any unobserved 

relationships. Fixed effects constitute their main identification strategy. They write, “Therefore, 

our identification strategy relies on the fact that we can construct a panel of individuals and 

include fixed effects at this level” (p.148). With their dataset, this technique allows them to 

compare the same individual before and after treatment. By adding time fixed effects, they 

manage to isolate the effects of seasonal illnesses or harvesting seasons. Therefore, the individual 

in the control group is almost an exact copy of the one in the treatment. Hence, they claim that 

their approach replicates a scientific experiment with random assignment: “in our view this 

quasi-experiment is the closest we can get to a randomized experiment (which, for obvious 

reasons, would be impossible to implement in the context of human exposure to glyphosate)” 

(p.148). This paper makes the case of arguing that the data estimation techniques successfully 

create a sample “mixed adequately”.  

Achieving a causal estimation is the ultimate claim that an effect is free of unobserved 

relationships or variables. The results from the data estimation techniques are the only ones able 

to make such claim:  

“These results show that the estimated effects obtained in Tables 4–9 [that show the 

results from the data estimation techniques] do not come from the high statistical power 
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obtained, but from a causal relationship between exposure to glyphosate used in the 

aerial spraying program in Colombia and some medical conditions” (p.159). 

The researcher focuses on one variable in which she proves that she identifies a causal 

estimation. In the “cage the black swan” epistemological practices, the researchers analyze 

different correlations and variables. Here, just one causal impact. Neither contextual knowledge 

nor data estimation techniques look to encompass a wide-ranging understanding of the 

phenomenon. They limit to study a narrow phenomenon: one variable, one relationship.   

Because the methods are used to identify a specific causal relationship inside a phenomenon, 

they demand a narrow and detailed knowledge of the context. During the interviews, I asked the 

researchers their opinion of recent criticism towards RCTs regarding their lack of contextual 

knowledge. Researchers from CEDE related to the “kill any black swan” epistemological 

practices answered that they disagree with such criticism. Most of them talked about their 

research and the many things they know about the context. The majority of their examples 

related to knowledge of very specific dynamics and not a broad comprehension of the 

phenomenon. For example, A. Camacho told me the number of weeks a pea takes to grow.  

The robustness checks are the final test for the researcher’s claim. Within the “kill any black 

swan” approach, the robustness checks vary for each of the data estimation techniques (see 

Bernal and Peña, 2011), but they all seek to proof that the unobserved variables and relationships 

are successfully isolated. This means that they want to be sure that they managed to isolate the 

causal estimation. Unlike the “cage the black swan” epistemological practices, they do not seek 

to achieve a wide-ranging comprehension of the phenomenon. The knowledge of the context 

allows the researcher to identify a plausibly exogenous source of variation. Then, data estimation 

techniques proof that the researcher successfully isolated any unobserved relationship. The 

epistemological practices allow her to fumigate the entire lab black-swan-proof. When asked 

“What about the black swan?” she will answer: “I don´t know, never seen it. But my pesticides 

undeniably killed it”.  

5. A Silent Outcry50 

Analyzing some papers written by Ana María Ibáñez exemplifies how researchers that previously 

used “cage the black swan” epistemological practices gradually shifted into using “kill any black 

swan” epistemological practices. The fact that Ibáñez has used both epistemological practices 

allows her to distance herself from the new set of practices and hence formulate a quiet but 

pressing outcry.  

                                                           
50 I would like to borrow some phrases to point that the researchers I will cite to explain some criticism 

to the “kill any black swan” approach value this research highly. Cárdenas, Sánchez, and Zuleta praised 

the contribution of approaches that estimate a causal impact. Cárdenas, Ibáñez, and Sánchez are very 

eloquent in using the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices and regularly publish articles using 

this approach. Sánchez mentioned in the interview (October 2019) that the advancement “from 

correlation to causality” is a very valuable breakthrough.  
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Ibáñez studies the civil war in Colombia from a broad perspective. She values the 

complementary relationship between the knowledge of the phenomenon and modeling, and data 

estimation techniques to study the effect of Colombia´s civil war. In “Does Violence Reduce 

Investment in Education? A Theoretical and Empirical Approach” Barrera and Ibáñez (2004) 

use knowledge, modeling and data estimation techniques. This quote summarizes such practices: 

“However, it is necessary to control for other municipal conditions as well as household and 

individual characteristics to uncover the determinants of school enrollment” (p.16). As described earlier, 

this approach suggests that the researcher’s focus is to control for cofounding factors –the 

municipal conditions, and the household and individual characteristics– to achieve a broad 

understanding of the phenomenon –the determinants of school enrollment. 

Ibáñez values the capacity of models to answer wide-ranging questions. Ibáñez and Jaramillo 

argue that macroeconomic models are able to evaluate the impact of an extensive phenomenon, 

such as the way in which the civil war has modified the long run growth of the country. They 

write:  

“Estimating the impact of an internal conflict on a country's economy is generally achieved 

with macroeconomic models and aggregate data. This allows us to establish, among others, how the 

armed conflict has modified the long-term growth path and how many percentage points of the 

GDP have been lost” (Ibáñez & Jaramillo, 2006, p.109, own translation and emphasis). 

The phrases “among others” and “long term growth” show, once more, that Ibáñez is interested 

in analyzing a phenomenon from a broad perspective. To do so, she uses macroeconomic 

models and aggregate data.  

Ibáñez’s silent outcry manifests in the paper “Civil Conflict and Forced Migration: The Micro 

Determinants and the Welfare Losses of Displacement in Colombia”. The authors show that 

they are not willing to sacrifice the size of the question to center on an exogenous source of 

variation. They want to answer the wide-ranging question about the determinants and welfare 

losses of displacement in Colombia, but the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices 

apparently impedes them to do so. Hence, they write that they will not use these practices: 

"Because finding a variable determining the probability of direct threats but not the probability 

of displacement was difficult, we did not use the instrumental variable approach” (Ibáñez & 

Vélez, 2005, p.12).  

Ibáñez’s criticism is wrapped up in “The Desire to Return during Civil War: Evidence for 

Internally Displaced Populations in Colombia” (Arias, Ibáñez, & Querubín, 2014) in which she 

claims that her research is of utmost importance –especially to Colombia– even though she has 

no source of random allocation.  

Under the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices, correlations are not as good as 

causality. Research that estimates “only” correlations is relieved to an inferior category. Nicolas 

De Roux, for example, argues that an exogenous source of variation constitutes the pillar of a 

truth claim. Otherwise, he finds it difficult to assess if a researcher’s claim is valid. Andrés Moya, 
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Juan Camilo Cárdenas, Fabio Sánchez, and Adriana Camacho mention that it is extremely 

difficult to publish a paper that estimates correlations in top Economics Journals. Therefore, 

Arias, Ibáñez, and Querubín must argue that studying the determinants of the desire to return 

of displaced households is of utmost importance and that their paper pleas for attention, “even 

though” they did not find any causal relationships. They write:  

"Naturally, household characteristics are not randomly allocated amongst the displaced 

population and as such our estimates are descriptive and do not have a causal 

interpretation. Nonetheless, we believe that some of the patterns we uncover in this 

paper increase our understanding of the dynamics of displacement and should be taken 

into account in the formulation of durable peace-making policies. Moreover, the 

correlations reported in this paper should motivate future research on the relocation 

decisions of displaced households and other victims of civil conflicts (p. 211-212).  

Research about peacebuilding, exceptionally important for Colombia, might be facing difficulties 

because of the restrictions51 set by the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices. Hernando 

Zuleta remarks that he wrote a working paper (Medina, Pinzón, & Zuleta, 2017) about 

peacebuilding in Colombia. He stated that it is a necessary research for Colombia, but that in 

never got passed Documentos CEDE because it does not identify an exogenous source of 

variation.  

Martin Ravallion summarizes this preoccupation at the disciplinary level: “If randomization is 

not feasible, [researchers] are tempted to ask other questions” (2018, p.22). Personally, I am 

worried that at CEDE we might have incentives to abandon wide-ranging questions of critical 

importance to Colombia such as peacebuilding.  

5a. “The determinants of…” 

During the interviews, some CEDE researchers whose research and beliefs are most commonly 

characterized by the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices argue that papers that usually 

use the phrase “the determinants of…” lack credibility. These papers follow the “cage the black 

swan” approach and hence seek to comprehend a wide-ranging phenomenon of interrelated 

variables, as opposed to estimating one causal effect.  

Fabio Sánchez, on the contrary, has two great examples that show that research that seeks to 

understand “the determinants of” is of utmost importance for public and private decision-

making. Sánchez develops a model that estimates the probability that a student drops out of Los 

Andes University by analyzing several variables. With these results, the University is able to set 

early alarms on certain students and intervene on time. He also mentioned that studying major 

breakthroughs and nationwide development requires a collective analysis of culture, human 

capital, education, and institutions. Altogether, Sánchez argues, these relationships flourish into 

economic growth.  

                                                           
51 The restriction do not come from the practices themselves, but from the fact that one set of 
epistemological practices is praised more highly over the other. 
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On one hand, young CEDE researchers, most akin to the “kill any black swan” “Credibility 

Revolution” believe that wide-ranging approaches lack of internal validity and hence are inferior 

to those that estimate one causal relationship “adequately” (i.e. following the “kill any black 

swan” epistemological practices). On the other hand, some CEDE researchers such as Fabio 

Sánchez, believe that research that seeks to comprehend interrelated relationships answers 

important questions.  

5b. The Decline of Development and Labor 

Because epistemological practices settle what is to be objective, they set the images of 

scientificity. Rodrik (2008) states that by over-valuing the “kill any black swan” epistemological 

practices, “macro-development economists would appear to be condemned to second-tier status 

as peddlers of soft evidence” (p.3). During the interviews, Hernando Zuleta, Andrés Moya and 

Nicolás De Roux frequently mentioned that the relative number of research in macro-

development, Labor and Growth has decreased at CEDE.  Nicolás de Roux claims that the 

“macro approach uses models that one does not even know what they are. But the best we have, 

in terms of methods, does not allow us to answer the biggest questions.” (Interview, October 

2019).  

The following graph corroborates their claim regarding the decay in research involved in 

Development and Labor. It shows the share52 of topic “Development and Labor” (see the list 

of words that constitute this topic in page 8) of the entire corpus of CEDE articles over the 

years. This graph indicates that the set of epistemological practices related to a broad 

understanding of development has diminished in importance in the written discourse at CEDE 

since the last decade. The bulk of the papers that constitute this topic were published before 

2006.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
52 The values were obtained first by calculating the relative frequency of articles that are most accurately 
described by topic “Development and Labor” from the total number of articles in each year. This value 
was then divided by the total number of articles that are best described by this topic. Therefore, the 
results indicate the relative frequency of papers inside topic “Development and Labor” for each year, 
controlling for the disparities of the total number of papers in each year. In order to show a smoother 
tendency, I show the sum of the frequency every three years. 
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Figure 5. Share of Topic “Development and Labor” over the years 

  

5c. Wide-Ranging Research is Isolated from Microeconometrics between 2009-2018  

I showed earlier how topics between and within microeconometrics during the years 2000 and 2006 

are commonly related to each other mainly because wide-ranging knowledge and data estimation 

techniques form a complementary relationship. During the years 2009 and 2018, this is not the 

case. Research that seeks to understand the phenomenon from a broad perspective in 

microeconometrics is cast outside of the discursive pattern. Because the data estimation techniques 

that evaluate one causal variable are fundamental in the “kill any black swan” epistemological 

practices, research that seeks to understand a broad phenomenon is cast outside the “kill any 

black swan” criteria of objectivity. Figure 6 shows the distribution of topics from CEDE articles 

from 2009 to 2018.  
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Figure 6. Intertopic Distance Map. Years 2009-2018. 

 

This figure indicates one result from Topic Modeling technique assigning nine topics, and using 

the 550 working and published papers between 2009 and 2018. It shows the relative size of each 

topic in the entire corpus and the distance between them.  The two axis, PC1 and PC2, 

correspond to the two-dimensional representation of the distance between topics. By 

interpreting the interior composition of words in each topic, I assigned the names to each topic 

and grouped the ones that belong to my definition of microeconometrics and to the ones that are 

most akin to wide-ranging comprehension of the phenomenon.  
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Topics “Public Services and Social Programs”, “Education and Social Programs”, “Violence and 

Conflict”, “Labor and Female Participation”, and “Micro-finance” (See Appendix 5) are related 

to the topics that I identified previously as those that belong to microeconometrics. Topics “Broad 

Phenomenon” and “Land, Agriculture, and Displacement” relate to research that attempts to 

develop a wide-ranging comprehension of the phenomenon. Table 4 shows the list of some of 

the top-35 most relevant words that constitute these two topics.  

Table 4: List of some words of topics “Broad Phenomenon” and “Land, Agriculture, and 

Displacement”. Years 2009-2018 

Broad Phenomenon 

public, government, private, social, development, political, money, economic, resources, system, 

policy, sector, process, society, national, theory, countries, policies, regional, competition, general, 

human, economics, market, world, capitalist, issues, hirschman, walras. 

Land, Agriculture, and Displacement 

land, property, coffee, mining, agricultural, households, rural, migration, rights, hectares, peasants, 

elite, displaced, agrarian, subsistence, labor, lands, farms, properties, wasteland, displacement, 

reform, landowners, exploitation, titles, farmers, communities, allocation. 

 

Topic “Broad Phenomenon” is primarily constituted by words that point to a comprehension 

of a wide-ranging study of interrelated phenomena: “government”, “social”, “economic”, 

“system”, “society”, “national”, “countries”, “general”, “capitalist”, etc. topic “Land, 

Agriculture, and Displacement” most accurately describes research that, a priori, is not able to 

establish a randomization in their unit of analysis. Neither displacement nor land can be allocated 

randomly. As figure 6 shows, these two topics are located far away from microeconometric 

approaches. Studies that ask “big questions” constitute a different pattern in discourse during 

the years 2009 and 2018. Hence, such research does not constitute the core of the scientific 

criteria settled by the “kill any black swan” epistemological practices.  

In principle, a differentiation of practices should be of no concern. Nevertheless, the “kill any 

black swan” epistemological practices are considered by the discipline and by most CEDE 

researchers as superior (for the first claim, see Ravallion, 2018; Ruhm, 2018). Hence, important 

questions and important ways of analyzing a phenomenon are cast aside because, according to 

the new disciplinary and local standards, they do not formulate satisfying truth claims.  

6. How do we know? 

I have characterized two sets of epistemological practices at CEDE during the years 2000 and 

2018. Both seek to replicate a scientific experiment. In doing so, they carry the burden of the 

black swan since unobserved variables and relationships may undermine their assertions. Both 

approaches seek to solve a paradox; the scientist can never review all the particularities to induce 

a universal claim. My concern is most related to a growing tendency to consider that one set of 

practices is able to form better truth claims than the other. Some important questions might be 
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cast aside and, if it is true that one cannot build a cow out of mincemeat, then these questions 

might never be thought.  

During the interviews, most CEDE researchers showed that they do not fully agree with my 

claim that the “kill any black swan” sets certain limitations to the questions that the researcher 

asks and to the way she interprets different phenomenon. Moya mentions that we could study 

trauma in victims from violence using randomization techniques, even though it is impossible 

to design random shocks of violence. He argues that the researcher is able to design programs 

that reduce the effects of violence and hence, she is able to design a research that studies 

violence. This is precisely Moya’s most famous ongoing research: Semillas de Apego, an RCT that 

studies the effects of reducing trauma in victims of the Colombian Civil War. Interestingly, Laajaj 

used the same example to defend the “kill any black swan” approach. Sánchez gave another 

example about a way a researcher could study wide-ranging contexts with randomization. To 

study the effects of the Napoleonic Wars, one could search for a landslide that made Napoleon’s 

armies switch course. 

Maybe most questions are susceptible to finding a random event, but this is not my point. The 

epistemological practices change the way in which researchers study and conceive reality. Most 

CEDE researches under the “kill any black swan” approach consider that knowledge is built by 

adding small pieces or a large puzzle. However, can we build a cow from mincemeat?  

Researchers under the “kill any black swan” approach might be tempted to analyze a 

phenomenon by decomposing it to the very last piece. When I asked them about their opinions 

regarding the criticism towards RCTs’ ability to accumulate knowledge, they answered that they 

do not relate. RCTs can, according to these researchers at CEDE and to some researchers from 

the international economics community that foster the use of RCTs (for example our recent 

Nobel Awards Winners, Banerjee, Duflo, & Kremer, 2016), build a cow out of mincemeat. 

APPENDIX 

APPENDIX 1. Details about the interviews 

Although I developed a detailed unique structure for each interview, I allowed the discussion to 

oscillate around the main course. First, I asked specific questions about the researcher’s academic 

trajectory and its relationship to the various techniques commonly used in economics. I then 

inquired about their experience as CEDE researchers. Later, the interviewee and I unfolded a 

conversation revolving around specific papers written by them that I previously selected based 

on the techniques used. The second part of the interview attempted to create an introspective 

position in which I openly revealed my hypothesis and the characterization of the two sets of 

epistemological practices. I asked them if they considered my findings accurate and why. We 

then discussed about the advantages and limitations of the two sets of epistemological practices. 

In a nutshell, I shaped a semi-structured personal conversation with CEDE researchers.  

This methodological interview approach is demanding because it requires a solid relationship of 

trust between the interviewer. Trust is one of the main methodological concerns in interviews 
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(Jullien, 2018), and my approach demands a substantial amount of it. Still, I find myself in a 

privileged position. CEDE researchers know me as a research assistant working there for the 

past two years and as a former student. I would dare to say that we have a good relationship. In 

general, CEDE is a close friendly community53 of which I am part of.  

In addition, I followed a common approach to build trust during the interviews. I started with 

general questions regarding the interviewees’ research and their academic interests, and based 

most of my first interventions on their published work. Besides, before the interview, I assured 

that, if they desired, I would not address a particular interview but state broad conclusions.  

I did not develop a strict protocol of forbidden words, expressions and reactions. Following 

Hoddeson’s approach (2006), I consider the results of the interview not from the interviewee or 

the researcher alone, but as a product of our conversation. 54 

I interviewed different researchers from CEDE selected by their expertise and by their 

experience at this research center. I interviewed Hernando Zuleta55, Raquel Bernal56, Adriana 

                                                           
53 We have lunch together, frequently celebrate personal and academic achievements, throw baby showers 
to new parents, play soccer on weekends, and plan weekly jogging activities, among others. 
54 Actually, one could argue that it is impossible to do so during oral interviews: “Indeed, some […] argue 
that the intonations, body language, facial expressions and the like of even the most careful interviewer 
will always leak interpretations influencing the interviewee’s responses (Holstein & Gubrium, 2004; 
Gubrium & Holstein, 2012)” (Jullien, 2018). Still, criticism regarding the effect of the interviewer’s biases 
is most relevant if its position is prioritized over that of the interviewees’. To tackle such risk, I adopted 
a passive attitude during the conversation and most of the talking was done by the interviewees. 
55 Associate Professor at the Faculty of Economics and current CEDE director. He studied Economics 
at undergraduate and master’s degree at Los Andes, and a Ph.D. in Economics at Universitat Pompue Fabra 
in 2005. His research focuses on Economic Growth models, and Drugs and Security.  
56 Professor of the Faculty of Economics and CEDE director from 2012 to 2014. She studied Economics 
at undergraduate and master’s degree at Los Andes, she was a RA at CEDE in 1999, and obtained her 
Ph.D. in Economics at NYU in 2003. She is commonly identified as an expert in Impact Evaluation and 
Econometrics.  
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Camacho57, Andrés Moya58, Nicolás de Roux59, Fabio Sánchez60, and Juan Camilo Cárdenas61. 

The following is the script I brought to the interview with Adriana Camacho as an example of 

the approach I followed. The brackets are notes for this paper’s readers.  

Personal relationship with QEM, and history of CEDE with QEM: 

1. How would you define the quasi-experimental methods (QEM)? 

2. How would you define what is not QEM in microeconometrics? 

3. When was your first approach to the QEM? 

4. How would you describe the difference between the empirical techniques used in economics 

that you studied at La Javeriana University in comparison to those at Brown? 

5. During the years that you began your Ph.D. studies, were QEM already consolidated at the 

top Economics universities of the United States? Why? 

6. You arrived at Los Andes University in 2007. How many publications about QEM were made 

during this period? Could you identify specific researchers that used these techniques? 

According to your perception, what kind of economic techniques were used during this 

period at CEDE? Why were QEM used relatively less/more? 

7. In microeconometrics, do you believe that the research approaches/questions changed since the 

introduction of the QEM? How? 

8. I would like to know your opinion regarding some authors who have written about QEM. 

a. What is your opinion about the advantages and disadvantages of the QEM that 

Leamer (1983) poses? [If he/she did not know, I explained the main arguments] 

b. What is your opinion about the advantages and disadvantages of the QEM posed by 

Deaton (2010), Deaton and Cartwright (2018) Rodrik (2018), Ravallion (2018), and 

Ruhm (2019)? [If he/she did not know, I explained the main arguments] 

                                                           
57 Associate Professor at the Faculty of Economics and CEDE researcher. She obtained her Ph.D. in 
2007 at Brown University. She is commonly identified as an expert in Impact Evaluation and 
Econometrics. 
58 Associate Professor at the Faculty of Economics and CEDE researcher. He studied Economics at 
undergraduate and master’s degree at Los Andes. He was a RA at CEDE in 2005, and obtained a Ph.D. 
in Economics at the University of California Devis in 2013. He studies violence and forced displacement.  
59 Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Economics and CEDE researcher. He studied Economics at 
undergraduate and master’s degree at Los Andes, was a RA at CEDE in 2009, and obtained a Ph.D. in 
Economics at Columbia University in 2017. He is one of the leading figures that promotes the teaching 
of econometric techniques commonly identified as Quasi Experimental Methods to undergraduate 
students at the Faculty of Economics.  
60 Professor at the Faculty of Economics and CEDE director from 2002 to 2008. He studied Philosophy 
at undergraduate level at Los Andes and Economics at master’s degree at Universidad Nacional. He 
obtained his Ph.D. in 1993 at Rutgers University. He is the CEDE researcher with the biggest amount 
of publications and is commonly identified as one of the key figures that introduced substantial changes 
to CEDE during his years as director.  
61 Professor at the Faculty of Economics, CEDE researcher and Dean of the Faculty of Economics. He 
obtained his Ph.D. in 2000 at the University of Massachusetts. He is most commonly identified as one 
of the key figures that brought experimental techniques into CEDE.  
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c. What is your opinion about the advantages and disadvantages of the QEM posed by 

Banerjee, Duflo, and Kremmer (2016)? [If he/she did not know, I explained the 

main arguments] 

Research: 

I would like to discuss some of your articles, chapters, papers and working papers that I have 

been reviewing in the framework of the investigation. 

1. Which is your favorite paper? Why? 

2. Which is your least favorite paper? Why? 

3. Why do you research about Familias en Acción62? About SISBEN63? 

4. I see that you study several research areas and have used different methodologies. I 

found papers in which you use theoretical models, Cost-Benefit Analysis, Differences-

in-Differences, Regression Discontinuity, Propensity Score Matching, etc. I would like 

to know in which scenario you prefer to use certain methods and why. What are the 

limitations and advantages of the different methods? If you want, we could discuss based 

on some examples: 

a. “Assessing the long-term effects of conditional cash transfers on human capital: 

evidence from Colombia” (Baez & Camacho, 2011). [Very close to “kill any black 

swan” epistemological practices. Matching and RD approaches]. 

b. “The Impact of Receiving Price and Climate Information in the Agricultural 

Sector” (Camacho & Conover, 2010A). [Very close to “kill any black swan” 

epistemological practices. RCT approach]. 

c. “Effects of Colombia’s Social Protection System on Workers’ Choice between 

Formal and Informal Employment” (Camacho, Conover, & Hoyos, 2009). 

[Close to “cage the black swan” epistemological practices]. 

d. “Early childhood policy in the context of equity and social mobility in Colombia” 

(Bernal & Camacho, 2014). [Close to “cage the black swan” epistemological 

practices. Cost Benefit Analysis approach]. 

e. “Misallocation and Productivity in Colombia” (Camacho & Conover, 2010B). 

[Macro approach]. 

5. In these papers, how important is the size of the coefficient? Why do you analyze it? What 

does the size of the coefficient say in comparison to other research? [I used this question, in 

part, to study their perception regarding the external validity of her research] 

Papers for specific questions: 

                                                           
62 A program that provides all the poor and extreme poor families with children and adolescents a 
conditioned economic incentive.  
63 It is an identification system of potential beneficiaries of social programs. It classifies the Colombian 
population according to their socioeconomic conditions. 
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“The Impact of Receiving Price and Climate Information in the Agricultural Sector” (Camacho 

& Conover, 2010A). 

1. Do you think the information in this paper could be useful to design public policy based on 

sending text messages to the vast majority of Colombian farmers? Do you think the 

information in this paper could be useful to design public policy based on sending text 

messages to other countries?  

2. In this paper, you find that the farmers' capacity and bargaining power did not improve. You 

argue that it is probably because the intervention was very short. Do you think there could 

be other reasons? [Here, I discussed about the context of the intervention and its external 

validity] 

3. In a Footnote, you say that 78% of farmers know how to receive text messages, while 34% 

know how to send. Why is it important to mention this?  

4. Do you think that by asking the farmers to collect information on the price, quantity, date 

and location of the products sold, you could affect the dynamics of the treatment, other than 

having received the text message?  

5. Why delve into the context, social interactions, etc. of these two municipalities? Do you 

think that different internal dynamics of the community could make a difference if one 

attempts to extrapolate the results of this study?  

 

“Let's go to school: The contribution of educational institutions” (Camacho & Barrera-Osorio, 

2016) 

In this chapter, you write a literature review of different publications evaluating the impact on 

education in Latin America. 

[I include one of the six tables from this chapter (p.208) so that the reader can understand the 

following questions.] 

Intervention Country 
Intervention 

unit 

Variables 

for 

measuring 

impacts 

Time frame of 

Impact 

measurements 

Size of impacts 

Evaluation 

quality, by 

internal 

validity 

Reference 

Icentives for 

teachers 
Brazil 

Teachers / 

Institutions 

Standarized 

tests 

Short to 

medium term 

Moderate effects 

(local effects) 

High 

(regression 

discontinuity 

design) 

Ferraz and 

Bruns 

(2012) 

Sistema Nacional 

de Evaluación de 

Desempeño de los 

Establecimientos 

Educacionales 

Chile 

Teachers in 

public 

schools 

Standarized 

tests 
Medium term 

Positive effects 

only for a 

subgroup of 

institutions 

Medium 

(model of 

fixed effects) 

Mizala and 

Romaguera 

(2003) 
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Sistema Nacional 

de Evaluación de 

Desempeño de los 

Establecimientos 

Educacionales 

Chile 

Teachers in 

public 

schools 

Standarized 

tests 

Short to 

medium term 

Moderate positive 

effects 

Medium 

(difference 

in difference 

and 

matching) 

Contreras 

and Rau 

(2012) 

Incentives for 

students, teachers 

or both 

Mexico 

Institutions, 

teachers, and 

students 

Standarized 

tests 

Short to 

medium term 

Considerable 

effects for the 

schemes of 

incentives to 

students, and 

students and 

teachers jointly. 

Null effects for 

the scheme of 

incentives only to 

teachers 

High 

(experiment) 

Behman et 

al. (2015) 

Carrera Magisteral Mexico 

Teachers in 

public 

schools 

Standarized 

tests 

Medium to 

long term 

Small or null 

effects 

High 

(regression 

discontinuity 

design) 

McEwan 

and 

Santibañez 

(2005) 

 

1. Why did you choose these columns to classify the papers? 

2. Why did you include the column of internal validity instead of, for example, external 

validity? 

3. What was the criterion in the “Evaluation Quality” column? Why is your own evaluation 

associated with the method in that same column? Are there other factors that influence 

the Evaluation Quality? 

4. Why do you evaluate some papers based on the methods used? 

5. Why are there some specific cases in which the method is not a direct way to evaluate a 

paper? Sometimes, the same method has different evaluations. For example: 

a. You associate “Low” with variation by cohorts and paring method; variation by 

cohorts and difference in difference; correlation model and weak model of IV; 

ex-post control group; weak model of instrumental variables; cohort 

comparison; matching/simple comparison; and simple comparison. 

b. You associate “Medium-low” with difference in difference 

c. You associate “Medium” with difference in difference using variation between 

cohorts and entry program; difference in difference; quasi-random assignment 

with small sample; fixed effects; fixed effects and matching; difference in 

difference and matching; fixed effects and variation within homes; matching 

models and non-parametric methods; matching; and instrumental variable. 

d. You associate “High” with Randomized control trial, experiment, and regression 

discontinuity. 

 

6. What is the difference between ...? 
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a. “Complete school day programs” (Beellel, 2009) –“Medium low” quality that 

uses difference in difference- and “Expansion of public preschool institutions” 

(Berlinski et al., 2009) –“Medium” quality that uses difference in difference-. Why 

does Beellel (2009) has a lower score if both use the same methods? 

b. In “Half Day to single Shift” (Bonilla, 2011) and in “Computadoras para Educar” 

(Sánchez & Rodriguez, 2011), you classify "Low” quality the use of a “weak 

model of instrumental variables". But you classify “Medium” quality the use of 

instrumental variable in “Community Welfare Homes in Colombia” (Atanassio, 

Di Mario, & Vera, 2013). Why? 

7. What does the column of the coefficient size mean? Why did you include that column? 

 

“Assessing the long-term effects of conditional cash transfers on human capital: evidence from 

Colombia” (Baez & Camacho, 2011). 

1. Why use Propensity Score Matching and Regression Discontinuity in the same paper? 

What does it mean that there are slightly different results? 

2. Which database do you need for Regression Discontinuity and which one for Propensity 

Score Matching? 

 

“The Externalities of Conditional Cash Transfer Programs on Crime: The Case of Bogota’s 

Families in Action Program” (Camacho & Mejía, 2013).  

1. You do not use fixed effects from the smallest unit of analysis. In fact, the unit of analysis 

you use is ZPU, not individuals. How does this play a role in the identification strategy?  

Open discussion about my thesis. 

[These were some base questions for the discussion. I did not read them aloud.] 

1. Do you think that the use of certain methods could lead the researcher to use a specific 

language? Which one? What concepts do you think these methods have placed at the 

center of economists' discussions? 

2. Do you think the QEM might lead researchers to delve into specific types of questions? 

Which ones? 

3. Do you think that QEM might lead researchers establish quality parameters based on 

certain types of work that use a specific language and that seek to answer particular 

questions? Which ones? 

4. Which issues have been revitalized with the introduction of QEM? Why? 

5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of building knowledge from specific 

interventions? What are the repercussions to public policy recommendations? 
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6. QEM and randomized control trials are criticized because researchers that typically use 

these methods do not account for contextual factors or wide-ranging relationships. Do 

you think that this criticism applies to you research or to some CEDE researchers?  

7.  Another criticism to QEM and randomized control trials relates to the displacement of 

theory. Some argue that using these techniques impedes the researchers to comprehend 

wide-ranging phenomenon and interrelated relationships. Do you think that this 

criticism applies to your research or to some CEDE researchers? 

8. In your research, what is the role of theory in developing truth claims? 

APPENDIX 2. LDA Topic Modeling 

The LDA Topic Modeling technique allows me to analyze all published articles from Documentos 

CEDE and many other published articles by CEDE researchers that were enlisted in RePEc and 

published between January of 2000 and March of 2018. CEDE researchers publish the great 

majority of their work64 in Documentos CEDE, so I rarely included an article enlisted in RePEc65 

but not published in Documentos CEDE. Around 15% of the total number of papers I analyzed 

were not available as Documentos CEDE so I downloaded them directly from other Journals or 

online books. There were no more than 20 cases in which I wasn´t able to access an article listed 

in RePEc.  

I translated those written in Spanish into English using the machine-learning API Google 

Translate V2. Because this technique works best when it translates several complete sentences 

but has a monetary restriction of the number of characters that can be translated every 100 

seconds, the programing code I developed to translate the texts divides the papers by sections 

of two complete paragraphs66. The machine-learning technique translated these pieces 

individually, as the code piled them up again to form the translated paper. Even though TM only 

interprets words, translating the entire paper first, offers better chances of diminishing the 

linguistic differences between originally written English papers and those translated from 

                                                           
64 I was first tempted to include into my analysis the consultancy projects of CEDE researchers because 
CEDE offers a considerable amount of it, especially in microeconomics. I initially read some Consultancy 
applications sent by CEDE researchers. However, analyzing them didn´t offer much insight into the 
epistemological practices of CEDE researchers since consultancy proposals sent by CEDE researchers 
seldom describe the techniques they intent to use or the expected results. I also explored a database of 
all research contracts at CEDE, but, again, there was little to extract from it. The final reports from the 
Consultancy could have helped, but this is private information between the researcher and the contractor. 
Besides, it is unclear if the laborious work of asking for permission both, to the researcher and to the 
contractor to access the Consultancy report would pay off if most of the Consultancy projects are already 
published in Documentos CEDE. Fajardo et al. (2008) maintain that during the years 2003 and 2008, “the 
majority of the publications from this line of research [consultancy] were disseminated through Documentos 
CEDE” (p. 67, own translation) and there is no reason to believe that this tendency would be different 
in other periods. In a quick search of around 50 consultancy projects from the data of all research 
contracts from CEDE, I didn´t find any that was not published as Documentos CEDE. 
65 I considered the papers enlisted in RePEc two years before/after the year that each researcher 
started/finished working at CEDE between the years 2000 and 2018. 
66 I always translated complete sentences even if the code failed to identify two paragraphs. 
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Spanish. This method offered very good translations. The translated texts are available upon 

request and previous authorization from the respective authors and representatives.   

Even though TM is employed as an unsupervised and automated technique to minimize human 

interaction and bias (Mohr & Bagdanov, 2013), the selection of the number of topics depends 

on the objective of the researcher. There is no consensus about the optimal amount of topics. 

The number of topics increases the accuracy of the results, but a large number of topics is hard 

to interpret. For each corpus, I selected nine topics. 

Once the researcher selects the number of topics, the technique “fills them in” by estimating the 

relevance of each word in a topic. I interpret the results by analyzing the relevance of words in 

each topic, and the distance between them following Sievert and Shirley (2014).  

LDA Topic Modeling has various assumptions. Some are common in the literature; others are 

specific for my own investigation. The first common assumption in TM suggests that each text 

(in my case, each paper) is represented as a bag of words (Ambrosino et al., 2018). Therefore, 

the choice of words fully represents the discourse. It cannot identify trends in discourse from 

grammar considerations. TM also assumes that words are independent from their context. For 

example, under different settings the word “short” is interpreted as the same term even though 

it could be referring to a short outcome or to a short time lapse.  

Some researchers use TM with words cut at their root stems. For example, “development” is 

replaced by “develop”. This allows the technique to interpret the same word despite having 

various conjugations. Regardless of its advantages, I do not cut words at their root stems. Cutting 

words by their root stems would generate erroneous results, such as assigning a relationship 

between papers that frequently use the words “I develop a model” with “I study the economic 

development”. In economics, “develop” is most commonly used by researchers in first person 

tense as a synonym of “make”. Instead, “development” can also refer to an advance, a 

flourishment, a progress.  

APPENDIX 3. Authors and Topics from CEDE articles between the years 2000-2018 

TM estimates the distribution of topics in each article. For example, an article about violence 

and conflict will have high values in the probability of being in a topic related to this area. I 

identified the topic most present in each article and crossed this data with its authors. With this 

information, I calculated the percent of articles in each topic for each CEDE researcher. The 

following table presents the names of the authors that have published 10 or more papers as 

Documentos CEDE. The numbers in parenthesis indicate the percent of papers that primary 

contain that topic. I excluded values smaller than 9%.  

I included the categories “RA named as coauthors” (each time a research assistant was included 

as a coauthor) and “Master’s theses” (the best master’s thesis are published in Documentos CEDE) 

for curious readers. Because of space limitations, I do not delve into these dynamics.  

Land and Migration 
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Andrés Moya (33%), Ana María Ibáñez (50%), Carmen Eliza Flórez (9%), Fabio Sánchez (13%), 

Juan Camilo Cárdenas (10%), Jorge Higinio Maldonado (79%), Jairo Núñez (18%), Jorge Tovar 

(14%), Ramón Rosales (20%), Samuel Jaramillo (45%), Ximena Peña (21%), RA named as 

coauthors (18%), Master's theses (14%) 

Violence and Conflict 

Adriana Camacho (20%), Alejandro Gaviria (12%), Ana María Ibáñez (26%), Catherine 

Rodríguez (27%), Daniel Mejía (65%), Fabio Sánchez (21%), Hernando Zuleta (14%), Jairo 

Núñez (9%), Leopoldo Fergusson (16%), Ramón Rosales (10%), RA named as coauthors (17%), 

Master's theses (13%) 

Health and Education 

Andrés Moya (22%), Adriana Camacho (60%), Alejandro Gaviria (54%), Ana María Ibáñez 

(8%), Carmen Eliza Flórez (82%), Catherine Rodríguez (55%), David Bardey (9%), Fabio 

Sánchez (31%), Jairo Núñez (45%), Miguel Urruria (18%), Raquel Bernal (80%), Ramón Rosales 

(20%), Ximena Peña (58%), RA named as coauthors (22%), Master's theses (23%) 

Development and Labor 

Andrés Álvarez (16%),  Carmen Eliza Flórez (9%), Christian Jaramillo (42%), David Bardey 

(9%), Fabio Sánchez (14%), Hernando Vallejo (23%), Hernando Zuleta (19%), Juan Carlos 

Echeverry (55%), Jairo Núñez (14%), Jorge Tovar (55%), Leopoldo Fergusson (11%), Mark 

Hoffsteter (71%), Miguel Urruria (36%), Raquel Bernal (11%), Ramón Rosales (40%), Samuel 

Jaramillo (27%), Ximena Peña (21%), RA named as coauthors (16%), Master's theses (32%) 

Data Estimation Techniques 

Andrés Moya (22%), Alejandro Gaviria (12%), Ana María Ibáñez (5%), Christian Jaramillo 

(33%), Catherine Rodríguez (9%), David Bardey (9%), Juan Camilo Cárdenas (77%), Jorge 

Higinio Maldonado (14%), Jorge Tovar (14%), Leopoldo Fergusson (21%), Marcela Eslava 

(36%), Mark Hoffsteter (10%), Master's theses (3%) 

Institutions and Governance 

Andrés Álvarez (79%), Alejandro Gaviria (12%),  Hernando Vallejo (15%), Jimena Hurtado 

(100%), Leopoldo Fergusson (36%), Oskar Nupia (25%), Samuel Jaramillo (27%), Master's 

theses (7%) 

Theoretical Models 

Christian Jaramillo (8%), David Bardey (55%), Daniel Mejía (24%),  Hernando Vallejo (46%), 

Hernando Zuleta (48%), Marcela Eslava (18%), Oskar Nupia (25%), Master's theses (4%) 

Public Policy and Environment 

David Bardey (18%), Eduardo Uribe (88%), Fabio Sánchez (13%), Guillermo Perry (78%), Juan 

Carlos Echeverry (27%), Marcela Eslava (27%), Miguel Urrutia (18%),  Oskar Nupia (17%), RA 

named as coauthors (9%), Master's theses (1%) 

Macro Finance and Financial Modeling 

Jorge Tovar (9%), Mark Hoffsteter (14%), Miguel Urrutia (18%), Master's theses (3%) 
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APPENDIX 4. Lists of words in topics. 2000-2006 

I show this list for curious readers (¡there is a lot to dig in into!). Because of space limitations, I 

do not analyze the internal composition of words for all topics, and I do not discuss why some 

topics merged and some others split over time.  

Macro-finance 

rate, bank, firms, tax, productivity, credit, monetary, policy, banks, growth, economy, trade, 

period, price, inflation, real, exchange, financial, market, firms, foreign, portfolio, industry, 

percent, prices, capital, countries, gdp, investment, imports 

Violence and Conflict 

armed, crime, violence, municipalities, conflict, farc, activity, presence, homicide, drug, coca, 

illegal, eln, guerrilla, criminal, expansion, spatial, police, kidnappings, attacks, variables, crops 

Public Goods and Social Programs 

percent, companies, services, public, sector, services, gas, law, entities, total, source, coverage, 

provision, resources, housing, national, costs, investment, year, basic, regulation, income, 

aqueduct, users, costs, graph, area, private 

Data Estimation Techniques 

percent, variables, income, model, value, effect, results, level, characteristics, table, estimated, 

use, probability, average, study, distribution, total, values, coefficient 

Institutions, Governance, History, and Economic Thought 

political, institutions, economic, government, power, budget, social, theory, one, rights, 

community, society, rules, problem, spending, many, constitutional, state, fiscal, commons, 

congress, process, smith, economics, colonial 

Field Experiments and Environment 

environmental, water, bogota, conservation, national, pollution, parks, environment, 

communities, natural, air, regulations, projects, regional, ministry, corporations, management 

Models and Functions 

x, p, s, q, w, r, n, u, function, v, h, f, t, d, c, b, j, y, e, l, z, k, welfare, g, <gamma>, equilibrium, 

cost, utility, m 

Health, Education, and Labor 

labor, children, women, workers, children, education, family, age, employment, health years, 

informal, mobility, care, unemployment, men, fertility, parents, schooling, status, employed, 

mortality, formal, earnings, mothers, survey, educational, socioeconomic 

Land and Migration 

households, displaced, land, social, population, programs, return, access, capital, violence, 

poverty, families, assistance, poor, origin, abuse, reception, children, beneficiaries, vulnerability, 

receiving, forced, health, physical, migration 
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APPENDIX 5. Lists of words in topics. 2009-2018 

I show this list for curious readers (¡there is a lot to dig in into!). Because of space limitations, I 

do not analyze the internal composition of words of all topics, and I do not discuss why some 

topics merged and some others split over time.  

Public Services and Social Programs 

percent, population, production, per, source, total, average, colombia, area, table, services, 

urban, value, figure, city, number, calculations, price, country, greater, year, income, bogota, 

capita, economic, increase, disasters, average, graph, road, coverage, gas 

Education and Social Programs 

education, program, children, students, school, educational, teachers, score, quality, parents, 

care, childhood, skills, early, home, percent, age, socioeconomic, sisben, eligible, participants, 

enrollment, families, beneficiaries.  

Broad Phenomenon 

public, government, private, social, development, political, money, economic, resources, system, 

policy, sector, process, society, national, theory, countries, policies, regional, competition, 

general, human, economics, market, world, capitalist, issues, hirschman, walras,  

Models and Functions 

k, c, t, w, a, n, r, f, l, u, s, h, e, x, d, j, p, m, q, <gamma>, g, proposition, <theta>, y, equilibrium, 

let, b, <lambda> 

Labor and Female Participation 

women, labor, gender, workers, informal, wage, formal, gap, pension, age, work, men, abortion, 

female, salary, employment, woman, working, income, child, informality, error, satisfaction, 

earnings, time, married, sample, mobility 

Violence and Conflict 

violence, conflict, coca, armed, cocaine, voters, violent, homicide, municipality, state, vote, farc, 

counties, attacks, peace, campaign, media, candidate, illegal, groups, candidate, paramilitary, 

party, controls, elections, trafficking.  

Land, Agriculture, and Displacement 

land, property, coffee, mining, agricultural, households, rural, migration, rights, hectares, 

peasants, elite, displaced, agrarian, subsistence, labor, lands, farms, properties, wasteland, 

displacement, reform, landowners, exploitation, titles, farmers, communities, allocation 

Experiments and Game Theory 

vd, vo, crime, game, t, players, cooperation, payoff, player, treatment, subjects, experimental, 

experiment, strategy, significant, horizon, spraying, drug 

Micro-Finance 

banks, monetary, firms, financial, credit, inflation, investors, banking, firm, crisis, portfolio, 

liquidity, loans, flows, investor, debt, currency, foreign, assets, cash, exchange, deposits, debit, 

flow, interest, returns, capital 
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APPENDIX 6. Self-reported JEL codes of current CEDE researchers 

The following table was sent to all master’s students in June 2018. During the second half of 

the year 2017, CEDE researchers reported the JEL codes that best fit their research. It has the 

intention to give information to the master’s students that are looking for thesis advisor.  

Researcher JEL Code Area Microeconomics of development? 

Adriana Camacho I1 I No 

Adriana Camacho I2 I No 

Adriana Camacho I3 I No 

Adriana Camacho J12 J No 

Adriana Camacho J13 J No 

Álvaro Riascos I18 I No 

Álvaro Riascos Q4 Q No 

Álvaro Riascos C7 C No 

Álvaro Riascos D44 D No 

Álvaro Riascos D47 D No 

Ana María Ibáñez Q15 Q No 

Ana María Ibáñez O15 O No 

Ana María Ibáñez D74 D Yes 

Andrés Álvarez N00 N Yes 

Andrés Álvarez N10 N Yes 

Andrés Álvarez N27 N Yes 

Andrés Álvarez N86 N Yes 

Andrés Álvarez B00 B Yes 

Andrés Álvarez B21 B Yes 

Andrés Álvarez B13 B Yes 

Andrés Álvarez E58 E Yes 

Andrés Moya I1 I Yes 

Andrés Moya I3 I Yes 

Andrés Moya O15 O Yes 

Andrés Moya C9 C Yes 

Andrés Moya D1 D Yes 

Andrés Zambrano E21 E Yes 

Andrés Zambrano D82 D No 

Andrés Zambrano D91 D Maybe 

Andrés Zambrano H21 H No 

David Bardey I I Maybe 

David Bardey J J Maybe 

David Bardey D D Maybe 

David Bardey H H Maybe 

David Pérez-Reyna O43 O Maybe 

David Pérez-Reyna G28 G Maybe 
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David Pérez-Reyna E44 E Maybe 

Diego Amador I20 I Maybe 

Diego Amador J13 J Maybe 

Diego Amador J24 J Maybe 

Diego Amador J16 J Maybe 

Fabio Sánchez N16 N Maybe 

Fabio Sánchez N36 N Maybe 

Fabio Sánchez N96 N Maybe 

Fabio Sánchez I2 I Maybe 

Fabio Sánchez O1 O Maybe 

Fabio Sánchez C2 C Maybe 

Fabio Sánchez H7 H Maybe 

Fernando Carriazo Q5 Q Maybe 

Fernando Carriazo Q51 Q Maybe 

Fernando Carriazo Q53 Q Maybe 

Fernando Carriazo O13 O Maybe 

Fernando Carriazo O18 O Maybe 

Fernando Carriazo R10 R Maybe 

Fernando Carriazo R30 R Maybe 

Guillermo Perry O11 O Maybe 

Guillermo Perry O12 O Maybe 

Guillermo Perry O23 O Maybe 

Guillermo Perry O33 O Maybe 

Guillermo Perry F34 F No 

Guillermo Perry F47 F No 

Guillermo Perry E02 E No 

Guillermo Perry E62 E No 

Guillermo Perry H20 H No 

Guillermo Perry H60 H No 

Guillermo Perry H70 H No 

Guillermo Perry H77 H No 

Hernán Vallejo L5 L No 

Hernán Vallejo B4 B No 

Hernán Vallejo F1 F No 

Hernán Vallejo D4 D No 

Hernando Zuleta O10 O No 

Hernando Zuleta O33 O No 

Hernando Zuleta F43 F No 

Hernando Zuleta K42 K No 

Hernando Zuleta K14 K No 

Hernando Zuleta D31 D No 
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Hernando Zuleta D33 D No 

Jimena Hurtado A1 A No 

Jimena Hurtado B00 B Yes 

Jimena Hurtado B1 B Yes 

Jimena Hurtado B3 B Yes 

Jimena Hurtado B4 B Yes 

Jorge Bonilla Q5 Q Yes 

Jorge Bonilla D62 D Yes 

Jorge Bonilla R41 R Yes 

Jorge Maldonado I32 I Yes 

Jorge Maldonado I38 I Yes 

Jorge Maldonado Q2 Q Yes 

Jorge Maldonado Q5 Q Yes 

Jorge Maldonado G21 G Yes 

Jorge Maldonado C93 C No 

Jorge Maldonado C72 C No 

Jorge Tovar N86 N No 

Jorge Tovar L1 L No 

Jorge Tovar L5 L No 

Jorge Tovar F1 F No 

Jorge Tovar D13 D No 

Jorge Tovar D14 D No 

Jorge Tovar Z2 Z No 

José Guerra C31 C No 

José Guerra C91 C No 

José Guerra C92 C No 

José Guerra D3 D No 

José Ignacio López F4 F No 

José Ignacio López E3 E No 

José Ignacio López E4 E No 

Juan Camilo Cárdenas Q Q No 

Juan Camilo Cárdenas A2 A No 

Juan Camilo Cárdenas C9 C No 

Juan Camilo Cárdenas D3 D No 

Leonardo García D60 D No 

Leonardo García D61 D No 

Leonardo García D62 D No 

Leonardo García D63 D No 

Leopoldo Fergusson N N No 

Leopoldo Fergusson O O No 

Leopoldo Fergusson D7 D No 
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Leopoldo Fergusson H H Yes 

Marc Hofstetter E24 E Yes 

Marc Hofstetter E31 E Yes 

Marc Hofstetter E42 E Yes 

Marc Hofstetter E58 E Yes 

Marcela Eslava O43 O Yes 

Marcela Eslava O47 O Yes 

Marcela Eslava D78 D Yes 

Miguel Urrutia N16 N Yes 

Miguel Urrutia J30 J Yes 

Miguel Urrutia J50 J Yes 

Miguel Urrutia E20 E Yes 

Miguel Urrutia H20 H Yes 

Oscar Becerra J22 J Yes 

Oscar Becerra J23 J Yes 

Oscar Becerra J46 J Yes 

Oscar Becerra H22 H Yes 

Oskar Nupia D7 D Yes 

Oskar Nupia H2 H Yes 

Oskar Nupia H4 H Yes 

Oskar Nupia H7 H Yes 

Paula Jaramillo C78 C Yes 

Paula Jaramillo D61 D Yes 

Paula Jaramillo D78 D Yes 

Rachid Laajaj O33 O Yes 

Rachid Laajaj O15 O Yes 

Rachid Laajaj C93 C Yes 

Rachid Laajaj D73 D Yes 

Rafael Santos I15 I No 

Rafael Santos I25 I Maybe 

Rafael Santos O12 O Maybe 

Rafael Santos D10 D Maybe 

Ramón Rosales Q1 Q Maybe 

Ramón Rosales Q5 Q Maybe 

Ramón Rosales A22 A Maybe 

Ramón Rosales D61 D Maybe 

Raquel Bernal I20 I Maybe 

Raquel Bernal J13 J Maybe 

Raquel Bernal H43 H Maybe 

Raúl Castro I12 I Maybe 

Raúl Castro C14 C Maybe 
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Raúl Castro C87 C Maybe 

Raúl Castro D81 D Maybe 

Raúl Castro H43 H Maybe 

Ricardo Kerguelén N46 N Maybe 

Ricardo Kerguelén N96 N Maybe 

Ricardo Kerguelén B15 B Maybe 
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