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Abstract: This study evaluates the effect of the get-out-the-vote program ´el Gordo Cívico´ which 
translates to ´The Civic Thumb´ implemented in the state of Chihuahua in Mexico on electoral 
participation. Using a Difference-in-Difference design, with the states of Sinaloa and Zacatecas as 
control cases, evidence was found that suggests that this program has not met its goal of incentivizing 
participation. A triple Difference-in-Difference design was used to explore if the program may have 
only had an effect on urban municipalities. The results of these additional estimations confirmed that, 
at least at the municipality level, the program did not increased turnout.  
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Resumen: Este estudio evalúa el efecto que ha tenido sobre la participación electoral el programa ´el 
Gordo Cívico´ de incentivación de participación implementada en el estado de Chihuahua en México. 
Usando un diseño de Diferencia-en-Diferencia, con los estados de Sinaloa y Zacatecas como casos de 
control, se encontró evidencia que sugiere que este programa no ha cumplido su meta de incrementar 
la participación. Adicionalmente, se usó un diseño de triple Diferencia-en-Diferencia para explorar si el 
programa pudiera haber tenido únicamente un efecto en municipios urbanos. Los resultados de estas 
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estimaciones adicionales confirmaron que, al menos a nivel municipal, el programa no incrementó la 
participación. 

Palabras clave: Comportamiento del Votante, compra de participación, elecciones mexicanas, 
incentivos de participación. 

Clasificación JEL: D720. 
 

1. Introduction 

In the run-off stage of the 1993 Los Angeles mayoral election, Democratic candidate Michael Woo 
decided that it would be a good idea to mobilize voters by offering six free donuts to those who could 
provide proof that they had voted, regardless of for whom they voted. While the goal of the strategy was 
to mobilize voters who were more likely to vote for the Democratic party, Republican voters reportedly 
claimed their share of donuts as well (Fiore, 1993). Anecdotal evidence suggests that the "donut strategy" 
did affect turnout, but not in the way Democrats were expecting. It is possible that this bribe attracted a 
disproportionate number of Republicans to the polls; so, if the anecdotes do mirror reality, the Democrats' 
plan—which cost around USD 100,000 at the time—backfired (Fiore, 1993; Heckelman, 1995). 

The apparent failure of the Los Angeles Democratic Party plan notwithstanding, it is noteworthy to 
consider the logic behind it. Michael Woo’s strategy was an effort to mobilize the vote of potential 
Democratic supporters by countering the cost of voting with a material incentive. After all, empirical 
evidence suggests that Democratic voters seem to face higher relative costs of voting—in part because 
they tend to have fewer resources available—which in turn means that these voters are more likely to be 
deterred from turning out on election day by said costs (e.g., Gomez et al., 2007; Verba et al., 1995). As 
trivial as it may sound, the offer of half a dozen donuts in exchange for providing evidence of having 
voted in the mayoral election could have been attractive enough to some voters who would not have 
voted otherwise. Of course, it is safe to assume that there were voters for whom the donut offer was not 
appealing enough to make them show up to the polls. 

Further, considering that empirical research shows that when voters perceive that democracy is 
flawed, levels of turnout could decrease (Gerber et al., 2013), it could have been the case that a fraction 
of voters were deterred from voting due to perceiving that this was an undemocratic action. These voters 
could have expressed disappointment in the overall electoral process by abstaining from participating in 
the election. Now, whatever the real effect might have been, it is clear that the Democratic Party intended 
to buy turnout, as they aimed at directly increasing the payoffs from voting in the mayoral election. 
Panagopoulos illustrates how these strategies have been used in other elections in the late 1990s and early 
2000s, especially in the state of California, where these campaign practices are not illegal (2013). 
Panagopoulos himself took advantage of the Californian legal framework to perform a couple of 
experiments that measured the effect of turnout-buying strategies as the size of the offered incentives 
varies.  

Panagopoulos´ study is substantially important as it shows that extrinsic incentives may indeed be 
effective in mobilizing voters without necessarily crowding out intrinsic motivations, as has been argued 
by Gerber et al. (2013). Yet again, the subject warrants further investigation as it is not clear if voters in 
his study took the offers seriously or if they were aware that they would not be breaking any laws if they 
had accepted the incentive. However, what if this turnout-buying was an official policy to boost voter 
turnout? How would voters respond if a vote-buying program was implemented by an official authority?  

Well, just south of the US border, there is a case that does offer the opportunity to study the effects 
of turnout-buying when it is implemented as an official strategy to promote voter participation. In the 
year of 2016, the electoral authority of the state of Chihuahua, in Mexico, launched the program “El Gordo 
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Cívico”—which translates to “The Civic Thumb”—with the goal of incentivizing turnout1. This initiative 
could act as a turnout-buying program as it consists of offering discounts at different local businesses to 
those citizens who show their marked thumb at these businesses as proof that they have voted2. Thus, 
the “El Gordo Cívico” program offers the opportunity to investigate if an official agency, through 
incentives offered by private businesses, can influence the payoffs of citizens from participating in an 
election to increase turnout. 

In this study, I aim to answer the question posited above by empirically analyzing the effects of the 
turnout-buying program “El Gordo Cívico” implemented in the state of Chihuahua in Mexico. First, I 
briefly discuss the relevant theoretical framework of voting behavior necessary to address this research 
question. Then, I describe the Difference-in-Difference designs implemented to estimate the effect of the 
program, along with the data used for these estimations, which includes electoral data from the states of 
Chihuahua, Sinaloa, and Zacatecas. I also discuss both the strengths and limitations of using this 
estimation strategy to address this research question. Next, I discuss the results of each of the estimations. 
Finally, I discuss the implications of the results, as well as potential future avenues of research regarding 
this get-out-the-vote program. 

1.1. When do people vote? 

In According to the rational choice theory of voting proposed by Downs (1957), and refined by Riker 
and Ordeshook (1968), voting should be motivated by reasons other than the actual benefit the voter 
would derive from her preferred candidate winning the election. The inequality, given by the calculus of 
voting that this theory proposes, shows a clear explanation of the logic of the statement above: 

 

pB + D > C, (1) 

 
In this inequality, the parameter p is the probability that the vote of the individual who is deciding 

whether or not to cast a vote is the decisive one in the election. Meanwhile, B is the benefit that the voter 
gets from her preferred candidate winning the election. Note that as the size of the electorate grows, the 
value p will tend to zero, which means that the product pB will also tend to zero. It is clear that if a voter 
is aware that their vote has a minuscule probability of being decisive in the election, whatever benefit 
they associate with a particular candidate winning the election will, in all likelihood, not be their 
motivation for showing up to the polls on election day. Only if the cost associated with turning out to 
vote, C, is smaller than the product pB will a voter cast a vote moved by the utility derived from their 
preferred candidate winning the election. This cost of voting can be defined as the resources that a voter 
has to expend to cast a vote; these resources include—but are not limited to—time, physical effort, mental 
effort, or money. Every voter will face different costs; however, it is safe to assume that all voters have to 
pay a cost for voting, as minimal as it might be. 

Considering that the costs of voting are non-zero and that the probability of casting a decisive vote 
tends to zero, it is evident that most citizens who vote do so because they derive a positive payoff from 
the act of voting itself, and this payoff outweighs their costs of voting. This is represented by the 
parameter D in the inequality above. This term is usually referred to as the satisfaction a voter gets from 
performing her civic duty. Note that this is an abstract concept that is not clearly defined, yet it is the 
parameter that drives individuals’ decisions to cast a vote. It could be argued that, beyond civic duty, 
this term represents the different non-consequentialist motivations of voting, which could be divided 

 
1 The program was rebranded “El Pulgar Cívico” in the 2024 election, but it still translates to “The Civic Thumb.” 

2 In Mexican elections, voters’ thumbs are marked with a special indelible ink as a proof that they have voted. The 
national electoral authority provides this ink, and it is used to prevent voters from trying to vote twice. 



Economicus Journal of Business and Economics Insights 2024 1(1)                  60 

 

into (1) expressive voting, (2) moral reasons and duties, and (3) self-image concerns (Shayo & Harel, 
2012). Scholars have focused on studying these motivations for voting because, as mentioned above, they 
can explain why people decide to go to the polls even when their vote is practically inconsequential. In 
doing so, they have found that these non-consequentialist motivations do explain—at least in part—
individuals’ decision to cast a vote. 

For instance, researchers have argued that peer pressure and, somewhat related, social desirability 
are both manifestations of the D parameter. Since the act of voting is interpreted as a duty that citizens 
should perform, whenever a potential voter perceives that her peers can observe her actions, the 
probability that said voter would cast a vote will tend to increase (Funk, 2010; Dellavigna et al., 2016). 
This is because voters derive a positive payoff from signaling to their peers that they are good citizens. 
This positive utility, in turn, can be high enough to offset the costs associated with voting. Additionally, 
the D term could also represent how some voters may want to express their support for a particular 
candidate, even if they know that their single vote will not matter in deciding the election. In some sense, 
it is the same satisfaction a sports fan derives from attending the stadium to cheer their favorite team 
(Brennan & Buchanan, 1984; Green et al., 2002). While scholars have found that these non-
consequentialist reasons for voting have an impact on an individual’s decision to cast a vote, it is clear 
that the D term in the calculus of voting has been used as an all-encompassing parameter that seems to 
represent any immaterial incentives that affect a person's utility when deciding whether or not to vote. 
Thus, policymakers who try to use the insight of these turnout studies to develop programs that aim to 
increase voter participation might have a hard time trying to translate whatever the D parameter 
represents. This term is highly individual and context-dependent, as it is an abstraction of intrinsic or 
cultural motivations. It is a fact that these motivations matter; nevertheless, it is not always clear how 
they will present themselves in different contexts.  

If policymakers want to increase turnout, knowing that pB tends to zero, they could either attempt 
to diminish the value of C or increase the value of D. In other words, policymakers could enact a policy 
that reduces the costs related to casting a vote (e.g., implementing voting centers, easier voter registration 
procedures, minimizing voters' distance to their poll) to incentivize turnout. This has been a common 
strategy for trying to increase voter participation, and there is evidence that suggests that these programs 
have successfully increased turnout (Knack, 1995; Jackson, 1996; Haspel & Knotts, 2005; Stein & 
Vonnahme, 2008). Alternatively, policymakers could figure out the non-consequentialist motives for 
voting in their context and create a program that increases the payoffs associated with them. For example, 
face-to-face canvassing campaigns have successfully increased turnout since they constitute a form of 
peer pressure (Gerber & Green, 2000), which has been related to the 𝐷 term. Nevertheless, as I have 
mentioned above, this parameter depends on social and cultural factors that might not be easy to identify 
and exploit by policymakers to increase turnout rates. That said, what if policymakers introduced an 
additional material payoff to the calculus of voting instead as a way to counter the costs associated with 
voting? 

1.2. Rewarding voter participation 

Consider again the inequality given by the calculus of voting. Given that the D term can represent 
different forms of incentives, Gerber et al. (2008) propose breaking it down into two component 
parameters that represent intrinsic motivations and extrinsic incentives (2008), such that: 
 

D = U (DI, DE). (2) 

 
Further, Panagopoulos extends this theoretical framework in his study about monetary rewards in 

California so that the calculus of voting is given by the inequality (2013: 270) 
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pB + ß1DI + ß2DE + ß3DIDE > C; (3) 

 
this means that, according to Panagopoulos, the marginal effect of extrinsic incentives over the 

decision of turning out is: 

ß2 + ß3DI. (4) 

 
This functional form considers the possibility that intrinsic motivations may interact with extrinsic 

incentives, and Panagopoulos´ results show that, at the very least, if there is indeed an interaction 
between these two types of incentives, it is not a negative one (2013). Thus, this evidence suggests that 
an attempt to incentivize turnout by appealing to extrinsic motivations–DE in equations 3 and 4–is not 
likely to backfire and may indeed meet its goal. 

Now, in an ideal democracy, the effect of parameter DE would be zero, as there would be no extrinsic 
reward or punishment associated with the act of voting. Further, such payoffs are usually related to vices 
of democracy–like vote-buying or clientelism–as they are used by party machines to mobilize a specific 
set of voters (Hicken, 2011; Nichter, 2008; Cantú, 2019; Gans-Morse et al., 2014). However, extrinsic 
incentives can also be associated with fines for not voting, which are used in several countries. These 
negative extrinsic incentives are not targeted to specific voters, and instead of being a vice of democracy, 
they could be interpreted as an effort to correct a lack of participation. Moreover, Kaplan (1994) argues 
that positive extrinsic incentives distributed among all voters could be a valid and helpful strategy to 
promote participation and educate voters on how valuable their vote is. Hence, even if appealing to 
extrinsic incentives does not align with the concept of an ideal democracy, it can be argued that it is not 
always a sign of a flawed electoral democracy.  

Taking this into consideration, policymakers have an additional strategy at hand to increase voter 
turnout. Instead of reducing the costs of voting—or on top of it—they could devise a program that offers 
a material positive reward to those citizens who participate in the election. In some sense, this program 
could be thought of as a turnout-buying strategy. Such a program could be effective in mobilizing those 
citizens for whom the motivations captured by the term DI are not enough to offset the costs of voting. 
The question then is, how would a program like this look in reality? Fortunately, there is no need to 
imagine such hypothetical programs, as one already exists in the state of Chihuahua in Mexico3. 

1.3. "El Gordo Cívico" a turnout-buying policy 

The program “El Gordo Cívico” or "The Civic Thumb" in English, was first implemented in the 2016 
election as an innovative strategy to incentivize turnout. The name of the program is a reference to the 
way citizens would offer proof of having voted to receive a discount–or some other benefit–from 
participant vendors. In Mexican elections, voters' thumbs are marked with a special ink so that it is clear 
that they have voted4. This is done to prevent voter fraud since if any voter tries to cheat the system and 
attempts to vote twice, the marked thumb serves as a safeguard as those voters with a marked thumb 
will not be allowed in the voting booth again. Thus, having a marked thumb has become a symbol of 

 
3 While the state of Chihuahua is not the only one that has implemented a program such as “El Gordo Cívico,” this 
specific program was one of the first ones that were both implemented and institutionalized by the local electoral 
authority. From 2016 onward, the program has become a staple of all state and federal elections. 

4 It is important to note that this special ink has been developed by the National Polytechnical Institute of Mexico 
(IPN), and it has special pigmentation that differentiates it from other commercial inks and, while it disappears in a 
matter of days, itis not washable (Instituto Politécnico Nacional, 2018). 
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electoral participation in Mexico. The “El Gordo Cívico” program appeals to this civic symbol, and so 
voters who showed their marked thumbs at participating vendors would be entitled to the discounts 
offered through “El Gordo Cívico.”  

The electoral authority claimed that the program was successful in 2016 and applied it in the 
subsequent federal and state elections (Instituto Estatal Electoral Chihuahua, 2018, 2019). The process by 
which this program operated–before it was recently refurbished in 20245–was quite simple. The electoral 
authority openly invited any business interested in participating in the program to download the official 
imagery of the program to display at their locations and social media platforms. Additionally, the 
electoral authority created social media accounts dedicated to this program, and they were available for 
participating venues to promote the sales and discounts they offered in relation to this get-out-the-vote 
campaign. Note that participating businesses included restaurants, convenience stores, jewelry stores, 
health services, private schools, coffee shops, and clothing stores, among others. Thus, there was a wide 
variety of venues, which suggests that the campaign could reach voters from diverse demographic 
backgrounds. Finally, on election day, and in some cases on the following days, businesses made valid 
the promotions they publicized to those individuals who showed their marked thumb as proof that they 
did indeed vote. 

Now, before proceeding to the description of the methodology for this study, it is necessary to give 
a final note about the program “El Gordo Cívico.” This is not a policy that was enacted by legislators or 
by any other elected official. The state electoral authority, the State Electoral Institute of Chihuahua, 
devised and implemented this program. This is an autonomous agency that includes citizens unaffiliated 
with any political parties among its decision-making body. Political parties have representation in this 
agency, but they do not control the decision-making process, and all parties have equal representation 
within the agency. Thus, even if not impossible, it is unlikely that any political party in this agency 
conceived the program to gain a political advantage. 

2. Methodology 

To estimate if the “El Gordo Cívico” program has indeed increased electoral participation since it 
was implemented, it is necessary to disentangle its potential effects on turnout from those caused by 
other variables. This is especially tricky because the period in which this program was implemented 
included electoral reforms and political events that could have also increased the rate of voter 
participation. First, in the 2016 state election, independent candidates were allowed to participate in the 
election for the first time in the state of Chihuahua. This novelty might have motivated citizens to become 
more engaged in that year's electoral process. 

Further, since independent candidates were seen as outsiders who were challenging the political 
establishment, this might have produced an underdog effect (Levine & Palfrey, 2007) as voters were eager 
to support the newcomers even if their chances of winning were slim. At the same time, major parties 
perceived a competitive environment since the two major parties in the state, PRI and PAN, were battling 
each other, the former to retain power, the latter to capture it. Hence, this perceived competitive 
environment might have also increased turnout due to a competition effect (Levine & Palfrey, 2007).  

Next, the 2016 election was different from other state elections in that the term for which elected 
candidates would remain in office was extraordinary. Typically, a municipal president would be elected 
for a term of three years and the state governor for a term of six years. However, for the 2016 election, 
the state legislature passed a bill to synchronize future state elections with federal elections. Thus, those 
candidates elected in the 2016 election would be in office for one year less than usual. Additionally, 
municipal presidents elected in 2016 would have the option of running for reelection in the 2018 election 
for an additional three-year term. Finally, the 2018 election not only included state and federal elections, 

 
5 The potential effects of this refurbishment do warrant a separate study. 



Economicus Journal of Business and Economics Insights 2024 1(1)                  63 

 

but the federal presidential race involved one of the most popular—and yet divisive—candidates in 
several years. These features of the 2018 federal and local elections might have resulted in downstream 
effects on turnout. Hence, taking all these factors into consideration, I use a difference-in-difference (DiD) 
design to control for these and other confounders that might cloud the real effect of the turnout-buying 
program implemented by the electoral authority in Chihuahua. As discussed in the previous section, for 
this design, I use two other states that experienced similar conditions during the period studied as control 
cases: Sinaloa and Zacatecas. 

Specifically, I resort to the classic two-way fixed effects model (TWFE) to estimate the average 
treatment on the treated effect (ATT). The TWFE estimator allows me to introduce time-variant controls 
and fixed effects at the municipality level, which, due to the nature of the analyzed elections, is necessary 
to suggest the conditional parallel trends assumption holds for these cases. Now, as Sant’Anna and Zhao 
explained, a TWFE model with time-variant controls introduces three additional assumptions to the 
classical parallel-trends assumption of DiD estimation (2020). These assumptions can be summarized as 
the treatment not affecting the controls and the controls not having specific trends. In other words, not 
using bad controls with respect to treatment and a parallel-trends assumption for the controls as well. 
Considering this, it is necessary to address what makes the TWFE model the preferred option in this case.  

While DiD estimators like outcome regression (Heckman et al., 1997), inverse probability weighting 
(Abadie, 2005), or the doubly robust (Sant’Anna & Zhao, 2020) do not rely on additional assumptions, 
they are implemented using pre-treatment time invariant controls. This means that, for this study, they 
are not the most appropriate tool. As discussed above, there were a couple of important changes 
regarding the electoral calendar and the participation of independent candidates implemented along the 
turnout-buying program; therefore, using pre-treatment variables would miss some of these changes that 
may have also affected turnout. Additionally, each election in the periods analyzed has features that may 
affect the outcome variable; thus, an estimator that allows me to control for time-varying covariates is 
better for this case, even considering its limitations and underlying assumptions. 

Now, in the DiD design I use, the turnout rates at the municipal level before and after the 
implementation of the “El Gordo Cívico” program give the first difference. I include five elections before 
the implementation of the policy: the federal midterm elections of 2009 and 2015, the state election of 
2010, the federal election of 2012, and the midterm state election of 2013. After the implementation of the 
policy, I include the 2016 local election and the federal and local elections of 2018 and 2021. It should be 
mentioned that turnout levels are based on the number of registered voters per section and not the total 
number of citizens eligible to vote. This is because this campaign focused on incentivizing turnout on 
election day, which is far removed in time from the date on which the national electoral authority closes 
registration of new voters for the upcoming election. 

Further, since most official paperwork and some bank transactions require federal identification, 
citizens often have an incentive to register to vote, as the voter ID card is the most common form of 
identification in Mexico. While passports are also accepted as official federal identification, they are 
expensive, and it is easier for citizens to obtain a voter ID card, which is issued at no cost to the person 
who registers to vote. Therefore, using turnout levels based on the number of registered voters instead 
of on the number of eligible citizens should not affect the results of this study. These turnout rates are 
publicly available from the websites of the State Electoral Institutes of Chihuahua, Sinaloa, Zacatecas, 
and the National Electoral Institute. 

For the second difference, I will compare turnout rates in the municipalities of the state of 
Chihuahua, where the “El Gordo Cívico” program was implemented from the 2016 election onwards, 
with turnout rates in the municipalities of the states of Sinaloa and Zacatecas. These offer a good case for 
comparison as they experienced similar electoral reforms to those that took place in Chihuahua. Both 
states used to hold federal and state elections in different years, and they both implemented an electoral 
reform to synchronize state elections with federal elections after 2016. Further, all three states have local 
elections spaced out by three years, during which all municipalities renew their administrations, and the 



Economicus Journal of Business and Economics Insights 2024 1(1)                  64 

 

state Congress is also voted. Additionally, gubernatorial elections are held every six years on the same 
date as the rest of the local elections. Finally, when it comes to the electoral calendar, the legislation 
implemented to synchronize electoral calendars was similar for all these states. Those municipal 
authorities elected in 2016 would have the possibility of being reelected in the election of 2018 since their 
terms would be a year shorter than usual. Meanwhile, the governor elected in 2016 would have a five-
year term, as opposed to the usual six-year term. 

Other states, like Aguascalientes, Puebla, or Tamaulipas, also enacted similar electoral reforms to 
those in Chihuahua, Zacatecas, and Sinaloa; however, the conditions for the synchronization of the 
elections and the rules regarding reelection were not the same. Additionally, Chihuahua and Sinaloa 
share a border and have had similar political landscapes for many years. The PRI was the dominant party 
in both states from the 1990s up to the mid-2010s, and this dominance has waned, first in favor of the 
PAN and, more recently, MORENA 6 . Moreover, according to the Mexican Association of Market 
Research Agencies (AMAI), the population in Sinaloa and Chihuahua are distributed similarly among 
socioeconomic levels (2017), and their Human Development index has been similar over the last decade. 
In the case of Chihuahua, this indicator oscillated between 0.772 and 0.782 during the period of study, 
while for Sinaloa, it remained between 0.781 and 0.8027 (Global Data Lab, 2023).  

Finally, both states have experienced a rise in drug cartel violence in the last couple of decades, 
which has caused politicians and citizens alike in both cities to focus on the same social and economic 
problems. For these reasons, Sinaloa offers a good control case to measure the effect of the turnout-buying 
program that has been implemented in Chihuahua. Nevertheless, the number of municipalities in each 
state is one important aspect in which they differ. While Chihuahua has sixty-seven municipalities, 
Sinaloa only has eighteen. This difference is relevant because small municipalities might be more 
engaged in local elections due to phenomena like clientelism (Stokes, 2005), the competitiveness of 
elections (Edlin et al., 2007), peer pressure (Funk, 2010; Gerber et al., 2013), and potentially lower costs of 
mobilization through canvassing (Gerber & Green, 2000). Hence, the inclusion of Zacatecas as a control 
state attempts to remedy this lack of balance between the number of municipalities of Sinaloa and 
Chihuahua.  

The socio-political landscapes of Chihuahua and Zacatecas are not as similar as those of Chihuahua 
and Sinaloa. For instance, according to the AMAI (2017), the socioeconomic distribution in Zacatecas is 
made up of a larger share of lower-income households. Furthermore, the PRD was the governing party 
in the state from 1998 to 2010, while the PRI was the second political force in the state. The PAN 
eventually joined forces with the PRD after the PRI won the gubernatorial election of 2010, and this 
coalition became the major opposition block in the state until 2021 when MORENA almost completely 
swept the state elections. Now, these differences with the political structure of Chihuahua are not stark, 
as up to 2021, there were two major political blocks that included the PRI and the PAN, and both were 
challenged recently by MORENA. Additionally, the differences in the distribution of socioeconomic 
levels in the state are, in part, a consequence of the reason for including Zacatecas as an additional control. 
This state is divided into fifty-eight municipalities, and–according to census data–none of them surpass 
a population of two hundred and fifty thousand people. In fact, most of these municipalities have 
populations below thirty thousand people (Instituto Nacional de Geografía y Estadística, 2021). The 
prevalence of low-population municipalities in this state seems to be related to the distribution of 
socioeconomic levels in the state, and it might explain why the PAN has not been as strong in this state. 
The PAN is a right-wing party that has been more successful in urban rather than rural regions. 

 
6  After the 2021 election, MORENA won the Governor’s race and most municipal races in Sinaloa, while in 
Chihuahua, it became the second political force in the local Congress. 

7  This is an index that ranges from 0 to 1. The larger the value of the index, the higher the level of human 
development. 
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Together, Sinaloa and Zacatecas seem to constitute a fitting control case for studying the effects of 
the “El Gordo Cívico” program in Chihuahua. Zacatecas offers balance in the number of small 
municipalities, while Sinaloa provides relevant urban comparisons. All three states have experienced 
similar electoral legislations and share electoral calendars. Moreover, while the political dynamics of 
Zacatecas vary a little, they are in line with what would be expected in a state with mostly small 
municipalities. Finally, while it is impossible to prove that the conditional parallel trends assumption 
holds, prior to presenting the results of the analysis, I use event studies to provide evidence that offers 
some reassurance that it is reasonable to expect that parallel trends hold for these cases. But first, I discuss 
the model specification along with the hypotheses of this analysis. 

2.1. Model specification and hypotheses 

The TWFE model specification for this study is as follows: 

Turnout Rateit = 𝛼1 + 𝛼2Treatedi + 𝛼3PostTreatmentt + ∂Treatedi × PostTreatmentt + 𝜃Controlsit + 
𝛾Municipality Fixed Effectsi + 𝜀, (5) 

the variable Treatedi is a dummy variable that indicates if municipality i is in the state of Chihuahua. 
Similarly, PostTreatmentt is a dummy variable that has a value of one for all the elections that took place 
after the turnout-buying program was implemented. In other words, this dummy variable divides 
observations into two periods, one before the program was implemented and one after its application. I 
include five elections from the period before the implementation of the “El Gordo Cívico” program: the 
midterm federal elections of 2009 and 2015, the federal presidential election of 2012, the local midterm 
election of 2013, and the local gubernatorial election of 2010. Meanwhile, the three elections that have 
been held after the implementation of the program are included: the local gubernatorial election of 2016, 
the local midterm concurrent with the 2018 presidential election, and the local gubernatorial concurrent 
with the 2021 federal midterm. This means that the turnout rates are averaged across each period8. Next, 
the interaction between Treatedi and PostTreatmentt yields the estimated ATT, and its value is given by 
coefficient ∂. In other words, the estimate for this coefficient will reveal whether the implemented 
program has an effect on turnout rates. 

Controlsit refers to a vector of time-variant control variables relevant to this study. Specifically, I first 
include the log of the number of registered voters in the electoral section. This is an important variable 
to consider since mobilization and canvassing efforts may be more successful when the size of the 
electorate is small. Now, it could be argued that another reason to include this control is that a small 
increase (or decrease) in the raw number of voters in a small municipality would have a higher impact 
on the turnout rate than the same raw increase in a large municipality. However, this issue is addressed 
by weighting observations by the total number of registered voters in all three states in each of the 
elections included.  

Next, I include two variables that the Mexican National Electoral Institute has consistently identified 
as being associated with turnout rates: the proportion of female registered voters in a municipality and 
the proportion of registered voters between twenty and thirty-nine years old and those older than eighty 
(Instituto Federal Electoral, 2011, 2013; Instituto Nacional Electoral, 2016, 2019, 2022). The National 
Electoral Institute reports that, at least in federal elections, women and those younger than twenty years 
old or between the ages of forty and seventy-nine years tend to vote at higher rates; thus, it is important 
to control for these variables. Unfortunately, these data are only available for federal elections; those for 

 
8 Given that each type of election may have unique dynamics, this approach does a better job of capturing the 
difference between the averages among all types of elections in each period than a TWFE model with multiple time 
periods where election years are included as part of the fixed effects specification. Further, it allows me to include 
dummy variables to indicate the type of election without creating perfect collinearity. 
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the local elections of 2010, 2013, and 2016. Thus, I have imputed values by interpolating using the federal 
elections that surround each local election. For instance, for the local election of 2010, I took the difference 
between the values of these variables in the years 2009 and 2012, divided the result by three, and added 
it to the value reported in 2009.  

  Given that resources available and the quality of infrastructure in a community may influence the 
cost of voting and, consequently, electoral participation, I include the marginalization index calculated 
at the municipal level and normalized as reported by Mexico’s Secretariat of Government. The National 
Population Council calculates this index every five years using Census and mid-census population count 
data (Consejo Nacional de Población, 2021). Therefore, this index is available for the years 2010, 2015, 
and 2020. In this case, I have populated the values for the years 2009, 2012, 2013, 2016, and 2018 with the 
value of this index that is closest to each of these years. In other words, the value of this index imputed 
for a municipality in 2009 and 2012 corresponds to the value of the index in 2010. Meanwhile, for the year 
2013, the value would be the same as the one reported for 2015. 

Additionally, I include the margin of difference between the top two parties in the most important 
election held in each year included in the study, calculated at the municipal level. This variable aims to 
control for the competitiveness of the most important election held. The importance of an election, along 
with its perceived competitiveness, are important determinants of voter participation (Edlin et al., 2007). 
Next, I also include dummies to indicate the party in power at the municipal level and a dummy that 
takes the value of one when the incumbent municipal party is the same as the incumbent party at the 
state level. In a clientelist setting like Mexico (Beltrán & Castro-Cornejo, 2019; Cantú, 2019; Greene & 
Simpser, 2020), having control of the municipal and state purses can be an element that contributes to 
mobilization through clientelist incentives (Calvo & Murillo, 2004). 

 The next set of controls corresponds to dummies that identify the type of election held each year. 
The baseline category is federal midterm elections, that is, only when the federal Congress is voted. These 
are the elections with the lowest turnout rates in the data for all states. Thus, the dummy variables 
included indicate the following types of elections: federal-only presidential, local-only gubernatorial, 
local-only midterm, federal presidential and local midterm, and federal midterm and local gubernatorial.  

Finally, the last two controls are also dummies that specify the first election in which independent 
candidates were allowed to participate and if the election resulted in a change of power at the state level 
after the incumbent party had been in office for twelve years or more. Both events might be related to a 
surge in participation. In the case of independent candidates, their novelty, in addition to potentially 
being perceived as anti-establishment politicians, may mobilize some voters. Similarly, a change of party 
in power after a long period of time could be related to a surge in participation as voters might have been 
motivated due to the potential alternation of power. The final term of the specification, γ, corresponds to 
municipality-fixed effects. This term is included to control for any unaccounted variations that are related 
to the characteristics of the municipalities.   

Before presenting the hypotheses of this study, consider Panagopoulos’ revised calculus of voting 
equality presented in equations 2, 3, and 4. The turnout-buying program should increase the value of 
parameter DE for all voters in Chihuahua. Now, Panagopoulos argues that assuming the functional form 
is correct, the marginal effect of DE always seems to be positive. At the very least, there is no evidence 
that suggests that DE has a crowding-out effect on DI (Panagopoulos, 2013). Thus, Hypothesis 1 states:  

H1. Holding everything else constant, the implementation of the turnout-buying program in Chihuahua has a 
positive effect on the level of turnout in electoral sections in Chihuahua. Hence ∂ > 0. 

Now, one essential thing to consider is that, as reported in the social media pages that promoted the 
“El Gordo Cívico” program, most promotions offered were concentrated in urban municipalities. Hence, 
if the program had an effect on these municipalities, but none on rural municipalities, and the effect was 
not large, it is possible that the estimate of the coefficient δ is not significantly different from zero as rural 
municipalities would bring the value of the estimate down. Considering this, I extend the original TWFE 
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estimator to a difference-in-difference-difference (DDD) model as follows: 
 

Turnout Rateit = 𝛼1 + 𝛼2Treatedi + 𝛼3PostTreatmentt + 𝛼4Urban Municipalityi + ∂1Treatedi × 
PostTreatmentt + ∂2Treatedi × Urban Municipalityi + ∂3PostTreatmentt × Urban Municipalityi + 

∂4Treatedi × PostTreatmentt × Urban Municipalityi + 𝜃Controlsit + 𝛾Municipality Fixed Effectsi + 
𝜀. 

(6) 

I created the urban municipality variable using Pérez-Rasgado’s Mexican municipalities typology 
(Pérez-Rasgado, 2014). This variable is a dummy that indicates if the municipality is classified as 
metropolitan or urban according to this typology. Next, the coefficient of interest from this specification 
is δ_4, as it represents the ATT, considering that treated units might only be the urban municipalities and 
not the rural ones. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 can be described as follows: 

H2. Holding everything else constant, the implementation of the turnout-buying program in Chihuahua has a 
positive effect on the turnout rates of urban municipalities in Chihuahua. Hence ∂4 > 0. 

2.2 Event studies and the parallel trends assumption 

Before discussing the results of this study, I present the results of event studies (ES) made only with 
election data prior to 2016. An essential condition for giving credence to the results obtained from the 
estimators discussed above is that the conditional parallel trends assumption holds for the cases used in 
this analysis. Further, as I mentioned earlier, the use of time-variant controls in the TWFE specification 
means that parallel trends should also hold for these controls. Now, while it is not possible to prove that 
the assumptions hold (after all, they are assumptions), at least ES can offer some reassurance about the 
reasonability of these assumptions.  

I used the specifications described in the previous section to compare two periods before the 
implementation of the program in Chihuahua. The first period includes the federal midterm election of 
2009 and the gubernatorial election of 2010. Meanwhile, the second period consists of the federal 
presidential election of 2012, the local midterm of 2013, and the federal midterm of 2015. This split 
manages to include one federal midterm and one major election–a gubernatorial and a presidential–in 
each period; hence, it seems to be the most balanced way to split the elections to perform the ES. 
Additionally, I subsetted the data to run ES estimations with only the data from Zacatecas and Chihuahua 
and then only with the observations from Sinaloa and Chihuahua. Thus, I made six different ES 
estimations, using these three sets of data and calculating a coefficient where all observations from 
Chihuahua are considered as equally treated and another one where urban municipalities are considered 
the treated units within Chihuahua, as shown in Table 1. 

If the coefficients from these calculations are not statistically different from zero, this will offer 
reassurance that the conditional parallel trends assumption is reasonable for these cases. It is crucial to 
reiterate that this is in no way conclusive evidence of parallel trends since this is, to reiterate, an 
assumption. But at least these calculations suggested that up to the year of the treatment, there is evidence 
of parallel trends. With this in mind, it is possible to interpret the results of the ES as they relate to this 
research. Table 1 presents the results of the ES estimations; the ES column presents the estimated ES 
coefficient, while the SE column displays the estimated standard errors clustered by municipality. Note 
that in all but one of the ES estimations, the standard error is larger than the absolute values of the 
estimated coefficients; thus, it is clear that none of these coefficients are significantly different from zero. 
As for the one in which the absolute value is larger than the standard error, this latter estimated 
parameter is still large enough so that the coefficient is not significantly different from zero (ES -2.2092, 
SE 2.1810). 
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Table 1. Event studies results using periods of 2009-2010 and 2012-2015. 

 

 
Figure 1. Event studies with periods 2009-2010 and 2012-2015. The three upper coefficients represent the 
ES coefficients when urban units are considered the treated units within Chihuahua. The bottom ES 
coefficients are from the estimations where all municipalities in Chihuahua are considered equally treated. 

Figure 1 offers a visual summary of these estimates through a coefficients plot, and through it, it is 
easy to observe that the whiskers of all the estimated ES coefficients cross the vertical line, indicating a 

Model ES SE 

2009-2010 and 2012-2015 ES with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa 0.8338 1.6093 

2009-2010 and 2012-2015 ES, Urban Chihuahua with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa 0.7616 2.0962 

2009-2010 and 2012-2015 ES with control Zacatecas 0..0382 1.6847 

2009-2010 and 2012-2015 ES, Urban Chihuahua with control Zacatecas 1.0849 1.6341 

2009-2010 and 2012-2015 ES with control Sinaloa 1.0374 1.8474 

2009-2010 and 2012-2015 ES, Urban Chihuahua with control Sinaloa -0.1499 2.1130 
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value not statistically different from zero. As discussed above, the main takeaway from these results is 
that the assumption of parallel trends is reasonable in this study. Thus, these results offer some 
reassurance that the results presented below are reliable. 

3. Results 

Table 2 summarizes the results of all the models I estimated for this analysis. The column labeled ATT 
includes the estimated average treatment on the treated, which corresponds to coefficients ∂ and ∂4 of the 
TWFE DiD and DDD models described above. The SE column includes the standard error clustered by 
municipality. The main specifications are those found in the first two rows, as they include all three states 
and all election data available for this study. It is evident that the estimated ATT is not statistically 
significant–at 0.05 and 0.10 significance levels– in either the DiD (ATT -0.1407, SE 2.1347) or the DDD 
(ATT -1.0708, SE 2.0962) models. Not only are the standard errors clearly larger than the estimated 
coefficients, but these coefficients have the opposite sign to the one hypothesized. In other words, in both 
models, there is no evidence to claim that the ATT is different from zero and positive. Hence, when the 
elections of 2016 through 2021 are averaged together, “El Gordo Cívico” program did not affect turnout 
rates when compared to the average turnout rate in Chihuahua from 2009 through 2015. 
 

Table 2. DiD and DDD results. 

Now, there is a possibility that the year 2021 bias the results since the Business Coordinating Council 
of the state of Durango–an organization that promotes the interests of private businesses in this state–
along with the National Electoral Institute, launched a program similar to “El Gordo Cívico” called “Mi 
Voto Vale” or, in English, “My Vote Is Worthy.” While the program was mainly implemented in 
Durango, businesses in other states also participated. At least one business in Sinaloa and three in 
Zacatecas were part of this initiative. While these numbers might not be much, it can still be argued that 
just like in Chihuahua with “El Gordo Cívico,” an electoral authority–even if it was not the state electoral 
authority–also implemented a turnout-buying program in Sinaloa and Zacatecas. With this in mind, I 

 Model ATT SE 
1 2009-2021 DiD with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa -0.1407 2.1347 
2 2009-2021 DDD with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa -1.0708 2.0962 
3 2009-2018 DiD with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa -3.0118 2.4872 
4 2009-2018 DDD with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa -2.1338 1.9338 
5 2009-2016 DiD with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa -4.6620 4.3758 
6 2009-2016 DDD with controls Zacatecas and Sinaloa 4.5348 2.6242 
7 2009-2021 DiD with control Zacatecas -1.0690 1.8214 
8 2009-2021 DDD with control Zacatecas 0.8440 2.4734 
9 2009-2018 DiD with control Zacatecas -4.0466 2.4727 
10 2009-2018 DDD with control Zacatecas 0.0109 2.6953 
11 2009-2016 DiD with control Zacatecas -13.5903 6.4524 
12 2009-2016 DDD with control Zacatecas 2.7606 2.4433 
13 2009-2021 DiD with control Sinaloa -1.1868 2.7141 
14 2009-2021 DDD with control Sinaloa -4.5126 2.2504 
15 2009-2018 DiD with control Sinaloa -4.0452 2.8150 
16 2009-2018 DDD with control Sinaloa -2.1338 1.9338 
17 2009-2016 DiD with control Sinaloa -4.0182 4.5691 
18 2009-2016 DDD with control Sinaloa -0.8681 2.4193 
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dropped the 2021 election and estimated the ATT again. Just as with the original estimations, the 
estimates of the ATT have a negative sign and are not significantly different from zero, -3.0118 (SE 2.4872) 
for the DiD model and -2.1338 (SE 1.9338) for the DDD model. 

I performed an additional estimation, dropping both the elections of 2018 and 2021. Given that the 
election of 2018 was the first one where federal and local elections were held at the same time, it could 
be the case that the effect on the turnout rates in each state was different, which would bias the ATT 
estimate. Nevertheless, it should be noted that this estimator compares the average turnout rates of the 
elections of 2009 through 2015 with the turnout rate of a single election after the implementation of the 
program. However, since there are no other elections after the implementation of the program, this is a 
limitation that cannot be circumvented. As for the results of these estimations, the ATT from the DiD 
model is even more negative than the previous ones (-4.6620), and it is still not different from zero at 
traditional levels of significance (SE 4.3758). Meanwhile, the estimate from the DDD model has the 
expected sign (4.5348), and it is statistically different from zero, but only at the 0.10 significance level (SE 
2.2642). Considering the results from the previous estimators, this is only weak evidence in favor of H2. 
 

  
Figure 2. DiD and DDD coefficients of all estimated model specifications. The nine upper coefficients are 
the DiD coefficients, which indicate that all municipalities in Chihuahua are considered equally treated. 
The nine bottom coefficients are the DDD coefficients, which indicate that urban units are considered the 
treated units within Chihuahua. 

Finally, I also performed the analyses again, dropping one of the control states each time. If one of 
these states is a bad control, then it would bias the ATT estimates. Rows seventh through eighteenth of 
Table 2 display the calculated ATT from these models. There is not much to discuss from these quantities 
as they confirm the conclusions from the first five models; none of these estimations are significantly 
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different from zero, and most of them are negative. Further, the estimated ATT that is larger in magnitude 
is also one of those that have the wrong sign. All these results, including those discussed above, can be 
visualized in the coefficient plot presented in Figure 29. With this cumulative evidence and the limitations 
of the data for the estimator that do not include the elections of 2018 and 2019, it is not possible to 
conclude that the turnout-buying program implemented by the electoral authority of the state of 
Chihuahua, “El Gordo Cívico,” has had any effect on turnout rates. 

4. Discussion and conclusions 

From the election of 2016 onwards, the electoral authority of the state of Chihuahua, along with local 
businesses, has implemented the “El Gordo Cívico” program in hopes of increasing turnout by 
rewarding voters with special sales and discounts at several venues across the state. This program can 
be described as a form of turnout-buying since it aims to counteract the costs of voting by offering 
material rewards to voters in exchange for their participation. Nevertheless, the results from this study 
strongly suggest that the program has not accomplished its objective. Even when voter participation in 
Chihuahua increased in the 2016, 2018, and 2021 elections compared to that of previous years (Instituto 
Federal Electoral, 2011, 2013; Instituto Nacional Electoral, 2016, 2019, 2022), it cannot be said that this 
increase was due to the “El Gordo Cívico” program. When considering other changes in the electoral 
environment that occurred during these years, the turnout-buying program did not contribute to the 
observed increase in turnout in Chihuahua. 

Now, given that the program does not seem to affect turnout, are the results from this study just an 
interesting curiosity but nothing to explore any further? I would argue that this is not the case. Beyond 
its effectiveness, the setup of the program may raise some concerns. The first question that might come 
to mind is, what do businesses get for participating in the program? As has already been mentioned, at 
least up to the 2021 election, all businesses could freely partake in this program. Further, the electoral 
authority promotes those venues that want to publicize their offers on the campaign’s social media 
accounts. This means that election day is potentially a special sales day for local businesses that 
participate in the program. Thus, what these local businesses expect is that their sales will increase 
because of taking part in this program. It is also possible that some of the participants in the program 
simply derive satisfaction from knowing they are doing something to promote democracy in their 
community. These business owners might be motivated to participate in the turnout promotion program 
even if the influx of customers in their business does not increase significantly because of the program. 

Nevertheless, the one worrying concern–at least from a normative perspective– comes when 
considering the possibility that participant businesses could take advantage of the program to promote 
a particular candidate. In such a case, the program could quickly turn into a form of clientelism funded 
with private resources. Participating businesses may act strategically and attempt to exploit the program 
to benefit their preferred candidate by mobilizing a particular sector of the population that may find the 
offered promotions more appealing. Unfortunately, these concerns cannot be addressed with the data 
presented in this work. Thus, further research is warranted so that these questions can be addressed. The 
good news is that starting in the 2024 election, the Chihuahua electoral authority refurbished this get-
out-the-vote program, rebranding it as “El Pulgar Cívico.” With this refurbishment, participant 
businesses now must register to be part of the program. Hence, obtaining specific data about participant 
vendors and the special sales they offer will be possible. These data, along with geospatial data regarding 
both businesses’ locations and poll stations, could shed light on potential differential effects of the 
program based on location and type of promotion offered. Further, having a set list of participant 
businesses is an essential step for surveying these businesses so that we can understand their motivations 

 
9 This paper's online appendix contains detailed tables with all variables in each model specification: 
https://www.jd-irigoyen-borunda.com/_files/ugd/eb96bb_29ea3883ed0b4bf1b905def70d086737.pdf 

https://www.jd-irigoyen-borunda.com/_files/ugd/eb96bb_29ea3883ed0b4bf1b905def70d086737.pdf
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for participating in this program. It is possible that business owners, through the local chamber of 
commerce, attempt to coordinate to exploit the program by targeting only that segment of voters that 
would vote in line with the interest of these business owners. Alternatively, they might perceive this day 
as a special sales holiday. Hence, they mainly participate to increase their sales. Finally, it might be the 
case that business owners have the sole intention of promoting participation, and this is why they 
participate in the program. Of course, these scenarios are not mutually exclusive, and this is another 
reason for studying the different caveats of the “El Gordo Cívico” program beyond its effects on turnout. 

Additionally, given that the available data are at the municipality level and voting is an individual 
behavior, is that this study is not exempt from the ecological fallacy. Hence, there exists the possibility 
that the program is indeed affecting the behavior of some individuals; nevertheless, on the aggregate, 
this is not perceivable. For instance, the program could affect different groups of people differently. Some 
would be incentivized to participate by the program, while for others, it could have a crowd-out effect, 
meaning that the extrinsic reward ends up decreasing intrinsic motivation (Deci et al., 1999). These 
differential effects cannot be inferred from municipality-level data. Thus, an extension of this study using 
individual-level data is necessary to safely conclude that the program has not had any effects on turnout. 

Further, even if the results hold after looking at individual-level data, a study with this level of 
disaggregation can help us understand why voters are not mobilized by this program. It could be that 
the program does not have much penetration among voters; thus, they are not aware of the rewards 
available to them. On the other hand, they could perceive the program as an illegitimate strategy to 
incentivize participation; this could also decrease turnout. Finally, it could also be the case that those 
voters who take advantage of the program are those who already participated regularly. Even if the 
program can be labeled as turnout-buying, offering sales and discounts implies that voters are going to 
spend money after voting. Therefore, it could be possible that voters do not perceive these sales as 
rewards, or at least not as something that is reducing the cost of voting. For voters, this could be an 
incentive to spend more and not vote; hence, voters with more available resources will be the ones likelier 
to take advantage of the program. In general, these voters tend to be the ones that already participate in 
elections (Carlin et al., 2015).  

In conclusion, this study is only a first step in understanding how turnout-buying programs 
implemented by official electoral authorities can affect the electoral environment. This is particularly 
important given that the electoral authority of the state of Baja California has also implemented a similar 
program to that in Chihuahua, and in 2021, the Business Coordinating Council of the state of Durango, 
with the sponsorship of the National Electoral Institute, has promoted another program like the “El 
Gordo Cívico” in Durango and some other states. We still need to understand how the public perceives 
these programs, whether they are legitimized by the sponsorship of electoral authorities, and if they 
could be exploited to mobilize some voters over others. Thus, even if this research suggests that these 
programs do not increase overall turnout, this is only a piece of a larger puzzle regarding turnout-
rewarding programs. 

Supplementary Materials: The online appendix is available online at https://www.jd-irigoyen-
borunda.com/_files/ugd/eb96bb_29ea3883ed0b4bf1b905def70d086737.pdf. 
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