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For parties in government, elections represent a period of uncertainty. To reduce this

uncertainty, incumbents may create a variety of economic and distributional distor-

tions around elections in order to remain in office, such as increasing total spend-

ing, running budget deficits, or using targeted forms of distribution to specific voter

groups. These are known broadly as political cycles. With few exceptions, the extant

literature has focused only on the manipulation of existing policies. While fluctuations

in expenditures and revenues around elections are important, analyses of the strategic

passage of new policies remain understudied in the literature on political cycles.

I argue that political parties, conscious of the need to win support among large

segments of the population, will time the passage of redistributive policies in order to

maximize their support. While they do not consist of incremental changes like bud-

gets, I find consistent evidence that certain policies are passed just before elections.

Moreover, this process repeats itself over time, suggesting that these policies are an

important tool used to win over voters. By focusing on the timed policy passage of

redistributive policies, I contribute to the growing literature on electoral cycles in non-

budgetary areas (DeRouen and Heo 2000; Ahlquist 2010; Mechtel and Potrafke 2013;

Tepe and Vanhuysse 2014).

This article addresses two related lines of literature: distributive politics and po-

litical cycles. Distributive politics primarily focuses on the distributive consequences

of elections. In contrast, political cycles tend to focus on macro-level manipulation of

existing fiscal policies. Drawing off work emphasizing how governments gain elec-

toral support through increasing spending to “visible” budgetary categories, I argue

it is not necessarily the actual rewards—but the promise of future rewards—that has

been overlooked in the literature. Policy passage is an ideal form of manipulation

since it provides a clear signal to voters of promised future benefits, while remaining

less costly to governments than a strategy of altering existing policies, particularly so

if governments are fiscally constrained (Nooruddin and Chhibber 2008).

To test for political policy cycles, I examine the passage of state-level land reform
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legislation in India. Certain groups, primarily the large number of landless and poor

working farmers—a valuable voting bloc in India (Bandyopadhyay 1986; Banerjee,

Gertler and Ghatak 2002; Bardhan and Mookherjee 2010)—clearly benefit more than

others. Thus, promises of expropriation are a signal meant to attract a substantial num-

ber of votes from the middle and lower classes (Banerjee and Iyer 2005). To support this

claim, I use historical survey data from the Indian National Election Study to examine

whether repeated passage of land reforms still remains salient to voters.

Results suggest that policies such as land reform are passed the year before an elec-

tion. This result remains robust to a variety of econometric specifications as well as the

inclusion of additional control variables, providing support for the theory that policies

are passed strategically in order to win votes. Moreover, the survey results show that

voters view land reform as a salient issue, regardless of previous policy enactments.

Taken together, these results indicate that land reform policy is a signal to voters that

politicians use to their advantage.

The determinants of political budget cycles

As elections near, governments are likely to create budget cycles in order to sway vot-

ers by bending the cyclical line in their favor through fiscal or monetary manipulation

(Philips 2016). A large body of literature focuses on the factors that affect political

budget cycles, such as the flexibility of election timing (Kayser 2005), or democratic

consolidation (Barberia and Avelino 2011). Equally important is timing; policies must

be implemented at a time in which the party in government can take credit for it. In

order for such implementation to be effective, policies must be passed close enough to

an election that they are still fresh in the minds of voters. Although the focus of many

of these theories has been on timing, the beneficiaries of particular strategies has been

underemphasized in the literature.

While scholars of political cycles have written extensively about the causes of fiscal
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changes around elections, scholars of distributive politics have focused on targeted

spending designed to win the support of particular groups. Dixit and Londregan

(1996) propose that instead of providing benefits to core supporters, parties in a two-

party system will compete for swing voters by allocating redistributive policies to-

wards them (c.f., Kwon, 2005). This model contrasts with the core-voter theory (Cox

and McCubbins 1986). In a compromise between these competing theoretical expecta-

tions, Albertus (2012) finds that governments employ a mix of short-term rewards for

their core voters while giving more permanent funds to swing supporters in order to

build clientelistic relationships.

Targeted distribution may also be strategically timed to coincide with elections.

For instance, Cole (2009) finds that agricultural lending to Indian farmers increases

between 5 and 10 percent during an election year. In Columbia, targeted expenditure

areas such as roads and infrastructure significantly increase during election years in

order to gain voter support (Drazen and Eslava 2006). In other instances, program-

matic policies may be enacted to benefit entire constituency types. For example, Sáez

and Sinha (2010) find that Indian states increase spending on public goods such as ed-

ucation and health prior to an election. Overall, in a meta-analysis, Philips (2016) finds

limited evidence that any particular category of expenditures is routinely increased

before elections.

Party ideology is also an important component of distributive policies, although the

extent to which ideology applies to distributive spending appears to be conditional on

whether parties spend opportunistically or based on partisan considerations. On the

one hand, Sáez and Sinha (2010) hypothesize that supporter composition influences the

ideological spending preferences of Indian political parties. Yet they find almost no sig-

nificant ideological effect across parties, evidence that they are opportunistic; parties

spend in any budget category necessary to ensure re-election. In contrast, the investi-

gation of pre-election spending in Portuguese municipalities by Veiga and Veiga (2007)

suggests that parties of the left tend to spend more than right-wing parties around

elections. Therefore, ideology may affect not only the type, but also the magnitude of
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opportunistic spending.

Finally, the intensity of competition between political parties may determine whether

distributive benefits are directed towards core supporters or the population more broadly

(Chhibber and Nooruddin 2004; Cole 2009; Aidt, Veiga and Veiga 2011). Parties will

reward core supporters in less competitive regions, yet reward swing voters as com-

petition increases, as long as core supporters remain loyal even without an increase in

benefits.

Political “policy” cycles

Despite the substantial literature on both distributive policies and political budget cy-

cles, there is relatively little research linking the two together. Although existing poli-

cies may change during elections, does the passage of distributive policies become

more likely as well? In other words, is it possible for the government to gain the sup-

port of voters through mechanisms other than fiscal spending before an election? Some

scholars have found that non-budgetary policies can be used as signals to voters. For

example, Tepe and Vanhuysse (2014) find that more artists are hired for public theaters

and orchestras in Germany around elections. DeRouen and Heo (2000) conclude that

US defense contracts are more numerous before elections. Mechtel and Potrafke (2013)

find that job-creation schemes are passed before elections in Germany, while Ahlquist

(2010) finds that social pacts in developed economies are more likely to occur.

Like these scholars, I contend that the passage of certain policies—not just changes in

spending—constitutes a signal to voters of promised returns in the future, should they

re-elect the incumbent. In effect, a contract between promising to deliver the policy

and the assurance of a vote is struck. Just as with an increase in spending, policy

passage changes a voter’s evaluation of the incumbent. Policy passage contains both

retrospective and prospective components. Policies passed before an election stay fresh

in the minds of voters, increasing their likelihood of a positive retrospective evaluation.
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For these voters, it is the visibility component that matters most (Veiga and Veiga 2007).

Yet unless the policy is implemented quickly, there is also a prospective component; a

need to re-elect the incumbent so that the policy may be fully implemented.

In addition to visibility, the policy must be easily attributed to the current gov-

ernment. It needs to be cost-effective and also a salient issue for large segments of

the population. While existing research has emphasized visibility mechanisms, it has

not extended to the context of the passage of policies aimed at maximizing electoral

support. Although policy passage may not be the only timed opportunistic tools gov-

ernments use, it may serve as a substitute for manipulating the budget due to policy

salience. Below I show how land reform is one example of an ideal policy instrument.

Land reform in India: A signal to voters?

To test for political policy cycles, I examine the passage of Indian land reform from

1957 to 1992 in 15 major Indian states. There are several reasons why a single-country

analysis is an ideal research design. Land reform is a polarizing issue in many coun-

tries, especially India. In principle, they were designed with three goals in mind. First,

to rectify historical disparities between groups. Second, to alleviate poverty, since In-

dia is home to a full third of the world’s poor. Third, to reallocate land in order to use

it more productively, and in turn boost growth. Advocates argue that reform leads to

increased land security, property values, land rights, and even social capital (Banerjee,

Gertler and Ghatak 2002; Deininger et al. 2003; Teofilo and Garcia 2003). After India

gained independence in 1947, each state has been tasked with land reform policy and

implementation; any pressure from the central government for land reforms is largely

an advisory role.

The land system in India in the 20th century can trace its origins to colonial British

rule, although a landlord-tenant system was probably in place even before the British.

Largely relying on property levies for revenue, the colonial government devised a land

system comprised of three primary categories (Banerjee and Iyer 2005). Existing pri-
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marily in the north and east, zamindari systems were traditional landlord-tenant based

structures in which the landholder was the intermediary between tenants and the

British. Zamindaris were typically more extractive than other systems, since landlords

were able to keep any windfall revenues after paying a fixed amount to the colonial

government. The second category were village-centered mahalwari systems, in which

the entire village collectively paid a tax. These were established in what is now Punjab

and Uttar Pradesh. The third category was comprised of individual farmer systems, or

raiyatwari. These were established along the eastern and western coasts, and in parts

of Assam. Zamindari and raiyatwari systems were the most common land structure in

India, comprising some 95 percent of the total (Hanstad et al. 2009).

Land reforms are best classified into four types. Tenancy reforms were enacted, “to

regulate tenancy contracts both via registration and stipulation of contractual terms...as

well as attempts to abolish tenancy and transfer ownership to tenants” (Besley and

Burgess 2000, p. 392). Second, certain land reforms dissolved the intermediary land-

holders that had been crucial to the agricultural system in British India. Much of

these estate-type systems were prevalent in the east, in what later became Bengal-state.

Third, ceilings on landholdings were enacted to limit the amount of land a person or

family could own. Fourth, some landholdings were allowed to be consolidated, in a

move to allow greater agricultural efficiency. As shown in Figure 1b, although ten-

ancy reforms were the most popular type throughout much of the 20th century, there

is substantial variation over time in all four categories.

Saliency of land reform, and political pressure to implement reforms, has existed

even before Indian independence. Since landholders often had tightly aligned interests

with the colonial government, by independence they had become deeply unpopular

(Hanstad et al. 2009). Taking advantage of this growing sentiment, the Communist

Party of India incorporated a motto of “land to the tiller” into its party platform in 1948.

This was followed by the Congress Party creating an Agrarian Reforms Committee a

year later (Joshi 1975, p. 38). Even into the 1970s, mass campaigns for agrarian reform

took place such as Operation Barga in West Bengal in 1978, which tried to create a

7



stronger legal basis for tenants through an on-the-ground implementation program

(Bandyopadhyay 1986; Banerjee, Gertler and Ghatak 2002). However, as shown in

Figure 1a, which depicts the number of land reforms enacted in the 15 major states in

India from 1957 to 1992, the fact that almost every state enacted at least some type of

reform suggests that land reform is not simply an ideological policy implemented by

the left, but rather an opportunistic policy due to its sheer popularity. As an Assamese

legislator pointed out, “we are to look to the interests of 96% of the cultivators of land

and not to the 4% of the landlords or capitalists or big people who are holding lands

for generations depriving these cultivators for generations of their dues.” (Borgohain

1992, p. 49).

In addition to the continued saliency described above, many reforms differed in

what they hoped to accomplish. In some states, tenancy reforms enabled land to be

passed down by families, while in others legal and administrative hurdles limited the

effectiveness of land reform (Bardhan and Mookherjee 2010). Policies such as ceilings

on landholdings varied between states as well; in the 1960s Assam had a ceiling of 20

hectares that any single landowner could own, while in Rajasthan this was 136 hectares

(Das 1995). Some reforms permitted families to have twice the ceiling on landholdings

if they had five or more members in their family. Others offered an exemption, “of tea,

coffee, rubber, cardamom and cocoa plantation[s] and of lands held by religious and

charitable institutions beyond normal ceiling limits” (Bandyopadhyay 1986, p. A-51).

Although reforms differed in substance, they all tried to implement at least some form

of redistribution in the interests of the poor (Das 1995).

Despite the mixed literature on the economic consequences (Deininger et al. 2003),

large numbers of land-poor tenants and farmers—as well as discriminated castes—

directly benefitted from the passage of redistributive policies (Bandyopadhyay 1986;

Bardhan and Mookherjee 2010). For instance, as a result of Operation Barga in West

Bengal, an estimated 65 percent of tenants had registered with the state government

by 1993, providing legal protection against landholders (Banerjee, Gertler and Ghatak

2002, p. 242). Issues of land were also important to a large number of poor voters. As
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(a) Spatial distribution of reforms
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(b) Type of reform over time

Figure 1: Land reform is dispersed over time and space

Note: In Figure 1a, Uttarakhand, Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand were part of Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh and Bihar, respectively, and were split in 2000. Telengana was part of Andhra Pradesh until
2014. 9



evidence of this, Figures 2a and 2b show the results of two questions from the 1971 In-

dian National Election Survey (Eldersveld, Ahmed and Marvick 2011). The first asks

if there should be a ceiling on property ownership. Nearly 70 percent of respondents

thought that there should be some limit on the amount of land an individual can own.

The second question asks if the respondent approves of land grabs (the taking of prop-

erty by those who have little to no land themselves). This answer is more split but

still highly polarizing, with about 44 percent approving of land grabs compared with

around 45 percent disapproving.
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(a) “Should there be a ceiling on property?”
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(b) “Do you approve of land grabs?”

Figure 2: Land reform is a salient policy for voters

Note: Figure 2a: “Some people say that the government should pass legislation so that people are not
allowed to own and possess large amounts of land and property. Others say that people should be
allowed to own as much land and property as they can acquire—what would you say?” Figure 2b:
“Some political leaders and parties have been advocating that poor people with not land and property
should occupy a part of land and property of those who have a large amount of land and property. Do
you approve of this or do you disapprove?”

In addition to voter demand, land reforms are ideal policy cycle instruments for

governments due to their cost-effectiveness. Reforms are in-kind rather than cash.

They impose little cost on the government since revenues to pay for reforms do not

have to be generated through taxes or borrowing. Instead, the burden falls mostly on

landholding elites. This policy is ideal since it benefits supporters and circumvents

budget constraints. Freed of these constraints, governments are likely to implement

land reforms in areas with large amounts of poor voters who own little land, and are

thus most susceptible to these promises. Moreover, this may be far more efficient than
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the cost of large redistributive handouts to win voters. Following an analysis with

aggregate data, I test the theoretical claim of whether reforms are salient to voters using

survey-level data below.

In India, mandated elections for the state assembly occur every five years.1 There-

fore, policy passage should consistently occur just before an election, and reform should

be less likely after an election since the need to win over voters is small. This leads to

the following hypothesis:

H1: Reforms are most likely to occur the year before an election

Since state elections are typically held early in the year, I expect governments to pass

the policy the year before an election.

As Chhibber and Nooruddin (2004) emphasize in the Indian context, based on the

level of competition, parties in Vidhan Sabha elections face different incentives in their

decision to provide public goods. In multiparty systems there may be less total vot-

ers to buy off, but the margin of victory is much smaller. This makes reform more

important in order to win votes. In systems with two or more competitive parties,

governments have an incentive to enact land reform in order to beat their opponent

in elections. By contrast, in states where a single party is consistently in government,

there tends to be less competition in elections, and parties should be less likely to push

for reforms, regardless of ideology (Bardhan and Mookherjee 2010). Therefore, I hy-

pothesize that land reforms will be more likely during elections where two or more

parties are engaging in electoral competition.

H2: Multi-party competition makes land reform more likely, relative to single-party

competition

Ideology is another factor that may determine whether parties implement policy

opportunistically or for partisan reasons. Although party ideology could affect the
1Earlier elections are possible if a coalition collapses or if “President’s Rule” is imposed. I account

for this in the robustness section. Jammu and Kashmir has elections every six years according to its
constitution.
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desired extent of land reform, with few exceptions, parties on either side of the ide-

ological spectrum have advocated for reform. For instance, the centrist, “[Indian Na-

tional] Congress Party advocated the abolition of intermediaries while the growing left

and radical movement emphasized the rights of the subtenants and the actual tillers.”

(Eashvaraiah 1993, p. 159). While post-election implementation effectiveness of poli-

cies may be conditional on ideology, the literature suggests that the passage of reforms

is not. Therefore, rather than policies that are implemented based on ideology, I expect

that opportunistic parties of all ideologies will take advantage of increased voter sup-

port through the passage of reforms. I generate the following hypotheses regarding

specific ideologies in India: state governments controlled by leftist parties, such as the

Communist Party of India and the Communist Party of India-Marxist, will be most

likely to implement land reform. Centrist parties such as the Indian National Congress

(INC) have, “traditionally represented the interests of big landowners in rural areas,”

and thus should be less likely to implement reform (Bardhan and Mookherjee 2010, p.

1573). Although the INC gave strong support for land reform around independence,

over time they slowly backed away from strong redistributive preferences as they be-

gan to rely on the support of constituencies other than the poor (Zaidi 1985). This

places the INC somewhere between the left and the right. Right-wing parties are ex-

pected to implement even less than the INC.

H3: Left-leaning governments make land reform more likely relative to centrist

governments

H4: Right-leaning governments make land reform less likely relative to centrist

governments

Data and methods

To test the hypotheses above I use the dichotomous dependent variable, land reform,

from Besley and Burgess (2000, 2002, 2004), from 1957 to 1992. It is coded 1 if a land
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reform occurred in state i in year t.2 The dependent variable encompasses the fol-

lowing four categories: tenancy reform, dissolving intermediaries, consolidating land-

holdings, or imposing a landholding ceiling on property owners. In the Supplemental

Materials (SM), I test the robustness of the findings to disaggregating these categories.

Although the coding of the dependent variable does not take into account the in-

tensity of land reform, there are a number of reasons why this indicator might still be

ideal. First, land reform was highly context-specific, which makes coding difficult. Sec-

ond, a dichotomous indicator still captures the underlying casual mechanism. Passing

land reforms sends a signal to voters that benefits (through redistribution from the re-

form) are likely to occur in the future. I parse out this out more in the individual-level

analysis below. Third, no good measures exist that proxy for intensity of reform.

For party competition and ideology I draw from Chhibber and Nooruddin’s (2004)

coding of the Indian states. They create a number of dummy variables to account for

low-competition states and multi-party contested state assembly elections. Arguably,

in a state dominated by a single party, ideology matters less to voters than in multi-

party states where ideology could come into play in determining land reform policies.

I extended their four indicators back ten years, lengthening the range of ideological

competition from 1957 to 1992, and expanding the analysis for a total of 15 Indian

states over the period. States that have a leftist party (e.g., any of the communist or so-

cialist parties) that held over 20 percent of state assembly seats in a given year—as well

as a centrist party (such as the INC or most regional parties) that clears the 20 percent

threshold—are coded as Two-Party: Left-Center. I code a state-year as Two-Party: Center-

Right if in addition to a competitive centrist party, a rightist party (e.g., the Bharitiya

Janata Party or Shiv Sena) also held over 20 percent of seats. States are coded as Mul-

tiparty: Left-Center-Right if leftist, centrist, and rightist parties each clear the 20 percent

threshold. Last, states are Single-Party Dominant if a second party is unable to secure

2The analysis stops in 1992, since in 1993 a constitutional amendment was passed which created the
Gram Panchayat system—village-level elected councils—from which much of the state’s power was
decentralized to (Besley et al. 2004).
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more than 20 percent of seats.3 Below I also employ alternative specifications of ideol-

ogy and competition to test the robustness of my findings. The resulting model is the

following:

Pr(LandReformit) = f(Electionsi,t+s, Ideologyit, Competitionit) (1)

where the probability of land reform in a given state-year is a function ofElectionsi,t+s,

which are a set of dummy variables equal to one if the state i is holding an election in

year t—where s ∈ −1, 0—one year before or the year of an election, as well as the

ideology and competition variables described above. To address those who may be

targets of land reform by politicians, I also add the percent of those in a state owning

no land.

Results

As a preliminary validity check, in Figure 3 I show the predicted probability from an

OLS model with state and year fixed effects with clustered standard errors by state, in

which the only regressors are dummy variables for the election year and each of the

four years before the election; a similar approach is used by Khemani (2004). While

full results are in the SM, Figure 3 indicates that the probability of land reform tends

to increase before an election, culminating in a predicted probability of just over 15

percent in the year before an election.

Given the suggestive evidence in Figure 3, in Table 1 I present the results from logit

models with state and year fixed effects, using the full model specification discussed

in Equation 1. Results in the SM using random intercepts result in nearly identical

results. As shown in Model 1 in Table 1, elections affect the propensity for reform. In

the year before an election, the parameter estimate is statistically significant at the 10

percent level and is in the hypothesized positive direction. The election-year dummy is

3Thus, each of these dummy variables accounts for each position’s effect on land reform relative to a
two-party competitive Parliament with two centrist parties.
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Figure 3: The probability of land reform is highest the year before an election

Note: Predicted probabilities from an OLS model with state and year fixed effects (held at means).
Results available in SM.

positive, much smaller in magnitude, and is not statistically significantly different from

zero. This lends support to the hypothesis that governments strategically time policies

to occur before an election in order to win votes. Holding all other variables at their

means and calculating the change in predicted probabilities, I find that land reform is

about 4.4 percentage points more likely to occur in year before an election than in the

years prior. Given that the predicted probability of land reform in these prior years is

only around 2.7 percent (according to Model 1), this represents a substantial increase

in the probability of reform passage.

In terms of ideology and competition in Model 1, none of the competition indicators

appear to increase the likelihood of land reform passage, although keep in mind that

these are looking at only within-state variation in ideology and competition. When a

state becomes single-party dominant, there appears to be an increased probability of
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Table 1: Evidence for political policy cycles

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Year Before Election 1.01∗ 0.95∗ 0.95∗ 1.06∗

(0.52) (0.54) (0.54) (0.55)

Election Year 0.18 0.25 0.25 0.44
(0.61) (0.63) (0.63) (0.65)

Single-Party Dominant 0.77 0.53 0.52 0.64
(0.64) (0.54) (0.55) (0.59)

Multiparty: Left-Center-Right -0.54
(1.20)

Two-Party: Left-Center 0.58
(1.74)

Two-Party: Center-Right 0.50
(1.19)

% Owning No Land 0.12∗∗ 0.12∗∗ 0.12∗∗

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)

Leftist 1.98∗∗ 2.00∗∗ 2.09∗∗

(0.92) (0.95) (0.96)

Congress 0.48 0.48 0.71
(0.65) (0.65) (0.67)

Effective Number of -0.02 -0.13
Parties (0.21) (0.21)

% Land Owned by -0.28
Bottom 50% (0.21)

% Land Owned by 0.03
Top 10% (0.12)
N 515 515 515 515
States 15 15 15 15
State FE YES YES YES YES
Year FE YES YES YES YES
Log Lik. -89.76 -87.59 -87.59 -88.28
χ2 80.29 84.64 84.65 83.26

Note: Dependent variable is dichotomous and equal to 1 if land reform was passed in state i in year t.
Logit with standard errors in parentheses. Two-tail tests. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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land reform passage, although this coefficient is not statistically significant across spec-

ifications. The percentage of the population owning no land is in the expected positive

direction, and is statistically significant across all models. This provides evidence that

poor, landless voters demand reform, and politicians try to win their support through

implementing policy.

These results provide evidence that land reforms are passed in the year before an

election. Why does passage occur in the year before an election and not in the election

year? Most likely this is because state assembly elections are typically held early in

the year (March is the median election month in the sample). In the SM, I investigate

this further by using a weighted election variable that takes into account the election

month. The results are consistent with those in Table 1.

In Model 2 I substitute the party competition and ideology dummy variables for

Leftist and Congress dichotomous indicators. Leftist is coded one if a left-wing ideol-

ogy party is in power in the state, and Congress is coded one if the Congress Party is

in control. A leftist ideology exerts a strong, statistically significant positive effect on

the likelihood of land reform passage. These results also suggest that leftist parties are

more likely to pass land reform than the Congress Party, and that Congress is more

likely than other parties to pass reform as well, all else equal (although this latter effect

is not statistically significant. The probability of reform if a state becomes controlled by

a leftist government increases by about 12.7 percentage points, compared to other ide-

ologies. This is consistent with hypotheses H3 and H4. Moreover, it supports previous

findings that find that ideology plays a role in redistribution (Chhibber and Nooruddin

2004). However, competition, as examined in Model 1, seems to matter less than ide-

ology. This suggests that although parties in government may opportunistically time

the passage of land reforms, they are more likely to do so along ideological lines.

Although the effect of a simple ideology measure was examined in Model 2, it did

not account for competition. I add the Effective Number of Parties in Model 3. Even

with its inclusion, the year before the election coefficient remains significant and in
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the same direction as before. The same is true for the leftist coefficient, as well as the

percentage of the population owning no land. However, the effective number of parties

does not achieve statistical significance. This provides evidence that the competitive

environment does not appear to affect the decision to enact land reform. To test the

robustness of this finding, in the SM I dichotomize the effective number of parties along

the lines of Chhibber and Nooruddin (2004). These results suggest that states where

there are three or more effective parties have a higher propensity for land reform.

In Model 4, I investigate an alternative measure for land-poor voters who increase

demand for land reform. Including the percentage of land owned by the bottom 50

percent of the income distribution as well as the percentage of land owned by the top

10 percent captures the inequality of land ownership within a state. Although these

variables are in the expected direction—as the poor own more land the need for land

reform decreases, as the rich own more land the need for land reform increases—they

are not statistically significant at conventional levels. Moreover, including proxies for

the inequality of land ownership does not change the earlier results in regards to timing

and competition. Thus, while higher proportions of the population owning no land are

associated with an increased likelihood of land reform (Models 1, 2, and 3), increased

land concentration among either the poor or rich does not lead to more or less policy

passage.

In the SM I perform a host of robustness checks. To alleviate concerns about model-

ing choice, I estimate a GLM model with a logistic link and random intercepts, as well

as a linear probability model. The results using these specifications are the same, if

stronger, as the ones shown above. I also find that the results are robust to operational-

izing the election indicator using a monthly weighting scheme, as well as accounting

for the year after an election. To test whether the credibility of reforms may have de-

creased over time, I split the sample into the first decade of data, as well as before

and after the 1975-1977 Emergency (during which civil liberties were suspended and

political and social shifts occurred); the results remain robust to splitting the sample.

It is also possible that the type of land reform might affect policy timing; I find that
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all types of reform tend to be passed in the year before a state election. There is also

the issue of endogeneity in state elections (Khemani 2004), since incumbents might in-

stead call early elections to coincide with policy passage. The findings remain robust

to accounting for these elections. Last, I dichotomize party competition, change the

methodological specification, account for President’s Rule (the suspension and calling

of new elections by the Indian President), as well as account for partisan linkages be-

tween the state and national governments. The main findings remain robust to these

alternative specifications.

Individual-level evidence for the use of policy as a strategic tool

The macro-level evidence presented above suggests that land reform is a strategic tool

passed before an election in order to gain the support of voters. This compliments

studies in other countries that show that land reform policies may increase political

support (Albertus 2012; Boone 2012). However, this theory raises two concerns at the

individual level about the use of policy passage as a strategic tool to win votes. First,

does the repeated use of land reforms weaken its credibility? In other words, if land

reforms are passed but not fully implemented, are voters aware of this? If so, then

continuous policy passage may water down the effectiveness it has as a signal to voters.

Second, if reforms are truly effective, a smaller number of voters may be won over by

the promise of further reforms. Does the effectiveness of land reform make it less likely

to be passed in the future?

To examine these potential concerns, I turn to individual-level survey data from

the nationally representative Indian National Election Study (Eldersveld, Ahmed and

Marvick 2011). Two important questions were included over time in these non-longitudinal

studies. First, both the 1967 and 1971 election studies asked respondents an open-

ended question about the ‘most-important’ problem (MIP) facing their village or town.

I coded respondents as having Land/Inequality is the MIP if they voiced concerns over

issues of land or issues of inequality. This variable is a dichotomous indicator where 1
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indicates the respondent was concerned with land reform or issues of inequality, and

0 indicates the respondent was concerned with some other issue.

Second, both the 1971 and 1985 surveys ask whether or not the respondent thinks

people with no land or property should occupy the land of those who have a large

amount of property. I coded Approve of Land Grabs as a dichotomous variable with

one meaning “approve of land grabs” (zero meaning “disapprove”/“uncertain”). Though

imperfect, these measures serve as proxies for the importance of land reform in the

minds of voters.

The question core to this theory is whether the passage of land reform results in

a decrease in the proportion of respondents that approve of land grabs or think land

issues are the most important problem. If land reform is a strategically-timed pol-

icy, voters should continue to show a concern for land grabs and land reform even

in states where land reform has already occurred. To test whether land reform issues

remain salient to voters, even after reforms have been passed, I consider a difference-

in-differences (DiD) design. This design is appealing since there are only two surveys

available (1967 and 1971 for the most important problem question and 1971 and 1985

for the land grab question), a substantial number of respondents are sampled within

each state, and some, though not all states, enacted reform between the “pre-” and

“post-” surveys in the dataset.

For the “Most Important Problem” question, I estimated the following model:

Pr(Land Reform is MIPist) = vt + αs + βRst + εist (2)

where the probability of respondent i living in state s in survey year t responding that

land or inequality issues are the most important problem facing the nation is a function

of a dichotomous variable equal to one if the respondent is in the latter, 1971 survey,

state fixed effects, αs, and a treatment variable, Rst, equal to one in 1971 if the state

enacted any land reform between 1967 and 1971, and zero otherwise.
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One key assumption that must be met in DiD designs is that of parallel trends;

that the average change in the control group (respondents living in states that did not

enact land reform) is the counterfactual of the treatment group (those who did). One

way this could be violated would be if individuals moved between states that received

land reform and those that did not. Overall, this seems unlikely, given that interstate

migration rates in India are low, especially during this period (Rosenzweig and Stark

1989; Munshi and Rosenzweig 2006).

The results are shown in Table 2, Model 5. As indicated by the results, the difference-

in-differences approach indicates that absent any reform passage, an individual living

in a state in 1971 is almost three percentage points more likely as a respondent in 1967

to believe that issues of land or inequality are the most important problem facing In-

dia.4 For a respondent in states that passed reform, they are about 2.5 percentage points

less likely to feel that land issues are the most important problem than a respondent in

a state that has not in 1971.5

In Model 6, I substitute the Any Reforms dichotomous variable for a continuous one

that measures the Number of Reforms passed between 1967 and 1971. Once again, a re-

spondent in 1971 is about 2.8 percentage points more likely to feel that land issues are

the MIP than one in 1967 in states that did not enact any reforms. The marginal effect

of enacting a reform is about -2.3 percentage points, again suggesting that enacting

land reforms leads to slightly lower feelings that land inequality is the MIP. Overall,

after controlling for unobservable state-specific factors, respondents tend to be influ-

enced by land reforms, but not drastically. For those states that have not enacted land

reforms, respondents seem to become more concerned with land issues over time.

In Models 7 and 8 in Table 2, I add in control variables to account for individual-

level characteristics. These include dummy variables for social groups at each end

of the social hierarchy, gender, religion, occupation, a 5-category education indicator,

4This is the discrete change in probability between 1967 and 1971, given no reforms, holding all fixed
effects at their means.

5This is the marginal effect of moving from no reform to any reforms in 1971, holding other variables
at their means.
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a rural area dummy, a trichotomous indicator of political interest, and whether the

respondent is under 36. Details and summary statistics about these data are available

in the SM. While the results are similar to the results without controls, they suggest

that the negative effect of land reforms (on land issues as MIP) are slightly larger after

controlling for characteristics of the respondents.

I present the results of the difference-in-differences approach for the 1971 and 1985

survey questions on whether or not respondents approve of land grabs in Models 9-12

in Table 2. The results differ from the MIP question, since there is a sharp decrease over

time in the likelihood of a respondent approving of land grabs in states that have not

enacted any reforms. For instance (using Model 9), in states that did not enact any land

reform, a respondent is fully 65 percentage points less likely to approve of land grabs in

1985 compared to 1971, and this effect is statistically significant. However, in Model 9

the marginal effect of enacting any reform is not statistically significantly different from

zero. In fact, in Model 10—which differs from Model 9 by using the number of land

reforms that have occurred—the marginal effect is positive and statistically significant;

enacting land reform leads to about a 0.5 percentage point increase in the probability

that a respondent will approve of land grabs in 1985 as compared to a state that did

not enact any reforms. Last, Models 11 and 12 add individual-level control covariates,

and tend to not change the substantive findings.

The individual-level analysis shows that land reform has a negative effect on those

believing that land issues are the most important problem, and a positive—though

small—effect on those supporting land grabs, even after accounting for unobservable

state-specific characteristics. Over time, respondents are less likely to support land

grabs, but they are only slightly less likely to feel that land issues are the MIP. In states

that did not enact reforms, they are more likely to feel that land issues are the MIP.

The control variables also shed light on who might benefit from reform; Dalits or farm

laborers tend to be likely to answer yes to both the “inequality as MIP” and “approve

of land grab” questions, while those who are Brahmin or more educated tend to be

much less likely to answer in the affirmative.

23



Taken as a whole, this section shows that land reform issues remain relatively im-

portant over time, and that this decrease is not conditional on the passage of land

reforms. Thus, it does not appear that repeated passage of land reforms influences

sentiments on reform, which makes it an ideal tool for politicians to time strategically

in order to win votes.

Discussion and conclusion

This article theoretically links the research on distributive politics and political bud-

get cycles. Using data on Indian land reforms, I find evidence that policy passage is

more likely to occur the year before an election. Policies are a clear signal to voters of

incumbent competence, responsiveness to voter demands, and the desire to win over

additional supporters. Individual-level survey evidence confirms that land reform is-

sues remain salient over time, even when reforms have been passed in a state. In other

words, passing land reform does not appear to diminish its effect as a tool used to win

over voters.

Designed to win over rather than reward constituents, land reform is an ideal policy

due to its low fiscal cost relative to other government policies, as well as its high visibil-

ity among landless rural voters. This supports earlier findings in Venezuela (Albertus

2012) and Kenya (Boone 2012) that examine the use of land reform as a distributive tool

to increase political support. It also supports previous work that finds that reforms are

politically salient (Teofilo and Garcia 2003). This salience is not limited to India; in

2003 an estimated 40 percent of the non-urban population in Asia lived under infor-

mal land ownership (Deininger et al. 2003). In Africa this figure is 50 percent. Other

types of legislation may also contain a cyclical component, such as subsidy policies, or

the announcement of large make-work projects.

Results in this article suggest that competition had only a slight effect on policy

passage. However, there was evidence that ideology affects land reforms. Leftist par-
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ties were more likely to implement reforms than parties of the center and the right.

This suggests that this particular policy may be a partisan good, rather than a purely

opportunistic one. To further examine whether opportunistic or partisan behavior is

coming into play, a study of the implementation of land reform is needed. Policy im-

plementation, carried out by bureaucratic agents, may differ across ideologies. Or,

bureaucracies may be influenced by political considerations in choosing to regulate

and enforce certain policies. For instance, in the context of land reform, bureaucratic

agents may reward loyal supporters with faster implementation, or they might try to

win over swing voters. In addition, future research may focus on the other side of

the equation; do voters—especially poor ones—reward incumbents that have passed

reforms?

In this article I have advanced a theory of political policy cycles. Using data on

Indian land reform, I find evidence of a policy cycle that is timed to coincide with

elections. These findings are complimented by individual-level evidence that suggests

that land reforms are precisely the type of issue that matter to voters. Far from be-

ing a neutral, demand-based policy, I have argued that governments strategically pass

land reforms as a signal to voters, and that they send this signal at an electorally-

advantageous time. As scholars continue to disaggregate macroeconomic indicators

into targeted spending areas designed to benefit and attract certain constituencies, the

ability to use policy passage around elections as a signal to voters appears to be an

important tool of governments.
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