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Abstract
Although South American countries have experienced unprecedented re-
gional migration in the last decade, there is little research on the impact of 
these demographic changes on citizens’ political preferences. Does exposure 
to immigration affect native residents’ concerns about the provision of public 
services? To address this question, we use survey data from the AmericasBa-
rometer in Colombia before and after the immigration wave generated by the 
2015 political and economic crisis in Venezuela. We implement a difference-
in-differences design to estimate the effect of distance from border crossings 
between Colombia and Venezuela on respondents’ concerns about the provi-
sion of healthcare and education after the large and rapid influx of immigrants. 
We find that, after 2015, respondets living closer to a border crossing are more 
likely to identify a lack of provision of health services, though not education, as
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one of their primary concerns. These results have relevant political implications 
since previous research has shown that a fiscal burden on public services can 
trigger anti-immigration attitudes in host communities.
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Resumen
Aunque los países de América del Sur han experimentado una migración regio-
nal sin precedentes en la última década, hay poca investigación sobre el impacto 
de estos cambios demográficos en las preferencias políticas de los ciudadanos. 
¿La exposición a la inmigración afecta las preocupaciones sobre la prestación de 
servicios públicos? Para abordar esta pregunta, utilizamos datos de encuestas 
del Barómetro de las Américas en Colombia antes y después de la ola migra-
toria generada por la crisis política y económica de 2015 en Venezuela. Imple-
mentamos un diseño de diferencias en diferencias para estimar el efecto de la 
distancia desde los cruces fronterizos entre Colombia y Venezuela sobre las 
preocupaciones de los encuestados sobre la provisión de atención médica y 
educación después de la gran y rápida afluencia de migrantes. Mostramos que, 
después de 2015, los encuestados que viven más cerca de un cruce fronterizo 
tienen más probabilidades de identificar la falta de prestación de servicios de 
salud pero no de educación como una de sus principales preocupaciones. Estos 
resultados pueden tener implicaciones políticas relevantes, ya que investigacio-
nes anteriores han demostrado que una carga fiscal sobre los servicios públicos 
puede desencadenar actitudes antiinmigrantes en las comunidades de acogida.

Palavras-chave:
imigração; 
serviços 
públicos; saúde; 
educação; 
Colômbia; 
Venezuela

Resumo
Embora os países da América do Sul tenham experimentado uma migração re-
gional sem precedentes na última década, há poucas pesquisas sobre o impacto 
dessas mudanças demográficas em relação as preferências políticas dos cida-
dãos. A exposição à imigração afeta as preocupações dos residentes nativos em 
relação a prestação de serviços públicos? Para responder essa questão, usamos 
os dados da pesquisa do AmericasBarometer na Colômbia antes e depois da 
onda de imigração gerada pela crise política e econômica de 2015 na Venezue-
la. Além disso, também implementamos um projeto de diferença em diferenças 
para estimar o efeito da distância das travessias de fronteira entre a Colômbia 
e a Venezuela em relação as preocupações dos entrevistados acerca do for-
necimento de saúde e educação após o grande e rápido influxo de imigrantes. 
Evidenciamos que, após 2015, os entrevistados que moram perto de uma pas-
sagem de fronteira têm maior probabilidade de identificar a falta de prestação 
de serviços de saúde, mas não de educação, sendo essa uma de suas principais 
preocupações. Esses resultados podem ter implicações políticas relevantes, 
uma vez que pesquisas anteriores mostraram que uma carga fiscal sobre os 
serviços públicos pode desencadear atitudes anti-imigração nas comunidades 
anfitriãs.
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 INTRODUCTION1

While South American countries have experienced unprecedented migration 
from Venezuela in the last decade—more than 4 million by the end of 2019—, 
there is little evidence about how exposure to immigration affects citizens’ po-
litical preferences in the region. A large part of the research on migration only 
focuses on how demographic changes affect people’s attitudes and preferences 
in developed countries (Dancygier and Laitin, 2014; Hainmueller and Hopkins, 
2014), which produces significant geographic biases in our knowledge of the phe-
nomenon (Alrababa'h et al., 2021). 

In developing countries, a large part of the population depends on the provi-
sion of public services by the state. In this context, demographic transformations 
might increase anxiety and concerns about competition for public goods such as 
healthcare and education.2 In this paper, we use evidence from Colombia to study 
whether exposure to a large influx of economic migrants and refugees increases 
residents’ concerns about the provision of public services. Answering this ques-
tion becomes especially relevant because of previous research showing how a 
fiscal burden on public services can trigger anti-immigration attitudes in host com-
munities (Facchini and Mayda, 2009). Additionally, understanding how the local 
population reacts to demographic changes is crucial for improving the integration 
of immigrant communities and reducing the discrimination and stereotyping of 
foreigners. Pinpointing the issues that locals identify as problems after large immi-
gration waves could allow governments to concentrate their efforts on addressing 
those concerns, and as a result, reduce the saliency of immigration-related issues. 

Using evidence from Colombia, we examine how exposure to a massive and 
rapid influx of immigrants from Venezuela has affected host citizens’ concerns 
about the provision of public goods. Since 2014, more than 1.4 million people 
have entered Colombia from Venezuela (UNCHR and OIM 2019). During this 
time, Colombia has also experienced significant economic and political trans-
formations, with the country taking significant steps towards ending its internal 

1. We thank Cherie Maestas, Eric Waltenburg, and Matt Ellis for useful comments and suggestions. 
We thank the Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) and its major supporters (the United 
States Agency for International Development, the Inter-American Development Bank, and Vanderbilt 
University) for making the data available. All errors are our own.
2. Traditional economic approaches define public goods as resources that are both non-excludable 
and non-rivalrous, which means that people cannot be excluded from using them and their use by 
one individual does not affect the availability to others (Samuelson, 1954). Accordingly, education 
or health might not be considered public goods for some authors because one person’s consumption 
might diminish the quality of the good for others. In this paper we follow a more nuanced definition 
by understanding public goods as resources that benefit not only the individuals but also the entire 
society by generating a wide variety of social benefits (Tilak, 2008). Therefore, we use public goods 
and public services interchangeably.
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conflict between the FARC guerrilla group and the government. Despite this, 
post-conflict Colombia still faces several challenges. The multidimensional costs 
of more than 50 years of civil conflict left severe territorial development gaps, 
high levels of inequality, and a concentration of means of production such as land. 
Some areas of the country face significant disparities in their level of economic 
development and access to basic services (World Bank, 2018). 

To understand how people update their concerns about the provision of pub-
lic goods after demographic changes, we use four rounds of the AmericasBarom-
eter survey in Colombia: two from before the 2015 massive influx of Venezuelan 
economic migrants and refugees (2013, 2014) and two after (2016, 2018). Survey 
respondents are georeferenced by municipality to estimate their distance from 
border crossings between Colombia and Venezuela. Our outcome of interest is 
a binary indicator of whether the (lack of) provision of healthcare or education 
is the most important problem respondents perceive the country is facing. We 
construct an exposure to immigration indicator using the distance from the re-
spondent municipality of residence to the nearest border crossing from Venezue-
la, which works as a proxy of the level of exposure to immigration. We exclude 
the largest cities in Colombia—Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, and Medellin—because 
exposure to migration in those places should not be explained by distance to the 
border. We implement a difference-in-differences design (DID) to estimate the 
effect of distance from the nearest official border crossings with Venezuela after 
the 2015 immigration crisis.3

This paper seeks to make three significant contributions to the existing litera-
ture. First, while there has been empirical research on public attitudes towards 
migrants in the US and Western Europe, there is little research about the effects 
of large-scale migration in developing countries, where a large part of migration 
occurs (UNHCR, 2017). Second, most of the literature studying the economic var-
iables that affect the formation of migration-related preferences focuses only on 
income and unemployment. However, gaining insights about the effects of large 
immigration waves in developing countries requires paying more attention to oth-
er concerns such as the provision of public goods. Third, since previous research 

3. Venezuelans do not need a visa to enter Colombian territory. They can enter the country as tour-
ists without any kind of restriction. As a result, we expect them to mainly use official border passes 
when crossing from Venezuela to Colombia. However, is important to acknowledge during the peri-
od of study there have been moments of restrictions of official border crossings. First, in 2015 the 
Venezuelan government decided to restrict the official border crossing for approximately 12 months. 
During this time, the Colombian government managed to negotiate a humanitarian corridor that al-
lowed the crossing of students, people in need of healthcare, and other exceptional cases. On August 
13, 2016, Venezuela officially reopened its border with Colombia. Additionally, on October 2, 2016, 
June 14, and March 11, 2018 the Colombian government closed its border due to the plebiscite and 
the presidential elections (first and second round), respectively (Colombia Migration, 2019).
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has illustrated how worries about competition for public services can trigger hos-
tility towards immigrants, having a better understanding of these concerns could 
allow governments to address them to facilitate the integration of migrants. 

PROVISION OF PUBLIC GOODS IN LATIN AMERICA

As opposed to most Western societies, Latin American countries do not offer 
strong welfare programs to their citizens (Segura, 2007; Haggard and Kaufman, 
2008; Noy and Voorend, 2016). In the absence of a wide repertoire of state-led 
policies aiming to achieve a minimum level of social protection for its people, the 
provision of basic goods and services such as education and healthcare is crucial 
for citizens, especially for the less privileged. 

What explains the quality of provision of public goods in Latin America? Previ-
ous research has shown that contextual factors play a critical role in the distribu-
tion of social benefits and the provision of public services such as education and 
healthcare in the region. This literature has focused on social mobilization (Garay, 
2010), electoral competition and attempts to expand electoral coalitions (Pribble, 
2015; Garay, 2010), political alignment (Niedwiecki, 2016), the nature of political 
coalitions (Giraudy and Pribble, 2020), the actions of powerful veto players (Cas-
tiglioni, 2001), and the emergence of left-wing parties during the 2000s (Huber et 
al., 2008; Huber and Stevens, 2012).

In the case of Colombia, the state provides middle-range education and 
healthcare coverage and limited risk-coping programs (Pribble, 2011). The worst 
deficits in public services such as education and healthcare are concentrated in 
rural localities (ECLAC, 2016). Further, recent studies show that the decades of 
armed conflict have undermined municipalities’ effectiveness in providing health 
and education services (Rodriguez, 2009). The provision of public goods and ser-
vices is not only a matter of subnational factors but rather can also be affected 
by place-sensitivity (Otero-Bahamón, 2020). For example, well-designed policies 
that take local conditions into account, as opposed to one-size-fits-all policies, 
can improve the provision of public services and therefore enhance peoples’ living 
conditions.

As a result, the contextual, fragile, and uneven provision of public and services 
in Latin America suggests that large demographic changes might factor into how 
people update their concerns and priorities about the provision of public goods 
and services. Better understanding how people react to these transformations is 
especially important in democratic contexts where we expect governments to be 
responsive to citizens and for citizens to hold governments accountable for their 
performance. But also, following Otero-Bahamón (2020), the state might have an 
opportunity to improve the provision of public goods and services if they follow 
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a place-sensitivity approach by taking into account the local context: in this case, 
the demographic changes associated with the arrival of large numbers of immi-
grants to border localities. 

IMMIGRATION AND ECONOMIC THREATS IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH

Political economy approaches for public opinion towards migrants have ar-
gued that economic concerns about immigration are founded on fears about labor 
market competition and a fiscal burden on public services (Facchini and Mayda, 
2009; Hainmueller and Hiscox ,2010). These two issues have dominated debates 
about immigration policy in the US (Borjas, 2001) and have been used to explain 
anti-immigrant attitudes in the UK (Simon et al., 1999).

The labor market competition model predicts that the supply of low-skilled 
labor will increase with the arrival of low-skilled immigrants, which will deteriorate 
both wages and employment levels (Scheve and Slaughter, 2001). Similarly, the 
fiscal burden on public services model predicts that low-skilled immigrants will be 
a net burden for the state, which can either react by raising taxes or decreasing 
public spending (Hanson, Scheve, and Slaughter 2007). There is evidence showing 
that low-income natives are more likely to oppose low-skilled immigration in plac-
es with greater fiscal exposure in terms of immigrant access to public services;4 
which suggest that concerns about the provision of public services might contrib-
ute to explain people’s fears and concerns about immigration (Hainmueller and 
Hiscox 2010). 

As mentioned above, one possible response that avoids this fiscal burden on 
public services is increasing taxation of the rich. Nevertheless, governments with 
small welfare states or with low fiscal capacity might not necessarily raise taxes 
in response to more migration. In this context, the local population would have to 
compete with immigrants for the same social benefits. This is known as the “ben-
efit adjustment model” (Meseguer and Kemmerling, 2018). Therefore, in places 
where people are more likely to rely on public services, anti-immigrant sentiments 
might rapidly grow among poor natives after an immigration shock.

The economic threat models predominantly focus on responses to voluntary 
migrants in North-South migration where migrants are mostly highly-skilled and 
where developed countries have a greater capacity to respond to the large-scale 
migration waves. Conversely, the benefit adjustment model can be better applied 
to the dynamics of South-South migration. The majority of refugees are hosted in 

4. Hainmueller and Hiscox (2010) measure fiscal exposure using two indicators: state-level welfare 
spending and immigrant tax contributions. 
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non-developed countries neighboring their countries of origin, where migrants are 
mostly low-skilled and might need more support from the state, but from states 
that have little capacity to respond to the massive influx of economic migrants 
and refugees. Given developing states’ limited capacity to increase tax revenues 
and the already deficient provision of public services to poor citizens, concerns 
about the provision of these services could increase in saliency after large demo-
graphic transformations. 

In the case of Colombia after 2015, the country has received hundreds of 
thousands of people from Venezuela who were escaping from high levels of so-
cial, political, and economic insecurity, including a lack of access to basic goods 
and services such as medicine and food. A large number of the refugees and mi-
grants from Venezuela are “families with children, pregnant women, elderly peo-
ple and people with disabilities” (UNHCR, 2019). In response to this situation, the 
fiscal burden on public services model would predict that the host population 
might become increasingly concerned about the provision of public services.

Recent studies on public attitudes towards migrants in Latin America sug-
gest that economic threats matter far more than cultural ones in shaping anti-
immigrant sentiment.5 On average, anti-immigrant sentiment in Latin America is 
as high, or even higher than, in the US and Europe (Meseguer and Kemmerling, 
2018). For instance, in the case of Costa Rican attitudes towards Nicaraguan mi-
grants, Malone (2019) finds that when respondents perceive immigrants to be an 
economic threat, they are significantly more supportive of restrictive migration 
policies.6 

It is important to notice that immigration-related attitudes can also be ex-
plained by (mis)perceptions about the effects of demographic changes. For ex-
ample, Severino and Visconti (2021) find that concerns about crime increased in 
Chile after a rise in immigration from Haiti, even though crime rates had not been 
affected by these demographic changes.7 This can be read as evidence of a dis-
connect between perceptions and the real consequences of migration. Similarly, 

5. There is consistent evidence showing the importance of economic factors explaining people’s pref-
erences in Latin America (Murillo and Visconti 2017, Visconti 2019). 
6. Another relevant factor for understanding support for transnational policies is trust in foreigners 
(Wals et al., 2015), which might have both economic and cultural dimensions. 
7. Previous studies have shown that prejudice and discrimination against immigrants can increase 
based on how different they are from the native population (Brader, Valentino and Suhay, 2008). We 
have similar expectations for the case of Venezuelans in Colombia. Unfortunately, we do not have 
detailed data about immigrants’ country of origin or race to make comparisons or explore for the het-
erogenous effects of immigration. In any case, we would expect that people who are more different 
from Colombians (acknowledging that Colombia was already a racially diverse country) might trigger 
more prejudice, which could contribute to an even greater increase in concerns about the provision 
of public goods.
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fear about the consequences of immigration may also be driven by a myopic focus 
on the short-term consequences of a demographic change. Evidence from the 
National Research Council shows that though the average immigrant to the US 
might impose a tax burden on natives in the short-term, they would become a 
net contributor in the long-run (Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2010). Nevertheless, be-
cause people have a hard time differencing between short- and long-term conse-
quences (Healy and Malhotra, 2009; Achen and Bartels, 2016), we expect short-
term concerns to be driving their preferences and attitudes. 

In this paper, we do not attempt to elucidate whether the increase in con-
cerns about public goods is explained by a real or a perceived reason but rather 
to identify whether this worry exists. The existence of such concerns can become 
a relevant input for governments to try to address either the lack of provision 
or the misperception to then improve the integration of immigrants into their 
communities. 

We hypothesize that given the contextual nature of the delivery of public 
goods in developing countries, people might become more concerned about 
education and healthcare in host countries, such as in Colombia after the 2015 
economic and political crisis in Venezuela. To study the effects of migration, we 
follow a geographic proximity framework (Zhou, 2018), in which “mere exposure 
to the refugee crisis suffices to crystallize latent anti-immigrant attitudes and mo-
bilize citizens to support exclusionary policies” (Hangartner et al., 2019, p. 446). 
We measure exposure using the distance from official borders between the two 
countries, as explained in the next section. 

Hypothesis: We expect the concerns of Colombian citizens about healthcare 
and education after the 2015 immigration crisis to increase the closer they are to 
the Colombian-Venezuelan border. 

VENEZUELAN IMMIGRATION TO COLOMBIA

Economic and political turmoil in Venezuela has induced the largest wave of 
regional migration in Latin American history. According to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, Latin American countries host approximately 
80 percent of the 5 million Venezuelan migrants (UNCHCR, 2019). By 2019, Co-
lombia continues to be the largest recipient of refugees and migrants from Vene-
zuela, reaching 1.4 million by August 2019 (UNCHR and OIM, 2019). Historically, 
Colombia has been a country with high levels of emigration due to its internal 
conflict, making Venezuela one of the main migratory destinations of Colombians. 
By 2016 Colombia had 7.3 million internally displaced persons (IDPs), the most in 
the world (Carvajal, 2017). In recent years, however, this trend has been reversed 
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due to the political and economic instability in Venezuela. This migration from 
Venezuela to Colombia takes place in the political context of Colombia’s recent 
peace agreement with the FARC guerrilla group, a significant step towards ending 
half a century of internal conflict. Despite this, post-conflict Colombia faces sev-
eral significant challenges: underdevelopment, inequality, and the concentration 
of means of production (World Bank, 2018). 

There are more than 1.4 million Venezuelans in Colombia. This migratory in-
flux is composed of economic migrants, returning population, and refugees; and it 
is balanced in terms of gender composition (Colombia Migration, 2018). Complex 
socioeconomic conditions characterize these migrants. The migrant population is 
two times more likely to be unemployed, and about half live in poverty. They also 
face an increasing lack of access to medical care. Similarly, irregular migrants have 
a level of non-attendance at school of about 40 %, which is more than twice the 
rate of the local population (World Bank, 2018; UNHCR and OIM 2019).

Local governments face greater challenges in providing social services for 
Venezuelan migrants in the border areas. For instance, there has been a signif-
icant increase in emergency medical care provided to the Venezuelan migrant 
population in government facilities. The resulting burden on health services, as 
in this example from North Santander, is considerable: “between January 2017 
and the end of June 2018, emergency medical attention was provided to 19,108 
Venezuelans in government health facilities in North Santander, and there were 
an additional 5,877 mobile clinic visits” (Doocy et al., 2019, p. 85). The Colombian 
education system is also experiencing significant challenges in response to these 
demographic changes. As of July 2018, the total enrollment of students born in 
Venezuela was 21,746, more than double the number registered in the previous 
month (13,788 students) (Administrative Department of the Presidency of the 
Republic 2018, p. 50).

In general, the Colombian government has enacted a welcoming migration 
policy towards Venezuelan immigrants. Since 2017, the government passed new 
measures aiming to improve the management of the migrant population and pro-
mote access to basic services. The government developed two instruments to 
regularize migratory flow in border areas. First, “in November 2018, the Colom-
bian government reopened registration for the Border Mobility Card (TMF, Tar-
jeta de Movilidad Fronteriza), which allows Venezuelans to enter Colombian border 
areas for up to seven days in order to obtain basic goods and services. Since then, 
more than 2.6 million Venezuelans have registered for the TMF” (R4V Response 
for Venezuelans, 2020). Second, to provide migrants with the opportunity to 
work and access healthcare, education, and financial services, the government 
created the permiso especial de permanencia (PEP). This permit provides access 
to emergency health care, employment, and education for migrants; and more 
than 600 thousand permits were issued through this response package (Colombia 
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Migration, 2019). Additionally, in March 2021 the government issued the Decree 
216 implementing the Temporary Statute protection for Venezuelan migrants (Es-
tatuto Temporal de Protección, ETP), which “allows the transit of Venezuelan mi-
grants who are in the country from a temporary protection regime to an ordinary 
migratory regime” (Colombia Migration, 2021). 

RESEARCH DESIGN

To assess how immigration can change citizens’ perception of the provision 
of public goods, we use a difference-in-differences strategy (DID). The design is 
used to estimate the effect of a treatment by comparing the changes in outcomes 
over time. The canonical model analyzes two groups observed in two time peri-
ods. In the first period, none of the groups is exposed to the treatment condition; 
meanwhile, in the second period, one of them is exposed to the treatment condi-
tion (Wing et al., 2018). The design relies on the assumption that the outcomes 
in the treatment and the control group would follow the same trajectory in the 
absence of the treatment (Angrist and Pischke, 2008). 

Our DID model uses a continuous instead of a binary indicator of exposure 
since we rely on distance from the border to measure the degree to which people 
are exposed to immigration from Venezuela.8 We compile data on the geographic 
locations of all of the official land border crossings between Colombia and Ven-
ezuela (i.e., latitude and longitude coordinates for each of them). 

We use survey data from four rounds of the Latin American Public Opinion 
Project in Colombia from 2013 to 2018. We georeference each respondent’s lo-
cation by municipality using data from the National Administrative Department of 
Statistics in Colombia. By having geographic coordinates for each citizen respond-
ent, then we calculate their proximity to each of the seven official border crossing 
sites between Colombia and Venezuela.

We construct a treatment indicator using the distance from the respondent 
municipality of residence to the nearest border crossing as an approximation of 
how exposed the respondent is to the large and rapid demographic transforma-
tion at the border. We understand the treatment as a measure of the intensity of 
exposure to immigration.

8. See Acemoglu, Autor, and Lyle (2004) for an example of using a difference-in-differences design 
with a continuous treatment. An alternative approach transforms the continuous treatment into a 
binary variable when implementing a canonical DID (e.g., Visconti, 2021). However, doing so would 
require a clear cutoff for the treatment variable, which is not the case when using distance from the 
border. 
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Since we estimate the effect of exposure to the large and rapid immigration 
influx from Venezuela using distance to the closest border, we remove from our 
analysis respondents from the Colombia’s largest cities, Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, 
and Medellín, since in those cases, the reception of migrants should not be ex-
plained by proximity to the border crossings. In appendix A, we implement the 
main analysis without excluding those municipalities, and the conclusions of the 
study are the same. Figure 1 illustrates all of the border crossings between Colom-
bia and Venezuela. Five of them are land crossings and two are fluvial.

Figure 1. Border crossings between Colombia and Venezuela
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Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS,
AeroGRID, IGN, and the GIS User Community
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Source: own elaboration from DIAN (2021).

Migration to Colombia substantially changed in 2015, as humanitarian condi-
tions worsened under Nicolás Maduro’s regime. While 10,642 Venezuelans lived 
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in Colombia in 2015, 769,726 resided there in 2018, as shown in figure 2.9 Fol-
lowing these dynamics, we use the 2013 and 2014 survey rounds for before and 
the 2016 and 2018 rounds for after the beginning of the 2015 immigration crisis. 
To give context to this distinction, in 2013 and 2014 12,357 Venezuelans en-
tered Colombia (before the crisis) and in 2016 and 2018 that number increased to 
809,037 (after the crisis).

Figure 2. Venezuelan Migrants in Colombia

Source: own elaboration from Colombia Migration (2018, p.4).

The main outcome variables are constructed using the following question from 
the Latin American barometer: “In your opinion, what is the most serious problem 
the country is facing?” Respondents had to mention the issue they believed to 
be the most concerning. We generate binary indicators for whether respondents 
mentioned the following concerns related to the provision of public services as 

9. Data from Colombia Migration (2018, p. 4).
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one of the most important issues: (lack of) healthcare and (lack of) education.10 
We also use pretreatment and placebo covariates (i.e., individual characteristics 
that should not be affected by exposure to immigration).11 We use an OLS regres-
sion to estimate the effect of distance from border crossings after the influx of 
migrants from Venezuela. 

Y represents our outcome of interest, which is whether respondents consider 
a (lack of provision) of health or education as the most important issue Colombia is 
facing. D is the measure of exposure to the immigration influx from Venezuela (i.e., 
distance to the closest border crossing). A refers to a binary indicator of whether 
the survey was conducted after the 2015 crisis in Venezuela. Our coefficient of 
interest is , which corresponds to the effect of distance from the border after 
the 2015 crisis. X corresponds to the set of placebo covariates. In appendix B we 
show that results are not conditional on including controls. Finally, we cluster the 
standard errors at the municipality level. 

RESULTS

Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics of the variables used in the analysis. 
Five percent of respondents in our sample mention health or education as their 
main concerns.12 In addition, the average distance from the closest border cross-
ing is 451 km and almost half of the sample participated in the surveys implement-
ed before the 2015 crisis. Also, the average years of education is nine, the average 
age is 39 years old, and half of the sample is composed of female respondents. 

10. Education: educación, falta de, mala calidad. Health: Salud, falta de servicio. 
11. Education (in years), age (in years), gender (0: male, 1: female), size of the municipality (1: rural 
area, 2: small city, 3: medium city, 4: large city), deaths associated to violence between 2010 and 2012 
at the municipality level (number of deaths). 
12. While this number might seem low, it is important to notice that half of the sample are people 
who participated in the survey before the 2015 immigration crisis, and some of the respondents from 
post-2015 surveys live far from the border. As a result, the total concern about public goods is not 
as relevant as is how these concerns change based on the influx of people from Venezuela and the 
distance from the closest border. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for main variables

Mean St. Dev. Min Max N

Concerns about (lack of) health care service 0.03 0.18 0 1 4,193

Concerns about (lack of) education 0.02 0.13 0 1 4,193

Distance to closest border crossing 451.87 232.76 11.59 967.12 4,193

After 2015 0.51 0.50 0 1 4,193

Education 9.09 4.14 0 18 4,193

Age 38.91 15.68 18 90 4,193

Female 0.50 0.50 0 1 4,193

Size 2.62 1.18 1 4 4,193

Deaths associated to political violence 
(2010-2012) 6.88 32.47 0 216 4,193

Source: own elaboration from the AmericasBarometer (2013-2018) by the Latin American 
Public Opinion Project (LAPOP), www.LapopSurveys.org, and CNMH (2010-2012).

Figure 3 reports the interaction (β3) coefficients and the 95 % confidence 
intervals when using equation 1, which refers to the effect of exposure to im-
migrants after the massive influx of people from Venezuela that started in 2015 
(observations: 4,193). We present the results in percentage points to facilitate 
their interpretation.13 We also provide them in table format in appendix C. Con-
cerns about the provision of healthcare significantly increase (decrease) by 0.01 
percentage points for each kilometer respondents move closer to (away from) the 
nearest border crossing after the economic and political crisis in Venezuela (p-val-
ue: 0.000). Simply put, when we reduce distance to the border, we increase con-
cerns about health. This finding suggests that increasing exposure to immigration 
makes people care more about the provision of health services. As we expected, 
geographic proximity to Venezuela can trigger concerns about migration even in 
a context where these flows are temporary or transitory.

Regarding concerns about education, the immigration shock of 2015 has 
not had a substantive nor significant effect (p-value: 0.701).14 We believe there 
might be two main explanations to understand this null finding. First, respondents 

13. We multiply the results by 100. Therefore, now we can directly interpret them as changes in 
percentage points without any transformation. 
14. We implement different robustness checks and alternative analyses in D, E, and F. 

http://www.LapopSurveys.org
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might be concerned about the provision of education but might not consider it the 
“principal problem the country is facing” when compared to other issues such as 
health. Second, in recent years Colombia has benefited from a demographic bo-
nus. The 2018 Census showed an important reduction in fertility rates compared 
to previous years; as a result, the younger population is decreasing.15 In this con-
text, Colombian schools have seen a reduction in enrollment year after year.16 For 
this reason, providing education to Venezuelans has not been as challenging, since 
schools are equipped to serve more children. The effects of the demographic bo-
nus are different when it comes to health issues, where an aging population that 
is more affected by chronic illnesses leads to greater demand for health services.

Figure 3. Effects of distance to the closest border after 2015 on concerns about 
public goods provision

Source: own elaboration of AmericasBarometer (2013-2018) by the Latin American Public 
Opinion Project (LAPOP), www.LapopSurveys.org.

What explains the increase in concerns about health services? If we follow 
the “benefit adjustment model” (Meseguer and Kemmerling, 2018), governments 
with small welfare states might not raise taxes as a consequence of immigration 
and demographic changes. In this context, natives would have to compete with 
newcomers for the same amount of public goods and services. Following this 

15. The birth rate in Colombia in 2018 was 14.88 %, and the Fertility index was 1.81. In contrast, the 
birth rate in 2017 was 15.10 % and the fertility index was 1.83 (DANE, 2018). 
16. For instance, according to the 2018 Colombian Census “national enrollment was 9,916,546 stu-
dents, lower by 1.0 % compared to 2017 enrollment (103,748 fewer students)” (DANE, 2018, p. 3). 

http://www.LapopSurveys.org
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argument, resource strain in border regions in a developing country such as Co-
lombia, where a large part of the population depends on social services, can lead 
to a rise in concerns about the provision of healthcare. Host citizens living closer 
to bordering crossings might experience an increase in competition for social ser-
vices as an additional economic threat to their well-being. Alternatively, it is pos-
sible that the increase in concerns about health services arises from potentially 
misplaced fears of competition or misperceptions of a deterioration in the provi-
sion of public services. 

CONCLUSIONS

We use geocoded data of border crossing locations and survey data from 
Colombia to show how exposure to a large and rapid demographic change gen-
erated by a political and economic crisis in Venezuela can affect concerns about 
the provision of crucial public services such as healthcare and education. We find 
that exposure to the immigration wave from Venezuela affects concerns about 
health but not about education. These findings offer important insights into the 
consequences of migration in the Global South. The majority of forced and volun-
tary migration occurs in this region, but previous research tends to focus on how 
developed nations receive migrants from less privileged areas of the globe. 

Immigration can stress states’ social protection systems, especially in the 
Global South where countries are already struggling to offer social benefits for 
their citizens (Noy and Voorend, 2016). More specifically, demographic changes 
might produce tension when local communities perceive a deterioration in the 
provision of public goods. These perceptions could be explained by competition 
between locals and foreigners for scarce services or by prejudice and stereotypes 
about migrants rather than by real changes in the provision of public goods. In ei-
ther case, these concerns about public services can contribute to anti-immigration 
attitudes, and as a consequence, affect the integration of refugees and economic 
migrants. 

These findings have practical implications for humanitarian policymaking. 
Although the Colombian government has enforced a welcoming policy towards 
Venezuelan immigrants, it has not been able to meet their basic needs in border 
regions. These municipalities face a greater burden when hosting immigrants as 
they face significant gaps between demand for and their ability to provide ba-
sic social services. Therefore, in addition to strengthening institutional capacity 
to respond to immigrants’ needs, immigration policies should advocate for the 
physical and social integration of immigrants into host communities. For exam-
ple, as Otero-Bahamón (2020) shows, place-sensitive policies that take into ac-
count the local context help improve the provision of public goods. This type of 
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approach could soften concerns about the provision of public services in areas 
that that are experiencing significant challenges due to large and rapid demo-
graphic transformations. 
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APPENDIX

Appendix A: Results with all municipalities

Figure A1 reports the main analysis but without excluding Colombia’s largest 
cities, Barranquilla, Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín (observations: 6,174). The conclu-
sions of the study are the same regardless of excluding or keeping these munici-
palities in the sample.

Figure A1. Effects of distance to the closest border after 2015 on concerns 
about public goods provision (all municipalities)

Source: own elaboration from LAPOP (2013-2018).

Appendix B: Results without controls 

Figure A2 reports the main results without using controls (education, age, 
gender, size of municipality, and deaths associated to political violence). The con-
clusions of the study are the same regardless of including controls or not. 
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Figure A2: Effects of distance to the closest border after 2015 on concerns 
about public goods provision (no controls)

Source: own elaboration from LAPOP (2013-2018).

Appendix C: Regression results in table format 

Table A1 presents the results from figure 3 in table format.

Table A1. Difference-in-differences

Lack of health Lack of education

Distance to the closest 
border*After 2015 (β3) 

-0.01***
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

Observations 4,139 4,139

Placebo covariates Yes Yes

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01. Variables not shown: distance to  
the closest border ( ), after 2015 ( ), and placebo covariates ( ).

Source: own elaboration from LAPOP (2013-2018).
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Appendix D: Perceptions about Venezuela

The LAPOP survey included one question about Venezuela in their 2014 
round (before the influx of immigration). As a result, we check whether distance 
to the border is a predictor of perceptions about Venezuela (using the same con-
trols included in equation 1). Though the question asks about Venezuela being a 
model of development and not about perceptions of Venezuelans, this is the best 
proxy we found to try to address this concern. The results in table A4 show that 
distance to the border is not a relevant predictor of perceptions about Venezuela. 

Table A2. Distance to the border and perceptions about Venezuela

Perceptions about 
Venezuela

Distance to the closest border -0.003
(0.002)

Observations 1,493

Placebo covariates Yes

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01. Variables not shown: placebo covariates.
Source: own elaboration from LAPOP (2013-2018).

Appendix E: Road distances

As a robustness check, rather than a distance computed using latitude and 
longitude, we use road distances between borders and municipalities. The main 
conclusions of the study are the same regardless of the approach used to com-
pute distances. 
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Figure A3. Effects of distance to the closest border after 2015 on concerns 
about public goods provision (road distance)

Source: own elaboration from LAPOP (2013-2018) and Google Maps.

Appendix F: Income

In this section, we use income as an extra control and check for heterogene-
ous treatment effects based on income. Figure A4 provides the main findings us-
ing this new covariate in the regression analysis. The conclusions of the study are 
not changing.
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Figure A4. Effects of distance to the closest border after 2015 on concerns 
about public goods provision (including income as a covariate)

Source: own elaboration from LAPOP (2013-2018).

We also explore heterogeneous treatment effects by interacting income with 
distance and after 2015 (and including all the other respective interactions to cor-
rectly specify the equation). We do not find evidence to claim that lower-income 
people might be reacting differently than higher-income citizens.

Table A3. Heterogenous effects by income

Lack of health Lack of education

Distance to the closest 
border*After 2015*Income

-0.0003
(0.0004)

-0.0003
(0.0003)

Observations 3,491 3,491

Placebo covariates Yes Yes

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01. Variables not shown: distance to the closest border, 
after 2015, and placebo covariates. 

Source: own elaboration from LAPOP (2013-2018).

However, one of the issues with using income is the high number of missing 
values and that some covariates such as age and gender are highly predictive of 
missingness.
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