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NOTES AND COMMENTS
MATCHING ON THE ESTIMATED PROPENSITY SCORE

BY ALBERTO ABADIE AND GUIDO W. IMBENS'

Propensity score matching estimators (Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983)) are widely
used in evaluation research to estimate average treatment effects. In this article, we de-
rive the large sample distribution of propensity score matching estimators. Our deriva-
tions take into account that the propensity score is itself estimated in a first step, prior to
matching. We prove that first step estimation of the propensity score affects the large
sample distribution of propensity score matching estimators, and derive adjustments
to the large sample variances of propensity score matching estimators of the average
treatment effect (ATE) and the average treatment effect on the treated (ATET). The
adjustment for the ATE estimator is negative (or zero in some special cases), implying
that matching on the estimated propensity score is more efficient than matching on the
true propensity score in large samples. However, for the ATET estimator, the sign of
the adjustment term depends on the data generating process, and ignoring the estima-
tion error in the propensity score may lead to confidence intervals that are either too
large or too small.

KEYWORDS: Matching estimators, propensity score matching, average treatment ef-
fects, causal inference, program evaluation.

1. INTRODUCTION

PROPENSITY SCORE MATCHING ESTIMATORS (Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983))
are widely used to estimate treatment effects.” Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983)
defined the propensity score as the conditional probability of assignment to a
treatment given a vector of covariates. Suppose that adjusting for a set of co-
variates is sufficient to eliminate confounding. The key insight of Rosenbaum
and Rubin (1983) is that adjusting only for the propensity score is also suffi-
cient to eliminate confounding. Relative to matching directly on the covariates,
propensity score matching has the advantage of reducing the dimensionality of
matching to a single dimension. This greatly facilitates the matching process

'We are grateful to the editor and three referees for helpful comments, to Ben Hansen, Ju-
dith Lok, James Robins, Paul Rosenbaum, Donald Rubin, and participants in many seminars for
comments and discussions, and to Jann Spiess for expert research assistance. Financial support
by the NSF through Grants SES 0820361 and SES 0961707 is gratefully acknowledged.

ZFollowing the terminology in Abadie and Imbens (2006), the term “matching estimator” is
reserved in this article to estimators that match each unit (or each unit of some sample subset, e.g.,
the treated) to a small number of units with similar characteristics in the opposite treatment arm.
Thus, our discussion does not refer to regression imputation methods, like the kernel matching
method of Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd (1998), which use a large number of matches per unit
and nonparametric smoothing techniques to consistently estimate unit-level regression values
under counterfactual treatment assignments. See Hahn (1998), Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd
(1998), Imbens (2004), and Imbens and Wooldridge (2009) for a discussion of such estimators.
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because units with dissimilar covariate values may nevertheless have similar
values for their propensity scores.

In observational studies, propensity scores are not known, so they have to
be estimated prior to matching. In spite of the great popularity that propensity
score matching methods have enjoyed since they were proposed by Rosenbaum
and Rubin in 1983, their large sample distribution has not yet been derived for
the case when the propensity score is estimated in a first step.> A possible rea-
son for this void in the literature is that matching estimators are non-smooth
functionals of the distribution of the matching variables, which makes it dif-
ficult to establish an asymptotic approximation to the distribution of match-
ing estimators when a matching variable is estimated in a first step. This has
motivated the use of bootstrap standard errors for propensity score matching
estimators. However, recently it has been shown that the bootstrap is not, in
general, valid for matching estimators (Abadie and Imbens (2008)).*

In this article, we derive large sample approximations to the distribution of
propensity score matching estimators. Our derivations take into account that
the propensity score is itself estimated in a first step. We show that propensity
matching estimators have approximately Normal distributions in large sam-
ples. We demonstrate that first step estimation of the propensity score affects
the large sample distribution of propensity score matching estimators, and de-
rive adjustments to the large sample variance of propensity score matching
estimators that correct for first step estimation of the propensity score. We do
this for estimators of the average treatment effect (ATE) and the average treat-
ment effect on the treated (ATET). The adjustment for the ATE estimator is
negative (or zero in some special cases), implying that matching on the esti-
mated propensity score is more efficient than matching on the true propensity
score in large samples. As a result, treating the estimated propensity score as
it was the true propensity score for estimating the variance of the ATE esti-
mator leads to conservative confidence intervals. However, for the ATET esti-
mator, the sign of the adjustment depends on the data generating process, and
ignoring the estimation error in the propensity score may lead to confidence
intervals that are either too large or too small.

2. MATCHING ESTIMATORS

The setup in this article is a standard one in the program evaluation litera-
ture, where the focus of the analysis is often the effect of a binary treatment,

Influential papers using matching on the estimated propensity score include Heckman,
Ichimura, and Todd (1997), Dehejia and Wahba (1999), and Smith and Todd (2005).

“In contexts other than matching, Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd (1998), Hirano, Imbens, and
Ridder (2003), Abadie (2005), Wooldridge (2007), and Angrist and Kuersteiner (2011) derived
large sample properties of statistics based on a first step estimator of the propensity score. In
all these cases, the second step statistics are smooth functionals of the propensity scores and,
therefore, standard stochastic expansions for two-step estimators apply (see, e.g., Newey and
McFadden (1994)).
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represented in this paper by the indicator variable W, on some outcome vari-
able, Y. More specifically, W =1 indicates exposure to the treatment, while
W =0 indicates lack of exposure to the treatment. Following Rubin (1974),
we define treatment effects in terms of potential outcomes. We define Y (1) as
the potential outcome under exposure to treatment, and Y (0) as the potential
outcome under no exposure to treatment. Our goal is to estimate the average
treatment effect,

Tr=E[Y(1)-Y (0],

where the expectation is taken over the population of interest. Alternatively,
the goal may be estimation of the average effect for the treated,

T =E[Y()- Y)W =1].

Estimation of these average treatment effects is complicated by the fact that for
each unit in the population, we observe at most one of the potential outcomes:
Y — Y(0) if W =0,
Tl lyY@) ifw=1.
Let X be a vector of covariates of dimension k. The propensity score is p(X) =
Pr(W =1]|X), and p* = Pr(W = 1) is the probability of being treated. The
following assumption is often referred to as “strong ignorability” (Rosenbaum

and Rubin (1983)). It means that adjusting for X is sufficient to eliminate all
confounding.

ASSUMPTION 1: (i) Y(1), Y(0) 1L WI|X almost surely; (ii) p=pX)<Dp
almost surely, for some p > 0and p <1.

Assumption 1(i) uses the conditional independence notation in Dawid
(1979). This assumption is often referred to as “unconfoundedness.” It will
hold, for example, if all confounders are included in X, so that after control-
ling for X, treatment exposure is independent of the potential outcomes. Hahn
(1998) derived asymptotic variance bounds and studied asymptotically efficient
estimation under Assumption 1(i). Assumption 1(ii) implies that, for almost all
values of X, the population includes treated and untreated units. Moreover,
Assumption 1(ii) bounds the values of the propensity score away from zero
and 1. Khan and Tamer (2010) have shown that this condition is necessary for
root-N consistent estimation of the average treatment effect.

Let w(w,x) =E[Y|W =w, X =x] and o*(w, x) =var(Y|W =w, X = x)
be the conditional mean and variance of Y given W = w and X = x. Simi-
larly, let w(w, p) = E[Y|W = w, p(X) = p] and ¢*(w, p) = var(Y|W = w,
p(X) = p) be the conditional mean and variance of Y given W = w and
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p(X) = p. Under Assumption 1,

T=E[u(,X)— w0, X)]
and

To=E[u(1, X) — w0, X)|W =1]

(see Rubin (1974)). Therefore, adjusting for differences in the distribution of
X between treated and nontreated removes all confounding and, therefore,
allows identification of ATE and ATET. Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) proved
that W and X are independent conditional on the propensity score, p(X),
which implies that under Assumption 1:

r = E[i(L, p(X)) — (0, p(X))]

and

7 =E[a(1, p(X)) — (0, p(X)) W =1].

In other words, under Assumption 1, adjusting for the propensity score only
is enough to remove all confounding. This result motivates the use of propen-
sity score matching estimators. A propensity score matching estimator for the
average treatment effect can be defined as

N
?;=%Z(2Wi—1>(x—% )3 Yj),

i=1 jeTm (i)

where M is a fixed number of matches per unit and 7, (i) is the set of matches
for unit i.° (The superscript * on 7}, indicates that matching is done on the true
propensity score.) For concreteness, in this article we will consider matching
with replacement, so each unit in the sample can be used as a match multiple
times. In the absence of matching ties, the set of matches Jy,(i) can formally

3In typical applications, M is small, often M = 1. Choosing a small M reduces finite sample
biases caused by matches of poor quality, that is, matches between individuals with substantial
differences in their propensity score values. Larger values of M produce lower large sample vari-
ances (see Abadie and Imbens (2006, Section 3.4)), and one could consider increasing M in a
particular application if such increase has a small effect on the size of the matching discrepan-
cies, which are observed in the data (Abadie and Imbens (2011)). Similarly to Yatchew’s (1997)
work on semiparametric differencing estimators, we derive a large sample approximation to the
distribution of matching estimators for fixed values of M. Large sample approximations based
on fixed values of smoothing parameters have been shown to increase accuracy in other contexts
(see, in particular, Kiefer and Vogelsang (2005)).
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be defined as

JM<i)={j=1,...,N:W,«=1—Wi,

( > 1up<X,->p(Xk><p<X,-)p<Xj>J) = M},

k:W=1-W;

where 1, is a binary indicator that takes value 1 if the event inside brackets
is true, and value zero if not. For the average effect on the treated, 7, the
corresponding estimator is

L1 1
T,,N:EZW,@—M > Y)
i=1

jeTm (i)

where N, = Zf\il W, is the number of treated units in the sample.

The large sample distributions of 7 and 77, can be easily derived from re-
sults on matching estimators in Abadie and Imbens (2006), applied to the case
where the only matching variable is the known propensity score. However, one
of the assumptions in Abadie and Imbens (2006) requires that the density of
the matching variables is bounded away from zero. Although this assumption
may be appropriate in settings where the matching is carried out directly on
the covariates, X, it is much less appealing for propensity score matching es-
timators. For example, if the propensity score has the form p(X) = F(X'6),
then even if the density of X is bounded away from zero on its support, the
density of F(X'0) will generally not be bounded away from zero on its sup-
port. We therefore generalize the results in Abadie and Imbens (2006) to al-
low the density of propensity score to take values that are arbitrarily close to
Z€ero0.

ASSUMPTION 2: (i) The propensity score p(X) is continuously distributed, has
interval support [ P, pl, and has a density that is a continuous function on [ P, Pl

(i) for w =0, 1, @(w, p) and a*(w, p) are Lipschitz-continuous and continuous
in p, respectively; (iii) for w =0, 1, there exists § > 0 such that E[|Y |*"°|W = w,
p(X) = plis uniformly bounded.

ASSUMPTION 3: {(Y;, W, X;)}Y, are independent draws from the distribution
of (Y, W, X).

The next proposition presents the large sample distributions of 7, and 7}
under Assumptions 1-3.

PROPOSITION 1: Suppose Assumptions 1-3 hold. Then, (i)

«/N(?}:,—T)—d)N(O, 0'2),
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where

o* = E[(&(1, p(X)) — &(0, p(X)) — 7)’]

1 1 1
+E[&2(1’ p(X))<p(X) * W(ﬁ(X) B p(X)))}

+ E[&Z(o, p(X))

1 1 1 oy
X<1—p(X)+W(1—p(X)_( — ))>>}’

where
1 )

ol = —=E[p(X)(2(1, p(X)) — £(0, p(X)) — 7,
Ep O] [ (a( ) — &( )—7)]
I
E[pX)]

1

+ 2
E[p(X)]

P 1 1 P
X<1—p(X>+Mp(X)+W1—p<X>>}'

+ E[3*(1, p(X)) p(X)]

£ 720, p0)

The proof of this proposition is available in the Supplemental Material
(Abadie and Imbens (2016)).

Motivated by the fact that, in observational studies, propensity scores are
not known, we are interested in the case where matching is not on the true
propensity score p(X), but on an estimate of the propensity score. Following
Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) and most of the empirical literature, we consider
a generalized linear specification for the propensity score, p(x) = F(x'8). In
empirical research, the link function F is usually specified as Logit or Probit.
It is straightforward to extend our results to more general parametric models
for the propensity score.® For unit i, and for arbitrary values for 0, let 7y, (i, 6)

®Misspecification of the propensity score typically leads to inconsistency of the treatment effect
estimator, unless the misspecified propensity score constitutes a balancing score, that is, a func-
tion, b(X), of the covariates such that X Ll W|b(X) (see Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983)). Moti-
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denote the set of M matches where we match on F(X'6):

jM(lao):{jzl?'aNVI/]:l_W?

( > 1[F<X,<9)—F(X;(e><F<X;9>—F<X,’-9)|1) =< M}~

k:W=1-W,

The matching estimator for the average treatment effect where we match on
F(X'0) is then

i 1
?N(f)):NZ(zm—l)(Yi—M > Yj>.
i=1

J€TM (i, 0)

Let 6* denote the true value of the propensity score model parameter vec-
tor, so that p(X) = F(X'6*). Then, the estimator based on matching on the
true propensity score can be written as 7y, = Ty (60*). We are interested in the
case where Ty (0) is evaluated at an estimator §N of 6*, based on a sample
{Y;, W, X;}¥,. We focus on the case where 6y is the maximum likelihood esti-

mator of :7

/H\N :arngaXL(OH/I/l’XI’ teey WNaXN)a

where the log-likelihood function is
L(6|I/I/17X17 s WNaXN)
N
=Y WinF(X[6) + (1 - W) In(1 - F(X]6)).
i=1

The propensity score matching estimator of 7 that matches on the estimated
propensity score can now be written as

_ 1 & 1
?N=?N<0N>=—Z<2m—1>(n—— > Y,»)
Nl,:1 M

jeTm (i, 0n)

vated by this consideration, empirical researchers routinely use measures of balance in the distri-
bution of the covariates between treated and nontreated, conditional on the estimated propen-
sity score, to perform specification searches on the propensity score (see, e.g., Dehejia and Wahba
(1999)). An alternative safeguard against misspecification of the propensity score is the use “dou-
bly robust” matching estimators, like the bias-corrected matching estimator of Abadie and Im-
bens (2011).

"It is straightforward to extend our results to other asymptotically linear estimators of 6*.



788 A. ABADIE AND G. W. IMBENS

Similarly, the propensity score matching estimator of 7, that matches on the
estimated propensity score can be written as

Iy 1 & 1
%,N=a,N<0N>=—Zm<K—— > Y,).
N, P M

jeTm i, 0N)

Whenever confusion is possible, we will be explicit in the dependence of the
matching estimators on 6. If the argument is omitted, 7y and 7, y are used as
shorthand for TN(HN) and 7, N(HN), respectlvely

The two main questions addressed in this article are (i) do the estimators
based on matching on the estimated propensity score have Normal large sam-
ple distributions, and (ii) if so, how does their large sample variance compare to
that of the estimators that match on the true propensity score, given in Propo-
sition 1? In the next section, we answer these two questions and derive the
large sample distribution of TN(ON) and 7, N(ON) Conventional linearization
methods for two-step statistics are difficult to apply in the context of matching
estimators because matching estimators are complicated functionals of the dis-
tribution of the data. We therefore follow a different route, building on work
by Andreou and Werker (2012) on residual based statistics, and the martingale
representations for matching estimators derived in Abadie and Imbens (2012).

3. LARGE SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION

In the first part of this section, we derive the large sample approximation
to the samphng distribution of TN(HN), and in the second part, we present the
results for 7, N(GN)

Let P be the distribution of Z = {Y, W, X} induced by the propensity score,
F(X'0), the marginal distribution of X, and the conditional distribution of Y
given X and W. We index this distribution P? by 6, and will consider properties
of estimators for different values of 6, under the same marginal distribution
for X, and the same conditional distribution for Y given W and X. Given
Assumption 1, the average treatment effect is equal to

— E[Y(1) - Y(0)] = E[E[Y|W =1, X] - E[Y|W =0, X1].

From this equation, it can be seen that ATE does not depend on the propensity
score; it only depends on the conditional distribution of Y given W and X and
the marginal distribution of X. The average treatment effect for the treated is

=E[Y(1) = Y(O)|W =1]
=E[E[Y|W =1,X] - E[Y|W =0, X]|W =1]

E[F(X'6")(ELY|W =1,X] - E[Y|W =0, X])]
B E[F(X'0")] '
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In contrast to the average treatment effect, 7, the average treatment effect for
the treated, 7,, depends on the propensity score, and we make this dependence
explicit by indexing 7, by § wherever appropriate. In particular, 7, = 7,(6*) is
the average effect of the treatment on the treated.

To derive the large sample distribution of 7y and 7, y, we invoke some addi-
tional regularity conditions. First, we extend Assumption 2 to hold for all 6 in
a neighborhood of 6*.

ASSUMPTION 4: (i) 6* € int(@) with ® compact, X has a bounded support,
and E[X X'] is nonsingular; (ii) F : R+ (0, 1) is continuously differentiable with
strictly positive and bounded derivative f; (iii) there exists a component of X that
is continuously distributed, has nonzero coefficient in 0*, and admits a continuous
density function conditional on the rest of X; and (iv) there exists & > 0 such that,
forall O with |6 — 6*|| < &, E[Y|W =w, F(X'0) = plis Lipschitz-continuous in
p,var(Y|W = w, F(X'0) = p) is continuous in p, and there is 6 > 0 such that
E[|Y | |\W =w, F(X'0) = p] is uniformly bounded.

The case of only discrete regressors is left out from Assumption 4, but, as
noted in Abadie and Imbens (2006), it is a simple case to treat separately.
With only discrete regressors, each observation (or each treated observation
in the case of ATET) can be matched to every observation with identical esti-
mated propensity score value in the opposite treatment arm. In this case, the
propensity score matching estimator is identical to the subclassification estima-
tor in Cochran (1968) and Angrist (1998), and valid analytical and bootstrap
standard errors can be easily derived.

We will study the behavior of certain statistics under sequences 6y that are
local to 6*. Consider Zy ; = {Yn.i, Wn.i» Xn.;} with distribution given by the lo-
cal “shift” P with 0y = 6* + h/ V/N, where h is a conformable vector of con-
stants. Let Ay(6]6') be the difference between the value of the log-likelihood
function evaluated at 6 and the value of the log-likelihood function evaluated
at 9"

An(016)=L(0|Zy1, ..., Zyn) — L(01Zn 1, - .., Zy ).
Let Ay (6) be the normalized score function, or central sequence,

J

A ==

L(0|ZN,17 sy ZN,N)

1 & Wy.i — F(X},,0)
:TZXN”’F X, 0)(1—F(X, 0
N i=1 ( N,i )( ( N,i ))

f(X},10)-
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Finally, let

f(x'0)’
=k [F(X/O)(l —F(X'0))

XX’}

be the Fisher Information Matrix for 6. The expectation in this equation is
taken over the marginal distribution of X, which does not depend on 6, so the
indexing by 6 solely reflects the value of 6 where f(X'0) and F(X'6) are eval-
uated. The following intermediate lemma derives some important regularity
properties of the propensity score model that will be needed for our deriva-
tions.

LEMMA 1: Suppose that Assumptions 3, 4(i), and 4(ii) hold. Then, under P°~,

(1) Av(0105) = —HBy(00) — 5K T 40, (1),
2)  An(6y) > N0, 1),

where 1, is not singular, and

(3) VN @Oy — 6y) =I,;'Ay(6y) + 0,(1).

The proof of this proposition is available in the Supplemental Material
(Abadie and Imbens (2016)). For regular parametric models, equation (1) can
be established using Proposition 2.1.2 in Bickel, Klaassen, Ritov, and Well-
ner (1998). Also for regular parametric models, equation (2) is derived in
the proof of Proposition 2.1.2 in Bickel et al. (1998). Equation (3) can be
established using the same set of results in combination with classical con-
ditions for asymptotic linearity of maximum likelihood estimators (see, e.g.,
van der Vaart (1998, Theorem 5.39), Lehmann and Romano (2005, Theo-
rem 12.4.1)).

Let E, be the expectation operator with respect to the distributions P?. The
following assumption is a regularity condition that will be used later in this
section.

ASSUMPTION 5: Ey, [r(Y, W, X)|W,F(X'0y)] converges to E[r(Y, W, X)|
W, F(X'6*)] almost surely, for any R***-to-R bounded and measurable function,
r(y, w, x), continuous in x, and any sequence, 0y — 0*.

Primitive conditions for this assumption are provided in the Supplemental
Material.
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3.1. Large Sample Distribution for Ty (§N)

Our derivation of the limit distribution of ~/N (7y — 7) is based on the tech-
niques developed in Andreou and Werker (2012) to analyze the limit distribu-
tion of residual-based statistics. We proceed in three steps. First, we derive the

joint limit distribution of (v/N(Fy(6y) — 7), VN(8 — 6y), Ax(6*|6y)) under
PN,

PROPOSITION 2: Suppose that Assumptions 1-5 hold. Then, under PN,

VN (Fn(0y) = 7)
( VN (O — 6y) )
Ay (6°10y)

0 0'2 C,I(;} —c'h
—h1sh)2 —We —H  Wlnh
where

[ cov(X, u(l, X)|F(X'6))
(4) C—EK F(X'6")

cov(X, u(0, X)|F(X'6%))

1-F(X'07) )f(X/e*)]

All proofs for the results in this section are provided in the Appendix.

Asymptotic Normality of the first component, /N (Ty(6y) — 7), under P*"
follows from Proposition 1. Asymptotic joint Normality of the last two com-
ponents, VN (§N — Oy) and Ay (6*|6y), follows from Lemma 1. Proposition 2
derives the joint large sample distribution of the three components under P°~.
The proof extends the martingale techniques of Abadie and Imbens (2012) to
derive the result of the proposition.

In the second step of our argument, we use Le Cam’s third lemma (e.g.,
van der Vaart (1998, p. 90)). Given the result of Proposition 2, Le Cam’s third
lemma implies that, under P,

(e M ((0) (5 )
VN (By — 0y) —h )P \1Itle 1))

Substituting 8y = 6* + i/+/N, this implies that (still under P?"), for any / € R¥,

o () () )

N (o — 0) 0 ) \re 1y
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If equation (5) was an exact result rather than an approximation based on con-
vergence in distribution, it would directly lead to the result of interest. In that
case, it would follow that

VN (7x(6* + h/VN) = 7)|V'N(6y — 6%)
=h~N(0,0" - I,'c)

(see, e.g., Goldberger (1991, p. 197)). Because v/N (8y — ") = h 1mphes 0+

h/vN = Oy, and thus implies that Ty (6* + h/~/N) = Fv(Ox) = 7, the last
displayed equation can also be written as

VN@y = 1)IVN @Oy — 0) =h~N(0, 0> - I, \c).

Because this conditional distribution does not depend on 4, this in turn implies
that, under P?", unconditionally,

VN@Gy =)~ N(0, 0 = I c),

which is the result we are looking for: the distribution of the matching estima-
tor based on matching on the estimated propensity score.

A challenge formalizing this argument is that convergence of /N (7y — 7)|
VN(Oy — 6*) = h involves convergence in a conditioning event. To overcome
this challenge, in the third step of the argument, we employ a Le Cam dis-
cretization device, as proposed in Andreou and Werker (2012). Consider a
grid of cubes in R* with sides of length d/+/N, for arbitrary positive d. Then
By is the discretized estimator, defined as the m1dp01nt of the cube 0N belongs
to. If 0N ; is the jth component of the k-vector Oy, then the jth component of
the k-vector Oy is BN,] = (d/\/_)[«/—ON,]/d], where [-] is the nearest integer
function. Now we can state the main result of the paper.

THEOREM 1: Suppose Assumptions 1-5 hold. Then, under P?",

lim lim Pr(«/ﬁ(o-2 —Ite) P (Fn(By) — 7) < 2)

dl0 N—oo
exp( 1x >dx
v .

An implication of Theorem 1 is that we can approximate the distribution
of /N(7x(0y) — 7) by a Normal distribution with mean zero and variance
a* — c'I;'c. The result in Theorem 1 indicates that the adjustment to the stan-
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dard error of the propensity score matching estimator for first step estimation
of the propensity score is always negative, or zero in some special cases as dis-
cussed below. This implies that using matching on the estimated propensity
score, rather than on the true propensity score, to estimate ATE increases pre-
cision in large samples. As we will see later, this gain in precision from using
the estimated propensity score does not necessarily hold for the estimation of
parameters different than ATE.

Equation (4) and the fact that X and W are independent conditional on
the propensity score imply that if the covariance of X and w(W, X) given
F(X'0*) and W is equal to zero, then ¢ = 0 and first step estimation of the
propensity score does not affect the large sample variance of /N (Oy — 6%).
This would be the case if the propensity score provides no “dimension re-
duction,” that is, if the propensity score is a bijective function of X. In that
case, each value of the propensity score corresponds to only one value of X, so
cov(X, (W, X)|W, F(X'6*)) =0 and, therefore, ¢ = 0.

For concreteness, our derivations focus on the case of matching with replace-
ment. However, as shown in Abadie and Imbens (2012), martingale represen-
tations analogous to the one employed in the proof of Proposition 2 exist for
alternative matching estimators (e.g., estimators that construct the matches
without using replacement). An inspection of the proof of Proposition 2 reveals
that the adjustment term, —c'I¢«c, does not depend on the type of matching
employed to obtain the estimators. Therefore, the result in Theorem 1 trans-
lates easily to other matching settings. A different type of matching scheme
may change the form of ¢ in the result of Theorem 1, but not the adjustment
term, —c'lg-c.

3.2. Large Sample Distribution for 7, v

In this section, we consider the asymptotic distribution for +/N(7,x —
7,(0%)). The derivations are similar to those for the case of ATE, so we rel-
egate details to the Supplemental Material. The following theorem provides
the result.

THEOREM 2: Suppose Assumptions 1-5 hold, and let

o= SO T PRl )~ (0. () )
gL (= er .0 0e)
F(X'6")

m COV(X, n(0, X)|F(X/6*)))f(X/0*):|'
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Then, under P”,

0’) 0* ! 0') 0* —-1/2
lim lim PI‘(\/N(O'IZ — C;I(;}Ct + Tt( ) ]‘;«1 T’( ))

d}0 N—oo 0 00

x (Ton(Oy) — 1) < Z)

I exp(—lx > dx.

Notice that, in contrast to the ATE case, the adjustment for first step es-
timation of the propensity score for the ATET estimator may result in a de-
crease or an increase in the standard error. The adjustment to the standard
error of the ATET estimator will be positive, for example, if the propensity
score does not provide “dimension reduction,” so ¢, =0, and d7,(6*)/90 # 0
(which will typically be the case if the average effect of the treatment varies
with the covariates, X). In contrast, if ¢, # 0 and d7,(0*) /960 = 0, the adjust-
ment is negative. Like for the case of ATE, it can be shown that the adjust-
ment term does not depend on the particular type of matching estimator of
ATET.

4. ESTIMATION OF THE ASYMPTOTIC VARIANCE

In this section, we discuss estimation of the large sample variances of ATE
and ATET adjusting for first step estimation of the propensity score. As shown
in the previous section, the asymptotic variance for v/ N (7y — 7) is

(6) o =0 —cllc,

and the asymptotic variance for N (7, y — 7;) is

(97’,(0*) /I” (97’,(0*)
o* .

(7 Uzadl_a —cle* ¢+ 50 0

To estimate o,y and o7, we define estimators of each of the components of

the right-hand 51des of equations (6) and (7). First, estimation of the informa-
tion matrix, [+, is standard:

Z (X/ HN) ’
=_ ~— X, X/
F(X/0y)(1 - F(X/6y))

Consider next estimation of the variances corresponding to matching on the
true propensity score, o* and o?. For these components, we use estimators
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that are based on those in Abadie and Imbens (2006). Let Ky (i) be the
number of times that observation i is used as a match (when matching on
F(X'0)):

N
®)  Kus()=_ Licayon

j=1

and let 32(W,-, F(X]0%)) be an asymptotically unbiased (but not necessarily
consistent) estimator of a*(W;, F(X|6*)). The Abadie and Imbens (2006) vari-
ance estimators are

N

2
’&22%2((2%_1)(14—% > Y,) —?N)

i=1 JeTm (i, 0)

() 2 (55 e

and
N N
Atz__zz < Z Y—T,N>
NS feJMoe)
K K ~
NZZG W)( M"(l)(];z"(” ))aZ(W»,F(X;e*))‘

1 =1

To obtain the estimator 52(W,-, F(X!6%)), let H.(i, 6) be the set of units in
the same treatment arm as unit i that have the closest L values of F(X'0) to
F(X0),

HL(i7 0): {j:17"'7N:VI/j:I/I/i7
( Z 1[F<X;0)—F(X,;e><F<X;e)—F(X,’-e)|1) = L},
k:Wk:VVi

where L is generic notation for a (small) positive integer. Later, we will also
use the set 4\ (i, ), which is similarly defined but excludes i:

”H(L”(i,(?):{j=1,---’N3i¢f’Wf:Wf’

( Z 1[F<X;6>F(X,;e>|s|F<X;e>F<X;o>]> = L}-

kW =W, ki
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The sets H, (i, 0), ’H(L*")(i, 0), and J, (i, ) (this last one defined in Section 2)
will be used to estimate the different components of o and o7,;. The value
of L can vary for different components.

For L > 2 (typically, L = 2), consider the following matching estimator of
(W, F(X6%)):

Fonre) - ¥ (v ¥ o).

JEHL(,0N) keH [ (i,0n)

That is, 32(W,-, F(X]6%)) is a local variance estimator that uses information
only from units with the same value of W as unit i and with similar values of

F(X /ﬁN). Because 5,\, — 6* converges in probability to zero, 32(Wi, F(X0))
becomes asymptotically unbiased as N — co. But because L is fixed, the vari-

ance of 32(1/14, F(X]6%)) does not converge to zero and 32(1/14, F(X!6*)) isnot
consistent for o*(W;, F(X6")). The objects of interest, however, are o* and
o?, rather than *(W,, F(X,6*)). The estimators o> and o average terms that
are bounded in probability and asymptotically unbiased. As a result, as shown
in Abadie and Imbens (2006), 6 and o7 are consistent for o and o7, respec-
tively.

Next consider estimation of ¢ and ¢,. Notice first that

cov(X, Y|F(X'6"), W =1)
= cov(X, u(1, X)|F(X'0"), W =1)
+cov(X,Y — (1, X)|F(X'6"), W =1)
= cov(X, u(1, X)|F(X'6%))
+cov(X,Y — (1, X)|F(X'6%), W =1).
Using the Law of Iterated Expectations,
cov(X, Y — u(1, X)|F(X'07), W =1)
=E[X(Y —u(1,X))|F(X'6%), W =1]

—E[X|F(X'6"), W =1]

x E[Y — u(1, X)|F(X'67), W =1]
E[X(n(1,X) — n(1, X))IF(X'67), W =1]
E[X|F(X'6"), W =1]

x E[un(1, X) — n(1, X)|F(X'6*), W =1]
=0.
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Therefore,

cov(X, u(1, X)|F(X'6%)) =cov(X, Y|F(X'6"), W =1),
and the analogous result is valid conditional on W, = 0:

cov(X, u(0, X)|F(X'6%)) =cov(X, Y|F(X'6"), W =0).
It W, = w, cov(X;, u(w, X;)|F(X;6*)) can be estimated as

cov (X, w(w, X)) |F(X[6%))

1 1 1
=71 ZA (Xf_ i3 ZA Xk)(Yj— I ZA Yk),
JeMLGBN) ke (i,0n) ket (i,0N)

for L > 2 (typically, L =2). If W, # w, then

cov (X, w(w, X)) |F(X[6))

1 1 1
i1 L (v & x)(nep X on),
JeITL(i,0N) keJr (i,6N) keJr (i,6N)
also for L > 2 (typically, L = 2). Like & (W, F(X.6%)), the estimators
Cov(X;, u(w, X;)|F(X6*)) are asymptotically unbiased and bounded in prob-

ability. This allows us to construct a consistent analog estimator of ¢ that aver-
ages cov(X;, u(w, X;)|F(X]6*)) over the sample:

cov(X;, (1, X))|F(X[67))

1 N
‘N Z( F(X[0y)

i=1

cov(X;, (0, X)|F(X/6"))
1 - F(X/0y)

)1(xdn).

For ¢,, we propose separate estimators for the two components, ¢,; and c,,
where

(= mE[Xf(X'e*)
x ((1, F(X'0%)) = £(0, F(X'67)) = 7,)],
Cip= ME[GOV(X, p(l, X)|F(X'6%))
F(X'6%)

m cov(X, u(0, X)IF(X’O*))>f(X/9*):|’
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and ¢, = ¢;; + ¢;». The second component, c,,, is similar to ¢,, and our pro-
posed estimator for ¢, , is correspondingly similar to the estimator for c:

U -
9) Ca= 5 Z(cov(X,-, w(l, X)|F(X[6%))

Lo

F(XI,IO\N) — 1 nx 7
WCOV(X[, [,L(O, Xl)|F(X10 )))f(Xz HN)

The first component, ¢, ;, involves the regression functions p(w, F(X’'6*)). We
estimate these regression functions using matching:

% Yy itw=0,
RO.FOe) = | e

T Yy itw=1,

JeTL0N)

and

1 .

7 Yy itw=0,
-~ i€ (i, 0N)
/.L(l,F(XI/O*)) — JjeaL

% Yy itwi=1,

JerS (1N

for L > 1 (typically, L = 1). Our proposed estimator for ¢, ; is
1 < SN R
= 2 X (Xi0w) ((1, F(X;0)) — (0, F(X;67)) = 7).
Uizt

Notice that if W; = w, the estimator of u(w, F(X[6*)) is an average over
H(L_”(i, aN), rather than over H, (i, 5N). If observation i was not excluded
to estimate (W, F(X]0%)), then Y; would be one of the terms of the aver-
age ﬁ(W,-, F(X[0%)). Therefore, if observation i was not excluded, the estima-
tor ¢,; would contain terms of the type X,-f(Xl@N)(Y,- — ﬁ(O, F(X!6*) —71,)
when W, =1 and terms of the type X,»f(X}@N)(ﬁ(l, F(X)6*)) — Y; —7,) when
W; = 0. These terms estimate E[Xf(X'0*)(n(1,X) — (0, F(X'6*)) — 7,)]
and E[Xf(X'0*)((1, F(X'6*)) — n(0, X) — 7,)], respectively, rather than
EIXf(X'6)(n(1, F(X'0*)) — n(0, F(X'6%)) — 7,)]. To avoid this problem, we
exclude observation i for the estimation of w(W;, F(X6*)).
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For the remaining variance component, d7,(6*)/d6, notice that

oT; . 1

HOE mE[Xf(X’O*)(Y(l) —-Y(0)—7)]
_ mq){f(xﬂ*) (n(1, X) — u(0, X) — 7,)].

To estimate this component, we need to estimate the regression functions
w(1, X) and (0, X), which is done by matching on the covariates rather than
on the propensity score. Define the matching set (on covariates):

Jf(i):{j:l,...,N:szl—W,

( Z 1[|x,~xk||<|x,-xj|])§L}-

k:W=1-W,

Our estimator of d7,(0*)/d0 is

57-\‘ 1 J 7 1 ~
20 = E;Xif(XieN)<(2VVi - 1)<Yi -7 Z Y,) - 7[).

jeg

Putting these results together, our estimator of the large sample variance
of the propensity score matching estimator of the average treatment effect,
adjusted for first step estimation of the propensity score, is

G2, =02 —CI,'C.
The corresponding estimator for the variance for the estimator for the average
effect for the treated is

!
—~ —~ ~ ~ IT ~ 0T,
Oogji =0, — L C+ — I, —
; a0 6

Consistency of these estimators for fixed L can be shown using the results in
Abadie and Imbens (2006) and the arguments employed in Section 3.

5. CONCLUSIONS AND EXTENSIONS

In this article, we derive the large sample distribution of propensity score
matching estimators for the case where the propensity score is unknown and
needs to be estimated in a first step prior to matching. We show that first step
estimation of the propensity score generally affects the asymptotic variance
of matching estimators, and derive adjustments for propensity score matching
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estimators of ATE and ATET. These results allow, for the first time, valid large
sample inference for estimators that use matching on the estimated propensity
score.

For concreteness, we frame the article within the context of estimation of
average treatment effects under the assumption that treatment assignment is
independent of potential outcomes conditional on a set of covariates, X (As-
sumption 1(i)). Without this assumption, the results of this article apply still to
the estimation of the “controlled comparison” parameters

E[E[Y|X,W =1]-E[Y|X, W =0]]
and
E[Y|W =1]—-E[E[Y|X,W =0]|W =1],

which have the same form as ATE and ATET parameters but lack a causal in-
terpretation in the absence of Assumption 1(i). Controlled contrasts are the
building blocks of Oaxaca—-Blinder-type decompositions, commonly applied
in economics (Oaxaca (1973), Blinder (1973), DiNardo, Fortin, and Lemieux
(1996)). The ideas and results in this article can easily be applied to other con-
texts where it is required to adjust for differences in the distribution of covari-
ates between two samples. An important example is estimation with missing
data when missingness is random conditional on a set of covariates (see, e.g.,
Little and Rubin (2002), Wooldridge (2007)).

APPENDIX

Before proving Proposition 2, we introduce some additional notation. Using
the definition of K, (i) in (8), the estimator 7y(6) can be written as

() = — Z(zw 1)( KA”(’))Y,.

Define py(w, p) = E[Y|W = w, F(X'60) = p], where E, is the expectation
operator under P?,

i o(L, F(X[0)) — 14(0, F(X[0)) — 7)

i=1

Dy(0) =

2=

1 KM,@(I) - ’
+T;(2W 1)<1+ i )(Yi—Mo(W,-,F(XiO)))
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and

1 N
Ru(0) = — >oew-1)
i=1

< (Relt =W (0 — 7 X 1= W F(X,0))).

jeam ()
Now the normalized estimator can be written as

VN(7x(8) — 1) = Dy (6) + Ry (6).

PROOF OF PROPOSITION 2: It can be seen that the result of Lemma S.1 in
the Supplemental Material (Abadie and Imbens (2016)) holds uniformly in 6

for |6 — 6*|| < e. This implies Ry(0y) £ 0. Therefore, in order to prove the
result in the proposition, it suffices to prove that, under PV,

Dy(6y)
VN By — 6y)
An(6716)

0 o’ C’I;} —ch
—d>N(< 0 ),(1;:(: I;)  —h ))
—h1yph/2 “HWe —W  Wlph

By Lemma 1, under PV,
An(6%105) = —H Ay (8y) — %h/le*h +o0,(1)
and
VN(By — 0x) = I;' Ay (0y) + 0,(1).
Therefore, it suffices to prove that, under P~,
2 ’
(i) = (6)-(C 1)

To prove (A.1), we extend the martingale representation of matching estima-
tors (Abadie and Imbens (2012)) to allow for estimation of the propensity
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score. Consider the linear combination Cy = z;Dy(0y) + 2, AN (On):

1 N
=Z1—= Z /J*BN 1 F X )) _/:LON (O’F(XZ/VJON)) _T)

i=1

2

Koy (1)
+z1f2<2WN, 1><1+ R0

X (YN,,' — Loy (WN,h (XN,ieN)))

WN,«—F(X;WHN)

N ZX’“ o= F(xa) Kt)

We analyze Cy using martingale methods. First, notice that

3N
CN - E é:N,ky
k=1

where
1
fN,k = Zlﬁ(ﬂ(m (1, F(Xz/v,keN)) - ,zlgN (0’ F(XJ,\J,kON)) - T)
+ZzTE[XN k|F(X1/\/,k0N)]
Wyie—F(Xy .0
% A N,k ( N,k ,N) f(X]/\],keN)
F(XN,kHN)(l_F(XN,kaN))
forl<k <N,

1
Enk ZZQE(XN,k—N_E[XNk N|F( Nk-NON )])

(Wi = F(X o nO8)) f (X 1w On)
F(Xy 4w On) (1= F(Xy .y 0x))

1 Koy (k—N)
+ Z]ﬁ(ZWN,ka - 1)(1 + MNT>

X (M(WN,k—N7 XNk-N) = Moy (WN,k—N; F(X;V’k_N oN)))
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for N+1<k <2N,and

1 Ky oy (k — 2N
SNk = ZlJ—N(Z'WN,k—2N - 1)(1 + %)

X (Yneon — (W k—ons Xnk-2n))s

for 2N +1 < k <3N. Consider the o-fields Fyr = o{Wy1, ..., Wi, Xy, 0n,
""XI/V,kGN} for 1 < k < N, FN,k = (T{WN,], ey WN,NaX//\],leNa ""XI,V,NBN’
Xniyeoos Xyixn} for N +1 <k < 2N, and Fyi = o{Wy1,..., Wy,
Xniay-oos Xuns YNias--s Ynin) fOr 2N +1 <k <3N. Then,

{ZéN,,-, Fnin1<i<3N

j=1

is a martingale for each N > 1. Therefore, the limiting distribution of Cy can
be studied using a Martingale Central Limit Theorem (e.g., Theorem 35.12
in Billingsley (1995, p. 476); importantly, notice that this theorem allows that
the probability space varies with N). Because of Assumption 4, and because
K,z 4(i) has uniformly bounded moments (see Abadie and Imbens (2016)), it
follows that

3N
ZEHN[|§NJ‘|2+8] — 0 for some & > 0.

k=1

Lindeberg’s condition in Billingsley’s theorem follows easily from the last
equation (Lyapunov’s condition). As a result, we obtain that, under PV,

CN—d>N(0, 0'12+(722+0'32),

where

N
o} = plim Z Eoy [€3 | Fni-1],

k=1

2N

o; = plim Z Eo &3 41 Fvi1],

k=N+1

3N

oy = plim Z Eq, [‘fif,klfN,k—l]-

k=2N+1
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Assumption 5 implies

(0. F(X'6)) = 7)']

ot = ZE[ (31, F(X'0")) —
| P (xo)
+ZZE[F(X )= F(X))

E[X|F(X/0*)]E[X/|F(X/0*)]]zz

Expectations of the sums of terms involving (1 + Ky 4, (i)/M)* can be calcu-
lated as in Abadie and Imbens (2016). We obtain

'y [ (X') -
oy = ZZE[F(X’O*)(l —F(08)) var(X|F(X'6 ))]zz

ZE[Var(,u(l,X)|F(X’0*)) Var(,u((),X)|F(X’0*))]
! F(X'07) 1-F(X'07)

+zfﬁE[(ﬁ _ F(X/H*)) var(u(l, X)|F(X/0*))]

+zfﬁE[(#Xﬁ*) (- F(X/a*)))

x var(u(0, X)lF(X’H*))]

, cov(X, (1, X)|F(X'6"))
+ 222E|:( FX0)

cov(X, w(0, X)|F(X'6"))

1—-F(X'07) )f(X/B*)]Zl

Here we use the fact that, conditional on the propensity score, X is indepen-
dent of W. Finally, notice that

_Z< L Ko, oN(l)>

x (var(Y;|W,, X;) — E[var(Y;|W;, X)|W;, F(X6y)])
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is a sum of martingale differences

1 Ko on (D)
=—1 "IN
&N, N(+ M )

x (var(Y:|W;, X;) — E[var(Y;|W,, X,))|W,, F(X,6y)])
with respect to the filtration Fy,; = o{Wi, ..., Wy, X 0y, ..., X|0y,
Xi,...,X;}. As a result, we obtain that, for i > j, E[{y{n,j|Fn,i1] =

E[{n,ilFn,i-11n,j = 0. Therefore, using the Law of Iterated Expectations to
eliminate the cross-products, we obtain

1 & o T P
f(y2e) |- Ta] o

Therefore,

N

. 2
o; = zi plim % Z(l + W) E[var(Y;|W;, X)W, F(X[6y)]

i=1

2
1

E[var(Y|X, W = D|F(X'6")]
[ F(X'6%)
E[var(Y|X, W = 0)|F(X'6")]
1- F(X’f)*) i|

+ zfﬁE[(ﬁ - F(X’H*)>

x E[var(Y|X, W = 1)|F(X/0*)]]

+ ZfﬁE[(ﬁzX,e*) —(1- F(X,O*))>
x E[var(Y|X, W = 0)|F(X’6*)]]-

Collecting terms and applying the fact that W is independent of X given
F(X'0), we obtain

2 2 2 2 2 ’ /
o+ oy, +oy=z0"+2]p2 + 22z
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Hence, by the Martingale Central Limit Theorem and the Cramer—Wold de-
vice, under PV,

DN(HN) d 0 0'2 c
() =¥ (6)-(< 1)
proving (A.1) and thus Proposition 2. Q.E.D.

PROOF OF THEOREM 1: Given our preliminary results, Theorem 1 follows
from Andreou and Werker (2012). Q.E.D.

The proof of Theorem 2 can be found in the Supplemental Material.
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