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Introduction 
 

“En efecto, una nación es lo que es su gente”1  
-Felipe Ruiz Gutiérrez 

 
 There is a fundamental symbiosis between education and development.  The 

enrichment of basic education services in developing countries holds the potential to 

assuage social and economic inequity by enhancing community members’ capacity to 

generate income and overcome various forms of penury.  Amartya Sen, renowned Indian 

economist, philosopher and 1998 Nobel laureate for Economics, purports that “literacy 

and numeracy help the participation of the masses in the process of economic 

expansion.”2  Further, Sen argues that “it is not only the case that, say, better basic 

education and health care improve the quality of life directly; they also increase a 

person’s ability to earn an income and be free of income-poverty as well.”3  Citizens 

empowered in this respect are more aptly positioned to make substantive contributions to 

long-term development projects, which may include the fortification and streamlining of 

education infrastructures.  In light of this interrelationship, this study will endeavor to 

demonstrate the indispensability of positioning education reform at the heart of 

sustainable development. 

 Key issues afflicting Mexico’s education system include low enrollment and high 

dropout rates past the primary level, a paucity of upper secondary schools in rural areas, 

and generally unsatisfactory achievement levels.  Other problem areas at the national and 

                                                 
1 Felipe Ruiz Gutiérrez, La Educación en México, (Mexico:Instituto Politécnico Nacional, 2000), 8. “In 
effect, a nation is only as much as its people.” 
2 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, (New York: Anchor Books, 2000), 144. 
3 Sen, 90. 
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state levels include inadequate teacher training and inefficacious evaluation methods, 

which hinder school improvement efforts.4  During the 1990s, the Mexican government 

initiated a series of programs aimed at mitigating some of the aforementioned issues.  

Chief among them, Oportunidades (previously Progresa) sought to decrease poverty and 

its concomitants by providing monetary, healthcare and nutritional subsidies to families 

whose children attend school regularly.  Drawing from available statistics and literature, 

this study will provide a comprehensive assessment of the program, hereinafter referred 

to as Progresa-Oportunidades.   

 In evaluating the cost-efficacy of Progresa-Oportunidades, this study will treat 

Mexican education as a veritable market, constituted by alterable demand and supply 

sides.  Education “supply” represents the quantity and quality of schools in Mexico, 

while education “demand” represents community members’ capacity and volition to 

attend existing schools.  Economic and development literature largely credits demand-

side interventions, namely the targeting of conditional subsidies to poor families in 

developing Mexican communities, with the promotion of academic enrollment and, in 

select cases, poverty alleviation.  Between 1970 and 2000, basic education enrollment 

grew from 9.7 million to 21.6 million students, which was, notwithstanding population 

growth, a considerable increase.5  A critical assessment of Mexico’s Progresa-

Oportunidades will lend itself to a broader evaluation of this putative success, as well as 

highlight the foremost limitations and challenges of investing in human capital, including 

                                                 
4 Lucrecia Santibañez, Georges Vernez, and Paula Razquin, “Education in Mexico: Challenges and 
Opportunities.” The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2005), 
viii. 
5 Santibañez et al., viii. 
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underemployment, unemployment, intellectual migration and general systemic inefficacy.  

This study will conclude with recommendations, gleaned from existing statistics and 

scholarship, for viable modifications of Mexico’s education reform efforts.     

  

The Constitution of 1917 

 A treatment of contemporary education reform in Mexico is rooted cardinally in 

twentieth-century Mexican history.  This study thus positions its assessment of current 

reform efforts within a broader historical paradigm to include the legislation and ancillary 

events of post-Revolution Mexico, namely the drafting of the Constitution of 1917, which 

portended a decidedly new era in Mexico’s political evolution vis-à-vis the education of 

the Mexican citizen.6 

 In the wake of the Mexican Revolution, which had plunged the country into 

nearly six years of vitriol and bloodshed, First Chief of the northern coalition Venustiano 

Carranza Garza felt compelled to legitimize the conflict, albeit retroactively, by imbuing 

it with an institutional foundation.7  In November 1916, delegates assembled for a 

Constitutional Convention in Santiago de Querétaro to delineate a new constitution.   

 The final version of the Constitution, concluded in February 1917, differed 

significantly from the 1857 Constitution only insomuch as it contained measures to 

enhance executive powers and reserved additional rights for the Mexican citizenry.  But 

the explicit mention of civil liberties made the Constitution a decidedly novel body of 

                                                 
6 Felipe R. Gutiérrez, La Educación en México, (Mexico City: Instituto Politécnico Nacional, 2000), 10. 
7 Michael C. Meyer, William W. Sherman, Susan M. Deeds, The Course of Mexican History, 4th edition, 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 522. 
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laws, and in this sense the document had become “the fruit of the Revolution” for all who 

had fought for the liberation of the Mexican citizen from the thralls of domestic and 

foreign exploitation alike.8      

 Moreover, as the generals at the forefront of the Revolution were convinced that 

the Church was unsupportive of their revolutionary plight, anticlericalism remains a 

common theme throughout the Constitution.  The Church was viewed as “blocking the 

path of the social revolution”.9  Article 5 explicitly outlaws monastic orders: “The law, 

therefore, does not permit the establishment of monastic orders, whatever be their 

denomination or purpose”.  Article 24 forbids public worship outside of Church confines: 

Everyone is free to embrace the religion of his choice and to practice all 

ceremonies, devotions, or observances of his respective faith, either in places of 

public worship or at home, provided they do not constitute an offense punishable 

by law. 

Article 27 unequivocally restricts the right of religious organizations to hold property: 

Religious institutions known as churches, regardless of creed, may in no case 

acquire, hold, or administer real property or hold mortgages thereon; such 

property held at present either directly or through an intermediary shall revert to 

the Nation, any person whosoever being authorized to denounce any property so 

held. 

Article 130 effectively disenfranchises Church clergy and restricts them from 

commenting on public affairs or disseminating “religious propaganda”: 

                                                 
8 “The Constitution of 1917”, US Library of Congress, http://countrystudies.us/mexico/29.htm 
9 Meyer et al., 524. 
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Ministers of denominations my never, in a public or private meeting constituting 

an assembly, or in acts of worship or religious propaganda, criticize the 

fundamental laws of the country or the authorities of the Government, specifically 

or generally.  They shall not have an active or passive vote nor the right to form 

associations for religious purposes. 

 Few sections of the Constitution were more central to the reconstitution of 

Mexico’s political, social and education ethos than Article 3.  This Article, which 

delineates Mexican education as a wholly secular institution, was not spared from the 

anticlerical fervor espoused by the Constitution’s drafters.  On the topic of secular 

education, Francisco Múgica, leader of the education committee charged with the 

composition of Article 3, professed before Congress: 

I am an enemy of the clergy because I consider it the most baneful and perverse 

enemy of our country…What ideas can the clergy bring to the soul of the 

Mexican masses, or to the middle class, or to the wealthy?  Only the most absurd 

ideas- tremendous hate for democratic institutions, the deepest hate for the 

principles of equity, equality and fraternity…Are we going to turn over to the 

clergy the formation of our future?...Fellow deputies, what morality can the clergy 

transmit as learning to our children?  We have ample testimony: only the most 

corrupting and terrible morality.10 

                                                 
10 Meyer et al., 524. 
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Fundamentally, Article 3 envisions patriotism and nationalist cognizance, free from 

clerical intervention, as paramount objectives of State-sanctioned education.  The 

Article’s preamble reads as follows: 

The education imparted by the Federal State shall be designed to develop 

harmoniously all the faculties of the human being and shall foster in him at the 

same time a love of country and a consciousness of international solidarity, in 

independence and justice. 

Article 3 calls for the total deracination of religion from Mexican public schools, as well 

as the reconstitution of the country’s education system as a mainstay of scientific 

positivism, reason and progress.  This secularization stands in direct contrast to the status 

quo ante, characterized by the proselytization and continued religious inculcation of 

Mexico’s populace, first by the region’s Spanish suzerains, and later by early post-

Independence leaders who were eager to spread Catholicism into the northernmost 

reaches of the nascent nation: 

Freedom of religious beliefs being guaranteed by Article 24, the standard which 

shall guide such education shall be maintained entirely apart from any religious 

doctrine and, based on the results of scientific progress, shall strive against 

ignorance and its effects, servitudes, fanaticism, and prejudices. 

Further, Article 3 limited religious organizations’ role in the impartment of education to 

laborers and field workers: 

Religious corporations, ministers of religion, stock companies which exclusively 

or predominantly engage in educational activities, and associations or companies 



 

 

 
 

9

devoted to propagation of any religious creed shall not in any way participate in 

institutions giving elementary, secondary and normal education and education for 

laborers or field workers. 

 Two elements of Article 3 are particularly relevant to education reform efforts in 

contemporary Mexico: sub-clause VI reads “Elementary education shall be compulsory”, 

and sub-clause VII reads “All Education given by the State shall be free.”  Education is 

thus envisioned as an inalienable right to be enjoyed freely and unconditionally.  But 

where Article 3 of Mexico’s 1917 Constitution succeeds in reserving the right of 

education for all Mexican citizens, it fails to specify how this universal education is to be 

practically achieved.  Indeed, for more than nine decades the Mexican government has 

faced the perennial plight of low enrollment rates and underachievement at all levels of 

education, not to mention ubiquitous destitution and mounting inequity, particularly 

among rural communities.   

 As the twentieth century drew to a close, the critical interaction among health, 

education and poverty came to a head.  For proactive Mexican development experts, the 

alleviation of poverty and infirmity represented a means with which to promote education 

and, by extension, Mexico’s prospects of achieving sustainable development.  In August 

1997, the Mexican government promulgated Oportunidades, a subsidy-based anti-

poverty program designed to offset the factors encumbering Mexican families’ capacity 

to send their children to school.  Owing to the highly-interactive complementarities 

among nutrition, health and education, an overview of Mexico’s foremost anti-poverty 
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and food-subsidy programs prior to 1997 is germane to this assessment of Progresa-

Oportunidades and demand-side interventions of education markets.  

 

Mexico, poverty and disquiet before Progresa-Oportunidades 

 The economic malaise that beleaguered Mexico during the presidential tenures of 

Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado (1982-1988) and Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994) 

served as a decisive impetus for reform.  This pre-Progresa-Oportunidades era was 

marked most distinctively by the accumulation of massive external debt, series of peso 

devaluations, a large-scale Zapatista uprising in Chiapas and the assassination of PRI 

presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio.  Within this context of mounting economic 

malady and political strife, the incoming Zedillo administration charged itself with the 

task of designing food-subsidy and auxiliary poverty programs that would take advantage 

of the lessons learned from Mexico’s past anti-poverty efforts.  This would ultimately 

manifest as Progresa (today known as Oportunidades), a program founded “on the 

recognition that poor households had to play a more substantive role in overcoming their 

circumstances”.11  What follows is a cursory perusal of Mexico’s recent economic and 

political past, fraught with financial and social disquiet.  It becomes clear that the 

situation was “ripe for the plucking,” and that the Progresa-Oportunidades program was 

a timely and poignant endeavor.  Mexico was in need of an anti-poverty program that 

addressed not only such symptomatic manifestations of poverty as social unrest and 

agricultural deficiency, but also its root causes and symbiotic complementarities.  
                                                 
11 Santiago Levy, Progress Against Poverty: Sustaining Mexico’s Progresa-Oportunidades Program, 
(Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2006), 17. 
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Progresa-Oportunidades was ultimately predicated on the acknowledgment that 

education reform, coupled with short-term poverty alleviation through subsidies, was a 

powerful means with which to combat long-term poverty and involve the Mexican 

population more integrally in the development of the Mexican state. 

    During the 1980s, a series of economic crises throughout Latin America imperiled 

the stability of the world’s financial system to the extent that some international banking 

institutions faced mass illiquidity and imminent collapse; by 1982, Mexico alone had 

accrued $85 billion in external debt.12  Mexico’s economic situation attracted the 

attention of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, which imposed 

austere development policies by way of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs).  But 

this neoliberal reform came at no small price.  Critics of SAPs argue that the imprudent 

implementation of SAPs during Mexico’s 1982 debt crisis, and the depressions thereafter, 

actually exacerbated poverty and redirected federal revenues away from important social 

welfare programs.  Granted, Mexico’s shift to an increasingly free market economy 

enabled President Carlos Salinas de Gortari to curb inflation at 10 percent by 1993 and 

reduce Mexico’s external debt by an estimated $25 billion.13  But Mexico’s free market 

shift was not inexorably correlative with the alleviation of poverty.    

 During the late 1980s and early 1990s, conventional wisdom among the Mexican 

ruling elite held that the country’s deteriorating social condition, marked specifically by 

dissidence and rebellion among the Mexican peasantry, was underpinned by insufficient 

                                                 
12 Joan E. Spero and Jeffrey A. Hart, The Politics of International Economic Relations, 6th Edition, 
(California: Wadsworth, 2003), 208. 
13 Meyer, 672. 
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access to agriculture markets.  Although agrarian reform was among the litany of issues 

to be dealt with, this limited diagnosis failed to grasp the root causes of poverty in 

Mexico and left the country’s broader social problems largely untreated.  Here, an 

overview of the foremost anti-poverty programs immediately preceding the conception of 

Progresa-Oportunidades will assist in understanding the program’s context and main 

objectives. 

 The Programa Nacional de Solidaridad (PRONASOL), enacted on 2 December 

1988 as Salinas’ first official act as president, ostensibly enabled poverty-stricken 

communities to invest in the development of their own water and road infrastructures by 

supplying portions of the necessary costs and labor.  Specifically, program resources 

were to be funneled to the 48 percent of the Mexican population living below the poverty 

line, and in particular the 19 percent reportedly living in what the government classified 

as “extreme poverty”.14  Insofar as President Salinas envisioned PRONASOL promoting 

Mexican development and democracy, he contended that the program shall: 

eliminate all vestiges of paternalism, populism, clientelism, or political 

conditionality in the improvement of the welfare of the population in poverty… 

The activities carried out under the National Solidarity Program represent an 

investment in physical and social welfare infrastructure that by their very nature 

promote justice and democracy.15 

                                                 
14 Wayne A. Cornelius, Ann L. Craig, and Jonathan Fox, Transforming State-Society Relations in Mexico: 
the National Solidarity Strategy, (San Diego: Center for U.S.-Mexico Studies, 1994), 7. 
15 Cornelius et al., 7. 
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 PRONASOL was essentially a “rearrangement of state-society relations”, and 

Mexico’s leading neoliberal technocrats endeavored to prove that they were “not 

insensitive and unresponsive to the social costs of the market-oriented policies that they 

espoused”.16  Further, PRONASOL was intended to facilitate the transition from maize 

cultivation to the growing of newer, more lucrative crops.  By appealing to the public’s 

growing anxiety about unbridled free trade and increasing global competitiveness, the 

program enjoyed enormous popularity at its outset.17  Nonetheless, PRONASOL 

resources were soon subject to misuse and corruption; instances of pork-barreling for 

votes were not uncommon.  Ultimately, the program proved to be little more than lip-

service; according to Michael Werner, it was “a reconfiguration of the old patron-client 

relationship, serving more to ensure loyalty to the Salinista young hawks than to promote 

rural development”.18 

 The Programa de Apoyos Directos al Campo (PROCAMPO), introduced by the 

Salinas administration in 1993, also sought to soften the externalities of the neoliberal 

reforms in Mexico during the late 1980s and early 1990s.  At its root, PROCAMPO was 

an anti-poverty program that offered direct subsidies to maize, wheat, beans, sorghum 

and sugar farmers who found it progressively difficult to compete with the inundation of 

foreign produce into Mexican crop markets.  To be sure, this practice of protecting and 

subsidizing local crop markets was not unique to Mexico.  Even economic powerhouses 

like the United States, the world’s most vocal proponent of free trade, routinely grants 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 4. 
17 Michael S. Werner, ed., Concise Encyclopedia of Mexico, (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2001), 630. 
18 Werner, 630.   
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subsidies to American corn growers and employs other non-tariff barriers (NTB) to 

restrict the influx of foreign produce.  At the conclusion of the Uruguay Round of the 

World Trade Organization (WTO), which lasted from September 1986 to April 1994, 

Mexico agreed to reduce government subsidies from 29 billion pesos to 25 billion pesos 

over the span of a decade, but it was not obligated to abrogate PROCAMPO.19  On some 

fronts, PROCAMPO has enjoyed considerable success; today, it provides 3.5 million 

farmers, representing roughly 64% of all farmers, transfer payments per acre of cropland 

that they cultivate.  This success notwithstanding, agricultural reform treats but one facet 

of Mexico’s economic afflictions, and it fails to address the root causes of poverty. 

 Mexico’s free market shift also served to foster closer ties with the United States, 

which culminated in the signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 

1 January 1994.  Although advocates of NAFTA maintain that this move portended 

further market integration and the amassing of wealth by industry capitalists, violent 

rebellion erupted in the southern Mexican state of Chiapas the day after the signing of the 

agreement, spearheaded by a rebel group known as the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación 

Nacional (EZLN).  The group issued a fierce denouncement of NAFTA and called upon 

the masses to overthrow the government.  The position of what president Salinas dubbed 

“the new reactionaries” was clear: unrestricted free trade would put Mexico at a 

disadvantage economically, particularly in rural farming states like Chiapas.20 Army 

troops, rocket-armed aircraft and helicopters were dispatched to suppress the rebels, and a 

tenuous no-peace-no-war armistice was brokered.  

                                                 
19 Meyer et al., 251. 
20 Ibid., 672. 
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 But the feeble peace achieved through President Salinas’ negotiations with EZLN 

rebels did little to allay the turmoil that rocked the country at large.  On March 23, as PRI 

presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio made his way through a dense crowd of 

supporters in a Tijuana shantytown, a man, Mario Aburto, fought his way through the 

huddle, put a pistol to the candidate’s head, and shot him dead.  The assassination, 

coupled with the mounting Zapatista rebellions, catapulted the country into political 

chaos, which had far-reaching implications for the general state of the nation.  Mexico’s 

Zapatista protests were a patent manifestation of the country’s growing dissatisfaction 

with the status quo.  The self-aggrandizing cronyism of the PRI had become totally 

anathematic to Mexico’s poor.  Moreover, it seemed that the government favored free 

trade over protecting domestic industry, capitalism over poverty alleviation.  The turmoil 

of the 1990s once again directed national, and even international, attention to the struggle 

of poor Mexican workers. 

 Although President Salinas continued to insist that solutions to Mexico’s 

economic woes rested in the country’s embrace of free market ideologies, the ever-

daunting saga of Mexican poverty compelled the president to seek alternate avenues to 

confront the perennial crisis.  Despite the various anti-poverty programs instituted by the 

Mexican government prior to the inception of Progresa-Oportunidades, including 

PRONASOL and PROCAMPO, none managed to produce lasting poverty alleviation.   
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Figure 1.1 

 

 

 

 

 

The assassination in Tijuana of Luis Donaldo Colosio, the PRI presidential candidate, 
On March 23, 1994, portended social and political chaos in Mexico.21 

  

  By the mid-1990s, immediately before the inception of Progresa-Oportunidades, 

an estimated 24 percent of all Mexican households, representing nearly 30 percent of the 

country’s population, still lived in extreme poverty22.  Despite the various programs 

specifically targeting the rural poor, rural families were decidedly poorer than urban 

families, constituting 50 percent and 14 percent of Mexico’s poor, respectively.  

Moreover, rural poverty was more severe than urban poverty; nutritional deficiency, 

infant mortality, illiteracy, and a lack of access to health and education services 

especially afflicted the rural poor23. 

 It would be imprudent to credit Progresa as the sole agent of Mexico’s perceived 

successes since the program’s creation, but it is undoubtedly an innovative approach to 

poverty reduction and the promotion of education.  James D. Wolfensohn, former 

president of the World Bank, attests that “it was homegrown, based on solid economic 

                                                 
21 Julia Preston and Samuel Dillon, Opening Mexico: the Making of a Democracy, (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2004), 232. 
22 This ostensible discrepancy between number of households and total Mexican population is due to the 
fact that poor families are, on average, larger than higher-income families. 
23 Levy, 4. 
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and social analysis, comprehensive in approach, and sensitive to the institutional and 

political realities of the country.  Most importantly, it was designed from the start to have 

a measurable and sustained impact, reaching over time virtually all of the poorest 

members of Mexican society”.24  In essence, the architects of Progresa-Oportunidades 

sought to impose a break in Mexico’s poverty cycle by tapping into one of its main 

corollaries: educational deficiency.   

  

Poverty and demand-side interventions 

 The philosophy of Progresa-Oportunidades rests on the supposition that 

education levels and income are highly interactive indicators.  Santiago Levy, chief 

architect of the Progresa-Oportunidades program, reasons: 

In the mid-1990s the income level in Mexico for households in which the family 

head had a basic school education was twice that for households whose family 

head did not; therefore deficiencies in school attendance among the poor had 

implications for life-time earnings.25 

By this measure, though anti-poverty efforts must not remain limited to improving 

schools and enrollment rates, education reform lies at the heart of poverty reduction and 

the assuaging of social and economic inequity.  Further, Progresa-Oportunidades 

envisions Mexican education as a veritable market, constituted by a supply-side and 

demand-side, which can be adjusted to achieve a desired equilibrium: in this case, 

enhanced access to education services, particularly for the rural poor. 
                                                 
24 Ibid., viii. 
25 Ibid., 10. 
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 Traditional education reform is based on supply-side alterations to education 

markets.  In this context, “supply” represents the quantity and quality of schools in 

Mexico.  Typical supply-side interventions have included the construction of new 

schools, increased state funding for the hiring of teachers, improved training of existing 

teachers, and the modification and standardization of school curricula.  In the case of 

tripartite health-nutrition-education programs like Progresa-Oportunidades, supply is 

constituted by health clinic availability, quality and staffing, among other 

improvements.26   

Supply-side interventions are an essential component of education reform.  In 

particular, existing research credits the quality of instruction imparted to a child as the 

most decisive factor in determining a child’s academic success.  But it must be noted that 

reform efforts predicated exclusively on supply-side interventions fail to account for 

Mexican families’ capacity and desire to attend existing schools. Indeed, poor families 

“may not fully benefit from programs that improve the quantity and quality of 

educational services” because “the costs of sending children to school can be too high for 

poor families (even if there is no tuition) because of the costs of school supplies and 

transportation and of the forgone contributions of children to household tasks or 

monetary income”.27  Particularly in rural Mexican communities, the factors limiting a 

child’s access to school, including health, distance and school supplies, are formidable.  

                                                 
26 David P. Coady and Susan W. Parke, “A Cost-Effectiveness Analysis of Demand- and Supply-Side 
Education Interventions: the Case of Progresa in Mexico,” International Food Policy Research Institute, 
127 (2002), 2. 
27 Levy, 11. 
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Thus, Progresa-Oportunidades seeks to make demand-side interventions to Mexico’s 

education market, with the aim of offsetting the aforementioned obstacles. 

 Progresa-Oportunidades, originally conceived as Progresa under the 

administration of President Ernesto Zedillo in 1997, was designed as a conditional cash 

transfer program that aimed to provide poor Mexican families with the resources they 

needed to send their children to school.  But poor families did not receive subsidies from 

the Mexican government simply because they were poor; rather, there were a variety of 

conditions that had to be met.  In this way, the program’s conditionality distinguishes it 

from traditional welfare and subsidy programs.  Santiago Levy and other government 

economists contended that Progresa-Oportunidades was innovative because: 

A program that requires certain behavior from the poor before they receive an 

income transfer is different from one in which they are given a transfer just 

because they are poor or they consume a given good.  Progresa-Oportunidades 

was built, along with other considerations, on the recognition that poor 

households had to play a more substantive role in overcoming their 

circumstances.28 

To qualify for assistance from Progresa-Oportunidades, as well as to renew their 

eligibility annually, a family must fulfill a set of conditions related to the health and 

education of their child.  Here, the Mexican government views the conditional granting of 

subsidies to poor families as a long-term investment in human capital. 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 17. 
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 Progresa-Oportunidades is fundamentally a “targeted” program because it 

identifies poor families based on family demographics and other quantifiable indicators.  

The program’s targeting mechanism, of course, is not without its flaws.  Though 

economists have devised complex equations and algorithms to determine program 

eligibility, development experts have published a great wealth of literature identifying the 

program’s areas that are in most in need of improvement.  Before assessing the viability 

of suggested modifications to Progresa-Oportunidades, this study will provide a general 

overview of the program, its chief objectives, and perceived successes since its inception. 

 

Progresa-Oportunidades: an overview 

 The Progresa-Oportunidades program is constituted by three highly-interactive 

components: nutrition, education and health.  Adequate nutrition is correlative with good 

health, and healthy children are more likely to attend school more frequently.  Children 

who attend school regularly and complete their primary and secondary educations are 

more likely to earn a subsisting income as adults, thus introducing a decisive break in the 

infirmity-truancy-poverty cycle beleaguering Mexico’s poor.  The demand-side 

interventions of Progresa-Oportunidades have the simultaneous objectives of improving 

nutrition, health and access to education within a framework of conditionality.  For each 

of the program’s three components, there is risk of program abuse, targeting flaws and 

efficiency “leaks”, which will be addressed later in this study. 

 The program’s nutrition component rests on the logic that balanced nutrition, 

particularly during childhood, produces generally healthy adults.  All qualifying 
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households receive the same base cash subvention monthly.  Additionally, pregnant or 

nursing women, infants between four months and two years, and undernourished children 

between three and five years receive an in-kind nutritional supplement, providing 20 

percent of the calories and 100 percent of the micronutrients that their bodies require.29  

The granting of cash and in-kind transfers to qualifying families is conditional on the 

family regularly attending a health clinic.  Further, the transfers are balanced against 

Mexico’s consumer price index (CPI) to help maintain the families’ real purchasing 

power, and they are delivered directly to the mother or to the head of household 

responsible for feeding and sending the children to school.  Though the granting of cash 

transfers via Progresa-Oportunidades is highly regulated and predicated on the meeting 

of specific criteria, the actual spending of the money is left largely unmonitored and to 

the discretion of the household.   

 The health component of Progresa-Oportunidades presupposes that healthy 

children are more likely to attend school and participate actively in the classroom.  

Families make visits to a health clinic, the frequency of which is a function of the 

family’s size and age composition.  Mothers attend workshops on general health, 

reproductive health, while teenagers receive talks about reproductive health and drug 

addiction.  Additionally, health clinics offer checkups, vaccinations, treatment and 

nutritional supplements to children.   

 Most germane to this assessment of Progresa-Oportunidades and demand-side 

intervention is the program’s education component, which is constituted by three sub-

                                                 
29 Ibid., 22. 
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components.  First, consistent with the program’s theme of conditionality, children who 

are documented as having attended school at least 85 percent of the time receive a 

monthly cash transfer, from the third grade level of primary school through the last year 

of high school.  The amount of the conditional transfer increases with each subsequent 

school year.  Beginning with secondary school, cash amounts for girls are higher than 

those for boys.30  Second, all students who successfully complete high school receive an 

additional one-time cash transfer.  Third, Progresa provides cash subsidies for school 

supplies.  At the primary level, there is one transfer granted at the beginning of the school 

year, and one granted halfway through the school year.  During secondary and high 

school, there is a single transfer granted at the beginning of each school year.   

The provision of subsidies for school supplies dovetails with the program’s 

objective of offsetting the obstacles limiting families’ ability to send their children to 

school.  Children with adequate school supplies, like writing utensils, backpacks, school 

uniforms and shoes, are more likely to attend school consistently and participate actively 

in the classroom.  As with the nutrition and health components of Progresa, the spending 

of the cash stipends is left largely to the discretion of the family, as long as the family 

continues to meet the stipulated criteria.  Figure 1.2 demonstrates the interaction among 

gender, school age, school attendance and cash transfer amounts, in 2005 pesos. 

The average monthly total of the three aforementioned components is $35 USD, 

representing approximately 25 percent of the total household income, without Progresa, 

of the average poor rural family, and 20 percent of that of poor urban families.  Total 

                                                 
30 Levy, 23.  Drop-out rates are markedly higher for girls beginning after secondary school. 
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cash transfers granted are broken down as follows: 50 percent for the education 

component, 36 percent for the nutrition component, 4 percent for in-kind food  

 

Figure 1.2- School attendance, gender, school age, and education grants31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

supplements, and 10 percent for services and good rendered at health clinics.  In all, 

approximately 85 percent of the program’s benefits are presented in the form of cash.32     

 The amount of cash transfers granted to a family is directly proportional to the 

number of children attending school from the family.  However, the maximum cash 

transfer for any one family is capped at $153 USD monthly; this cap is designed to 

preclude the incentive of families having large numbers of children simply to collect 

                                                 
31 Ibid., 24. 
32 Ibid., 23. 
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larger cash subsidies.  In addition, 50 percent of all program benefits are temporally 

restricted, so as to avoid generating long-term program dependence.33 

 

Main Results of Progresa-Oportunidades 

 There is an inherent difficulty in assessing the outcomes of anti-poverty programs.  

A variety of stimuli (including, but not limited to, fluctuations in food and housing prices, 

famine, and conflict) holds the potential to influence the livelihood of families, 

particularly those living near or below the poverty threshold.  This notwithstanding, this 

section will present a brief overview of the foremost observed outcomes of Progresa-

Oportunidades.   

 Success has been measurable across the board, with increases in income levels, 

health, nutrition and education.  According to Mexico’s poverty gap indicator (PGI), 

since the inception of the program, monetary poverty has been reduced among 30% of 

beneficiary families, and the poverty severity indicator has been reduced in 45% of 

them.34  Between 2002 and 2004, the number of scholarship beneficiaries with 

educational aid increased more than 27%.  Among the scholarship beneficiaries at the 

middle-high level, school enrollment increased more than 100% between the 2001 and 

2003 school years.  Dropout rates were reduced by 17% in rural zones and 10% in urban 

zones.  Moreover, there was a 13% reduction in the academic failure rate in rural zones 

and more than 20% in urban areas.  During 1998, the first full year of Progresa-

                                                 
33 Ibid., 24. 
34 Gustavo Nigenda and Luz M. Gonzalez-Robledo, “Lessons Offered by Latin American Cash Transfer 
Programmes: Mexico’s Oportunidades and Nicaragua’s SPN,” Centre for Social and Economic Analysis 
(2004), 10. 
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Oportunidades, 87.6% of all beneficiary families fulfilled the program’s conditions.35  

Overall, the enrollment trend since the program’s inception has been positive. 

 Parker, Behrman and Todd find that in rural areas, children who have been part of 

the Progresa-Oportunidades program for five or more years advance more rapidly 

through the school system.  The percentage of boys advancing regularly was 64 percent 

among those in the program and 38 percent for those boys not in the program.  For girls, 

these percentages are 39 and 30 percent, respectively.36  Moreover, Behrman, Sengupta 

and Todd demonstrate that children of rural households who participate enter school at 

earlier ages have higher passing rates and have higher re-enrollment rates, particularly 

during the oft-precarious transition from primary to secondary school.  Repetition and 

dropout rates are generally lower among beneficiary children.37  Parker maintains that in 

2000, 14 and 18 percent of boys and girls, respectively, who had dropped out at the third 

grade level were now remaining in school as a result of the Progresa-Oportunidades 

program.  Parker also concludes that the program has a measurably positive impact on 

failure rates of beneficiary children.38   

Existing literature largely concludes that the Progresa-Oportunidades program 

has made substantive improvements to educational non-performance and under-

performance, as well as led to increases in enrollment and attendance rates.  Moreover, 

development experts affirm that children who stay in school longer and more consistently 

are more likely to reap a more meaningful education, earn a higher income, and shake the 

                                                 
35 John Scott, PROGRESA: Una Evalucación Preliminar, (Mexico City: CIDE, 2000), 28. 
36 Levy, 62. 
37 Ibid., 63. 
38 Ibid., 64. 
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yoke of income penury.  Here, it must be noted that education and short-term poverty 

alleviation are not invariably equated with employment.  Although they do not fall within 

the immediate purview of this study, the issues of job availability and the capacity of the 

Mexican economy to absorb young educated Mexicans are deserving of critical attention.  

 As far as health and nutrition are concerned, improvements have been made to 

several important indicators; the following list is not exhaustive.  Visits to health clinics 

to monitor nutritional status increased by 30 to 60 percent among infants up to two years 

of age, and by 25 to 45 percent for children three to five years of age.  A 6 percent 

increase was observed in the number of children from birth to two years being brought in 

for growth and weight measurements.  There has been a considerable drop in the 

frequency of hospital visits made by beneficiary families, particularly for those over the 

age of fifty, as they make more consistent preventive visits to health clinics instead.  

There was an 8 percent increase in the number of first-time prenatal care visits made by 

beneficiary families.   Infant mortality rates have also experienced reductions.39  

Generally speaking, health and nutrition among eligible families have seen marked 

improvements.  This is due largely to the conditionality attached to the granting of 

subsidies as mandated by the program, which includes making routine visits to health 

clinics and maintaining adequate nutrition.  Based on the logic that healthier children are 

more productive learners and attend school more often, it can be reasoned that 

improvements made to health and nutrition support efforts to improve education and, by 

extension, long-term development. 

                                                 
39 Ibid., 52. 
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Criticisms of Progresa-Oportunidades 

 Criticisms of Progresa-Oportunidades converge largely on the argument that 

demand-side interventions of markets, commercial or education, often yield unintended 

effects.  Moreover, the administrative costs and efficacy “leaks” characteristic of large 

social and economic welfare programs like Progresa-Oportunidades are a point of 

considerable contention among development experts and government officials.  This is 

not to say that Progresa-Oportunidades, and more generally demand-side interventions, 

are any less important components of education reform.  Rather, existential criticisms of 

Progresa-Oportunidades lend themselves to an assessment of poverty alleviation efforts 

and investments in human capital.   

 Large social and economic welfare programs are categorically prone to high 

administrative (non-transfer) costs.  By this measure, some critics argue that large 

percentages of budgets of programs like Progresa-Oportunidades are absorbed by these 

non-transfer costs, never reaching the beneficiaries for which the funds were originally 

intended, leading to reductions in the programs’ cost-efficiency.  Program efficiency is 

often couched in terms of the cost of making a one-“unit” transfer to a targeted 

beneficiary; this indicator is referred to as the “cost-transfer ratio” (CTR).40  Thus, efforts 

to enhance the overall efficiency of Progresa-Oportunidades involve efforts to reduce the 

                                                 
40 Natàlia Caldés, David Coady, and John A. Maluccio, “The Cost of Poverty Alleviation: a Comparative 
Análisis of Three Programs in Latin America,” Middlebury College Department of Economics 05.27 
(2005), 2. 
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program’s CTR.  But making reductions to the CTR is confounded by the program’s 

highly complex operational and administrative structures.41  

 Key administrative activities of Progresa-Oportunidades include: program design 

and planning, identification of beneficiaries (household targeting), incorporation of 

beneficiaries, delivery of demand transfers, delivery of supply transfers (and services), 

conditionality, monitoring and evaluation, and external evaluation.42  In particular, the 

complex targeting and conditionality components of Progresa-Oportunidades make 

achieving cost-efficiency a difficult task. 

 Targeting beneficiary families is based on a “marginality index” calculated from a 

national census, which targets the most marginal locales in rural Mexico.  In the first 

targeting stage, program officials visit the selected families to ensure that they have 

adequate access to schools and clinics.  The next targeting stage involves sub-

categorizing beneficiary families within a given location, based on income and other 

family characteristics: “poor” and “non-poor”.43  Finally, targeted families are explained 

the principal aims and conditions of the program, including their responsibilities as 

beneficiaries. 

 The first targeting phase of Progresa-Oportunidades in August 1997 concluded 

with the incorporation of nearly 140,000 families in 3,369 rural localities.  The first 

official cash and in-kind transfers were made in September, and an additional 160,000 

families in 2,988 localities were incorporated into the program in November.  The largest 

                                                 
41 Caldés et al., 3. 
42 Ibid., 14. 
43 Ibid., 5. 
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program transfer took place in January 2008, when the number of eligible beneficiary 

households skyrocketed to 1.63 million, representing 43,485 localities.  By 2000, nearly 

40 percent of all rural families in Mexico had been incorporated into Progresa-

Oportunidades; with an annual budget of $1 billion USD, 2.6 million families in 72,345 

localities in each of Mexico’s 31 states fell under the program’s expanding auspices.44   

 Notwithstanding this enormous expansion, a success indeed, there has been much 

contention surrounding the program’s administrative costs.  But a study conducted by 

Caldés, Coady and Maluccio serves to disprove this criticism.  Statistics represented in 

figure 1.3 reveal that program transfers and total program costs are inversely related, 

causing a marked decrease in CTR during this period, from 0.319 to 0.054.  Between 

1998 and 2000 alone, cash and in-kind transfers for Progresa-Oportunidades increased 

fivefold from $149 million to $775 million.  Total costs, nonetheless, decreased over the 

same three-year period, from $48 to $42 million.45   

Caldés, et al, conclude that the cost-efficiency of Progresa-Oportunidades is a 

function of the total costs incurred resulting in a significant increase in transfers reaching 

the poorest families, as well as substantive improvements in human capital, which in 

tandem buttress the program’s overarching goal of poverty alleviation.46   

 

 

 

                                                 
44 Ibid., 5. 
45 Ibid., 10. 
46 Ibid., 25. 
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Figure 1.3- Program costs and total program transfers are inversely related.47 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moreover, a chief result of Progresa-Oportunidades has been an increase in 

secondary school enrollment rates, as much as 15 percent for girls and 7 percent for boys 

in their first year of middle school.  Similarly, enrollment rates among children at primary 

schools increased 13 percentage points, from 70 to 83 percent.  Caldés, et al, also point to 

improvements of health and nutrition of beneficiaries to corroborate the argument that 

Progresa-Oportunidades has been a cost-efficient endeavor.  The rate of growth 

“stunting” has been reduced; the annual mean growth rate for beneficiary children 

increased by one centimeter yearly.  The percentage of targeted children suffering from 

stunting was reduced from 40 percent to 34 percent.  Dietary diversity of households has 

been improved, with more fruits, fats and meat being consumed daily.48   

 These statistics, collected from targeted beneficiary households, can be taken to 

mean that Progresa-Oportunidades has had a measurable effect on improving education, 

health and nutrition in rural Mexico.  Coupling these improvements with the inverse 

relationship between program costs and program transfers, it has been argued that 

                                                 
47 Ibid., 37. 
48 Ibid., 26. 



 

 

 
 

31

Progresa-Oportunidades has enjoyed considerable cost-efficiency since its inception in 

1997.  This is not to say that the program does not suffer from efficacy “leaks” or that 

there is no room for future modifications.  Rather, this discussion has served to offset the 

notion that the program’s high administrative costs have spelt overall failure.  Above all, 

cost-efficiency for Progresa-Oportunidades can be equated with the production of 

meaningful gains by investing in human capital. 

 The Mexican government cites Progresa-Oportunidades as having achieved 

coverage of more than 80% of Mexican households living in “capability poverty”- 

poverty limiting a family’s capacity to afford healthcare and participate in education.49  

But Latapí warns that the program, it its original formulation, may in fact be hampering 

capacity-building efforts by providing a “minimum guaranteed income to the poor”- a 

“permanent transfer mechanism” of sorts.50  Families unable to compete in the labor 

market may continue to reap the benefits of Progresa-Oportunidades without making 

contributions to the market itself or, more generally, Mexican development.  This, 

maintains Latapí, can potentially generate program dependency. 

 As with any social or economic welfare program akin to Progresa-

Oportunidades, the apprehension that short-term subventions will contribute to long-term 

dependencies is valid on some fronts.  Indeed, welfare programs that lack adequate 

oversight, targeting and evaluation mechanisms are invariably subject to abuse.  Latapí’s 

criticism of Progresa-Oportunidades is valid insofar as it speaks to the indispensability 

                                                 
49Augustín E. Latapí, “Progresa-Oportunidades: Where do we go from here?”, Poverty and Poverty 
Reduction Strategies: Mexican and International Experiences (Mexico: CIESAS Occidente, 2005), 8. 
50 Latapí, 1. 
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of these mechanisms, but it fails to take into account the program’s existing targeting and 

conditionality mechanisms, which were designed to preclude abuse and dependency.  

Esoteric equations and algorithms devised by Mexican economists and development 

experts figure prominently in the targeting component, while the litany of annual 

conditions (i.e. school attendance, health clinic visits, etc.) help ensure that households do 

not receive benefits if they are non-compliant with the government’s long-term 

investment in human capital.  

 Despite its success since 1997, Latapí offers a series of recommendations by 

which the targeting mechanism of Progresa-Oportunidades stands to improve.  He 

envisions: 

1) A large-scale re-interviewing process of households in small urban centers, as the 

original methodology behind the identification of eligible families was too coarse; 

2) National, permanent or yearly, self-selection process, by which households falling 

below the income eligibility threshold could come forward to apply for inclusion 

in the program.  As it stands, the program only re-interviews households in a 

given locality once every three years. 

3) Instead of regional eligibility thresholds, rely on national thresholds. 

4) Deal with obstacles to incorporation and permanence including: 

a) Diminish census and incorporation bias 

b) Facilitate permanence; an exceptionally heavy burden is placed on women by 

the program (i.e. attending health lectures, overseeing the fulfillment of 
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program requirements, etc.), and their households are often excluded from the 

program if they cannot manage everything at once.51  

Latapí concedes that many of these problem areas have indeed been addressed by the 

program, and current targeting mechanisms are observably more accurate than they were 

at the program’s inception.  Moreover, most communities have experienced a marked 

increase in enrollment levels among poor Mexicans.  Any effort to reform the program, 

contends Latapí, will necessarily incur costs; but long-term improvement requires short-

term investment.  Latapí ultimately purports that future modifications to Progresa-

Oportunidades must include a mechanism by which youths can “graduate” from the 

program, which would introduce a decisive break in the cycle of poverty reproduction.  

This could include financial assistance for university-level studies or directing 

“graduated” youths to other career opportunities.  This, according to Latapí, holds the 

potential to enhance the program’s overall capacity-building faculty for subsequent 

generations.52 

 Other critiques of Progresa-Oportunidades focus on the unintended effects 

produced by the program since its inception, which have ranged from benign to 

disquieting.  For one, the demand-side intervention of the Mexican education market by 

Progresa-Oportunidades has had causal effects on migration patterns.  Manuela 

Angelucci of the University of Arizona demonstrates that the introduction of income, in 

the form of conditional transfers, by the program has generated marked increases in 

international migration but has produced no measurable change in domestic migration.  

                                                 
51 Ibid., 12. 
52 Ibid., 25. 
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This phenomenon, contends Angelucci, stems from the fact that aid programs alter 

beneficiaries’ income and time allocation, impact human capital endowments in a given 

locality.53   

 The relationship between aid programs and migration, apart from the national-

international dichotomy, is ambivalent.  On one hand, conditional income transfers are 

correlative with the improvement of home conditions, which in many cases lowers the 

incentive to leave.  On the converse, nevertheless, aid programs like Progresa-

Oportunidades may lead to increases in migration by enabling families to fund additional 

trips or undertake riskier activities like taking international trips.54  Angelucci 

supplements her claim with complex formulas, but her conclusion is unequivocal; aid 

programs like Progresa-Oportunidades are associated with a 60 percent increase in 

average international migration rates.55  It seems that families who earn a high enough 

income to travel internationally are more likely to migrate and settle permanently 

elsewhere.   

 International migration, of course, has a mixed legacy.  Proponents of increased 

international migration contend that the phenomenon is an inexorable offshoot of 

globalization and the unrestricted interchange of labor capital across borders.  Critics 

generally argue that unrestricted international migration can intensify “brain drain” 

patterns and create labor capital disequilibria between bordering countries.  By this 

measure, the international migration stemming from the inception of Progresa-

                                                 
53 Manuela Angelucci, “Aid Programs’ Unintended Effects: the Case of Progresa and Migration,” Working 
Paper, The University of Arizona Department of Economics, Tucson, AZ (2005), 2. 
54 Angelucci, 2. 
55 Ibid., 23. 
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Oportunidades and similar aid programs can be viewed as either a benign or alarming 

externality, depending on the nature and magnitude of the movement.   

 If international migration and its corollary “brain drain” are taken to be pejorative 

effects of Progresa-Oportunidades, viable modification possibilities are not numerous.  

The accumulation of income, whether through commerce or conditional subventions, 

invariably engenders economic disequilibria within and among communities.  In many 

cases, as opportunities abound, the incentive to seek livelihood elsewhere outweighs the 

motivation to remain surrounded by penury.  Thus, changes in migratory patterns can be 

viewed as an inevitable externality when additional liquidity is introduced into a given 

community.  Progresa-Oportunidades does have some inbuilt safeguards against this 

phenomenon, however.  As a program based to a large extent on conditionality, families 

rising above the poverty threshold are no longer eligible to receive Progresa-

Oportunidades subventions, and upon being re-interviewed, non-eligible families will be 

considered “graduates” of the program and cease to receive income transfers.  The 

amassing of surplus liquidity is generally precluded by the precise calculations of the 

targeting process; beneficiary families are given money for a very specific and closely 

monitored purpose, thus using transfers for non-intended purposes is made difficult.  

Critics of aid programs’ migratory derivative will nonetheless recommend improving the 

program’s re-interviewing and eligibility processes. 

 Also stemming from the argument that demand-side interventions generate 

unintended externalities, other critics of Progresa-Oportunidades contend that the 

injection of large sums of liquidity, in the form of cash or in-kind subsidies, into a target 
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community has an impact on non-eligible households living within said community.  

Angelucci and De Giorgi assert that aid programs often have an assortment of important 

“spillover effects”, but many of these are positive.  According to recent economic studies, 

Progresa-Oportunidades can increase non-poor consumption because the injection of 

program liquidity produces shifts in goods and labor markets, ultimately resulting in 

increased income for non-poor households.56  Moreover, Angelucci and De Giorgi argue 

that market shifts may also affect local credit and insurance markets, enabling non-poor 

households to borrow larger amounts for investment or consumption.  The “spillover” 

effects of Progresa-Oportunidades are not limited to goods and consumption. 

 The transition of poor children from the labor force into schooling, if such a shift 

is large enough, can reduce overall labor supply.  Generally, decreased labor supply in a 

given locality is correlative with higher labor earnings.  At a large enough magnitude, 

these phenomena can generate decisive shifts in labor-earnings equilibriums, which is to 

say that more jobs become available and wage levels are increased.57  Investigations of 

conditional cash transfer programs have endeavored to determine whether Progresa-

Oportunidades figures prominently in these equilibrium shifts.  Indeed, Skoufias and 

Parker demonstrate that increases in school attendance achieved through Progresa-

Oportunidades are associated with small reductions in the participation of children in 

work activities.  Based on a November 1997 census and November 1998 and 1999 survey 

data, the percentage of working boys between the ages of 12 and 17 decreased from 

                                                 
56 Manuela Angelucci and Giacomo de Giorgi, “Indirect Effects of and Aid Program: the Case of Progresa 
and Consumption”, Institute for the Study of Labor, 1955 (2006), 10. 
57Angelucci and de Giorgi, 10. 
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nearly 0.40 percent in November 1997 to just under 0.25 percent in November 1999.  

Percentages for working girls decreased from 0.15 percent to roughly 0.07 percent during 

the same time (see figures 1.4 and 1.5).58  Angelucci and De Giorgi conclude that 

conditional cash transfer programs like Progresa-Oportunidades are successful in 

simultaneously increasing school attendance and decreasing child labor.59    

 In sum, non-eligible households in treated communities benefit indirectly from 

the program through increases in consumption levels and average labor earnings.60  This 

argument serves to challenge the notion that Progresa-Oportunidades has no effect on 

untreated non-eligible populations.  Indeed, increased consumption, credit and labor 

earnings, coupled with decreased child labor, represents an arguably positive offshoot.  

Angelucci and De Giorgi conclude that “a positive shock to any member is likely to 

benefit the whole network”.61  Of course, not all externalities are positive, and other 

factors must be taken into consideration when determining the cost-efficacy of an aid 

program.  The targeting of cash and in-kind subventions to eligible households does not 

transpire within a vacuum.  Thus, all present and future reform efforts, particularly when 

predicated on conditional liquidity injection, must consider equally the poor and non-poor 

counterparts of any targeted community. 

 Handa and Davis assess the cost-efficacy and sustainability of six conditional 

cash transfer programs in Latin American and the Caribbean.  Bolsa Familia in Brazil, 

                                                 
58 Emmanuel Skoufias and Susan W. Parker, “Conditional Cash Transfers and Their Impact on Child Work 
and Schooling: Evidence from the Progresa Program in Mexico,” International Food Policy Research 
Institute, (2001), 25. 
59 Skoufias and Parker, 54. 
60 Angelucci, 29. 
61 Ibid., 29. 
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Familias en Acción in Colombia, PRAF II in Honduras, PATH in Jamaica, Progresa-

Oportunidades in Mexico, and RPS in Nicaragua focus primarily on the accumulation 

and aggrandizement of human capital in developing communities.  These conditional 

cash transfer (CCT) programs link safety-nets directly to human capital development, and 

in general have been positively received in social protection sectors of Latin America and 

the Caribbean.  Most CCT programs pursue the dual objectives of long-term development 

and short-term poverty alleviation, which are perennial burdens shouldered by all 

developing countries.  Indeed, virtually all countries in these regions have either 

implemented such a program or are deliberating the relative merits of CCT programs 

generally.62   

(Figure 1.4)63 

 

                                                 
62 Sudhanshu Handa and Benjamin Davis, “The Experience of Conditional Cash Transfers in Latin 
America and the Caribbean,” Development Policy Review, 24 (2006), 513.   
63 Skoufias et al., 25. 
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(Figure 1.5)64 

 

  

 A common criticism of CCT programs, contend Handa and Davis, is that they are 

almost exclusively focused on the accumulation and aggrandizement of human capital of 

children, as opposed to the population at large, which takes years and sometimes a 

generation to come to fruition.  CCT programs whose purviews remain limited to 

children tend to ignore investing in adults, leaving their human capital and productive 

capacities largely uncultivated.65  Additionally, Handa and Davis highlight the 

conditionality component of Progresa-Oportunidades and other CCT programs as a 

complicated and potentially burdensome task.  In particular, countries with weak 

administrative infrastructures will experience considerable difficulty in executing the 

conditionality mechanism, in which case the crux of the program is severely undermined.  

                                                 
64 Skoufias et al., 25. 
65 Handa and Davis, 518. 
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 Herein is evoked a causality dilemma; if countries are only suitable to enact CCT 

programs when they have strong administrative infrastructures, but countries that lack 

said infrastructures wish to implement CCT for precisely that reason- to invest in long-

term infrastructure development- then what developing country can ever be said to be 

truly eligible?  This argument- that CCT programs are unsuitable because their 

conditionality components require a country to have strong administrative infrastructures- 

is overstated.  A country’s administrative capacities, nonetheless, do remain at the center 

of the implementation of CCT programs, and thus efforts must be made to increase 

transparency and efficiency at all levels of governance.   

 Fiscal sustainability also remains an issue in countries where CCT programs are 

being implemented.  CCT programs are most successful in countries where they receive 

strong political backing and continued government funding.  Mexico’s Progresa-

Oportunidades program has a high degree of political support and has survived changes 

in presidential administrations. Colombia’s Familias en Acción program, on the other 

hand, is funded through World Bank and IDB loans, in which case the potential for 

sustainability is not as clear.  Even Nicaragua’s RPS, arguably one of the better executed 

CCT programs, is at risk because it lacks strong governmental support and financing.66  

Thus, a cost-efficiency assessment of a conditional cash transfer program in any 

developing country must include a discussion of fiscal sustainability and the prospect of 

continued government backing.   
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 Handa and Davis argue that CCT programs have indeed enjoyed popularity and 

success in many contexts, but they have also crowded out alternative rural development 

programs and consumed large amounts of national budgets, ultimately calling into 

question their cost-efficiency.67  In the case of Progresa-Oportunidades, this is an 

overstated thesis.  In 2004, the program devoted $2.8 billion to 5 million households, 3.5 

million of them rural.68  But with a total GDP of $1.149 trillion, Progresa-Oportunidades 

hardly inflicts an onerous fiscal strain on the Mexican economy.  In fact, the program’s 

budget accounts for a mere 0.024 percent of Mexico’s GDP, which seems a small price to 

pay to invest in the human capital of 5 million poor families.  In the Mexican case, fiscal 

transparency will remain an important issue for the continued implementation of 

Progresa-Oportunidades.  There must be sufficient government oversight to ensure that 

dedicated funds are reaching targeted families and that the stipulated conditions are being 

met.                  

 Many criticisms of Progresa-Oportunidades, generally accepting the core ethos 

of conditional cash transfer programs and recognizing the indispensability of investing in 

human capital, offer suggestions for achieving large-scale efficiency gains.  De Janvry 

and Sadoulet argue that efficiency gains can be made to the Progresa-Oportunidades 

program without increasing inequality among targeted families.  By taking into account 

how much the probability of a child remaining enrolled in school is affected by a 

conditional transfer, unnecessary costs can be cut and the program can be streamlined.  

This will involve a more accurate targeting and calibration of eligible households, which 

                                                 
67 Ibid,, 532. 
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has the chief aim of minimizing efficacy leakages from payments to families whose 

children are likely to attend school anyway, even without a transfer.69  In this way, 

resources can be directed more toward children whose school attendance is largely 

dependent on the transfers. 

 De Janvry and Sadoulet contend that an efficient conditional transfer program 

must focus its resources primarily on families who are unlikely to send their children to 

school without the transfer. From a cost-efficiency standpoint, they argue, Progresa-

Oportunidades is inordinately expensive for primary school, insofar as the program pays 

families for what they would normally do without the transfer.70  Primary schoolchildren 

are already highly likely to attend school, with a near-100 percent continuation rate 

through the sixth year of primary school.  School continuation rates begin to decline 

precipitously during the transition from primary to secondary school (see figure 1.6).  

Thus, argue de Janvry and Sadoulet, program resources are best directed at children at the 

primary-secondary transition.  As a speculative matter, if the program were to eliminate 

its transfers entirely to primary school students, more than $230 million of the program’s 

$950 million budget (in 2000) would be saved, totaling more than 55 percent.71   

Even during this primary-secondary transition period, assert De Janvry and 

Sadoulet, there are considerable efficacy leaks.  Although more than 35 percent of 

children graduating from primary school are unlikely to matriculate into secondary 

school without the transfer, 64 percent of poor children would begin secondary school 

                                                 
69 Alain De Janvry and Elisabeth Sadoulet, “Making Conditional Cash Transfer Programs More Efficient: 
Designing for Maximum Effect of the Conditionality,” The World Bank Economic Review, 20.1 (2006), 2. 
70 De Janvry and Sadoulet, 5. 
71 Ibid., 5. 
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even without the transfer.  But to ameliorate this primary-secondary transition leak, a 

categorical elimination of funds would not suffice.  Indeed, the challenge here involves 

predicting which children within a given age group are likely to continue schooling, and 

which depend largely on the cash subvention.  If an opportunity cost could be calculated 

for a child’s time in school, Progresa-Oportunidades subsidies could thus be 

commensurately calibrated to match it.  But calculating this opportunity cost- particularly 

across a wide diversity of communities, income levels and age groups- is an 

exceptionally difficult task.72  To illustrate, various reasons are given for truancy: lack of 

money (57 percent), the child does not like school or does not learn (23 percent), the 

school is too far away (13).73  The great diversity of motivations for not sending children 

to school compounds the complexity of creating incentive packages to offset the trend.   

(Figure 1.6)74 

 
                                                 
72 Ibid,, 7. 
73 Ibid., 7. 
74 Ibid., 6. 
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De Janvry and Sadoulet contend that dealing with the aforementioned efficiency 

leaks involves “an accurate predictive model of the probability of attending school as a 

function of the characteristics of the child, the household, and the community and of that 

amount of the conditional transfer offered.”75  They have developed a series of complex 

equations designed to calculate optimal conditional transfers and eligibility criteria.76 

 Though the equations given are admittedly complex, De Janvry and Sadoulet 

propose that they be constrained to be linear and employ a smaller number of simpler, 

more observable characteristics.  For instance, it is revealed that age, ethnicity, and 

presence of a school in the community figure prominently in enrollment probability- 

which is to say, that probability that a child will attend school without a cash transfer.77  

Ostensibly, the model can be used to predict enrollment behavior in the absence of a 

conditional cash transfer program.78  Cash transfers can then be granted accordingly.  

They may range anywhere between $100 and $350, depending on the characteristics of 

the child and the household; this is known as “optimal calibration.”79  Ultimately, 

probability models developed by De Janvry and Sadoulet suggest that average savings 

per child enrolled can be as high as 30 percent.80  Of course, there is often a disparity 

between mathematical models and reality.  A strategy of this nature would also assume 

that all tactics employed in collecting household demographic information are acceptable, 

both legally and politically.  Suffice it to say, the necessity of streamlining Progresa-

                                                 
75 Ibid., 7. 
76 Ibid., 9. 
77 Ibid., 15. 
78 Ibid., 17. 
79 Ibid., 20. 
80 Ibid., 21. 



 

 

 
 

45

Oportunidades is a foregone conclusion.  There are demonstrable efficacy leaks within 

the system at various stages.  Given the high levels of success experienced by the 

program, it is vital that government officials critically heed recommendations offered by 

economists, education experts and development experts.  If Progresa-Oportunidades is a 

program worth keeping- which it unequivocally is- improvements to streamline the 

program and maximize its subsidy efficiency must be made.  

 

Conclusion 

 This study has endeavored to demonstrate that there exist a variety of highly-

interactive complementarities among health, nutrition, education and development.  

There has been a particular emphasis on the interrelationship between the enrichment of 

basic education services and sustainable development.  Part and parcel to Progresa-

Oportunidades, an assortment of demand-side interventions have been introduced into 

the Mexican education market with the chief aim of offsetting the obstacles limiting poor 

families’ capacity to send their children to school.  It has been shown that families who 

lack the necessary means- i.e. clothing, school supplies, and transportation costs- have 

benefited significantly from the program’s provision of cash and in-kind subsidies.  

Enrollment rates and overall academic success have risen among beneficiary children.  

Similarly, a variety of health indicators- i.e. vitamin deficiency, infant mortality, growth 

“stunting”, and insufficient caloric intake- have also seen marked improvements among 

beneficiary families.  Progresa-Oportunidades has been unequivocally successful on 

many fronts.  But this study has also presented the foremost criticisms of the program, 



 

 

 
 

46

which draw attention to its heavy administrative costs, unintended externalities, efficacy 

“leaks” and targeting flaws.  In light of the program’s perceived successes, efforts to 

improve and streamline Progresa-Oportunidades are both practical and crucial. 

 Of the myriad criticisms implicating Progresa-Oportunidades, and demand-side 

interventions of education markets more generally, the recommendation that the 

program’s targeting mechanisms be “recalibrated” is among the most valid.  It has been 

demonstrated that many eligible families falling below the poverty threshold- particularly 

those whose children are at the primary level- will send their children to school whether 

or not they receive a cash transfer.  Recalibration efforts will involve determining which 

families are likely to do so in the absence of a cash transfer, and which families depend 

largely on the subvention.  Each family would receive a calculated cash transfer, 

predicated on a variety of household demographics; it has been suggested that age, 

ethnicity and the presence and distance of a nearby school figure prominently in this 

calculus.  The validity of this criticism notwithstanding, the vast wealth of literature 

concerning Progresa-Oportunidades is testament to the program’s viability and 

enormous potential.  It is indispensable that development experts and government 

officials heed arguments posited by critics of demand-side interventions, many of which 

are admittedly constructive.  The future success of Progresa-Oportunidades stems from 

its dynamic capacity; the program must adapt to a perennially changing social and 

economic atmosphere in contemporary Mexico. 
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