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education grants are slightly higher at the secondary level for girls, 

given their propensity to drop out at earlier ages.

In the area of health and nutrition, PROGRESA brings basic 

attention to health issues and promotes health care through free 

preventive interventions, such as nutritional supplements and 

education on hygiene and nutrition, as well as monetary transfers for 

the purchase of food. Receipt of monetary transfers and nutritional 

supplements are tied to mandatory health care visits to public clinics. 

This aspect of the program targets its benefits to children under five 

years old, and pregnant and lactating women. It is administered 

by the Ministry of Health and by IMSS-Solidaridad, a branch of 

the Mexican Social Security Institute, which provides benefits to 

uninsured individuals in rural areas.

Nutritional supplements are given to children ages four months 

to two years and to pregnant and breast-feeding women. If signs 

of malnutrition are detected in children ages two to five years, 

nutritional supplements are also administered. The nutritional 

status of beneficiaries is monitored by mandatory visits to the clinic 

and is more frequently monitored for children five years old and 

under, and pregnant and lactating women. Upon each visit, younger 

children and lactating women are measured for wasting (low weight-

for-height), stunting (low height-for-age), and weight-for-age. An 

appointment monitoring system is set up, and a nurse or doctor 

verifies adherence. Every two months health care professionals submit 

certification of beneficiary visits to PROGRESA, and this certification 

triggers the receipt of bimonthly food support.

PROGRESA is primarily a demand-side program. Its main 

objective is to induce households (through cash transfers and 

conditions associated with the receipt of these cash transfers) to make 

more intensive use of the existing educational and health facilities. 

The program is accompanied by complementary efforts and resources 

directed at strengthening the supply and quality of the educational 

and health services, but these efforts serve only an auxiliary role as a 

means of easing potential capacity constraints that might arise as a 

result of the more intensive use of the existing facilities.

PROGRESA gives benefits exclusively to mothers. The concentra-

tion and value of this transfer in the hands of the mother and the 

enormous scale of the program suggest that this program has signifi-

cant potential to alter the balance of power within Mexican families. 

How the Evaluation Was Conducted

The strength of the PROGRESA evaluation lies in its methods. Three 

key factors contribute to its rigor: (1) the quasi-experimental design 

used for the evaluation, (2) the collection of repeated observations of 

households and their members before and after the program, and (3) 

the analytical approaches used in determining whether PROGRESA 

has had an impact.

For a proper impact evaluation of a program, it is necessary 

to observe a group of households that are similar to beneficiary 

households in every respect possible but that do not benefit from the 

program. In the case of PROGRESA, where evaluation was conceived 

from the beginning as part of the design of the program, the solution 

to this evaluation problem is achieved by random assignment 

of localities into treatment and control groups. Annual fiscal 

constraints and logistical complexities associated with the operation 

of PROGRESA in very small and remote rural communities did not 

permit the program to cover all eligible localities at once. Instead, 

localities are covered by the program in phases. PROGRESA’s quasi-

experimental design takes advantage of sequential expansion to select 
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a comparable or control group from the set of localities that, while 

eligible for the program, have yet to be covered by it. This practice 

offers the opportunity to conduct a scientifically rigorous evaluation 

of whether the program has had an impact, and if so, the size of this 

impact on beneficiary households.2

The quasi-experimental design of the evaluation, combined with 

the availability of repeated observations on households and their 

members before and after the program, can provide the most reliable 

answer to the question of whether the program has an impact or 

not. By examining changes over time within treatment and control 

localities (that is, comparing difference-in-difference), evaluators 

can control for characteristics that do not change over time within 

treatment and control localities, as well as for characteristics that 

change over time and are common to control and treatment areas.

To evaluate impact, researchers conducted formal surveys, 

structured and semistructured observations and interviews, focus 

groups, and workshops with a series of stakeholders, including 

beneficiaries, local leaders, local and central PROGRESA officials, 

health clinic doctors, nurses, and assistants, and schoolteachers.

The sample used in the evaluation of PROGRESA consists of 

repeated observations (panel data) collected for 24,000 households 

from 506 localities in the seven states of Guerrero, Hidalgo, 

Michoacan, Puebla, Queretaro, San Luis Potosi, and Veracruz.  

Of the 506 localities, 320 localities were assigned to the treatment 

group and 186 localities were assigned as controls. Specifically, the 

320 treatment localities were randomly selected using probabilities 

proportional to size from a universe of 4,546 localities that were 

covered by phase II of the program in the seven states mentioned.3 

Using the same method, the 186 control localities were selected 

from a universe of 1,850 localities in these seven states that were 

to be covered by PROGRESA in later phases. The data used in the 

evaluation were collected between November 1997 and November 

1999. As originally planned, the localities serving the role of a control 

group started receiving PROGRESA benefits by December 2000. 

Findings on PROGRESA’s Education and 
Health Benefits and Costs

The majority of the evaluation findings suggest that PROGRESA’s 

combination of education, health, and nutrition interventions into 

one integrated package has a significant impact on the welfare and 

human capital of poor rural families in Mexico. The initial analysis 

2	 An analysis of the randomization procedure used in the evaluation reveals that the randomization was adequately done. PROGRESA’s approach ensures that there is only a small known 
probability that the differences between treatment and control groups are due to unobserved factors. Thus, researchers were able to infer whether the changes observed in individual 
outcomes, such as school enrollment or health and nutritional status, were due to the program or other factors.

3	 In addition to the seven states mentioned, the second phase of PROGRESA’s expansion included the states of Campeche, Chiapas, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Guanajuato, and Oaxaca. The 
evaluation sample did not include localities from these six states for a variety of reasons. For example, the sociopolitical problems in the state of Chiapas led to exclusion of this state 
from sample group. Although the two poorest states of Chiapas and Oaxaca were excluded from the pool of seven states used to select the evaluation sample, this exclusion does not affect 
the results of the evaluation. The evaluation might be compromised if Chiapas and Oaxaca had been included in the pool of seven states but excluded from the evaluation sample after 
performing the “random selection.” Because neither state was included in the evaluation sample, however, the estimated impact cannot be said to hold in Chiapas or Oaxaca or in any 
locality outside the evaluation sample. 
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of PROGRESA’s impact on education shows that the program has 

significantly increased the enrollment of boys and girls, particularly 

of girls and particularly at the secondary school level.

Most of the increase in school enrollment for boys takes place as 

a result of boys’ working less. The evaluation finds that enrollment 

of girls in secondary school increases by as much as 14 percent. The 

results imply that children will have, on average, about 0.7 years 

of extra schooling because of PROGRESA, although this effect may 

increase if children are more likely to go on to senior high school 

as a result of PROGRESA. Given that higher schooling is associated 

with higher levels of income, the estimations imply that the lifetime 

earnings of PROGRESA children could be 8 percent higher than they 

otherwise would have been thanks to the education benefits they have 

received through PROGRESA.

As a result of PROGRESA, both children and adults are also 

experiencing improvements in health. Specifically, children 

receiving PROGRESA’s benefits have a 12 percent lower incidence of 

illness as a result of the program’s benefits, and adults report a 19 

percent decrease in sick or disability days. In the area of nutrition, 

PROGRESA has had a significant effect on reducing the probability of 

stunting for children aged 12 to 36 months.

PROGRESA has also had important effects on food consumption. 

Program beneficiaries report higher calorie consumption and more 

diverse diets, including more fruits, vegetables, and meat. The program 

is also found to have no apparent effects on the work incentives of 

adults, while the award of the cash benefits to mothers in beneficiary 

households appears to have led to the empowerment of women.

A detailed cost analysis of the program also provides strong 

evidence that the program is generally administered in a cost-effective 

manner. For every 100 pesos allocated to the program, 8.9 pesos 

are “absorbed” by administration costs. Given the complexity of the 

program, this level of program costs appears to be quite small, especially 

when compared with the numbers for roughly comparable programs.

Discussion and Recommendations

The findings from IFPRI’s evaluation also suggest that there is 

considerable room for improvement in some of the structural 

components and the operation of the program. For example, 

the program was found to have no measurable impact on the 

achievement test scores of children in beneficiary localities or 

on their regular school attendance. This finding suggests that if 

the program is to have a significant effect on the human capital 

of children, more attention needs to be directed to the quality of 

education provided in schools. 

Enrolling in and attending school regularly are necessary but 

not sufficient conditions for the improvement of children’s human 

capital. Currently the award of PROGRESA’s educational benefits is 

conditional on regular school attendance but not performance. It may 

be possible to attain considerable improvements by linking benefits 

to performance, such as granting bonuses to encourage successful 

completion of a grade, or linking benefits with other programs.

It is also important to find ways to maintain and improve the 

quality of the information provided to beneficiaries. Although the 

targeting of households within poor marginal communities may be a 

source of more social tensions than social benefits, there is no doubt 

that if PROGRESA were to expand in urban areas, some form of 

targeting must take place. Better alternatives to the current reliance 

of PROGRESA on reported income include the use of household 

consumption as a measure of poverty. 
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Whether the vicious circle of intergenerational poverty is indeed 

broken can be determined only by continuing with PROGRESA 

and continuing to evaluate its impact on the livelihood of Mexico’s 

poor in the medium and long term. The possibility of expanding 

PROGRESA coverage to poor households in urban areas implies that 

there is an opportunity to draw on the results of program evaluation 

to adapt some of the components of the program to suit the needs 

of households in different environments. Mexico’s policy leaders are 

encouraged to capitalize on the innovative precedent established by 

PROGRESA and to consider program evaluation an indispensable 

component of all social policies.

 

B13. The Impact of PROGRESA on 
Women’s Status and Intrahousehold 
Relations1

Michelle Adato, Bénédicte de la Brière,  
Dubravka Mindek, and Agnes R. Quisumbing

Since 1997 Mexico has provided poor families with cash benefits 

linked to children’s school attendance and regular clinic 

attendance, as well as in-kind health benefits and nutritional 

supplements, through PROGRESA. Unlike previous social programs 

in Mexico, this nationwide antipoverty program targets transfers 

to the mother of the family. Planners deliberately decided to give 

transfers directly to the mother because of the growing literature 

that finds that resources controlled by women are more likely to be 

manifested in greater improvements in child health and nutrition 

than resources controlled by men. Program staff argue that the 

design of the program may also empower women by increasing their 

control over resources and thus their bargaining power. 

The size of the amount transferred by the program, corresponding 

to a 22 percent increase in the income levels of the beneficiary 

family, the concentration of this transfer in the hands of the mother, 

and the enormous scale of the program suggest that the program 

has great potential to alter the balance of power within Mexican 

families. This study examines how the program has affected women’s 

status and intrahousehold relations. We use both quantitative and 

qualitative methods to analyze this issue. The quantitative analysis 

seeks to ascertain whether or not the implementation of PROGRESA 

contributed to an increase in women’s bargaining power, controlling 

for family background variables, the distribution of bargaining power 

within the household before the program, and variables capturing 

the family’s eligibility for PROGRESA, location in control or 

program communities, and transfers disbursed by the program. The 

qualitative analysis aims to gain a deeper understanding of selected 

issues related to women’s empowerment. In the qualitative part of 

the study, women explain in their own words how they and others in 

their communities experience PROGRESA, and they suggest ways to 

improve the program to contribute further to women’s empowerment 

and to better respond to their concerns and aspirations.

1	 For details, see Adato et al. (2000, 2003).
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Quantitative Study

Owing to the randomized design of the evaluation surveys, one way 

of evaluating the impact of PROGRESA would be to compare the 

means of PROGRESA beneficiaries with those of eligible households 

in control communities before and after the implementation of 

the program. Additional insights can also be gained, however, by 

controlling for individual and family characteristics, particularly 

characteristics that may affect each spouse’s bargaining power. 

Following recent work in the intrahousehold literature, this study uses 

characteristics of the husband and wife at the time of their marriage 

as a measure of each spouse’s bargaining power.

Multinomial logit regressions were performed with responses to 

questions regarding who should make certain decisions within the 

household as the dependent variable, with the following choices: 

husband alone, wife alone, or both spouses jointly. These decisions 

were the following: seeking medical attention for the child, telling 

the child to attend school, giving the child permission to go out, 

expenditures on child clothing, food expenditures, house repairs, 

durables purchases, and the disposition of women’s extra income.

Our results show that characteristics of husband and wife are 

the most consistent determinants of decisionmaking patterns. The 

husband is more likely to be the sole decisionmaker if his wife 

is less educated, has less work experience before marriage, does 

not speak Spanish, or speaks an indigenous language. Husbands 

who speak an indigenous language are also more likely to be the 

single decisionmaker, suggesting that women’s roles may be more 

traditional in indigenous societies.

Among poor households, residing in a PROGRESA locality 

does not have as predictable or strong an effect on patterns of 

decisionmaking as individual characteristics do. Transfer amounts, 

however, decrease the incidence of husbands’ sole decisionmaking for 

five of eight outcomes.

One of the most noteworthy outcomes is the effect of PROGRESA 

transfers on poor households’ decisions regarding the disposition 

of women’s extra income. PROGRESA transfers have a small but 

significant negative effect on the probability that the woman lets 

her husband decide how to spend her additional income. The 

probability that women decide on the use of their own income also 

increases through time, but this occurs in both PROGRESA and 

non-PROGRESA communities. We also find that spillover effects of 

PROGRESA on the decisionmaking patterns of nonpoor households 

living in PROGRESA communities are negligible.

Qualitative Study

The qualitative research, conducted in six states, was based 

on 23 focus groups involving 230 women: 80 beneficiaries, 80 

nonbeneficiaries, and 70 promotoras (beneficiaries elected by other 

beneficiaries to liaise between PROGRESA offices and communities). 

The results show that women strongly support the principle of 

designating women as beneficiaries. The main reasons given were that 

women are more responsible with money and thus more will be spent 

on the family and that women are more concerned with the welfare 

of their children. In a majority of responses, women mentioned that 

men are likely to spend money they receive on alcohol. An additional 

reason given was that PROGRESA is for household needs such as 

food, and women know best what the household needs.

Most men accept women’s role in the program because the benefits 

help the husband, too, and the family as a whole. They allow their 
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wives to spend the time necessary to fulfill their PROGRESA require-

ments because the benefits they receive compensate. Some men, how-

ever, are unhappy with the time that women spend on their PROGRESA 

responsibilities. Women say they minimize conflict by making sure 

that their household responsibilities are taken care of before they leave. 

Including men in initial PROGRESA general meetings where benefi-

ciary responsibilities and program activities are explained has been 

helpful in increasing men’s acceptance of the program.

The focus group discussions also focused on expenditure 

decisions. Both beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries said that women 

made decisions on their own about food expenditures, whereas men 

alone or couples jointly decided about larger household expenditures. 

Participation in PROGRESA does not appear from these discussions 

to notably alter the domains of decisionmaking. There are four 

ways, however, in which respondents suggest that PROGRESA can 

increase women’s autonomy with respect to household expenditure 

decisions: (1) she does not need to ask her husband for money 

whenever she needs something, she can make independent purchases 

with her money from PROGRESA; (2) because she receives this 

additional household income, she has more confidence in her 

ability to determine whether there is enough money to buy things 

she thinks they need, whereas when her husband held the money, 

he was in a better position to judge; (3) if with PROGRESA there is 

more money available for the family to spend on food, which is part 

of her domain, women can now make more decisions about such 

expenditures even if the types of decisions have not changed; and (4) 

PROGRESA money may potentially increase the domain of women’s 

decisionmaking in some instances.

Although PROGRESA’s mode of assistance centers on the 

individual beneficiary and does not involve local organizations, the 

program does involve activities where women gather in groups and 

have the opportunity to communicate with each other. Monthly 

meetings with promotoras are officially for giving program-

related information to beneficiaries, but in some communities they 

also provide a space for women to talk about other concerns and 

problems. At health pláticas, health issues of importance to women 

are discussed. In addition, faenas are communal work activities 

not officially associated with PROGRESA, but they are organized 

by doctors or promotoras and often involve beneficiaries. These 

collective activities, as well as the trips the women make to pick up 

their cash transfers, are also opportunities for them to leave their 

homes and their communities without their spouses.

Promotoras and beneficiaries described personal changes 

that are forms of empowerment, including increased freedom of 

movement, self-confidence, and “opening their minds.” The type 

of changes reported fall into three categories: (1) women leave the 

house more often; (2) women have the opportunity to speak to each 

other about concerns, problems, and solutions; and (3) women 

are more comfortable speaking out in groups. Such changes were 

more pronounced for promotoras than beneficiaries, though some 

beneficiaries had similar experiences. Some beneficiaries reported 

no such changes, however. These reported changes suggest ways in 

which PROGRESA can potentially contribute to longer term social 

development, even if in small ways, and thus the importance of these 

collective activities. 

Another way in which PROGRESA contributes to women’s 

empowerment is through the content of what they learn in the health 

pláticas. Beneficiaries refer in general to “knowing more” now and to 

a wide range of new knowledge in the areas of sanitation, nutrition, 

illnesses, and other health-related issues. They also report changes 
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that have occurred in women’s relationships with men as a result of 

what they have learned, for example, in the area of family planning. 

The research thus suggests that women are benefiting from a 

new recognition of their importance in the family; new freedom 

of movement; and some increased confidence, awareness, and 

knowledge, without paying a major price in terms of intrahousehold 

harmony. Nevertheless, the changes in intrahousehold relations 

brought about by the program appear to be modest. This finding 

should not come as a surprise or disappointment. Change in 

this domain is necessarily slow as well as complex, as women 

make strategic choices involving challenge, conformity, and 

accommodation. PROGRESA gives women new resources and 

information with which to approach these choices.

General Conclusions

If material poverty and poor health and nutrition are obstacles to 

the empowerment of women, then overcoming these obstacles is the 

main way in which PROGRESA contributes to women’s empowerment. 

The program contributes in other ways as well, by putting additional 

resources under women’s control, giving women more opportunities 

to leave the house, educating them on health and nutrition issues, 

providing new spaces in which to communicate with other women, 

and educating girls to improve their position in the future. These 

aspects of the program appear to have had some impacts on personal 

empowerment (for example, self-esteem and “sense of self in a 

wider context”), though more modest impacts on intrahousehold 

relationships. More generally, the program is introduced with messages 

about women’s importance, and beneficiary and nonbeneficiary 

families notice the government recognition that PROGRESA’s design 

gives to women. This approach has fostered, if at a low level, a 

discourse within PROGRESA communities around gender issues.

PROGRESA could strengthen its impact on women’s 

empowerment. In addition to its health and child education 

strategies, PROGRESA policy originally envisioned a number of other 

program features that represented a more holistic and developmental 

approach to poverty reduction. Revisiting some of these ideas 

(for example, adult education, productive projects, community 

participation), as well as learning from women’s suggestions (such 

as health education for men) or from ways in which the program 

has been adapted in communities with good results (for example, 

encouraging promotoras to use the monthly meetings as a forum 

for women to discuss problems and solutions) would strengthen the 

program’s short-term benefits and its long-term potential to reduce 

poverty and promote development. 
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B14. Subsidized Childcare and Working 
Women in Urban Guatemala1

Marie T. Ruel, Bénédicte de la Brière,  
Kelly Hallman, Agnes R. Quisumbing, and  
Nora Coj de Salazar

With increasing urbanization, the percentage of women 

participating in the labor force and the percentage of 

households headed by single mothers have increased. Reliable and 

affordable childcare alternatives are thus becoming increasingly 

important in urban areas. The Hogares Comunitarios Program 

(HCP) was established in Guatemala City in 1991 as a direct response 

to the increasing need of poor urban dwellers for substitute childcare. 

This government-sponsored pilot program was designed as a strategy 

to alleviate poverty by providing working parents with low-cost, high-

quality childcare within their community.

This study summarizes preliminary findings from an evaluation 

of the HCP carried out in 1998 in urban slums of Guatemala City. 

The study evaluated both the program’s operations and its impact on 

children’s dietary intakes and women’s earnings. 

Program Background

The model of the HCP is that a group of parents elects a woman from 

their neighborhood to act as the caretaker mother, which implies 

that she will care for up to 10 children in her home, 12 hours a day, 

5 days a week. During their stay in the hogar (day-care center), the 

children receive care and affection, hygiene, early child stimulation, 

and food (two meals and two snacks). The program provides initial 

training for the caretaker mothers, as well as furniture, cooking 

equipment, and supplies for 10 children. On a monthly basis the 

program gives approximately US$1 per child per day to the caretaker 

for purchasing food, gas, and educational material. The program 

also gives the caretaker an incentive of US$3 a month for each child 

who attends, which is complemented by a US$5 per child monthly 

contribution from the parents.

Operational Evaluation

The operational evaluation had three objectives: (1) to review and 

evaluate the effectiveness of implementation of the program; (2) 

to assess the quality of the services provided by the caretakers; and 

(3) to evaluate the level of satisfaction and the attitudes of the 

program’s main implementers (caretakers and their supervisors) 

and main users (the beneficiary parents). We used both qualitative 

and quantitative methods, including semi-structured interviews 

with caretaker mothers, eight-hour observations in the hogares, and 

focus groups with caretakers, beneficiary parents, and program field 

supervisors. The evaluation was carried out in 206 hogares operating 

in three zones of Guatemala City.

Findings show that the program is generally well designed and is 

operating effectively. Delays in cash transfers for food, the insufficient 

1	 For details, see Ruel et al. (2002, 2003, 2006) and Hallman et al. (2003).
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amount of the transfer, and the lack of participation of parents were 

the key operational constraints identified. The quality of services 

provided by the caretakers with respect to hygiene, safety, and their 

interaction with children was good overall, but it varied significantly 

between hogares. Caretakers consistently failed to allocate the 

required amount of time to educational activities, largely because 

of time constraints, but also because they did not feel adequately 

trained, motivated, and remunerated. Caretakers were generally 

grateful to the program for the opportunity to work while taking care 

of their own children (or grandchildren). Beneficiary parents were 

extremely positive about the program. They appreciated the caretakers 

and the program for the assistance received and reported that the 

program was affordable. They suggested the addition of Saturday care 

and an increased emphasis on preventive and curative health.

When a new central government administration took over the 

program in 2000, it included in the new four-year plan concrete 

actions to address many of the constraints identified by our 

evaluation. These actions included increasing the amount of the 

cash transfers, strengthening preventive and curative health services, 

hiring educators to ease the time constraints of caretaker mothers, 

and strengthening human resources through additional training.

Impact Evaluation

The impact evaluation was carried out in one zone of Guatemala 

City and included (1) a case-control design of approximately 250 

beneficiary children matched with control children of the same age 

and neighborhood whose mothers also worked outside the home; 

and (2) a random sample of approximately 1,400 households with 

children zero to seven years of age. The main objective was to assess 

the impact of the program on children’s dietary intakes, on maternal 

wages and employment conditions, on household expenditure 

patterns, and on older siblings’ school attendance. Only preliminary 

findings of the impact of the program on children’s dietary intakes 

are presented here. The purpose of the random sample was to 

examine aspects of targeting, coverage, patterns of use of other types 

of childcare, and their cost and to control for self-selection biases (of 

mothers into the labor force and into the program).

Beneficiary mothers tended to be slightly less educated, have 

fewer assets, and live in lower-quality housing than (working or 

nonworking) mothers from the random sample. Beneficiary mothers 

were also much more likely to be single: 40 percent were single 

compared with 29 percent of working mothers and 17 percent of all 

mothers from the random sample. Beneficiary mothers had smaller 

sized households but a higher mean number of preschoolers and thus 

a higher dependency ratio than women from the random sample.

Children of beneficiary mothers were more likely to be stunted 

and had lower height-for-age Z-scores than children from the 

random sample. Since stunting is a cumulative indicator of long-

term growth retardation, it is likely that these children had suffered 

chronic growth retardation throughout their young childhood 

(possibly starting in utero) as a result of a combination of  

factors, including poverty, food insecurity, poor health, and poor 

maternal care.

Beneficiary mothers, on the other hand, were more likely to be 

employed in the formal sector and to work in factories than other 

working mothers and to receive work-related social and medical 

benefits. The income of beneficiary mothers in the previous month 

was also 30 percent higher than the income of working mothers from 

the random sample.
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Thus, the program appears to be reaching its targeted population: 

poor families with working parents, and especially single mothers 

with childcare responsibilities. It is likely that the program, because 

it provides reliable and affordable childcare for 12 hours a day, allows 

single mothers to engage in more formal, and possibly more stable, 

employment, which also offers them a higher wage and more social 

and medical benefits. The low coverage of the program (only 3 

percent of working mothers in the random sample used the program) 

seems to result from lack of supply rather than low demand.

Among nonbeneficiary families, the most commonly used 

childcare arrangements involved household and extended family 

members. Even compared with these informal alternatives, the HCP 

was one of the lowest-cost alternatives, ranking second, after resident 

household members. Nonresident relatives were more costly than 

the HCP, as were neighbors, other private arrangements, and formal 

childcare.

Impact on Children’s Diet

The program is having a significant and positive impact on children’s 

nutrient intake and dietary diversity: children participating in the 

program consume, on average, 20 percent more energy, proteins, and 

iron and 50 percent more vitamin A than control children. Moreover, 

a greater proportion of the key micronutrients (iron and vitamin A) 

consumed by beneficiary children came from animal products—a 

more bioavailable (more easily absorbed) form. Because the 

home diet of beneficiary children was also slightly more nutritious 

compared with control children, the net nutritional impact of the 

program is positive and significant.

Impact on Women’s Labor Force 
Participation and Earnings

The low percentage of working mothers participating in the program 

made it impossible to evaluate the impact of the program itself on 

labor force participation and earnings. Using the random sample 

data, however, we evaluated the impact of childcare availability—in 

terms of both prices and travel time—on the choice between formal 

and informal care, taking into account a woman’s joint decision 

to work and to choose the type of childcare. In Guatemala City 

women’s decision to work was significantly affected by their age and 

the demographic characteristics of their household—particularly 

the availability of substitute caregivers. Women were also less likely 

to work if they had children below three years of age. Although 

education did not affect women’s decision to work, it was significantly 

associated with greater use of formal day care. Use of formal care was 

also greater among women who had children three to seven years 

of age. Although the price of day care (either formal or informal) 

was not associated with the choice of day-care alternatives, longer 

median travel time between home and formal day care was negatively 

associated with its use.

After controlling for selection into the labor force, we found 

that women’s education was the most important factor affecting 

their wages, hours worked, and total earnings. Education increased 

women’s hourly wages and total earnings but decreased their hours 

worked, possibly through a wealth effect. Controlling for endogeneity 

of labor market participation and formal day-care use, the price of 

formal day care had negative but insignificant impacts on mothers’ 

earnings. This suggests that interventions to increase the availability 

and lower the time costs of formal day care in poor urban areas 
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have the potential to raise labor force participation rates of mothers 

residing in such neighborhoods, but not necessarily their earnings 

conditional upon their having entered the labor force.

Conclusions

The government-sponsored HCP in Guatemala provides affordable and 

good-quality childcare for extended hours, thereby providing needed 

support to vulnerable urban households, namely single mothers. 

The program relieves one of the key constraints to women’s labor 

force participation in urban areas, while at the same time improving 

children’s nutrition. Thus, expansion and continued strengthening of 

this type of program could significantly contribute to reducing urban 

poverty, food insecurity, and childhood malnutrition.

 

B15. Investment in Women and Its 
Implications for Lifetime Incomes1

Agnes R. Quisumbing, Jonna P. Estudillo, and 
Keijiro Otsuka

This study examines the implications of gender differences in 

wealth transfers—farmland and education—on the lifetime 

incomes of men and women in the rural areas of Ghana, the 

Philippines, and Sumatra (Indonesia). Based on household surveys 

of three generations, we tested the hypothesis that parents bequeath 

their wealth to their sons and daughters in accordance with their 

comparative advantages in lowland and upland farming and in 

nonfarm jobs. Therefore, if sons and daughters have comparative 

advantages in lowland farming and nonfarming activities, 

respectively, we expect that sons receive a greater area of farmland, 

whereas daughters receive more schooling, since schooling is 

particularly important in nonfarm jobs.

Egalitarian bequest motives of parents, however, do not assure 

that “equal” outcomes between men and women will prevail in terms 

of lifetime or permanent income. If women face discrimination in 

making use of land or education, parents would rationally transfer 

their wealth to sons, even though the parents may be basically 

egalitarian. Eradicating discrimination may thus increase returns to 

women’s physical and human capital and encourage parents to invest 

in daughters.

Research Findings

Land Inheritance
If land bequest decisions are made in accordance with the 

comparative advantages of sons and daughters in farming, land 

will be bequeathed to men and women depending on their relative 

contribution to farm labor. Men inherit more land than women 

in the Philippines, where rice farming is intensive in male labor. 

Supportive evidence was also obtained from Sumatra, where 

matrilineal inheritance has traditionally been practiced. In Kerinci, 

Sumatra, where both men and women work more or less equally 

1	 For details, see Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka (2003, 2004).
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on lowland paddy fields and upland agroforestry fields, men and 

women currently inherit both types of land equally. In Bungo Tebo, 

Sumatra, where men work primarily on rubber agroforestry and 

women specialize in lowland paddy production, men inherit rubber 

fields and women inherit paddy fields. Furthermore, in Ghana where 

uterine matrilineal inheritance has traditionally been practiced (see 

Section B11 of this appendix), wives and daughters began to acquire 

landownership through gifts from the husband or father, provided 

that they helped establish cocoa agroforests. It is no coincidence 

that at present women contribute about 30 percent of labor in cocoa 

farming and own nearly 30 percent of cocoa land. Thus, the relative 

importance of men’s and women’s labor inputs is an important 

determinant of the land transfers to men and women.

This finding does not imply, however, that women have never been 

discriminated against in intergenerational land transfers. In Ghana 

social discrimination against women persists, even though it has been 

weakened considerably over time. There is also the incidence of paren-

tal discrimination against daughters in land transfers. In contrast, 

there are cases of land transfers from the parents’ to the respondents’ 

generation in which mothers who own large land areas prefer to trans-

fer their land preferentially to their daughters, as in the Philippines 

and Sumatra. The extent of discrimination against daughters in land 

transfers, however, seems to have decreased over time.

Schooling Investments
It may be misleading to analyze land transfers or schooling 

investment independently since both are alternative forms of 

intergenerational transfers. In the Philippines, among children 

20 years of age and older, sons inherit more land, but daughters 

receive more schooling. This result shows that land inheritance and 

schooling are close substitutes. Schooling may also be increasing in 

importance in the Philippines, where younger sons and daughters 

receive almost equal levels of schooling at present, despite larger 

areas of expected land transfers to sons.

Evidence supporting a substitutable relationship between land 

inheritance and schooling, however, was not found in the Ghana 

and Sumatra studies. Both men and women are equally treated in 

land inheritance and schooling investments in the respondents’ 

and children’s generations in the Kerinci and Bungo Tebo sites. In 

contrast, women are disfavored in both land transfers and schooling 

in Ghana, even though the extent of such gender bias has reduced 

appreciably over time. These differences may be due to differences in 

women’s participation in nonfarm jobs. In the Philippines, women 

work primarily in nonfarm jobs, where educated women and men 

are equally treated. In the other two sites, both men and women work 

mostly on farms.

Overall Effects of Wealth Transfers on Men’s and  
Women’s Income

We examined the consequences of gender differences in land 

inheritance and schooling investments on the lifetime or permanent 

income of men and women. We assessed the effects of schooling 

and the gender composition of household members on income from 

agricultural production and household expenditure, a proxy for 

permanent income.

We find that schooling is not an important determinant of agri-

cultural income, regardless of whether it is food crop farming or tree 

crop farming. Thus, we should not expect that increased schooling 

has significantly positive effects on agricultural incomes and efficien-

cy, unless technological changes enhance returns to schooling.
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Women’s schooling, but not men’s schooling, has positive and 

significant effects on per capita household expenditures in the 

Philippines, whereas the opposite correlation holds in Ghana. This 

difference may occur because women are more educated in the 

Philippines and tend to work in nonfarm jobs, where returns to 

schooling are higher. In contrast, Ghanaian women in rural areas do 

not readily participate in nonfarm labor markets—a fact that, in turn, 

is likely to discourage investment in daughters’ schooling in Ghana.

Based on these results, we estimated lifetime or permanent 

incomes of men and women. In the Philippines, the smaller farm 

income of daughters due to the smaller area of inherited paddy land 

is almost exactly compensated for by their larger nonfarm incomes 

due to their higher schooling attainments. In both Sumatra sites, 

sons’ and daughters’ incomes are largely equalized, reflecting the 

rough equality of agricultural land inheritance and the equal level 

of schooling between sons and daughters. In the case of Ghana, how-

ever, women’s income is significantly lower than men’s. Such a per-

sistent and significant income gap can be largely attributed to social 

discrimination against females in land transfers and schooling.

Policy Implications

Our three-country study suggests that efforts to improve the distribu-

tion of income and resources between men and women in rural areas 

will not be successful without policies to improve income-earning 

abilities and opportunities for women. In particular, we advocate poli-

cies to (1) extend and strengthen schooling systems in rural areas; 

(2) promote competition in nonfarm labor markets to eliminate 

discrimination against women; (3) reform property rights systems, 

in general, to be more equitable toward women; and (4) develop 

agricultural technologies that increase the returns to female labor, 

whether through increased demand or increased labor productivity.

Improve Schooling Systems in Rural Areas
Increasing women’s educational attainment is an important part 

of any long-term strategy to improve gender equity in rural areas. 

Although the gender gap in schooling has closed in the Philippines 

and Sumatra sites, it continues to be an issue in rural Ghana, similar 

to other poor and isolated areas in other developing countries. 

Approaches to promoting gender equality in education have revolved 

around (1) reducing prices and increasing physical access to services, 

(2) improving the design of service delivery, and (3) investing in 

time-saving infrastructure (World Bank 2001).

Reducing prices and increasing physical access to educational 

services is important because parents’ decisions to invest in girls’ 

education is more sensitive to the price of education than their 

decision to invest in boys’ education. Since girls’ schooling is 

more sensitive to direct and opportunity costs, reducing the cost of 

schooling offers some of the most promising policy interventions to 

promote female education, such as school stipend programs, tuition 

subsidies, and scholarships for girls.

Parents’ demand for girls’ education also appears to be more 

sensitive than their demand for boys’ education to the quality of 

schooling, the extent of learning, and teacher attitudes. To this end, 

training staff, reviewing and revising school curricula, and educating 

parents can all play important roles in ensuring that gender stereo-

types are not perpetuated in the classroom and in the community.

Finally, investments that reduce distance to school and 
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investments in basic water and energy infrastructure can help female 

enrollment rates in part by reducing the opportunity cost of schooling 

for girls. Similarly, increasing access to local health care facilities 

reduces the time women and girls need to spend on in-home care for 

sick family members. These investments mean fewer interruptions 

to women’s paid work and to girls’ schooling. To promote schooling 

of girls, however, these interventions are not sufficient. It is critically 

important to raise the return to investments in girls’ schooling. The 

analysis in this study, as well as in others, shows that returns to 

schooling in farm production are low.2 Returns to female schooling 

are even lower or negative. With such low returns, it is not surprising 

that resistance to investing in girls’ education persists in many rural 

areas without adequate access to nonfarm employment.

Remove Barriers to Female Participation in Nonfarm 
Labor Markets

Given the limited labor absorption capacity of the agricultural 

sector, realizing the returns to female education in the long run 

will increasingly depend on women’s ability to find nonfarm 

employment. Low or even negative returns to women’s schooling in 

agriculture may act as a deterrent to parental investment in girls’ 

education, as in our Ghanaian case study. The higher probability of 

obtaining nonfarm employment has gone hand-in-hand with higher 

educational attainment of girls in the Philippines. Thus, increasing 

competition and reducing barriers to female entry to nonfarm labor 

markets will be key to enabling women to realize the returns to their 

education. Some of the barriers to entry can be removed through 

legislation that prohibits explicit discrimination against women. But 

some of the other barriers may lie in the opportunity cost to women 

of participating in the nonfarm labor market. Women already tend 

to work longer hours than men, when both productive and domestic 

work are considered, and in virtually all countries, women perform a 

disproportionate share of household maintenance and care activities. 

Investments in time-saving infrastructure can reduce women’s 

opportunity costs of participating in the labor market, while provision 

of childcare enables women to work and older daughters to continue 

schooling rather than care for younger siblings.

Policies also need to change the way employers and educators 

think about women’s employment. Hard numbers must be used to 

dispel myths about the expense of employing women. For example, 

recent International Labour Organization (ILO) research provides 

evidence from four Latin American and Caribbean countries that 

the “extra costs” of employing women, such as maternity leave or 

childcare, turn out to be quite insignificant. Indeed, bearing these 

costs in the short run reduces the long-run cost of absenteeism and 

job turnover and permits firms to retain more experienced female 

workers. Finally, to promote competitive labor markets, policies to 

strengthen market competition among enterprises should be adopted. 

Those enterprises that discriminate against women are less likely to 

survive in competitive market environments. Moreover, it is important 

to recognize that the promotion of competitive labor markets will 

stimulate investments in the schooling of female children.

2	 This finding is also supported by the majority of the existing literature, although there are a few exceptions.
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Reform Property Rights Systems
The reform of property rights systems and the legal framework is 

crucial to attaining gender equity. Legal reform is necessary to 

change statutory laws to strengthen women’s entitlements and to 

increase the enforceability of their claims over natural and physical 

assets. Gender disparities in natural and physical capital persist partly 

because the legal framework supports property rights systems that are 

biased against women.

Land titling is often mentioned as a solution to gender disparities 

in land rights. Land titling is feasible, however, only if land rights 

are sufficiently individualized, and many programs have failed 

largely because of premature implementation. To be fair, men and 

women should be equally qualified for acquiring land titles, or, 

if appropriate, titles could be awarded jointly to men and women. 

Judging from the experience of Ghana, the promulgation of the 

Intestate Succession Law—which stipulates how property should be 

bequeathed to the spouse, children, and other family members—is 

likely to be an effective policy option to facilitate less gender-biased 

land inheritance systems in customary land tenure areas. Its 

effectiveness also depends, however, on women’s knowledge of the 

provisions of the law and their ability to enforce their claims in court.

Develop Technologies to Increase Returns to Women’s Labor
While returns to education are higher in the nonfarm sector, the task 

remains to improve incomes of those who remain in the agricultural 

sector. To this end, agricultural research can be directed toward 

technologies to increase the returns to women’s labor. In labor-

abundant economies, such as those of Asia at the time of the Green 

Revolution, these technologies could take the form of labor-intensive 

technologies that increase the demand for women’s labor. In labor-

constrained economies, these technologies could be those that make 

women’s labor more productive—such as technologies to improve 

the efficiency of food processing or fuel collection. These technologies 

could also consist of new crops that are more profitable and offer a 

higher return to women’s labor.

It is important that women are empowered to be able to benefit 

from the increased value of their time. The development literature 

is replete with stories of interventions that aimed to increase 

women’s income-earning capabilities, raise the return to labor, or 

even improve the productivity of women’s crops, but failed because 

they did not take into account intrahousehold dynamics as well as 

possible resistance from men. Gender equity is not incompatible with 

productive efficiency. It is possible that technologies that increase the 

returns to women’s labor will also serve to improve the value of their 

outside options, thereby increasing their bargaining power within the 

family and enabling them to take advantage of new opportunities. 
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