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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Conditional cash transfers have received considerable
attention in policy environments of developing countries
since the early 1990s as tools of poverty reduction.
Mexico’s Progresa/Oportunidades, one of the most
popular conditional-cash transfer (CCT) programs in
the world, is an important case for understanding the
impact and effect of government social policy programs
on low-income groups. This study highlights the limits of
government interventions in providing social services by
analysing the relationship dynamics between citizens,
policy makers and frontline service providers
This study assesses the dynamic relationships
involved in the delivery and implementation of Mexico’s
CCT. It identifies challenges in program evaluation,
implementation and quality of services. An extrinsic
and intrinsic evaluation of the challenges in this CCT
ascertains two points: i) that poverty reduction does not
occur homogenously and ii) that there are variations in
capacity and quality of service delivery across Mexico.
These results are due to power asymmetries between
beneficiaries and service providers where dependent
individuals heavily rely on government support, who in
turn lay responsibility on beneficiaries to access and use
public services. These power asymmetries arise from the
specific knowledge frontline service providers possesses
regarding the type of service they deliver as well as true
motivations in carrying out responsibilities. These have
an impact on the real impact of the CCT and its ability to
change overall poverty level.
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The expansion of Progresa/Oportunidades has led
to service delivery inefficiencies where addition of
services and extension of responsibilities has shifted
accountability structures. This has affected the degree of
monitoring and evaluation of the real impact of Progresa/
Oportunidades as the number of service providers and
beneficiaries has expanded, introducing information
and power asymmetries that affect the quality and
access to services. The expansion has also significantly
affected the program’s ability to target the poorest
communities, leading to negative and indirect social and
economic consequences. To enhance effectiveness of the
program, this paper recommends including a centralized
monitoring system with a monetary and non-monetary
incentive structure which could involve the participation
of civil society groups to monitor service delivery and
communicate challenges and constraints through
collective action.

147

THE PUBLIC SPHERE | 2019 ISSUE

INTRODUCTION : REGIONAL
CONTEXT OF THE MEXICAN CCT
Since the early 1990s, countries in the “Global South” have
seen a significant expansion of government programs aimed at
poverty alleviation. The consequences of neoliberal policies and
structural adjustment programs coupled with economic shocks
have driven states to redefine their social protection policies.
The “lost decade” of the 1970s in a number of Latin American
countries was characterized by major debt, high inflation,
widespread unemployment and declining wages, leading to
a growing number of people living in poverty. To tackle the
persistence of poverty and to invest in human capital through
health and education services, the region looked into CCT
programs. As a result, a range of CCT programs were established
across the region: income transfers as social pensions or family
allowances in Brazil; programs combining income transfers
with service provision; and integrated poverty eradication
including income transfers and service provision in Chile
(Barrientos and Hulme, 2009: 447; Barrientos and Santibáñez,
2009: 11). Generally, CCT programs operate on the basis of
the state providing cash transfers to the poorest households
with the expectation that family members comply with specific
expectations regarding education, health and nutrition (Adato, et
al, 2010; Azavedo, et al, 2013; Lomelí, 2008).
Mexico’s Progresa/Oportunidades (PROPO), one of the oldest
CCT programs in the region, covers over 5 million beneficiaries
in urban and rural areas (Barrientos and Villa, 2016: 424; Adato
and Hoddinott, 2010: 69). This paper will evaluate and assess
the real impact of PROPO by analyzing the relations between
citizens and policymakers, policymakers and bureaucrats, and
front-line service providers and citizen beneficiaries. Assessing
these relations will highlight the limitations and constraints of
PROPO in design and implementation as it has been expanded
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and institutionalized since inception. The lack of participation
of local communities in the design process has limited
policymakers’ scope in accounting for the variation in capacities
across provinces with regard to the quality of services and service
providers. In addition, analysis will focus on the issues resulting
from short-term impact evaluations of PROPO which cause
power and information asymmetries between bureaucrats and
beneficiaries. Finally, attention will be given to the targeting and
selection method of the program and its impact on community
relations, specifically in regard to mobilization of poor groups in
ensuring accountability and transparency.
By targeting the poorest in society, CCTs have enabled
governments to increase efficiency by allocating limited financial
resources to poverty reduction schemes. In Mexico, PROPO’s
main aim is to invest in the younger generations for better
employment conditions and higher standards of living, thus
breaking the inter-generational cycle of poverty (Yachine and
Orozco, 2010: 66). It is important to consider that literature on
the long-term impact of PROPO shows that despite a reduction
in poverty, PROPO has not lifted a significant number of
households out of poverty (Barrientos et al, 2016; Lomelí, 2008;
Alderman, 2015; Yaschine et al, 2010; Lavinas, 2013).
PROPO, formerly known as Progresa, emerged in 1997 as the
flagship anti-poverty project under President Ernesto Zedill, with
the aim of improving capabilities of the poor in education, health
and nutrition (Yaschine and Orozco, 2010: 64). The program
was designed in a top-down manner and implemented by the
government with the support of international institutions such as
the World Bank and Inter-American Development Bank, which
promote public intervention in social welfare spending to help
individuals escape poverty. This top down approach to poverty
alleviation grants little space for beneficiaries to participate in the
policy design process, thereby creating a relationship characterized
by dependency of beneficiaries on the bureaucrats. Although the
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program aims to transfer agency to local levels, it is ultimately
the policymakers and the discretion of service providers who
determine eligibility of services as well as the quality of service.
The program’s approach to transfer power to the local level
however maintains dependency as policymakers have the power
to determine who is and is not eligible to access services.

MISALIGNED OBJECTIVES
In context of Progresa, state level objectives and local realities
were misaligned from the beginning in designing the program.
This is exemplified in the program’s initial proposal when it
was piloted in the Mexican state of Campeche in October 1995
(Sánchez-Gilla et al, 2004: 283). Campeche’s primary economic
activity revolves around the oil sector. Ninety percent of Mexico’s
gas production comes from the Gulf states, with Campeche
being one of the top contributors to Mexico’s overall GDP
(Sánchez-Gilla et al, 2004: 582; Instituto Nacional de Estadística
y Geografía, 2014). The results of the pilot project were used as
a model to further expand the program without considering
the considerable variation in socio-economic levels between
provinces. The OECD’s evaluation on the well-being across all
Mexican states exemplifies this. The publication points to the
disparities in housing, health, jobs, incomes and education
where provinces with low socio-economic levels such as Chiapas
rank among the lowest and provinces like Campeche rank
closer to the country average when it comes to income, jobs
and most importantly, accessibility to services (OECD, 2014:
7-8). The report highlights the variation in social and economic
opportunities available to citizens, especially considering
Mexico’s heterogeneity in class, race and ethnicity. It is important
to highlight the quality of services that vary across provinces due
to this heterogeneity and, given the decentralized governance
structure of the Mexican state, the type of service-providers
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working in the communities. This point will be discussed more
in detail below.

CHALLENGES INTRINSIC TO THE MEXICAN CCT
Progresa was initially formed by policymakers as a short-term
response to mitigate the effects of the economic crisis on the
poorest populations. Progresa’s short time frame together with
the targeting methods it used to select beneficiaries limited its
scope of reaching the poorest populations.
Using geographic targeting, Progresa identified communities
in rural Mexico with the highest levels of marginalization
combined with a proxy means test to rank households based on a
series of indicators followed by community validation (Barrientos
and Santibañez, 2009: 14). Although these methods have been
found to be effective in reaching the poor, they have been unable
to measure the depth of poverty and evaluate the conditions that
disable low-income households from moving above the poverty
line (Lomelí, 2008: 485). This in turns hinders efficient evaluation
and impact of the program as poor households are grouped
together despite variations in their level of poverty. For example,
an evaluation in 2007 concluded that a major impediment for
Progresa beneficiaries in rural areas was that they had access to
poor plots of land or were self-employed in working as vendors
in urban centres (Lomelí, 2008: 486). These realities greatly limit
the reach of Progresa in achieving significant poverty eradication
as households with varying levels of poverty have differing needs
and live in in conditions depending on their environment.
Progresa’s short-term response to poverty levels is evident
in the standard of services available to its beneficiaries although service delivery is efficient, their access and quality
is not. Progresa deprives citizens suffering most from poverty
and marginalization in its selection process where it excludes
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communities that lack education and health services within
a radius of 2 to 15km. (Lomelí, 2008: 487). Furthermore, the
persistence of poor education quality in Mexico is not taken into
consideration in the design of the program where a majority of
students from marginalized or indigenous groups attend schools
that inadequately understaffed (Lomelí, 2008: 481;OECD, 2010:
47). This discrepancy in teaching staff limits Progresa’s impact in
education and makes it hard to measure the return on investment
in education policies as some children are not able to go to school
due to a low number of teachers or are not taught the required
number of hours.
The same limits are seen with regard to health. Child
malnutrition is predominantly related to quality and quantity of
food consumed. This consumption varies geographically depending
on the education of parents, the number of young children, the
concentration of indigenous people in the community, access
to health services and sanitary conditions within the household
(Azevedo and Robles, 2013: 12). This evidence illustrates the gaps
in the policymaking process of Progresa where monetary handouts
to the poor do not consider the quality and access of services
provided by provincial-level bodies.
Quality of services is especially important in affecting the
performance and motivations of bureaucrats and frontline
service providers. Thirty percent of local healthcare services lack
appropriate infrastructure including plumbing and drainage,
while a high percentage of services are not equipped with the
supplies required to enable compliance with the program
(Delgado, 2013: 62). Poor quality and a lack of materials and
medicines in clinics can drive bureaucrats to subvert the primary
aims of the program and engage in multitasking. This includes
providing side payments to acquire additional medicine or
materials that are limited or are lacking in some areas.
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EXTRINSIC CHALLENGES TO MEXICAN CCT
Progresa’s targeting method assumes that reducing
vulnerability and poverty requires strengthening the agency
of the poor. However, it is important to note that increasing
individual agency through a CCT program is a two-way process
(Barrientos and Santibáñez, 2009: 11). Beyond cash transfers,
policymakers must consider the quality and access of services
to the most poor and isolated communities. Providing monetary
incentives to the poor adds an additional burden in accessing
required services and makes the poor dependent on i) the state
in providing the service and ii) the frontline service providers in
delivering the needed assistance. The flaw in the design process
illustrates the mismatch between perceived short-term objectives
of state-level actors in eradicating poverty and the need to
address the socioeconomic causes of structural poverty.
Lack of effective monitoring mechanisms is a challenge
not only for Progresa but also for similar poverty-reduction
programs. The flaws in policy design and implementation are
highlighted when the additional burdens service providers place
on beneficiaries are acknowledged (Ramirez 2016). Furthermore,
service providers need incentives, such as increased pay or
flexible working hours, to ensure effective and quality delivery
of services. In order to compensate for the decentralized nature
of CCTs, a more central monitoring system is needed to evaluate
the quality of services and the service providers themselves.
These challenges are heightened as the CCT program expands
and are discussed below.
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THE EFFECTS OF PROGRAM
EXPANSION ON SERVICE PROVIDERBENEFICIARY RELATIONSHIP
The evaluation results of Progresa published in 2000 by the
International Food Policy Research Institute showed substantial
overall improvements in education, health and nutrition of over
2.5 million rural farmers in Mexico (Yaschine and Oroezco, 2010,
66). As a result of these improvements, the new government under
President Fox decided to scale up Progresa, under its new name,
Oportunidades (from now on: PROPO). This change expanded
the scope of the program to include semi-urban and urban areas
in addition to rural communities and expand its financial aid to
support the elderly through pension-schemes and high school
students through additional scholarships (Yaschine and Orozco,
2010: 68). It is important to note that this expansion was based
on short-term evaluations where although incidences of poverty
had decreased, there was no significant rise of beneficiaries
above the poverty line (Lomelí, 2008: 484). The majority of
research and evaluation of the Mexican CCT occurred after 2000
under the new name of Oportunidades. Despite Oportunidades’s
initial success and expansion, Morley and Coady found only 9
percent of the rural population had managed to rise above the
poverty line between 1997 and 2003 and that there was only a
1 percent reduction per year (Lomelí, 2008: 484). This points to
the program’s emphasis on the demand rather than supply side
of social service delivery - including accessibility and quality of
services according to location. Although PROPO was able to
reduce the severity of poverty, it did not make a significant impact
in lifting families out of poverty which was its primary goal.
The scaling-up of social programs in developing countries
may not always be the best solution where success is contingent
on the effective communication and management between
policymakers, frontline service providers and citizens. In 2006,
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beneficiaries of PROPO jumped to 5 million - encompassing
90,000 rural and urban municipalities and serving 25 percent of
Mexico’s population (Yaschine and Orozco, 2010: 68). When a
social service program like PROPO expands due an increase in
its number of service beneficiaries and providers, its financial,
information and hiring structure also becomes much more
complex. This introduces individuals who are less intrinsically
motivated in their work, opening up room for ineffective or lowquality service delivery.
In the case of PROPO, this is best exemplified when looking
at a situation where workers at a health clinic impose additional
tasks upon beneficiaries in order to receive services. In two
studied localities, program recipients reported that in addition to
the required health conditions they needed to fulfil, beneficiaries
were also tasked with cleaning the clinics, the surrounding
streets as well as participating in health campaigns (Ramirez,
2016: 453). These requirements were informally imposed upon
recipients and vary from place to place. Additionally, lack of
medicine, untimely medical attention and unfriendly healthcare
providers in some localities has led to dropouts of patients, who
then turn to expensive private medical clinics for treatments,
thereby reducing the income effect of the cash transfer (Ramírez,
2016: 454). The service providers, especially in rural or isolated
communities, are in unique positions of power to provide more
or less to beneficiaries. In effect, this limits the impact of the CCT
as beneficiaries are unwilling to cooperate and become highly
dependent on individuals who do not treat them well.
An important aspect that creates this dependency is the
complex knowledge base of healthcare provision. This creates
a transaction process characterized by asymmetric reciprocity
which is aggravated in cases of unfriendly service providers.
This asymmetric reciprocity is exemplary of power dynamics
where service providers are in positions of authority to decide
the quality and amount of care to provide. In healthcare delivery,
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the relationship between service provider and beneficiary is
especially important because access is contingent on health
officials signing attendance records for health workshops
(Ramírez, 2016: 458). This brings into question the motivations
of frontline service providers and the degree of intrinsic
motivation in delivering services.

EFFECTS OF POLITICAL CORRUPTION
ON SERVICE DELIVERY
The motivations of service providers are most important
when considering the highly political nature of social care and
have a substantial effect on the quality of services provided to
beneficiaries. Below are examples of the effect of the highly
politicised environment in which services operate.
The Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educación
(SNTE) is the biggest teachers’ union in the country, where,
historically, they have exercised institutional dominance
regarding the management of teachers and blocked the passing
of education reforms (Chambers-Ju and Finger, 2017:15). This
union consists of bureaucrats and teachers with vested interests,
specifically in promotion and financial compensation. This has
an impact on the quality of service provision depending on
provinces where the union has the most members, including
states with low socio-economic indicators like Guerrero.
The provision of economic security by CCT depends on a
community’s political ties. This, questions the actual impact of
the CCT and raises questions as to when beneficiaries should
“graduate” from the program, and whether participation is
contingent on political support. Academic research in Mexico
has shown the prevalence of political manipulation in selecting
beneficiaries in rural and marginalized communities (Yaschine
and Orozco, 2010: 66). Furthermore, Lomelí characterizes CCTs
as instruments of administrative action where an expansion
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or change in service provision is left to politics and is “subject
to an arbitrary selection criteria” (Lomelí, 2008: 492). The
pervasiveness of patronage links in developing countries,
especially in Mexico, creates discrepancies in CCT programs
regarding effective impact evaluations.
The expansion of Oportunidades to include sector-specific
initiatives opened up further avenues for bureaucrats to exercise
discretion. From 2003 the 2006, the program created Jovenes
Oportunidades and a monthly cash transfer to beneficiaries
70 years and older together with the creation of an individual
savings account (Yaschine and Orozco, 2010:68). Measuring
the return on these investments in schooling and elderly care is
difficult due to the power of state-level bureaucrats and interest
groups in administering services (Alderman, 2015: 28). Given
the extensive decentralization of Mexico’s systems, greater
delegation in education and elderly care services provide new
forms of discretion and power to bureaucrats. Stakeholders
in Mexico’s social service sector, which include municipal
contacts, persons certifying responsibilities and promoters of
services, have significant interests in accumulating power and
exercise discretionary choices at various stages of program
implementation according to their motivations. (Lomelí, 2008:
489). For example, administrators might be willing to provide
scholarships to students from specific provinces and cities who
might not have fully complied with the program criteria. Further
research is needed to determine how high-school students were
selected to receive extension of scholarships, and whether they
actually completed their studies to attain higher-education and/
or employment.
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OTHER COMPLEMENTARY FACTORS
AFFECTING EFFECTIVENESS OF THE CCT
The expansion of Oportunidades to urban centres brings
further challenges for inclusion and accountability. As citizens
move to urban centres, they tend to bring their families with
them. These members usually include extended family members
who may not be eligible to receive cash transfers (Delgado,
2013:63). This not only poses a challenge in measuring the real
impact of Oportunidades but also creates a generational pathdependence of a household to the program (Delgado, 2013:70).
The inclusion of urban areas provides an increased voice
to citizens, as there is a higher number of non-profit and civil
society organizations, contributing to a heightened sense of
collectivism. However, in the case of Oportunidades, studies
have shown that the emphasis on individual development and
increasing dependence can deter collective action of a community
as individuals would fear exclusion from the program (Ramirez,
2016: 478). Beneficiaries therefore perceive the individual
monetary gains outweighing the potential collective gains of
the community as a whole if they voiced their concerns and
grievances of the program (Grimes and Wängnerud, 2010: 679).
There are the potential long-term benefits of Oportunidades as
an avenue of accountability and monitoring of service providers
for Mexican civil society (Grimes and Wängnerud, 2010: 679).
However, this is contingent on the willingness of citizens to
mobilize and organize themselves. Given the variations in
capacities across provinces, collective action can occur differently
from one community to the next and has different potentials in
urban and rural areas. Oportunidades requires beneficiaries to
attend informal courses related to health and community issues.
A study focusing on treatment group of 230 recipients from 70
communities revealed that these courses created strong bonds
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between beneficiaries and led to an increased involvement in
other community activities (Grimes and Wängnerud, 2010:
679). The courses also foster good healthcare practices across the
community while promoting a sense of inclusion among nonbeneficiaries because they are not only open to beneficiaries but
also to the wider community (Adato, 2000: viii). However, the
success of these schemes depends on the extent and willingness
of non-beneficiaries to participate in these courses. While there
is strong potential for citizen mobilization within communities,
collective action is difficult and state-led CCTs can aggravate
social relations. A number of studies on Oportunidades have cited
social conflict and increasing divisions in communities between
non-beneficiaries and participants in the program (Adato, 2000:
10). In the same focus group mentioned above, the study cited
the emergence of intracommunity tensions between beneficiaries
and those not selected for inclusion. This tension not only makes
collective action more difficult, but it fosters a negative view of
the state and policymakers in the eyes of non-beneficiaries.
A majority of the literature on Mexico’s CCT cites
misunderstandings of citizens towards the selection of
beneficiaries where many individuals felt that the poorest
households were excluded and that a majority of families did
not want to reveal their real incomes to official evaluators; most
frequently those excluded from the program commented that
everyone was poor, sharing a common identity of poverty (Adato,
2000: v-vi; Lomelí, 2008: 489). As a result of this evidence,
citizen-state accountability is difficult due to the selection
and targeting of the CCT, leading to exclusion and conflicts
within communities. Placing responsibility on the individual
shifts power and accountability from the policymaker to local
bureaucrats where beneficiaries must rely on the short route
of accountability based upon client power and the previously
mentioned relationship with frontline service providers.
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In 2014, PROPO expanded once more as Prospera to offer
more components to increase the developmental capacities of
households (Larrága, 2016: 7). These new elements included
benefits to increase household incomes and to provide more
social rights as a means to insert families into the formal labour
market (Larrága, 2016: 7). It is important to note that the newly
expanded program continues to target individual and household
capabilities rather than state and governance capacities, including
labour market dynamics. Guaranteeing insertion into the “formal
labour market” brings up the question of accessibility and demand
of the market as well as the prevalence of informal employment.
This is significant when considering that one out of every two
workers in Latin America are employed in the informal labour
market (Fernández and Meza, 2012: 382). Despite Prospera’s aim
of promoting greater social inclusion and labour market access,
it does consider how it can effectively link with future labour
market trends. Informal employment and governance structures
create an environment for potential corruption, clientelism
and increased discretion. Addressing informal employment,
as well as informal governance structures within communities
and municipalities, is important to increase transparency and
accountability of transactions and service delivery of Prospera.

MAIN CHALLENGES
Mexico’s CCT reached over 6 million beneficiaries in 2014.
As these numbers increase, greater attention must be given to
the degrees of accountability and transparency of institutions
(Larrága, 2016:9). The hierarchical relationship between
beneficiaries and service providers has contributed to a path
dependence and caused limitations in agency and collective
action of poor communities across Mexico. The expansion of
PROPO and the extensive delegation of tasks of policymakers
to bureaucrats and frontline service providers highlights
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the variations in capacities across Mexican provinces. These
variations create gaps in policy design and implementation
between policymakers and bureaucrats and citizens. The topdown nature of Mexican CCTs limit the participation of the poor
in the policy design, particularly in the methodology deign of
targeting eligible households. Furthermore, the expansion of the
program has required a great delegation of authority and power
to state and local bureaucrats which has created information
asymmetries between service providers and beneficiaries.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS GOING FORWARD
Today’s Prospera should consider developing a concrete
incentive structure at local, state and national levels. Participation
of civil society groups in monitoring service delivery process
would also be an integral part of the program. An effective
incentive structure could consist of monetary and non-monetary
incentives. Monetary rewards could include overtime pay and
commission while non-monetary incentives could involve
increased monitoring through time cards. To further increase
intrinsic motivations, service providers could be given the option
of having their own family members participate in the CCT in
areas with high instances of poverty.
To ensure cultural and social sensitivity in conducting
services, hiring of health and education practitioners would be
from the surrounding area. Better hiring mechanisms can also
involve having in-depth evaluations and information of the
service provider, including data such as the provider’s political
affiliation and references from previous employers.
Participation of civil society groups enables better monitoring,
increased transparency in beneficiary-selection and greater
efficiency in targeting the most poor and vulnerable households.
Furthermore, inclusion of citizens in policy design can create
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conditions for positive relationships between citizens and
service providers and defuse inter-community tensions between
program participants and non-beneficiaries. Capacity issues can
be addressed through skill-enhancing trainings and workshops
to school teachers and healthcare providers. Policymakers should
also advocate and facilitate communication with higher-level
actors for increased quality and quantity for resources for better
service delivery, such as more and better medicine, school books
and desks.
Prospera has contributed to relieving severe-poverty for a
large number of Mexican households. Its next step should be to
create the conditions for ensuring that future generations have
the opportunities to study and find work within their field of
choice. This involves increasing the efficiency of the program and
ensuring that households do not slip back into poverty as a result
of inadequate services and conflicts between service providers
and beneficiaries. Furthermore, targeting quality and healthcare
rather than supply of services can contribute to a more direct
impact on poverty levels. Creating the conditions for the Mexican
CCT to thrive should be tackled in parallel to service delivery.
Providing certified skill-specific vocational training could
make young people more eligible for employments, potentially
resulting in increased household income and decreased financial
dependence of young people on their families. This will enable
households to graduate from the program and lessen their
financial dependency. Further expansion of the Prospera should
be carried out only after better impact evaluations and monitoring
mechanisms of quality of services have been established.
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