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Equal Opportunities for All? — A Critical Analysis of Mexico’s
Oportunidades

Martina Ulrichs and Keetie Roelen

Summary

In this paper we challenge the theory of change behind the Mexican Conditional Cash
Transfer Programme Oportunidades, by questioning whether it sufficiently addresses the
structural factors that prevent its poorest group of beneficiaries, indigenous people, from
climbing out of poverty. Conditional cash transfer programmes like Oportunidades make
cash transfers conditional upon school attendance and accessing health care services. The
theory of change is based on the human capital theory and predicated on individualistic
understandings of poverty, assuming that higher levels of education will ultimately translate
into higher salaries and better jobs and thus break the intergenerational transmission of
poverty.

We argue that the particular situation of indigenous people poses programme-specific and
structural constraints on the ‘one-size-fits-all’ application of Oportunidades and challenges its
theory of change, thereby compromising its effectiveness in both the short-term and long-run.
The remoteness of indigenous communities and the higher levels of marginalisation
compromise Oportunidades’ performance in terms of coverage, outreach and targeting for
indigenous people and may exacerbate and reinforce the groups’ marginalised and
disadvantaged positions in comparison to the non-indigenous population. One of the
shortcomings of the programme’s theory of change is an insufficient focus on constraining
factors in the market, unequal access to good quality education and health care services, as
well as different capital and asset levels of individuals who enter the job market. Higher
levels of human capital can be an important condition to achieve higher levels of income, but
unequal opportunity structures may seriously inhibit the successful progression out of poverty
for different groups of poor people.

Oportunidades has had remarkable positive impacts, such as increasing school attendance
and facilitating access to health care services for the poor. But in order to be transformative,
it needs to be responsive to particular vulnerabilities and it needs to address the underlying
causes of poverty.

Keywords: social protection; conditional cash transfers; indigenous people; Mexico.
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Introduction

In recent years, social protection has become part and parcel of development strategies
and the fight against poverty across the globe. The increased popularity of social protection
programmes in a ‘Post-Washington Consensus’ era follows a changing paradigm in
development that places the poor at the centre of social policy, and recognises the
importance of the role of the state in delivering a minimum safety net (Hanlon, Barrientos
and Hulme 2010; Fiszbein and Schady 2009). The objectives of social protection are now
widely summarised by the ‘3Ps’, referring to the potential of social protection to protect
people from hardship following poverty, to prevent people from falling into poverty, and to
promote people out of poverty. In addition, momentum is growing around an alternative
agenda of social protection; one that is more aspirational and expects social protection to
do more than provide short-term relief from poverty or management of risk, but to be
grounded in social justice, address underlying causes of vulnerability and be
transformative (Devereux, McGregor and Sabates-Wheeler 2011; Devereux and Sabates-
Wheeler 2004).

Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) have become an increasingly popular social protection
instrument in the last decade, and are widely considered to be one of the interventions that
have the potential to be protective, preventive, promotive, as well as transformative. In this
paper, we argue that if CCTs, and social protection at large, aspire to ‘promote’ people out
of poverty and be truly transformational they have to respond to the particular needs and
structural causes of vulnerability in their programme design, to compensate for higher
opportunity costs in complying with the conditions, incurred due to remoteness and limited
access to services. In addition, we postulate that CCTs need to be accompanied by
structural changes that go beyond behavioural ones at the individual level and address
issues such as quality of education, social mobility and labour market conditions. We do so
by considering the case of indigenous people in Mexico in reference to the Conditional
Cash Transfer (CCT) Programme Oportunidades.

Mexico’s CCT Oportunidades was launched in 1997 under the name PROGRESA, the
Spanish acronym for Education, Health and Nutrition Programme (Programa de Educacion,
Salud y Alimentacién)®. Following the premise of the human capital theory, the programme
aims to facilitate access to education and incentivise the poor to invest in human capital in a
bid to provide them with the necessary tools to lift themselves out of poverty. The
assumption that the cash transfer will help to reduce the short-term opportunity cost of poor
families involved in sending their children to school is an important element of
Oportunidades’ theory of change and is based on an individualistic concept of poverty (Levy
2006). From a long-term perspective, investments in higher levels of education are
expected to translate into better paid skilled jobs and break the cycle of the
intergenerational transmission of poverty. Together with Brazil's smaller programme Bolsa
Escola (consequently absorbed by Bolsa Familia), Oportunidades pioneered this concept of
anti-poverty programmes and is today the second largest CCT in Latin America and the
Caribbean in terms of the absolute number of beneficiaries (Nifio-Zarazua 2010: 11).

We argue that one of the shortcomings of the human capital theory, and ultimately the
programmes emerging from it, is an insufficient focus on constraining factors in the market,
unequal physical access to social services due to geographical remoteness, as well as
different capital and asset levels of individuals who enter the job market. Such structural
factors undermine the assumptions underlying the human capital theory and thereby

! Hereafter the programme will only be referred to as Oportunidades. It was renamed from PROGRESA in 2001, when the then
new Fox administration adopted the programme and extended it to urban areas (www.opotunidades.gob.mx, accessed 25 July
2011)



challenge the theory of change of social protection programmes based on it. Higher levels
of human capital can be an important condition to achieve higher levels of income, but
unequal opportunity structures may seriously inhibit the successful progression out of
poverty for different groups of poor people. In this paper, we argue that particular
programme-specific and structural constraints prevent indigenous people in Mexico from
benefiting from Oportunidades, as spelled out in its theory of change.

At a programme level, issues pertaining to the design and implementation compromise
access and coverage of indigenous people. Structural constraints include deeply rooted
inequalities such as lack of social mobility, access to quality health services and education,
as well as wage differentials, and challenge the programme’s theory of change built on the
premise that higher levels of human capital translate into higher incomes. Although
indigenous households may benefit from the programme in terms of the receipt of transfers
and increased access to health centres and schools, the structure of opportunities they face
to translate these into long-term strategies and escape poverty is less conducive than to
that of non-indigenous people.

Mexico’s indigenous people (defined as those who speak an indigenous language) are
disproportionately represented among the poor. Despite only comprising around 11 per
cent of the national population, in 2008 a quarter of the people below the national food
poverty line were indigenous (Gonzalez de Alba 2010: 457). The discrepancy between
indigenous and non-indigenous poverty has remained consistent over time and has been
consistently reflected in poverty results using different measurements and approaches. The
gap between indigenous and non-indigenous people is considerable in terms of severity of
poverty as well as geographical marginalisation and access to public services (Garcia-
Moreno and Patrinos 2011; CDI-UNDP 2010; CONEVAL 2011a).

The high proportion of indigenous people among the poor is reflected in the
disproportionate representation of indigenous beneficiaries in Oportunidades: one out of
four programme beneficiaries is indigenous (World Bank 2012: 14). However, despite this
high proportion, Oportunidades does not include any special provision to address the higher
levels of indigenous poverty and marginalisation, which places programme-specific and
structural constraints on the theory of change. We argue that CCTs, and social protection at
large, can only ‘promote’ people out of poverty and be truly transformational if it responds to
varying geographical and socioeconomic conditions that influence programme access and
coverage and internalises causes of vulnerability which trap different groups in society into
poverty.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: The next section lays out the main
elements of the theory of change underlying the programme of a CCT like Oportunidades.
This is followed by an analysis of indigenous poverty in Mexico and some of the main
structural factors, which have led to the perpetuation and reproduction of indigenous
poverty over time. The third section introduces the main components of the Oportunidades
programme, as well as its main achievements and shortcomings. We then argue in the
fourth section that the particular situation of indigenous people poses programme-specific
and structural constraints on the ‘one-size-fits-all’ application of Oportunidades and
challenges its theory of change, thereby compromising its effectiveness in both the short-
term and the long-run. The final section will conclude that Oportunidades can address some
of these constraints by seeking to accommodate the particular needs of indigenous people
within its programme design. The structural constraints however require a broader
coordination and complementarity between different public policy interventions, particularly
with respect to improving the quality of education and health services in remote rural areas.
Both are crucial for the programme’s theory of change to overcome the intergenerational
transmission of poverty.



1. CCTs' theory of change

CCTs have become increasingly popular in the last decade and can now be found across
the world with almost every country in Latin America running a CCT programme (Fiszbein
and Schady 2009; de Brauw and Hoddinott 2007; Hanlon et al. 2010). The role for cash
transfers in development and the acknowledgement of their potential to reduce income
poverty and increasing levels of well-being, has gained unprecedented momentum. Cash
transfers have been described as ‘a paradigmatic shift in poverty reduction’ (Hanlon et al.
2010: 4) and ‘an effective intervention to enhance the participation of the poor in economic
development and combat inequality, social exclusion and chronic poverty’ (Stewart and
Handa 2010).

CCTs aim to break the intergenerational cycle of poverty through compliance with certain
conditions that promote the investment in human capital formation, based on the theory of
accumulation of human capital as a recipe for the eradication of poverty (Fiszbein and
Schady 2009; Skoufias and Parker 2003). Advances in poverty research have widely
acknowledged the relevance of good health for productivity, and education and health
interventions are increasingly combined with transfers to augment the returns to human
capital accumulation (Schultz 1997, cited in Mayer-Foulkes 2008: 776).

Underlying the human capital theory lies an individualistic concept of poverty, where
poverty is the result of personal deficiencies or a sequence of poor choices made
throughout a lifetime (Royce 2009). People are poor because they miscalculated the short-
term versus long-term benefits of their actions. One example is choosing to send their
children to work instead of school. Underinvestment in education arises from a
misperception, whereby the expected results from education are perceived as being lower
than the realised returns. In some cases, the poor might be aware of the long-term benefits
of education, but simply depend on the immediate income generated by a child and cannot
afford the opportunity cost of education (Attanasio, Orazio and Kaufman 2007, cited in
Fiszbein and Schady 2009: 9). Similar arguments hold with respect to investments in
health, nutrition and other forms of human capital formation or accumulation of productive
assets, whereby potential gains in the long-term compete with unfulfilled needs in the short-
term. CCTs aim to bridge this gap between the short-term investment in human capital and
the long-term benefits for future generations by providing monthly cash stipends which are
made conditional on school attendance and health check-ups.

In terms of education, the theory of change behind CCTs is based on the assumption that
higher levels of education lead to reduced poverty and vulnerability in the future, through
access to higher paid skilled labour. In other words, it assumes that movements out of
poverty, as well as a failure to do so, are entirely attributable to individual choice and
behaviour. Yet, for higher levels of education to lead to positive outcomes in the long-run,
one has to assume a well-functioning educational system, a perfectly working labour
market, no constraints to social mobility and a scheme in which competent and proficient
workers will be rewarded with higher salaries. CCTs are based on a highly individualistic
perspective of poverty, correlating differences in wages with differences in productivity, but
disregarding non-economic constraints such as discrimination or social exclusion that are
largely structural and cannot be overcome by individual choice and behaviour. A disregard
of such constraints ignores the actual opportunities that people have to receive high quality
education, and the extent to which higher levels of education can be translated into positive
outcomes.



This paper challenges the human capital theory mainly with respect to the educational and
health component of Oportunidades, arguing that its underlying assumptions do not take
into account the structural factors that keep the most disadvantaged indigenous people in
poverty, thereby undermining the programme’s theory of change and potential long-run
positive effects for this particular group.

2. Indigenous people in Mexico

Mexico’s indigenous people are highly heterogeneous, comprising 11 linguistic groups with
up to 356 variations (CDI- UNDP 2010). Indigeneity is defined along linguistic lines and
someone is considered to be indigenous if they, or the head of household, speak one of the
11 officially recognised indigenous languages. According to this definition 10.92 per cent
(11.67 million people) of the total Mexican population is indigenous (INEGI 2008). Despite
their cultural and linguistic heterogeneity, indigenous people are generally characterised by
high levels of social, political, economic and cultural marginalisation.

The most recent multidimensional poverty figures published by the National Evaluation
Commission (CONEVAL) estimate that 79.3 per cent of indigenous people fall below the
national poverty line and of these 40.2 per cent are considered to be extremely poor?. The
gap between the indigenous poor and non-indigenous poor remains significant and a recent
study by the World Bank reveals that some of the most important factors sustaining this gap
can be attributed to differences in education and access to services (Garcia-Moreno and
Patrinos 2011). The high levels of marginalisation are also reflected in low human
development indexes (HDI) across indigenous communities. More than half of the twenty
municipalities with the lowest HDI in Mexico are more the 70 per cent indigenous, whilst the
ten municipalities with the highest HDI have very low percentages of indigenous population.
The gap ranges from the poorest municipality of Batopilas, Chihuahua, with an HDI of
0.3010 to the richest municipality in the country, with an HDI of 0.9207 in Tlahelilpan,
Hidalgo (UNDP 2010: 34).

These low levels of human development are closely related to high levels of geographical
marginalisation and concentration in the poorest regions of the country. 72 per cent of
indigenous people live in small (less than 2500 households) rural communities with no
direct access to quality public services (CDI- UNDP 2010). Furthermore, there are around
half a million indigenous people who are considered to live in localidades confidenciales
(confidential locations). This is an official category applied by the National Institute of
Statistics and Geography (INEGI) for areas where there are only 1-2 houses. Due to the
small size of these locations, any household data obtained through a census could be
directly attributed to individual households, which would violate the confidentiality
requirements established by the Mexican Statistics Law. Hence, there is no household data
available for these localidades confidenciales since they are not included in the national
census, which collects much of the socio-economic data public programmes are based on.
Due to the poor infrastructure and transport system, as well as the lack of political
incentives to invest in these remote regions, indigenous people living in these localidades
confidenciales have remained historically out of reach of public services and neglected by
the government (UNDP 2010: 52).

% poverty in Mexico is measured according to a multidimensional poverty line, using a combination of deficiencies in some of the
8 socio-economic dimensions as well as an income poverty line as benchmarks. According to this new measurement a person
is considered to be moderately poor if they are below the income poverty line and lack one of the 8 dimensions. The extremely
poor are defined as those who are below the income poverty line and have deficiencies in 3 or more of the socio-economic
dimensions (CONEVAL 2011).



Further characteristics that distinguish indigenous people from non-indigenous people are
higher levels of economic and social discrimination. People living in communities with high
percentages of indigenous population earn only 26-46 per cent of the average income of
people in non-indigenous communities, for the same level of education, age and occupation
(Ramirez 2006: 153).The total share of income of the indigenous population is 5.1 per cent
of the national total, despite constituting 10.8 per cent of the total population. Furthermore,
the quality of the sources of income between indigenous and non-indigenous people differs
significantly. Whilst non-indigenous people tend to have higher relative shares of sources of
income that tend to increase with respect to total income (e.g. rents, bonuses, pensions),
indigenous people tend to have a greater relative share in sources of income, which are
associated with the lower income strata, such as government benefits, and production for
self-consumption (Gonzalez de Alba 2010: 453).

The discrimination of indigenous people is also deeply embedded in the way they are
perceived in society. A study commissioned by the National Council for the Prevention of
Discrimination, CONAPRED (Consejo Nacional para Prevenir la Discriminacion), revealed
that 19.5 per cent of the participants belonging to an ‘ethnic group’® feel that discrimination
by society is one of the main problems they face, ranking it higher than poverty, violation of
their rights and even unemployment (CONAPRED 2011: 54). 39.1per cent of them believe
they have unequal opportunities in getting a job; 33 per cent say they do not receive the
same support from the government as non-ethnic groups; and 27.1 per cent feel they do
not have the same opportunity for receiving quality healthcare services (CONAPRED 2011
56).

Hence, indigenous people are disproportionately affected by higher levels of poverty and
discrimination, which are maintained by a structural context of geographical, social and
political exclusion (Loera-Gonzalez 2011). Within Oportunidades these characteristics work
in at least two ways against indigenous people: they lead to programme-specific constraints
that put them at a disadvantage in comparison to non-indigenous beneficiaries in less
remote areas, in terms of access to services and opportunity costs to comply with the
conditions, and they challenge the programme’s theory of change and its assumptions
about translating short-term benefits into long-term gains by investing in individuals rather
than in addressing the underlying structural causes that maintain them in poverty.

3. Oportunidades: programme overview

Oportunidades started in 1997 within the context of post-economic crisis and political
instability in Mexico. Structural adjustment policies in the 1980s and 1990s had left the
country in economic crisis and the liberalisation policies dramatically changed the
conditions in the labour market. As a reaction to increasing patterns of inequality and in the
light of social unrest, the Zedillo administration (1994-2000) introduced a conditional cash
transfer programme to mitigate the impacts of the reforms on the poor (Levy 2006: 13).

The programme started with 140,544 households in 3,369 rural localities, with the objective
to gradually reach national coverage. Full coverage of poor rural households was claimed
to have been reached by the programme in 2000, with nearly 2.6 million families in all 31
states (Skoufias 2005: 1). In 2001, the programme was extended to semi-urban and urban
communities. In 2010, it covered 5.8 million beneficiary families, but with seven out of ten
Oportunidades beneficiaries living in localities of 2,500 inhabitants or less, the programme

% It has been noted that the study does not specify which groups are covered by this category and hence it cannot be said if it is
equivalent to indigenous people.
10



has kept a strong rural focus (www.oportunidades.gob.mx, accessed 02 January 2012).
Based on the theory of change of CCTs, Oportunidades aims to overcome the
intergenerational transmission of poverty through two different types of cash transfers: food
and school grants from primary to secondary school.

The two transfers are linked to separate and independent conditionality requirements,
which are constantly monitored by the public service providers. The food grant, which is the
same amount for all beneficiary households, is conditional on health check-ups for all family
members, with particular emphasis on very young children and lactating or pregnant
women. It also includes a fixed amount of cash for the households’ energy consumption.
The cash is transferred directly to the mothers, who are required to attend communal
education workshops (‘platicas’) on specific issues related to health and nutrition.
Compliance with these conditionalities is closely tracked by the staff at the health centre,
and failure to comply for four consecutive months or six non-consecutive months results in
a family being expelled (Oportunidades 2011). The school grants on the other hand, are
linked to specific children in the household; the amount increases with each educational
level achieved and is higher for girls than for boys once they enter secondary school.
Children must have a monthly attendance rate of 85 per cent in order to receive the school
grant; non-compliance leads to the grant being retrieved, but does not lead to the expulsion
of the family from the nutrition and health component of the programme (Oportunidades
2011; Alvarez, Devoto and Winters 2007).

In comparison to other CCTs, where conditionalities are implemented more loosely,
Oportunidades monitors compliance rigidly and non-compliance with the health conditions
has led to the expulsion of beneficiary households®. This inflexibility of the programme is
particularly disadvantageous for households in remote areas with limited access to social
services, who have higher transport costs and less reliable services. The programme has
been scrutinised by civil society and media for this inflexibility, which has led to the
expulsion of some of the poorest and most marginalised indigenous groups in the country,
such as the Raramuri in the Mexican state of Chihuahua (Milenio 2012; Sariego 2011).

Targeting within Oportunidades is a two-stage process. Firstly, recipient communities are
identified through the national Deprivation Index (indice de Marginacion) developed from
the data of the national population census®, which is complemented with data provided by
other government entities to include localities not captured in the Deprivation Index. In the
second stage of the targeting process, a household survey is undertaken and eligibility of
households is assessed on the basis of a proxy means test. This serves to capture the
socio-economic data of each household and provide them with a beneficiary registration
number (Oportunidades 2011; Escobar Latapi and Gonzalez de la Rocha 2008: 448;
Alvarez et al. 2007: 642).

In the first years of the programme, there were no mechanisms in place to ‘graduate’
households, and beneficiary families kept receiving the transfers unless they failed to
comply with the conditions. This changed in 2004, when the Scheme for Differentiated
Support EDA (Esquema Diferenciado de Apoyo) was introduced. Since then household
eligibility is re-evaluated every three years, and if households are above the cut-off point
they enter the EDA scheme and benefits are slowly phased out (Gonzalez de la Rocha
2006: 19; Alvarez et al. 2007: 642). The amount of beneficiaries who are transferred to the
EDA scheme is very small. In an evaluation undertaken by the Federal Auditing Agency
(ASF) in 2009 only 6.4 per cent of beneficiaries who had been in the programme for 11
years were recorded to have moved to the EDA scheme (CEFP 2011).

* Non-compliance with the conditions related to the health component in four months, or six inconsecutive months, leads to
expulsion (Oportunidades 2012).

® The Deprivations Index is constructed by social indicators: i) very high, ii) high, iii) medium, iv) low, v) very low. The groups
with high or very high deprivation levels are prioritised for inclusion in the programme (INSP 2005b).
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Several evaluations of the programme have reported positive impacts on beneficiary
households, including indigenous ones. In terms of impacts on health, Oportunidades’
conditionality component has had a positive effect on increasing attendance to health
centres, particularly for prenatal care, nutritional and vaccinations. Evaluations have also
reported positive impacts in beneficiary communities on reducing prevalence of obesity,
infant mortality and high blood pressure (INSP 2003 and 2005a). In general, beneficiary
families show a greater willingness to participate in healthcare campaigns and tend to be
more aware of their health status (Sanchez Lopez 2008: 110).

The impacts on health however tend to be major in communities with direct access to basic
services, which is reflected in better provision of services and more accurate diagnosis
(CIESAS 2008). In remote areas with deficient health infrastructure, access to health care
services can become an obstacle to participating in the programme. Only 21.9 per cent of
communities with more than 40 per cent of indigenous people have direct access to health
services (CDI-UNDP 2010). The available health centres in rural areas, and particularly in
indigenous areas, tend to suffer from very low quality services with a high turnover of staff,
lack of medication and inadequate facilities (Gonzalez de la Rocha, Paredes Bafiuelos and
Sanchez Lopez 2008: 131; Sanchez Lépez 2008: 107; CONEVAL 2011b). This not only
leads to a limited effectiveness of the health component of the programme, but also creates
distrust among beneficiaries who often opt to go to health care centres which are further
away, thus increasing the opportunity costs and causing a strain on the households’
economy (Sanchez Lopez 2008; Alvarez et al. 2008). The quality of the health care
providers has also been identified as one factor which impacts significantly on drop-out
rates of beneficiaries. Alvarez et al. (2008) found that beneficiaries in communities with
access to the health centres provided by the Ministry of Health (SSA) had much lower
survival rates due to poor quality of the service, as compared to those with access to the
National Institute of Social Security (IMSS) ‘Solidaridad’ programme (Alvarez et al. 2008:
655). The high levels of fragmentation of the health sector and unequal access to good
health care services are a nation-wide issue, which lies outside the realm of the
Oportunidades programme but is an essential structural element for its success. In its most
recent evaluation, the National Evaluation Commission (CONEVAL) identified the
discrepancies in the quality of health care provision as one of the programme‘s major
obstacles and urged for more inter-sectorial coordination of the programme with health care
providers to ensure a better delivery of services (CONEVAL 2011b).

In terms of results of the education component, school attendance of indigenous
beneficiaries has increased and the programme has contributed significantly to narrowing
the gap in school enrolment between indigenous and non-indigenous children, particularly
for girls and for students from secondary level upwards (World Bank 2012: 20; Bando,
Lépez-Calva and Patrinos 2005). Yet there are still significant inequalities in terms of the
guality of education obtained. The quality of education is particularly poor in rural areas with
high proportions of indigenous people, and a strong public-private as well as urban-rural
divide is reflected in the national assessments of educational attainments and quality of
teaching (Estandares Nacionales). Amongst the test scores of public schools in rural areas,
those with high proportions of indigenous students have consistently obtained lower test
scores than all other types of schools (Ramirez 2006: 186; CONEVAL 2011b). Some of the
main problems of schools in indigenous areas are the high numbers of students per
teacher, frequent teacher absenteeism, high costs of travelling long distances to schools,
as well as linguistic barriers for monolingual students (World Bank 2012; Parker, Rubacalva
and Teruel 2005). Although the quality of education is not in the realm of Oportunidades, it
is a major hindering factor for the theory of change, which assumes that higher levels of
education are equivalent to a higher set of skills.

12



4. Oportunidades and indigenous people

Oportunidades has been described as a ‘milestone’ in terms of coverage of indigenous
areas which were previously neglected by social programmes (Gonzalez de la Rocha et al.
2008: 131). In the process of scaling up, Oportunidades has nearly reached full coverage of
municipalities with indigenous households and 93.7 per cent of all indigenous people are
covered by the programme (World Bank 2012: 14). This has been a remarkable progress,
but despite the significant representation of indigenous people in the programme,
Oportunidades does not include any special provisions to account for the different cultural,
socio-economic and geographic characteristics of indigenous livelihoods and it fails to
reach out to the poorest most marginalised indigenous households in the localidades
confidenciales. Sariego (2011) observed that the extensive rules of operation of the
programme only make 12 references to indigenous people, and that these are limited to the
issue of bilingual schools. The programme is reluctant to treat indigenous recipients
differently, arguing that this would be a form of discrimination by stigmatising them as being
poor because they are indigenous. It does however acknowledge the necessity of a
differential treatment to obtain gender equity, by awarding higher school grants for girls than
boys (Sariego 2011: 32).

The few evaluations that have been undertaken to assess the differential impact of
Oportunidades on indigenous and non-indigenous people have revealed that,
notwithstanding positive effects, indigenous people are at a disadvantage due to the
programme’s inability to account for the structural circumstances which keep them socially
excluded (Sanchez L6pez 2008; Sariego 2008, 2011; Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 2008;
World Bank 2012; De la Pefia, Bastos and Calonge 2012). Some of these, such as high
levels of geographic dispersion, poor infrastructure and low social mobility, have been
highlighted in the previous section. These particular factors impacting on indigenous
livelihoods make their ‘structure of opportunities’ (Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 2008: 132)
less conducive to escaping poverty and undermine Oportunidades’ potential impact in two
ways: (i) they compromise the programme-specific ‘one-size-fits-all' approach with respect
to design and implementation, leading to issues in terms of quality of coverage and
outreach in the short-term; and (i) structural constraints challenge the programme’s theory
of change and the assumption, grounded in the human capital theory and individualised
understandings of poverty, that higher levels of education lead to improved outcomes in the
long-run.

Programme-specific constraints

Factors characterising the situation of indigenous people undermine Oportunidades’
programme design and implementation at two levels. Firstly, despite high levels of
coverage, there is a small but persistently excluded and marginalised group of indigenous
people living in localidades confidenciales which is not covered by the programme due to its
extreme geographical remoteness and lack of socio-economic household data necessary
for the targeting process. Secondly, the indigenous households that are included in the
programme are to a large proportion situated in remote and hard-to-reach areas with no
direct or limited access to services, which compromises their ability to adhere to conditions
and thereby to receive the full transfer. Geographical remoteness and limited access to
services implies higher opportunity costs for the majority of indigenous beneficiaries, which
the fixed amount of the transfer does not take into account.

Despite having officially reached national coverage, Oportunidades excludes a great
proportion of the half a million people living in the highly remote and marginalised
localidades confidenciales, since the majority of them have no access to social services.
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They represent widely dispersed households that are difficult and costly to reach by any
government programmes. They have been left out of the national census, which provides
the socio-economic data for the national Deprivation Index. Since these localidades
confidenciales are not included in the Deprivation Index, they are not considered in the first
targeting phase of Oportunidades which is based on community marginalisation (see
section two). Even if they were included through direct inclusion, the lack of access to social
services and resulting inability to comply with the programme’s conditionalities make these
households ineligible for the programme. The programme claims to have full coverage, yet
excludes the poorest and most marginalised people in the country. This misconception of
full coverage might lead to the further neglect of these localidades confidenciales through
public policy, which would inevitably create a ‘second poverty floor’ (Sariego 2011: 29). The
programme claims to include these localities through the Food Support Programme PAL
(Programa de Apoyo Alimentario), which used to function as a separate programme but
since 2010 falls under the same administration as Oportunidades. It was originally
introduced to target particularly those households that were not eligible for Oportunidades
due to a lack of access to social services. PAL has recently been extended to 87,000
families living in highly remote indigenous areas (Oportunidades 2010) and although this is
a step towards including some remote households into public programmes, the measure
itself only has the potential to alleviate food poverty on a short-term basis. Furthermore,
there are some households that live in communities with access to social services and are
entitled to Oportunidades, yet only receive the food support through PAL (CONEVAL
2011Db).

Beyond coverage, the modes of operation of the programme are set universally for all
beneficiary households. Consequently, demographic dispersion and geographic
inaccessibility will cause programmes to operate at lower levels of quality and efficiency in
indigenous communities. One example of this is the operation of the Attention and
Registration Centres, CARs (Centros de Atencién y Registro), which monitor and
administer compliance with the conditionality of transfers and deliver the benefits. They
were introduced in 2004 to ensure a better link between the beneficiaries and the
Oportunidades programme (Oportunidades 2011). Each CAR is allocated a fixed number of
8,000 households, regardless of their level of dispersion or accessibility. Consequently,
promoters working for CARs in highly remote areas have to spend more time reaching the
different households and have less time to dedicate to the beneficiaries. Furthermore,
promoters are not trained to work in indigenous communities and the programme’s
operational dynamics are hindered when the flow of reliable information between
programme representatives and its beneficiaries is not tailored to cultural and linguistic
differences (Sanchez Lépez 2008: 111; Sariego 2008). In regions like the northern
Tarahumara, for example, where households are highly dispersed and mostly indigenous,
CARs should be allocated a smaller number of households to adjust to the geographical
context and improve the quality of assistance provided (Sariego 2008: 213-215).

Finally, spatial remoteness increases the opportunity costs related to collection of benefits
and compliance with the conditions. Benefit levels are the same for all households and do
not take into account distance from schools or health centres, or depth of poverty. The net
transfer, after deducting the higher cost of transport incurred due to geographical
remoteness and limited access to services, is thus lower for indigenous people than for
non-indigenous ones (Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 2008: 136). Furthermore, indigenous
people tend to be generally poorer than non-indigenous ones. The fact that the cash
stipend is the same for all beneficiaries (with the exception of higher school grants for girls),
not taking into account poverty levels and opportunity costs, means that the net amount of
the cash transfer is smaller for indigenous people than for non-indigenous beneficiaries with
lower opportunity costs.
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This ‘ethno-territorial’ element of indigenous poverty should thus be taken into account in
the project design, to ensure that beneficiaries with different poverty profiles can benefit
equally from the programme (Sariego 2011: 29; Sanchez Lépez 2008: 109; World Bank
2012: 22). One option would be to integrate a differential amount of cash for beneficiaries
living in particularly remote areas, to cover the higher participation cost to comply with
conditionality requirement. It has also been suggested that indigenous beneficiaries should
be included by default in the programme to avoid exclusion errors (Sariego 2011).
However, this might not be sufficient in the case of households with limited access to social
services who will not be able to comply with the conditionality requirements of the
programme. More comprehensive policies will need to be developed to address the causes
of their marginalisation.

Structural constraints

The theory of change in terms of long-term impacts of Oportunidades is grounded on the
assumption that higher levels of education, accompanied by health and nutrition
interventions, lead to lower levels of poverty and vulnerability. This theory of change can be
challenged with regards to two structural constraints. Firstly, the quality of services provided
to indigenous beneficiary households when complying with conditions are sub-standard due
to issues of remoteness and language barriers. Secondly, the lack of social mobility and
discrimination in the labour market challenge the long-term objective of Oportunidades, and
basic premise of the human capital theory, that investments in human capital have the
potential to break intergenerational transmissions of poverty.

The low quality of education and healthcare services is related to the geographic
remoteness of the indigenous poor, which has been identified as one of the main obstacles
to reaching the programme’s objectives of accumulation of human capital (Behrman, Parker
and Todd 2009; Boltvinik 2005; Skoufias 2005; Oportunidades 2008). This does not
exclusively affect indigenous people, yet they are disproportionately burdened by it.
According to the former United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous
People, the poor quality of education for indigenous people embodies one of the main
forms of discrimination against them (Stavenhagen 2005: 97). The curriculum of schoaols in
indigenous communities is still heavily influenced by the indigenismo policies of cultural
assimilation, despite attempts to push towards cultural integration. The curricula are often
designed in Spanish and tailored for an urban population, rather than being adapted to the
languages and cultural contexts of indigenous people. Consequently, indigenous students,
and particularly monolingual ones, score the lowest in tests and are more likely to drop-out
prematurely (Parker et al. 2005). Attempts to promote intercultural training for teachers and
further bicultural and bilingual education have not had the necessary impact due to
insufficient political support and resources (Stavenhagen 2005: 103-106).

Decade-long neglect by public programmes and limited investments in infrastructure in
indigenous regions means that indigenous people are faced with bigger hurdles to
participate in the programme and benefit from increased exposure to social services. The
low quality of education amongst the indigenous population has been identified as one of
the reasons why returns to higher levels of education in general are likely to be lower for
them than for non-indigenous people with the same level of education (Hall and Patrinos
2006: 226). A recent assessment of the quality of teaching has shown that Oportunidades
beneficiaries in general score lower capacity assessments, with 30 per cent of non-
indigenous beneficiaries and 56 per cent of indigenous beneficiaries leaving primary school
without having acquired the necessary competencies to continue successfully with
secondary school (CONEVAL 2011b). Oportunidades does not address the issue around
the quality of services, but only facilitates access to education. Access to education alone
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does not increase human capital and consequently will not result in higher incomes for
indigenous people, since the education received is suboptimal and does not equip
beneficiaries with the necessary or adequate skills to access better paid jobs.

In order to achieve the human capital goals, the government needs to work on providing
sufficient and adequate supply. In some cases this might involve the provision of services
where they did not previously exist, whilst in others it means improving the quality of those
services that are already in place (Fiszbein and Schady 2009: 23). Yet Oportunidades has
not been accompanied by any measures to improve the quantity and quality of services
(Escobar Latapi and Gonzalez de la Rocha 2008: 451). For the programme to be
transformative on the long-term, rather than assistentialist, it needs to be coordinated with
policy interventions which address the deficiencies in the education and health sectors
(CONEVAL 2011b).

In addition to low quality of services, long-term impacts are further undermined by a
significant wage gap between indigenous and non-indigenous people with the same levels
of education and in the same occupational activity, and by a lack of social mobility to
translate a higher level of education into a matching job. In 1989, indigenous peoples’
monthly earnings were about one third of that of non-indigenous people, but by 2002 they
had fallen to just one quarter. It is particularly concerning that the earnings gap increased
among the population that usually benefits from higher levels of education: young workers,
those with completed levels of secondary education and non-agricultural workers (Ramirez
2006: 154).

Social mobility and occupational flexibility in Mexico have decreased in the aftermath of
structural adjustment policies in the 1990s (Cortés and Escobar Latapi 2005; Gonzalez de
la Rocha and Escobar Latapi 2008). For a programme built on the assumption that higher
levels of human capital will lead people out of poverty, it is vital to consider the job
opportunities available to beneficiaries after leaving school. Gonzélez de la Rocha et al.
(2008) documented the impact of the programme on the occupational activity of former
beneficiaries of Oportunidades, by comparing the occupation of indigenous and non-
indigenous ex-beneficiaries and their peers. The study revealed that the job opportunities in
indigenous regions are very limited, especially for young people who graduate with higher
levels of education. One of the few options they have is to migrate. However, due to high
dependence on their own social networks after migration, indigenous migrants often get
locked into a cycle of working in low-paid and low-skilled jobs, with little opportunity to
access better paid, higher-skilled occupations. In most cases young indigenous people find
work in the service industry, in commercial activities or in the manufacturing business
(Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 2008: 141).

5. Discussion and conclusion

This paper argues that for social protection to address underlying drivers of poverty and
vulnerability and to be transformative, it needs to be cognisant of and responsive to groups’
particular vulnerabilities, as well as be accompanied by structural changes beyond remit of
social protection programming. It does so by providing a critical analysis of Mexico’s
Oportunidades’ theory of change in reference to a particularly vulnerable group in society,
namely indigenous people.

Oportunidades was put in place in the late 1990s to address the high levels of poverty and
inequality that resulted from structural adjustment reforms in the country. It marked a
milestone in Mexican social policy and set a model for CCT programmes in Latin America
and the world. The scope and impact of Oportunidades has been remarkable, yet it is

16



necessary to critically analyse whether the model lives up to its promises and benefits
different types of poor people equally. Despite indigenous people in Mexico being amongst
the most vulnerable and marginalised, Oportunidades fails to appropriately and adequately
address the structural causes perpetuating their poverty. The remoteness of indigenous
communities and the higher levels of marginalisation do not lend themselves well to the
‘one-size-fits-all' programme design and implementation, compromising Oportunidades’
performance in terms of coverage, outreach and targeting for indigenous people. To the
contrary, it runs the risk of perpetuating and reinforcing the groups’ marginalised and
disadvantaged positions in comparison to the non-indigenous population. In terms of the
potential for long-term positive outcomes, indigenous people in Mexico are unable to benefit
from Oportunidades along the lines of the programme’s theory of change due to structural
constraints. Poor quality education, limited social networks and labour market mobility and
wage differentials result in unequal opportunities in terms of translating improved
educational attainment into higher incomes.

Oportunidades is failing indigenous people in Mexico because it is predicated on an
individualistic understanding of what causes poverty and what needs to be done to
overcome it. The programme’s theory of change reflects this individualistic understanding in
that it places the sole responsibility for moving out of poverty on individuals, making it
dependent on their individual choices and behaviour. We argue that for social protection to
truly support indigenous people in their efforts to move out of poverty, it needs to 1) adapt
its design to counter geographic, demographic and socioeconomic conditions that prevent
indigenous people from escaping poverty, and 2) go hand-in-hand with addressing
structural constraints that indigenous people try to negotiate but have little to no influence
on.

At a programme level, a differential approach towards indigenous people could enhance the
programme’s effectiveness by addressing the issues around remoteness, differential
access to services and consequently higher opportunity costs for the poorest beneficiaries
of the programme. Options include a smaller catchment area for the CAR’s and higher
transfers for beneficiaries living further away from service providers. Furthermore,
conditionalities could be less rigid in the case of beneficiaries who live in areas with limited
access to health services and schools. Such a ‘sensitive’ approach to social protection has
already been argued for with respect to gender (Jones and Holmes 2010), children
(Sabates-Wheeler and Roelen 2011) and people affected by HIV (Yates, Chandan and Lim
Ah Ken 2010; Temin 2008).

For Oportunidades to be ‘transformative’, the structural constraints need to be addressed
through a more holistic development agenda, which places a stronger emphasis on the
complementarity and coordination of development interventions. Reducing the nation-wide
inequalities related to the quality of education and access to good health care services is
part of the parcel and a vital step towards addressing the supply-side constraints placed on
Oportunidades’ long-term objective of overcoming the intergenerational transmission of
poverty through the accumulation of human capital. This goes hand in hand with addressing
the structural causes of poverty and inequality. Discrepancies in the quality of healthcare
and education between rural and urban areas, and private and public providers, will remain
the main structural constraining factor of Oportunidades’ theory of change, unless it is
addressed by a more comprehensive social policy agenda.
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