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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The effect that welfare has on adult labor supply has been debated by economists.  For 

mothers who participate in the biggest and first Conditional Cash Transfer Program 

implemented in Latin America- Mexico’s Oportunidades- their working hours can be 

affected due to requirements of the program. By using Mexico’s most recent income 

expenditure survey, ENIGH 2008, and based on a previous study done by Oehler (2005) 

which looked at the effect of the program on adult labor supply, this study focuses on the 

change in working hours that Oportunidades has on participating mothers. After replicating 

Oehler’s model, the results are consistent and show that there is a decrease of working 

hours per month for participating mothers. Nevertheless, if other control variables such as 

work, household and individual characteristics are added to the original model, the effect of 

the program on mothers is reversed. The implications of this increase in working hours for 

mothers benefitting from the program in comparison to those not part of the program can be 

seen as a positive externality that does not conflict with Oportunidades’ twofold objective 

of increasing income and fostering human capital.  
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Section I. Introduction 

 

There has been concern by economists and policymakers about the effect that welfare has 

on beneficiary families. Welfare programs can affect levels and patterns of consumption, 

health and educational outcomes in family members, and labor supply of both children and 

adults in a household. Focusing on the change of adult labor supply, this effect can be seen 

as a reduction in wages, an increase in unemployment, or a disincentive or reduction in 

their working hours. Therefore, if the program is of conditional nature and requires 

beneficiaries to comply with time consuming activities in order to continue receiving the 

benefit, it is assumed that their working hours will decrease as less time can be spent at 

work.  

An example of a welfare program that is based on conditionalities is Mexico’s 

Oportundidades. In trying to accomplish its twofold objective of increasing income and 

fostering human capital, Oportunidades may have an impact on the number of working 

hours of adults participating in the program. This paper focuses on the effect that this 

Mexican Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) program has on participating mother’s working 

hours, compared to non participants. Mothers are singled out in this study due to their 

significance in the design of the program, as well as the double burden that some women 

may face when having to be both caregivers and breadwinners.  

Conditional Cash Transfer Programs (CCT) are programs that provide cash transfers 

to low income households under the condition that they invest in the human capital of 

family members. Due to its pioneer status and large coverage- it covers 25 percent of all 

households- Mexico’s Oportunidades has been the most heavily evaluated among all CCTs 
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(see Fiszbein and Schady 2009; Foguel and Paes de Barros 2005; Oehler 2005;  Parker and 

Skouffias 2000; Parker and Teruel 2005; Rawlings and Rubio 2005). While the methods 

and designs used in these evaluations vary- from qualitative to quantitative- as do their 

themes– from direct effects to externalities- on average, impact evaluations show that CCTs 

have been successful in reducing income poverty and in encouraging parents to invest in 

their children’s human capital (Fizbein and Schady 2009).  

Women are key components in the design of this program. Their importance lies in 

the fact that it is assumed that giving the cash transfer directly to the mothers of the 

household increases the likelihood of it being invested in human capital of children. This 

responsibility may have a double standard. First, it may be seen as a burden to women, 

specifically low income mothers who may need to increase their working hours in order to 

provide an additional income to the household. Second, it may increase their traditional 

gender role, impeding their economic independence. The first argument is the one that this 

paper will focus on. There is a general belief that a reduction in working hours is an 

outcome considered socially undesirable, especially if it means a decrease in family income 

(Foguel and Paes de Barros 2005).  

Mothers have a unique position within the economy. They are not only seen as 

homemakers- but in some instances- also as breadwinners.  As homemakers, they have 

domestic responsibilities that can be very time consuming, such as making the meals, 

cleaning the house or tending for their children.  In addition to this, they may be forced to 

engage in the labor market or increase their work hours in order to provide the extra needed 

income, adding demands on their time. As a result, on average, women in developing 

countries work an hour more than men work each day, including for unpaid labor (domestic 
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responsibilities) and paid labor (being a formal/informal employee) (Mardston and Barrett 

2006).  

A recent paper written by Oehler (2005) concluded that Oportunidades decreases 

beneficiaries’ working hours by 1.65 a week per working age person in the household. 

Based on Oehler’s results, this paper analyzes if this effect holds using more recent data, 

taking into account only participating mothers. The argument is based on the fact that 

women must comply with time consuming activities in order to continue receiving the cash 

transfer and participating in the labor market or maintaining their work hours may be a 

difficult task for mothers given their time constraints. Thus the study asks whether mothers 

participating in the program work more or less compared to those who are not in the 

program.  

This study has the following structure. Section II provides an overview of the 

literature of the effect that welfare has had on labor supply. A description of CCTs as 

innovative mechanisms used to reduce long term poverty is also covered, ending with the 

characteristics of the Mexican case of CCT program, Oportunidades and its effect on 

participating mothers.  Section III provides the framework necessary to understand the 

inclusion of our main variables used in the econometric models. Section IV lays out the 

analysis plan, describes the data set and the variables to be used. Section V presents the 

descriptive statistics and general trends of the variables of interest. The results and analysis 

of the Models used are included in this section as well.  Finally, Section VI contains the 

conclusion of the study, including policy recommendations and future research.  
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Section II. Literature Review 

 

Welfare programs and their effect on labor supply 

 

Welfare not only affects beneficiaries; it also has externalities that impact the household. 

Theory suggests that resources or benefits received from welfare programs may affect in 

indirect ways members of the household. The benefit may be allocated among members of 

the household in a process called “intrahousehold resource allocation” (Haddad and 

Alderman 1997).  Receiving welfare benefits can reduce the economic need of other 

household members to work through the “income effect”, thus substituting work for 

welfare benefits (Parker and Skoufias 2000).   

 

Understanding the process by which household allocations occur is important for policy 

and project design. This process was of a main concern for policymakers in the United 

States, and is one of the reasons that triggered the welfare reforms of the 1990s in the 

country. These reforms included work requirements, limited years of benefit receipt, and 

state flexibility to address regional concerns (Lubotsky 1999). In a paper written by Bartik 

(1998), the evidence suggested that welfare reforms in the 1990s- including the Personal 

and Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 and the Family 

Support Act of 1998- actually increased labor supply. Bartik’s study (1998) based its 

results on evidence from 7 previous studies from 1993 to 1998 and concluded that there 

was a 1.4 million labor force participant increase resulting from the welfare reforms. 

Although the author does not mention whether the magnitude of this increase is large or 
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not, Bartik (1998) concludes that welfare programs in the United States have not reduced 

labor supply.  

 

Conditional Cash Transfer Programs 

 

Depending on the nature of the welfare program, its impact can affect a household in 

different dimensions. When trying to accomplish its main objective of reducing poverty, in 

kind transfers may change consumption behavior of all members of the household. Cash 

transfers (conditional or unconditional) programs intended to increase human capital of 

children may affect the human capital of other household members. In the case of 

Conditional Cash Transfer programs, they were initially thought to reduce the labor supply 

of not only children, but of adults as well, mainly through the income effect (Foguel and 

Barros 2005).   

Conditional Cash Transfer Programs (CCTs) are safety net programs intended to 

target the poorest households and invest in their human capital to reduce long-term 

structural poverty.  A cash transfer is given to the participating household, generally 

directly to the mother, under the condition that they comply with investments in education 

and/or health in children under the age of five. The scope of CCTs varies, either in their 

coverage (nation wide, rural, urban); conditions (comply in investment in either health, 

education or both); amount of cash transfer (varies for number of children, their age and 

gender), and the budget allocated to them.  

 CCTs are a worldwide strategy to fight poverty.  They were first implemented in 

Latin America (on a large scale in Mexico and Brazil) as a redesign of government 

programs. Government programs in this region were fragmentized and “had the 
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consequence of trapping beneficiaries in a vicious cycle of poverty, rather than allowing 

them to escape poverty” (Diaz-Cayeros, Estevez and Magaloni 2006: 2).   The CCT wave 

continued in the late 1990s as a reform of poverty programs in developing countries such as 

Cambodia, Turkey and South Africa and most recently even in developed ones, such as the 

United States, with New York and Washington DC (Fiszbein and Schady 2009). In Latin 

America, virtually every country has such a program.  

CCTs have been extensively evaluated in the last 11 years (since their 

implementation in 1997). Nevertheless, despite having started as well elaborated and 

targeted programs, their final outcomes and goals have been debated and argued due to the 

mixed results that are reported (Fiszbein and Schady 2009). On the one hand, CCTs are 

seen as an innovative approach that redistribute income to poor households and encourages 

them to invest in their human capital.  Santiago Levy, the architect of Mexico’s CCT 

Oportunidades, states that “investments in the human capital of all household members, 

and improved productivity potential for those entering the labor market are the program’s 

key contribution to combating current poverty today and at the same time breaking the 

intergenerational transmission of poverty.” (Levy 2008: 22). Economists that support these 

programs praise their success and advocate their expansion in other contexts (Parker and 

Teruel 2005). On the other hand, when trying to accomplish these objectives, CCTs may 

not only have an effect on children beneficiaries, but also on adults who receive the cash 

transfer (Figuel and Barros 2006). Economic theory predicts that the income effect of a 

cash transfer will cause the supply of labor of household members (including the head of 

household) to decline. In other words, the labor supply of adults will be reduced as the 

economic need to work is reduced with the monetary transfer (Parker and Skoufias 2000).  
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Some economists, despite agreeing with CCTs’ well intentions, see the provision of 

cash transfers as providing wrong incentives to poor households or that it adds extra time 

burdens to participating mothers. Their arguments towards the provision of the cash 

transfers are that CCTs may discourage labor supply and personal investment in human 

capital to recipients (Fiszbein and Schady 2009; Parker and Skoufias 2000). Concerning the 

additional time on mothers, a qualitative report made in 2000 by IFPRI stated that women 

who participated in the program said that it placed extra time and effort burdens due to the 

traveling they had to do to receive the transfer and attend meetings. The added time burden 

was also attributed to the mothers now having to do the work that their children used to do 

before they attended school.  

 

The case of Mexico’s Oportunidades 

 

Mexico’s CCT, Progresa-Oportunidades,
1
 started in 1997 in Mexico covering only rural 

households living in poverty. In 2003/2004 it included low income urban households as 

well, increasing its coverage to virtually all extreme poverty households. By the end of 

2005, Oportunidades covered more households than those estimated to be living in poverty 

(Levy 2008). It is the second most extensive CCT program in Latin America, topped only 

by Brazil’s Bolsa Escola.
2
 

 The requirements of this program are related to fostering human capital of the 

household. With respect to the health component of the program, all household members 

must comply with a required number of preventive medical checkups and a family member 

                                                           
1
 The program was initially named Progresa, and as of 2001, the name was changed to Oportunidades. In this 

paper, the program will be referred to as Oportunidades.   
2
 By the end of 2005, Bolsa Escola reached eight million households (Molyneux 2007).  
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older than 15 must attend health and nutrition lectures. With regards to education, school 

age children need to be enrolled in school and an attendance of 80% monthly and 93% 

annually is required (Fiszbein and Schady 2009). Evidence has shown that it is mostly 

mothers who ensure that these requisites are complied (Molyneux 2007).   

 

The role of mothers in Oportunidades 

 

The gender approach in Oportunidades is a key component of its management and design. 

The program seeks to “promote the equal access of women to its benefits” (SEDESOL 

2005:8). Not only does it transfer a larger amount of cash if the beneficiary is a girl as 

opposed to a boy, but the monetary benefit is given to the mother of the family for her to 

administer. This due to the vast literature that finds that resources allocated to the mother of 

the family are more likely to be reflected in greater improvements in health and nutrition 

than if they were allocated to men (IFPRI 2000; Quisumbing and others 2008).  

The size of the cash transferred to women represents on average a 22% increase in 

the income levels of the family receiving the benefit (Fiszbein and Schady 2009). This 

significant increase suggests that the impact of the program can alter the work habits of the 

members of the household, particularly the mothers who directly receive and allocate the 

benefit. When taking into account that most mothers are already responsible for 

reproductive and care giving functions, such as tending the home, preparing meals, taking 

care of children and caring for the ill and elderly in the household, their mobility and 

inclusion in economic activities will be even more limited (Asgary and Pagan 2004; 

Mardston and Barrett 2006). In theory, these mobility constraints can increase if the 

mothers are part of a program that requires a significant amount of time to its compliances 



9 
 

and conditions, as most of the CCT programs do.  In her own study, Oehler (2005) found 

that “beneficiaries [of Oportunidades] work 1.56 fewer weekly hours per working age 

person of the household than non-beneficiaries…” (Oehler 2005: 3). On the contrary, a 

study made by Parker and Skoufias (2000) on the effect of Oportunidades on adult labor 

supply concluded that there is no evidence on its disincentive effects.   

 

 These findings lay the groundwork for this research and allow the continuation of 

their findings to three important elements. First, mothers can have children that are old 

enough to go to school and therefore be eligible to receive the benefits of the program as 

well as children that are under the age of four. Therefore, it is assumed that the mother may 

be encouraged to decrease her working hours since she will have to comply with time 

consuming activities in order to continue receiving the cash transfer as well as having to 

take care of children under the age of four. Second, Oehler’s study was conducted in 2005, 

and since then the program has expanded. The study would have to be reassessed in order 

to see if the prior tendencies still hold true. One would have to see if the benefit of 

Oportunidades is lower than the actual transfer because women will have to substitute time 

dedicated to child labor for time they used to dedicate for remunerated work, whether this 

being formal or informal. Third, Parkers and Skouffias (2000) study, as well as Oehler’s 

(2005) both looked at adult labor supply as the combination of the labor force of members 

of the household who were older than 15. This study will look at only mothers as opposed 

to all women in order to avoid vague generalizations. Understanding the impact of 

Oportunidades on participating mothers will help either to implement complementary 

programs that will address their change of working hours, such as subsidized child care 

centers in the case of a decrease, or address work related policies in the case an increase 
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Section III. Conceptual Framework 

 

Theory suggests that CCTs may decrease adult labor supply (Parker and Skoufias 

2000; Fiszbein and Schady 2009; Molyneux 2007). Parker and Skouffias (2000) conducted 

an evaluation of Oportunidades and found that there were no particular reductions in labor 

market participation rates for adults receiving the cash transfer of the program. There was 

however, evidence that time demands on women complying with the obligations of the 

program were significant. “Women in PROGRESA are more likely to report spending time 

in both taking household members to school, clinics, etc. as well as having a greater 

participation in community work and the faenas.” (Parker and Skouffias 2000: v).  

There is also evidence in the literature underlying the strong impact of child status 

in the labor supply of women (Nakamura and Nakamura 1985). According to most of the 

models that economists have proposed, the labor supply of married women is not only 

sharply responsive to child status, but also on marital status. Economists have also made a 

distinction among key characteristics of women and have studied their impact on women’s 

labor behavior.  The main classifications are women’s civil status, child status, income, 

race, age, education and status in the household (Nakamura and Nakamura 1985).  

This study attempts to address the effect of this transfer on participating mothers. It 

was partially motivated by a previous study on the impact of Oportunidades on labor 

habits. The study, Impact of Oportunidades Benefits on Working Incentives in Rural and 

Urban Areas: A Public Policy Perspective by Ilse Oehler (2005) concluded that 

beneficiaries of the program worked, on average, 1.56 fewer hours per working age person 

of the household than non participants. This analysis looked at the effect on labor in the 

household as a unit, taking into account all members of the household who were potentially 
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economically active. . In this present study, only the effect that the program has on mothers 

in particular is taken into account; this due to the increasing need for policy makers to 

identify individuals preferences within the household as opposed to the looking at the 

household as a unitary model (Quisumbing and Maluccio 2000).  

 

Taking these previous studies into account, this paper will evaluate the two 

following questions: 

1. Does participating in the program Oportunidades change mothers’s labor habits? 

2. Out of the mothers who participate in the program, does having children under the 

age of four change their labor habits opposed to mothers who do not have children under 

the age of four?  

 

The main hypothesis is that Mothers who participate in the Oportunidades program are 

more likely to decrease their work hours as opposed to mothers who do not participate in 

the program. 

 The secondary hypothesis is that Specifically, women who participate in the program and 

have children four years or younger are more encouraged to decrease their work hours.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 
 

Section IV. Data and Methods 

 

ENIGH: characteristics 

The data set that used is called ENIGH, (National Household Survey of Income and 

Expenditures) which measures the income and expenditure of households in Mexico.  The 

survey has been implemented since 1992 on a biennial basis under the same 

methodological and conceptual scheme, and despite its changes, is still comparable over 

time. It is also based on the recommendations of the International Labor Organization 

(ILO) and the United Nations (UN). It is generated by the National Institute of Geography 

and Statistics (INEGI) which is an independent agency that has international recognition.  

 

Specifically, the data set used is from 2008, which is the most recent available as of 

this writing. It accounts for 35, 146 national households, and is nationally representative, 

with urban and rural cuts. It is generalizable, stratified and conglomerate, with two staged 

household observations. The stratification method uses all 32 states and is divided into 

three areas (urban, rural and urban complement) which are in themselves later divided in 7 

more areas, depending on the number of population. The response rate survey is 85%.   

 

ENIGH has three different units of analysis, these being the household, the 

residence and the members of the household. The unit of observation of the ENIGH is the 

household, defined as a group of one or more people  who typically live in the same place 

of residence an are supported by common expenditures, whether they are related or not.  
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There are significant changes in the 2008 ENIGH survey that are worth mentioning due 

to the value they add to this study, which include state representation, poverty 

measurements, gender specific measurements,  and improvement of the quality of the 

information.  

1. State representation: Six states- Distrito Federal, Estado de Mexico, Jalisco, 

Queretaro, Sonora, Guanajuato and Yucatan- carried out state representative 

surveys. 

2. Poverty Measurements: Following the creation of CONEVAL (National Evaluation 

Council of Political Social Development) in 2004, a multidimensional measurement 

of poverty was included. The dimensions added in the 2008 ENIGH where: income 

per capita, educational lag, access to health services, access to social services, space 

and quality in residences, basic services in residences, access to food, and degree of 

social cohesion.  

3. Gender specific measurements: The INMUJERES (National Institute of Women) 

laid out the importance of distinguishing patterns of expenditures by gender, in 

order to carry out studies related specifically to poverty in women. The result was 

the inclusion of variables that have women specific queries, such as expenses in 

medical services, education, entertainment, and personal hygiene.   

4. Data improvements: As a result of evaluation efforts by INEGI, improvements 

where made for the 2008 ENIGH. The issues addressed improved the field work, 

classification of businesses, periodicity of transfers and inclusion of income 

variables.  
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The database used is presented in 13 datasets. Seven of these cover household 

characteristics, while six of these cover individual characteristics.  Since this study is 

interested in knowing the effect that Oportunidades has on mothers, variables of interests 

on household levels were to converted into individuals as units of observation.  

 

Analysis Plan 

 

Step 1 

Using Oehler’s (2005) research as guidance due to the relevance in continuity that this 

research has on hers, this study will assess if the same results still hold for mothers who 

participate in Oportunidades. The data will differ in that this study will use the 2008 

ENIGH as opposed to Oehler’s (2005) use of 2004’s ENIGH.  

 

Step 2 

Oehler’s research was specific to average working hours in the household, whereas this 

present study will concentrate only on mother’s average working hours. The inclusion of a 

marginalization index in this study will also be a differing factor from Oehler’s (2005).  

 

To test the following hypothesis,  Mothers who participate in the Oportunidades program 

are more likely to decrease their work hours as opposed to mothers who do not participate 

in the program. Specifically, women who participate in the program and have children four 

years or younger are more encouraged to decrease their work hours, this study uses an 

OLS model which will measure the change of weekly working hours of mothers as a 
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function of their participation in Oportunidades. This relationship can be expressed as 

follows: 

Yij = α O’j + β M’ij + ɣ H’j+ εij 

 

Where Yij, as the dependent variable, will be the average of the weekly hours worked for 

mother i in household j ;  

O’j is a dummy variable which indicates whether the household receives benefits from 

Oportunidades; 

M’ij is the vector of mother characteristics; 

H’j is the vector of household characteristics; 

Since panel data is not available for ENIGH, the results will be compared to the population 

not receiving Oportunidades, this being the control group. 

 

Criteria for construction of variables 

 

Some of the variables used were reported on a household level and others were reported on 

an individual level. The variables used had to be translated into the same unit of analysis in 

order to make coherent inferences. It is important to mention that, since we are taking into 

account only mothers in the sample, it is assumed that there is only one mother per 

household.  

The variables that will be used from the data set to explain the correlation between 

the participants of the program and the change of work habits in mothers are the following:   
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Table 1.  

 

Variables used for Econometric Model 

 

Yij 

Average of weekly 

working hours 

O’j 

Oportunidades 
 

M’ij 

Mother Characteristics 
 

H’j 

Household 

Characteristics 
 Weekly reported 

working hours for 

primary job, previous 

month 

 

 Receives 

Oportunidades  

(0, 1) 

 

 Age of mother 

 Age of mother, squared 

 Education level 

 Education level, squared 

 Paid labor (0,1) 

 Married (0, 1) 

 Studying (0,1) 

 Secondary job (0, 1) 

 

 Household size 

 Sex Head of Household 

(0,1) (female=1) 

 Age head of household  

 Age head of household, 

square 

 Education level, head of 

household 

 Education level, head of 

household, square 

 Rural (0,1)  (rural=1) 

 State indicators 

 Marginalization Index 

 Log of total income 

 Number of Household 

members with reporting 

income 

 Children under four (0,1) 

 

Data limitations 

The data used in this paper takes into account only mothers. However, one must take into 

account the distinction between mothers who are career oriented and are therefore 

voluntarily part of the work force, and mothers who are forced to enter the labor force in 

order to provide an extra income for the household. This person-specific behavior remains 

unobserved in the study and can bias the estimates. This behavioral distinction is important 

to consider when recommending policies that will help poor working mothers reduce the 

burden of Oportunidades.  
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Regarding the dependent variable, working hours worked per week in primary job, 

previous month, there are a number of factors that can increase or decrease the hours 

worked. It is important to mention that there are some factors that affect an individual’s 

decision to change his/her working hours that were not considered in this study, such as 

employment rates, wages, economic situation of the region, etc. The omission of these 

variables can cause omitted variable bias on the estimators. Nevertheless, the state 

indicators and marginalization index are proxies that intend to include some of these factors 

into the analysis.  
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Section V. Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

Since this study intends to see if Oehler’s (2005) results still hold for 2008, it is necessary to 

compare the ENIGH 2004 and 2008 datasets to ensure that Oportunidades beneficiaries are equally 

representative in both datasets, so as to control for the expansion or reduction of the program. As 

can be seen in Table 1, the percentage of beneficiaries for 2005 and 2008 are nearly the same, 

having 13.93% of households reporting to have Oportunidades in 2008 and 13.61% in 2005. 

 

Table 1. 

Number of total Household Beneficiaries in Oportunidades 

 
 

Total individuals Total ENIGH 2008 % 2008 ENIGH % 2005 Oehler 
 

Non beneficiaries 31, 860 86.07 86.39 

Beneficiaries 5, 156 13.93 13.61 
 

Total 37, 013 100 100 
 

 

Sources: Oehler 2005, ENIGH 2008 

 

In the case of the sample used for both studies, Table 2 summarizes beneficiaries of 

Oportunidades. Similar to the previous table, both samples reflect the about the same 

percentage of beneficiaries, 11.48% and 13.95%, for 2008 and 2005, respectively.  
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Table 2.  

 

Concerning the variables that were included in the analysis, there are differences 

among characteristics of mothers who are beneficiaries of the program with those that are 

not. Table 3 lists variables that where included in the model and that help explain the 

change in the hours worked weekly for primary job for the previous month for mothers per 

household. Considering mothers’ individual characteristics, the mean for the different 

categories of civil status (married, single, widow/free union or divorced/separated) do not 

appear to be substantially different, with 63% of mothers benefitting from the program 

being married, as opposed to 58% being married without Oportunidades. There is, 

however, a substantial difference in the number of mothers who are head of households. 

There are fewer mothers who are heads of households if they are in Oportunidades (17%) 

than those that are not in the program (23%). Mother’s average age also differs depending 

in whether they are part of Oportunidades or not. A mother’s average age who is in the 

program is around 4 years less (40.44) than those mothers who are not part of the program 

(44.61). Education levels have the same tendency. The average education level for a mother 

who is part of the program is less (1.9) than for those mothers who are not part of 

Number of Sample Household Beneficiaries in Oportunidades 

 
 

Total households Total 2008 ENIGH % 2008 ENIGH % 2005 Oehler 
 

Non beneficiaries 27, 467 88.52 86.05 

Beneficiaries 3, 562 11.48 13.95 
 

Total 31, 029 100 100 
 

 

Sources: Oehler 2005, ENIGH 2008 
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Oportunidades (3.1). This is congruent to the fact that mothers who receive Oportunidades 

are poorer than those who do not and are less likely to have invested in their education for 

lack of economic resources.  

Regarding household characteristics, the head of the households have the same 

trends as the mothers do. Heads of households are younger (45.97) if they are part of 

Oportunidades than those that are not in the program (50). Educational levels follow the 

same pattern. Heads of households in Oportunidades have around two less levels of 

education (3.55) than those that are not in the program (5.14). The size of the household is 

also congruent with the literature, since households that benefit from Oportunidades have 

more members on average (6.10), in comparison to those households that are not in the 

program. This supports the theory that poorer households (the ones who receive 

Oportunidades, in this case) are larger than richer households. The number of household 

members that reported to have an income in the previous months is aligned with number of 

household members. On average, 4.30 household members report to have an income, as 

opposed to 2.47 household members without Oportunidades.  
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Table 3.  
 

Descriptive Statistics  

Mothers 
 

  Oportunidades  Non Oportunidades  All households 

  Mean SD  Mean SD  Mean  SD 
          

Individual Characteristics          
Mother Civil status          

        Married  .63 .48  .58 .49  .59 .49 

        Single  .05 .22  .07 .25  .07 .25 

        Widow/union  .24 .43  .24 .42  .24 .42 

       Divorced/separated  .07 .26  .10 .30  .10 .30 

Mothers, Heads of           

household (0,1) 
 .17 .38  .23 .42  .22 .42 

Mother Age  40.44 12.73  44.61 16.43  44.12 16.11 

Mother Educ. levels (0, 9)  1.9 1.17  3.1 1.9  3.0 1.9 

Mother, studying (0,1)  .02 .14  .02 .13  .02 .13 

          

Household Characteristics          

Household Head, Age   45.97 12.42  50 15.46  49.46 15.19 

Household Head, Education 

level (0, 9)  
 3.55 1.73  5.14 2.61  4.96 2.58 

Household size  6.10 2.28  4.54 2.26  4.72 2.32 

Children under four  .41 .49  .37 .48  .38 .48 

Number of Household 

members, reported income 
 4.30 1.53  2.47 1.38  2.68 1.51 

Urban (0, 1)  .20 .40  .71 .45  .65 .47 

          

Work characteristics, 

previous month 
         

Mother Hours worked per 

week 
 36.18 19.41  38.44 19.98  38.18 19.90 

Secondary job (0,1)  .09 .28  .05 .21  .05 .21 

Paid, unpaid labor (1,0)  .87 .34  .95 .22  .94 .24 

          

Sample size   3, 562   27, 467   31, 029  

%  11.48   88.52   100  

 

Source: ENIGH 2008 
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Model Results 

 

Three models were conducted in this study. Model 1 replicated Oehler’s (2005) results 

obtained from ENIGH 2004, with data from ENIGH 2008, which is the most recent 

household survey for income and expenditure in Mexico. The objective of Model 1 was to 

see if, after 4 additional years of the implementation of  Oportunidades, her findings still 

held. Model 2 built of from Oehler’s (2005) original model, and included more control 

variables, both for the mother as for her household, in order to increase the explanation of 

the change of working hours per week. Model 3 was a replica of Model 2, but had the 

difference of including if there were children under four years of age in the household. The 

results are summarized in Table 4. Including Oehler’s (2005) original model, in all four 

models, the dependent variable remained the same, weekly average hours in primary job 

worked last month.  

 

 Comparing Oehler’s results with Model 1, the trends for the variables used in the 

original model remain the same. As can be seen in Table 4, both models (Oehler 2005 and 

Model 1) show a negative difference between beneficiaries and non beneficiaries. Although 

the coefficient in Model 1 is bigger, they are both statistically significant. This means that, 

on average, ceteris paribus, beneficiaries tend to work less hours than non beneficiaries. It 

is important to mention, however, that the sample used in Oehler’s (2005) model included 

all household members who were older than 12, as opposed to Model 1, which used only 

mothers in the sample. Despite this, the comparison can still be made since mothers are 

considered an important part of the labor force of the household.  
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 Sex, age and education of head of household have a negative effect on hours 

worked, and are statistically significant in both models. Concerning the size of the 

household, in both models, an additional member increases work hours by slightly different 

amounts, and are both statistically significant. The exclusion index also has a positive effect 

on hours worked, and is also statistically significant in both models. The study and work 

variables, however, have a negative effect on both models, and are also statistically 

significant. The urban beneficiary variable is not significant in either model.  

 Despite the disparity in the rural/urban variable (negative effect in Model 1 and 

positive in Oehler’s 2005), it can be concluded that, using the variables in Oehler’s (2005) 

model, the effect of being part of Oportunidades reduces your working hours per week, 

holding everything else constant. 

 

 As an attempt to increase the explanatory power of Model 1, more control variables 

were included in Model 2. Functional forms of mother and head of households’ 

characteristics were added, control variables for mother’s work characteristics were 

included, and state indicators were taken into account. The results were surprising. The 

variable of interest, weekly average hours worked last month, was still statistically 

significant, but rather than having a negative effect on hours worked, the effect was 

positive. Having this considerable difference in the outcome requires further analysis, such 

as important potential estimation in key variables, but the robustness of the findings and the 

alignment of the results with observational and conceptual analysis lead us to not 

undermine the findings of this research.  

 In regards to the similarities of the findings in Model 2  with Model 1 and Oehler’s 

(2005), the effect of sex of head of household remains statistically significant and negative, 
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although the effect is smaller. This means that being a female head of household continues 

to reduce working hours, although by a smaller amount, per week. The effect of size of 

household still holds and continues being statistically significant; this effect being that an 

additional member in the household increases work hours. Also, studying continued 

reducing work hours, and remained statistically significant. The exclusion index remained 

statistically significant but in less magnitude. This perhaps was a direct result of including 

state indicators in Model 3 which probably absorbed the effect of the exclusion index. Since 

the variable urban beneficiary did not prove to be statistically significant either in Oehler’s 

2005 nor Model 1, the variable was dropped in Model 3.  

 Regarding the functional forms of the control variables such as age and education of 

head of household and mother, Table 4 shows in Model 3, that age of head of household is 

not statistically significant in either form. However, age of mother and age of mother 

square are statistically significant. In the case of  age of mother, the Model 3 indicates that 

an additional year of education has a positive effect on hours worked, until it reaches a 

threshold were the effect of an additional year becomes negative.  

Last, in order to measure the effect that having children under the age of four in the 

household on mother’s work hours, the variable childund4hh was included. As can be seen 

in Model 4 in Table 4, the inclusion of the variable did not change substantially either the 

significance or the direction of the effect of any of the control variables. The variable of 

interest, household Oportunidades, still remains statistically significant and the effect was 

only slightly increased (from 1.14 additional hours worked per week to 1.17). The variable 

itself, childund4hh, was statistically significant and indicated that, on average, a mother 

increases her work hours by 0.32 per week if there is at least one child under the age of four 

in the household, holding everything else constant.  
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Table 4. 

Summary of Models 

 Impact of independent variables on mothers weekly working hours, primary job 

Week Average Hours 

worked, primary job 

Oehler  

2005 

Model 1 Replica 

Oehler 2005 

 Model 2 

Present study 

Model 3 

Present study 
      

Household Oportunidades -1.686** 

[0.428] 

-3.506** 

[0.429] 

 1.147** 

[0.396] 

1.174** 

[0.396] 

Rural/Urban 

Rural (1, 0) 

1.954** 

[0.364] 

-2.685** 

[0.304] 

 

 

-0.502* 

[0.285] 

-0.508* 

[0.285] 

Sex Head of HH  

Female (1, 0) 

-1.871** 

[0.319] 

-2.893** 

[0.254] 

 

 

-0.375* 

[0.272] 

-0.321* 

[0.271] 

Age Head of HH 

 

 

Age Head of 

HH squared 

-0.128** 

[0.001] 

-0.209** 

[0.007] 

 

 

 

 

-0.041 

[0.047] 

 

0.0003 

[0.0004] 

-0.035 

[0.047] 

 

0.0002 

[0.0004] 

Education  

Head of HH 

 

Education head of  

HH squared 

-0.555** 

[0.202] 

-0.129** 

[0.05] 

 

 

 

 

-0.296* 

[0.191] 

 

-0.055** 

[0.015] 

0.300* 

[0.191] 

 

-0.055** 

[0.015] 

Household Size 0.140* 

[0.071] 

1.26** 

[0.049] 

 0.671** 

[0.064] 

0.642** 

[0.067] 

Exclusion Index 0.683** 

[0.140] 

0.465** 

[.089] 

 0.153* 

[0.092] 

0.155* 

[0.092] 

Study and Work -5.143** 

[0.529] 

-1.203* 

[0.831] 

 -2.106** 

[0.733] 

-2.095** 

[0.733] 

Urban Beneficiary 0.607 

[0.880] 

-0.008 

[0.744] 

   

Age of mother    -0.153** 

[0.039] 

-0.139** 

[0.040] 

Age of mother, square    0.0009* 

[0.0003] 

0.0009* 

[0.0004] 

Education level, mother    0.008 

[0.229] 

0.016 

[0.228] 

Education level, mother 

square 

   -0.079** 

[0.027] 

-0.080** 

[0.027] 

Total income, log    2.099** 

[0.183] 

2.102** 

[0.183] 

Married    -0.165 

[0.244] 

-0.163 

[0.244] 

Number of HH members with 

income 

   -1.870** 

[0.103] 

-1.858** 

[0.103] 

Secondary job    -18.103** 

[0.548] 

-18.110** 

[0.548] 

Paid job    10.101** 

[0.440] 

10.088** 

[0.440] 

Children under 4, HH     0.3212* 

[2.548] 

Constant 50.06081** 43.56882**  19.0647** 18.47588** 

State indicators No No  Yes Yes  

Sample size 13, 323 31, 029  22, 263 22, 263 

R2 0.0361 0.0623  0.1076 0.1076 

Oehler 2005 included men and women under 8, 182 pesos per capita per the author’s income threshold. Models 1, 2, 3 included 

only mothers with no income threshold.  

**α=99%; *α= 95%      
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Section VI. Conclusion 

 

Policy Recommendations 

What is the effect that Oportunidades has on mother’s working hours? This study intended 

to answer this question. Based on a previous study, the first model used suggested that the 

impact is negative and significant, causing a reduction in their working hours. 

Nevertheless, when taking other variables into account, working hours for mothers who are 

part of the program remain significant but actually increase.  

          The data suggests that Oportunidades has a positive effect on mothers working 

hours. On average, a mother who is part of the program increases her working hours by 5 

every month, holding everything else constant.  What does this tell us? One cannot assume 

that the increase of working hours is caused directly by participating in Oportunidades. 

Nevertheless, it can be inferred by the results that beneficiary mothers share certain 

characteristics that encourage them to increase their working hours. The effect of the 

increase of working hours can result as an increase of income in the mothers’ households. 

When considering that these are low income mothers (since they are the ones receiving the 

benefits of the program), it can be assumed that the increase of work hours has a significant 

positive effect on the households.  

       The main objectives of Oportunidades are to increase consumption in low income 

households and increase their accumulation of human capital. Focusing on the externality 

that his program has on adult labor supply in order to take advantage of the increase of 

work hours should not require a change in the design of the program. Oportunidades has 

had program design changes through out the beginning of its life cycle in 1997. Due to the 

success that the program has had, and to the wide coverage of low income households that 
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it targets, the Mexican government has intended to extend the type of benefits to create a 

more extensive anti-poverty packet. Jovenes con Oportunidades, Oportunidades para 

Adultos Mayores, and Oportunidades Energetico, are unsuccessful ramifications that the 

program has had under recent administrations. Including another component to the program 

may risk the program’s main intent. Complementary programs focused on formal 

employment, job security or increase of wages could be implemented to take advantage of 

the increase of mother’s work hours.  

 

Future Research 

The effect of having children under the school age for mothers who are part of the program 

is significant but not robust in the analysis. The analyses performed in this paper can 

greatly benefit from data from Programa de Estancias Infantiles Para Apoyar a Madres 

Trabajadoras, a Mexican program that began in 2007 and is targeted to help working 

mothers pay for day care for children under the school age. The intention of the program is 

to allow mothers to start or continue school, or to enter the labor force or increase their 

working hours. The effect that this program has had on mothers’ working hours would 

compliment this study.  

      In most low income families, mothers have to face the double burden of being care 

givers and bread winners. Their significant role in the household should be addressed by 

policymakers due to their growing importance in the design of poverty alleviation 

programs. This study enforces their empowerment and intends to highlight mother’s impact 

in both the family and the community. By isolating mothers in impact studies, CCTs can 

have a bigger effect in reducing poverty and in increasing their developmental impact in the 

long run.  
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