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INTRODUCTION
Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) are an increasingly

popular strategy to address poverty. This paper considers two
issues related to CCTs, the implications of expanding CCTs
from their traditional rural domain to urban environments and
the politics of targeting. I use the exemplar CCT program,
Mexico’s Oportunidades, as a case study to explore the rami-
fications of targeting techniques that “tag” the poor as being
an observable group, distinct and separate from the non-poor.
I argue that targeting techniques are never neutral and objec-
tive procedures but rather political processes through which
society draws boundaries between “deserving” low-income in-
dividuals, who qualify to receive public support, and those who
do not. I also argue that citizens must possess a minimum level
of economic security to exercise full citizenship rights, and I
use this broad definition of citizenship to critique the social
implications of CCTs.

POVERTY AND URBANIZATION IN LATIN AMERICA
Poverty and inequality remain persistent problems in Latin

America. Urbanization, migration patterns, economic restruc-
turing, and reform in state responsibilities all impact urban
poverty.[1] Over the past decade, global urban poverty rates
rose despite modest drops in poverty rates overall.[2] In Latin
America, poverty declined slightly between 1990 and 2004,[3]
but most of these gains were driven by the regional power-
houses Brazil and Mexico.[4][5] National-level poverty rates
also fail to capture inequality and the spatial dispersion of
poverty. Today, Latin America is the most urbanized region
of the developing world with three-quarters of Latin Ameri-
cans residing in cities. Most population growth is projected to
occur in urban areas,[6] particularly in peri-urban zones [7]
on the periphery between urban and rural areas. The central-
ity of urban life suggests that traditional development strate-
gies aimed at alleviating rural poverty require reconsideration.
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CCTs are public-sector programs designed to correct
market failures responsible for the poor’s under-consumption
of certain services and to incentivize mothers to invest in the
long-term human capital development of their children—thus
breaking the intergenerational transmission of poverty.[8]
CCTs achieve this by providing cash transfers to select groups
of poor people conditional on their participation in certain ac-
tivities, usually linked to education, health, and nutrition. For
example, CCTs commonly condition program eligibility on
school attendance for girls. Mothers receive transfers and are
charged with ensuring compliance with CCT conditionali-
ties.[9] CCTs use targeting to restrict program participation
and utilize relatively low-value cash transfers, lowering the
overall cost of the program. Low transfer values and time lim-
its on benefits are intended to reduce the likelihood of foster-
ing dependency on CCTs.

CCTs typically have a quantitative evaluation mechanism
built into their program design, and to date evaluations have
demonstrated significant positive impacts on well-being out-
comes for recipients and efficient program administra-
tion.[10][11] Quantifiable results have prompted political
support for CCTs within countries using the programs and
have led some to laud CCTs as a “magic bullet.”[12] Despite
significant success, CCTs do have limitations. Impact evalua-
tions find minimal reductions in poverty—at least in the short
term.[13] CCTs also assume adequate supply-side services,
such as local medical care providers, that participants must ac-
cess to meet the program requirements. Additionally, CCTs do
not protect the near-poor from shocks that may push them
into poverty, and CCTs exclude many who live outside the fa-
milial structures sanctioned by the program, most notably
homeless children.

Another contentious component of CCTs is their gen-
dered impact. Women play a central role in CCT implemen-

Conditional Cash Transfers aim to reduce poverty by making benefits conditional on specific be-
havior changes by recipients, a program design requiring technical targeting techniques to identify
qualified recipients. Transplanting Conditional Cash Transfers from their original rural environment
to urban areas significantly complicates attempts to “objectively” identify the poor. The author crit-
ically analyzes the social and political implications of targeting, focusing on Mexico’s well-known
program Oportunidades.
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tation: mothers receive transfers, are charged with monitoring
compliance with the program conditions, and are often re-
quired to log community service hours or participate in activ-
ities aimed at their empowerment.[14][15][16] CCTs explicitly
assume women are more likely than men to use the transfer in
ways that will benefit child and household well-being. Some
view CCTs as the road to women’s empowerment, while oth-
ers argue it is state-sanctioned retrenchment of traditional gen-
der roles that places the burden of poverty reduction squarely
on women’s shoulders.[17][18][19] While the effort of women
is central to CCT success, their own well-being is sometimes
secondary. For example, some programs provide mothers with
nutritional supplements only when they are pregnant or breast-
feeding.[20] Some argue that women are being used as “con-
duits of policy” to increase the future labor productivity of
children without sufficiently attending to women’s poverty or
how program requirements burden women.[21][18]

MEXICO’S OPORTUNIDADES
Mexico’s Oportunidades is an archetypal Conditional

Cash Transfer program. Quantitative studies have docu-
mented several positive impacts of Oportunidades,[22] in-
cluding substantially increased nutrition rates among infants,
improved health status across age groups, and increased school
enrollment.[15] Evaluations have found these gains may be
permanent, with measurable benefits persisting after the cash
transfers have ceased.[23] Oportunidades began expanding to
urban areas in 2001;[24] by 2004 it reached 20 percent of Mex-
ico’s population.[25] The mean cash transfer, $30 per month,
represents a significant contribution to household income,
about 25 to 30 percent of an average rural household’s
monthly expenditures.[26] Recipients are only eligible for a
fixed number of years, varying based on when they began re-
ceiving benefits.[27]

SORTING OUT THE POOR AND INSTITUTIONALIZING
TARGETING IN SOCIAL POLICY

CCTs utilize a variety of complex means-testing schemes
intended to accurately and objectively identify households
which meet program criteria.[28] A 1990 World Bank report
on poverty identified “well-targeted transfers” as central to
poverty reduction, illustrating how targeting is promoted as an
essential component to poverty management.[29] CCT pro-
ponents have identified complex targeting methods as them-
selves generating positive externalities in the form of increased
administrative capacity to run highly technical social pro-
grams.[30] While targeting has been used in Mexico since
1988, the proliferation of CCTs has transformed targeting
from an anomaly into a “best practice,” with countries like
Paraguay, El Salvador, and Ecuador transferring CCT targeting
practices to other social programs. CCTs thus act as “key det-
onators” in institutionalizing technical, expertise-based

methodology as an important component of social pro-
grams.[30]

But targeting is more than a way to direct benefits to se-
lect groups. It also serves as a mechanism by which society
articulates which groups are deemed to be deserving of such
transfers. For example, targeted CCTs exclude some house-
holds who self-identify as poor such that many households fac-
ing deprivation do not meet eligibility criteria: “Only in some
places and during specific short periods [are self-identified
poor households] able to actively claim incorporation.”[20]
Targeting is also a strategy to limit the resources directed to
social policy programs. Additionally, the current political mood
favors limited government intervention, which further informs
decisions about the appropriate level of social-sector public
spending. Finally, values about which poor populations qualify
as most deserving of social-sector programming are deeply in-
tegrated into targeting criteria. Because of this active identifi-
cation of a “deserving poor” and overt limitation of welfare
expenditure, the targeting mechanism of CCTs implicitly con-
veys societal values about who among the poor deserves pub-
lic support.

THE RATIONALES OF TARGETING
A number of factors influence the decision of govern-

ments administering CCT programs to include targeting mech-
anisms that limit eligibility. Pragmatic concerns about budget
constraints drive the spread of targeting to limit spending on
social programs. Public perceptions of programmatic legiti-
macy are fragile in contexts which have been marked by clien-
telism and systems of patronage, as in many Latin American
locales. Thus, transparent and predetermined targeting crite-
ria increase the political feasibility of social protection pro-
grams by enhancing “perceptions of effectiveness and
fairness.”[31] Assuming a fixed budget, targeting can increase
the transfer size to recipients by limiting the number of bene-
ficiaries. Targeting is also a way to avoid creating a minimum
guaranteed income by conditioning program eligibility on nar-
row targeting criteria.

THE LIMITS OF TARGETING
Targeting mechanisms have technical limitations, social

consequences and political implications.

Technical Limitations
Targeting excludes households that face deprivation if

they do not meet the program’s eligibility requirements, in-
cluding the transitory poor. Geographical targeting can exclude
those who meet other program criteria but who live outside
CCT jurisdiction: for example, Progresa, the precursor to Mex-
ico’s Oportunidades, was initially restricted to geographical
areas with established health and education services, exclud-
ing many remote communities. CCTs also target specific
household formations; those outside conventional family
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structures, notably homeless children or childless adults, are
excluded.[32]

Information problems also challenge sorting the poor
from the non-poor. Potential recipients must apply for CCT
benefits, and with self-selection comes the temptation to cheat
(more technically termed “moral hazard” by economists).
Methods that consistently identify the poor based on observ-
able characteristics are associated with another set of prob-
lems, including the fallibility of using income as a proxy for
poverty and the difficulty of accurately determining income.
Inevitably, there are errors of exclusion (type II) in which eli-
gible households are misidentified as failing to meet program-
matic criteria. Van Oorshot calls this the “tragedy of
selectivity”—sincere attempts to direct benefits to the truly
poor necessarily result in the exclusion of some of the eligible
poor.[33] CCT targeting procedures highlight the tradeoff be-
tween avoiding errors of exclusion and minimizing the leakage
of benefits to the non-poor.

Social Consequences
Invoking Rawls’s assertion that self-respect is “perhaps

the most important primary good,” Amartya Sen argues that
the stigma associated with programs that pivot on the signi-
fiers of “poor” and “needy” has significant individual-level im-
pacts.[34][35] This can contribute to high rates of
non-participation among the eligible.[36] While households
commonly underreport the goods used as proxies for poverty
in eligibility determinations, researchers have been surprised
to also find significant over-reporting, perhaps due to the so-
cial stigma associated with signifiers of need.[26]

Another adverse effect at the individual level is what Sen
terms “invasive losses” which flow from the “losses of indi-
vidual privacy and autonomy… involved in the need for ex-
tensive disclosures.”[35] Invasive losses vary based on how
“fine” the means-testing requirements are. Applied to CCTs,
these losses may be considerable, given the extent of condi-
tionality reporting required to maintain eligibility.

Errors of inclusion and exclusion (type I and II errors,
respectively) can have negative effects on “community cohe-
sion and solidarity.”[37] Some communities report discontent
with the targeting process, especially when targeting criteria
are not well understood, perceived as unfair, or even inten-
tionally kept secret from potential program participants to cur-
tail cheating. The lack of adequate mechanisms to appeal
inclusion decisions can also lead to dissatisfaction.[37]

Finally, Sen notes that the language of targeting “does not
at all suggest that the recipient is an active person, functioning
on her own, acting and doing things.”[35] The appropriate role
for the agency and participation of the poor in CCTs cannot
be thoroughly discussed here, but it is important to consider
that time-consuming conditionalities and participation re-
quirements may impede the ability of the poor to exercise
agency in other (perhaps more political) realms.

Political Implications
CCT benefits are not an entitlement or a right; targeting

and conditionality requirements restrict benefits to households
that meet specific criteria. CCTs thus differ from social pro-
tection programs which guarantee a minimum level of sup-
port for households with incomes below a certain threshold.
The implications of this shift are explored in the concluding
section. Focusing on poverty reduction as the primary goal of
social policy also deflects attention away from income in-
equality and social equity. In fact, targeting is functionally eas-
ier and “better” in situations of extreme inequality; as the
income gap lessens, targeting becomes increasingly error-
prone.[36]

Targeting also has budgetary effects: policymakers may be
pressured to reduce overall spending on social programs if nar-
rowly targeted transfers only benefit a small slice of the pop-
ulation.[38][39] This deleterious budget-shrinking may offset
one of the main advantages of targeting, namely, increased
transfer size for program recipients. Additionally, targeting is
not necessarily pro-poor; some poverty programs employing
targeting are actually regressive.[40]

EXPANDING THE DOMAIN: THE RURAL-TO-URBAN
TRANSITION IN OPORTUNIDADES

Expanding CCTs designed for rural areas to urban envi-
ronments is the next frontier of social protection policy. Cur-
rently, only Mexico and Brazil include urban areas in their
CCTs, but both Colombia and Honduras have planned ex-
pansions into urban zones. Mexico’s expansion of Oportu-
nidades to cover 5 million urban dwellers illustrates the
challenges of urban incorporation.[41] To date, most rural
CCT features—including conditionality requirements and
transfer amounts—are not altered when transferring the pro-
gram to urban areas, although the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank (IDB) is evaluating urban targeting strategies.[42]
Many of the human capital benefits attributed to Oportu-
nidades are attenuated in urban areas. Participation rates are
lower in urban areas than in rural ones, and dropout rates are
higher.[41] The actual rate of participation amongst the urban
eligible in Oportunidades is uncertain and disputed; the IDB
reports 70 percent[41] while other researchers cite 50 per-
cent[43] and 35 percent participation rates.[44][45] Low par-
ticipation in urban areas could be due to a lack of information
about program benefits, eligibility requirements, and proce-
dures, a lack of attractiveness of the program to the urban
poor, or urban-specific barriers that hinder participation
amongst the eligible.[46] Enrollment procedures are also more
complex in urban areas.[47] One study found that participa-
tion dropped to original low levels shortly after a registration
drive temporarily increased participation rates, suggesting that
a lack of information is not the main problem.[43]

Urban areas are, of course, heterogeneous, but some char-
acteristics tend to distinguish urban from rural areas. Clarify-
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ing this difference, without assuming an easy rural-urban di-
chotomy, is particularly important for policy makers who seek
to expand the domain of CCTs.

Labor markets and human capital investment decisions
Cost of living is higher in cities than in rural areas, mean-

ing that the real value of CCT benefits is less for urban bene-
ficiaries. In Mexico, the value of the transfer was 25 percent of
average household income in rural areas, but only 15 to 20 per-
cent of average urban income.[48] Labor market characteris-
tics and opportunity costs also vary spatially. In urban areas,
employment in the informal sector[49] has emerged as an in-
creasingly important strategy among citizens to cushion the
impact of economic restructuring and the loss of manufac-
turing jobs. Marginally better informal and formal employment
opportunities for city dwellers mean that the opportunity costs
of sending a child to school are higher. Rural CCTs consis-
tently increase school enrollment rates, but near-universal
urban enrollment leaves little room for improvement in that
particular arena.[8]

Spatial heterogeneity
Urban areas are characterized by spatial heterogeneity,

with clusters of poverty of varying concentrations spread
throughout the urban zone and often confined to peripheral or
segregated spaces. An increasing number of the poor in Latin
America are living in peri-urban environments at the blurry
edges of the urban and rural, where inadequate infrastructure,
environmental problems, and unregulated housing develop-
ment are common.[50] Peri-urban zones typically have lower
demographic density, poor sanitation, inadequate infrastruc-
ture, and mixed land use.[51] In Latin America, peri-urban
areas also tend to be occupied by low-income families,[52] al-
though enclosed, wealthy neighborhoods are also spreading
across some peri-urban zones.[53] Transportation to employ-
ment and administrative centers can be time-consuming and
expensive in many metropolises and peri-urban zones. Spatial
heterogeneity complicates standard methods of CCT target-
ing, which often employ geographical methodologies.

Vulnerabilities
Urban communities face a varying set of vulnerabilities,

somewhat distinct from those faced by rural populations. The
urban poor are often more vulnerable to shocks in food
prices.[41][54] Rural and urban populations may also experi-
ence economic shocks differently. Rural farmers, where they
can meet basic household needs without relying on wage-labor,
are less susceptible to decreases in labor demand or fluctua-
tion in wages. An “urban advantage” may mean city dwellers
have more access to services and financial infrastructure, al-
though spatial segregation associated with the geographic dis-
persion of poverty may offset these potential gains.

Household dynamics and mobility
Migration dynamics, urbanization rates, and population

growth impact urban settlement patterns. Throughout Latin
America, new centers of population concentration are rapidly
emerging. Migration and intra-city mobility impact household
dynamics and complicate program administration. Migration
can influence household size as urban families welcome newly-
arrived relatives or friends from rural areas. Mobile popula-
tions are harder for program administrators to find,
incorporate, and monitor—an important dynamic in light of
CCTs’ strict conditionality compliance requirements.

The invisible poor
Spatial segregation and other factors may render certain

eligible households invisible to program administrators. As
CCTs expand to large urban centers, the scale of the city it-
self becomes a challenge, as does the rapidity of urban growth.
This is of particular concern given the high information re-
quirements of targeting and conditionality monitoring. Infor-
mality complicates targeting in new and peripheral settlements
where land tenure claims are irregular, the attendant real estate
and tax records are lacking, and unruly streets spring up with-
out official plans or recognized names.[50] The poor often lack
identity documents and birth records. Information from edu-
cation and health personnel determines conditionality compli-
ance, but public-sector employees, already facing constraints
imposed by tight budgets, may struggle to collect and main-
tain high-quality data. Geographical targeting components re-
quire spatially-differentiated data, but detailed census data is
often missing for new urban zones. Planners often predict
urban growth based on demographics, ignoring the impact of
policy decisions like road and infrastructure construction,
which can lead to holes in social service maps.[50] Factors as-
sociated with high poverty in urban areas—poor infrastruc-
ture, record-keeping, data administration, and service
coverage—complicate the administration of CCTs.

TARGETED TRANSFERS AND SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP
Whether CCTs will be able to interrupt the intergenera-

tional transmission of poverty will remain an open question
for some time. Another open question is how CCTs intersect
with citizenship rights. I argue there is a tension between
CCTs—which embody an expertise-based policy response to
acute needs among select observable populations—and a
rights-based entitlement approach which prioritizes poverty
eradication among all as an essential component of social cit-
izenship.

Here I draw on T.H. Marshall’s formulation of social cit-
izenship which includes “the right to a modicum of economic
welfare and security, [and] the right to share to the full in the
social heritage and live the life of a civilized being according to
the standards prevailing in society.”[55] Poverty is more than
insufficient income: it is persistent hardship, constant struggle

SPRING 2010WWW.POLICYMATTERS.NET

ARE MEXICO’S CONDITIONAL CASH TRANSFERS MISSING THE TARGET?

7



to meet basic needs, and the “tyranny of emergency” in which
minor income or health shocks can have disastrous conse-
quences.[56] Poverty impedes the full exercise of citizenship
rights. While CCTs support the acquisition of minimal levels
of human capital among select populations, they also narrow
the interpretation of social rights to a “minimum threshold of
survival” detached from a broader conception of citizenship
entitlements.[19] If we recognize the link between poverty and
an individual’s capacity to engage in society as a full citizen, we
must imagine more robust and less exclusive social protection
programs.

CCTs are part of an important effort to reassert the le-
gitimacy of social spending after the retrenchment trends of
structural adjustment. Yet CCT features such as geographic
implementation, technical targeting schemes, low value trans-
fers, and time-limited benefits point to poverty reduction con-
ceived of as the management of social risk, not the elimination
of poverty. Claiming targeting as a neutral, objective proce-
dure obscures the ways in which targeting is a value-laden
process though which society articulates which groups of the
poor are considered worthy of public aid. The emphasis on
incentivizing behavior changes among the poor deflects at-
tention away from the political and socioeconomic structures
which stubbornly reproduce poverty and deprivation. Finally,
more attention should be paid to how participation and com-
munity service requirements might additionally burden poor

women and how conditionalities monitoring impinges on the
privacy rights of the poor.

CONCLUSION
As CCTs expand to urban areas, there will be technical

challenges due to spatial heterogeneity, mobility, migration,
household dynamics, and labor market structures, complicated
by informality in urban settlements. Because the urban envi-
ronment presents additional targeting challenges, it also pro-
vides the opportunity to examine the structures of
CCTs—particularly targeting schemes and conditionalities re-
quirements—and what they reveal about our shared values of
citizenship. The challenge is to build on CCTs’ proven
strengths of increasing human capital accumulation and sup-
port their optimistic agenda to interrupt the intergenerational
transmission of poverty, while simultaneously demanding a
more serious investigation into their impact on the exercise of
citizenship by the poor.

Jennifer Tucker will graduate with a Master of Public
Policy and International and Area Studies degree from
Berkeley in 2010, after which she will pursue a Ph.D. in
City and Regional Planning to study urban poverty and
immigration.
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