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Introduction

This book is about a magic silver bullet in the policy world: the
renowned “Conditional Cash Transfers” (CCTs). It is about how they
became a unanimous policy recommendation in a timespan of ten years.
The book will examine what promises CCTs have and have not delivered, especially in the field of education, and what potential they could
still bear, depending on how much political support they still have.1
For starters, conditional cash transfers are public programs that deliver
cash directly to poor families, provided that they perform a set of predefined activities that are expected to reduce their condition of poverty—
and especially of their children—in the long run. The delivery of cash is
aimed at immediate poverty and hunger reduction, at the same time that
the so-called conditionalities aim at breaking the intergenerational cycle
of poverty.
An appraisal prepared for this book indicates that between 1994 and
2016, there were a total of 75 conditional cash transfer programs in the
world. They span three continents—Africa, the Americas, and Asia—and
are present in 40 countries. Having been adopted for different reasons
and with some small variations, all of them are cash-based and conditional upon the completion of some education-related activity.
Different from other books on the same topic, this book is not a
meta-analysis of various other studies, or a quantitative evaluation of a set
of cases. It attempts to bring the story around CCTs, how they diffused
to all corners of the world, and how some central and local governments
xix
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implemented them. To some extent, the book is about the lived reality of
a policy experience, one that has become world famous and whose future
may be debatable at this point.
Not least important, this book is also about the international rise of
the poverty-reduction agenda and how education has been intertwined
with it in the wake of conditional cash transfers. It is about the astonishing international diffusion of CCTs and the various ways to explain it. It
is also about the intriguing long life of these programs in most countries
and how their political survival may not be related to how they spread in
the first place. It is finally about their blurry future, as the poverty-reduction agenda may be giving space to more conservative and economicfocused agendas in various countries.
Finally, the book brings details about the policy trajectories of three
CCT programs from different parts of the Americas: Bolsa Familia from
Brazil; Subsidios from Bogota, Colombia and Opportunity NYC from
New York, USA. Why these programs? Because each had a different
take in terms of how they addressed education and related it to poverty
reduction. Each tells us a different story in terms of how much education there is in conditional cash transfers. Bolsa Familia, with the “traditional” CCT design, only requires beneficiary families to send their
children to school and maintain minimum attendance. Subsidios, having
been designed and implemented by Bogota’s Department of Education,
went a little further and required graduation and even enrollment in
higher education in some cases. Opportunity NYC, in turn, tried an
ambitious design and went so far as to condition cash disbursements to
performance improvement in school tests.
Each in a different way, these programs tried to impact education, either
from the outside or from the inside, ultimately aiming to raise the education level of poor children as a measure to prevent that they grow into poor
adults. The real design and implementation experiences related to the three
programs are hidden treasures that are not visible if one only looks at the
macrodata. This book hence brings the unique possibility of zooming out
and in to better understand the policy world of CCTs in the past 20 years.
The first chapter begins by presenting the international rise of the
poverty-reduction agenda in the broader development framework and
how education was related to it. Then it moves to presenting the meaning of conditional cash transfer programs, when and where they were
first created, telling the story of how they became internationally popular
in the wake of the poverty-reduction agenda.

Introduction

xxi

Chapter 2 brings a new and updated appraisal of all ever-existing
CCTs with education-related conditions. It points to how they diffused
over time and space, gradually being adopted by an increasing number of
countries. The chapter lays down an overview of the most common characteristics of CCTs across the globe, looking at variables such as source
of funding, education-related conditionalities, and program duration.
The chapter also presents alternative theories that may help us explain
CCT’s worldwide diffusion.
Chapter 3 paves the way for the study of specific CCT cases, where
the interest lies mainly in analyzing how CCTs and education policies
have interrelated. The chapter briefly introduces the theories and concepts that framed the study of cases. It also explains the methodology
used in the comparative study, so as to establish the credibility of its
results.
Chapter 4 brings a complete account of the design, implementation,
and frustrating results of Opportunity NYC, a conditional cash transfer program that was experimented in New York, supposedly following
the example of the Mexican CCT. It tells how Opportunity NYC had a
rationale that was distinct from any other CCT in the world, how it was
financed only with private money, and how it was terminated after only
three years of implementation. Finally, the chapter looks into the policy
diffusion processes involving the program, revealing how it was not really
the result of emulation from Mexico and how, even before its evaluation
was completed, the program was being used as an international example.
Chapter 5 brings up the story of a not so prominent and yet very
promising conditional cash transfer: the Subsidios program. It was
adopted by Bogota’s city government and, throughout its short life,
combined characteristics that, from an educational perspective, make of it
a very interesting case. The chapter also reveals how the political dynamics between Bogota’s government and Colombia’s national government
restricted the international promotion of the program, even by the international development bank that had lent the money for its creation.
Chapter 6 is about the Brazilian Bolsa Familia, the largest conditional
cash transfer program in the world. Bolsa Familia currently reaches
14 million families, including 17 million students. It has been one of the
main contributors to the stark reduction of extreme poverty and to the
elimination of hunger in Brazil over recent years. The chapter gives an
account of how the program was created, how it currently works, and
how it relates to education policies and practices in Brazil. The chapter
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also raises questions about the program’s political survival, given the
recent and abrupt changes in Brazil’s political system.
Chapter 7 contrasts case-specific findings, pointing out what they
reveal in terms of CCT’s linkage (or absence of ) to education policies
and practices. Some suggested inputs to existing theories are provided,
along with the presentation of some lessons learned. The findings are
meant to inspire the large array of stakeholders that have somehow got
involved in the CCT debate and expansion throughout the world. It
speaks especially to those who have high hopes of CCTs having deeper
impacts on the education indicators of developing countries and points
out the challenges that need to be surmounted if those hopes are to
become true. Lastly, the chapter is also dedicated to looking at CCT’s
long program lives. It argues that when funding is not an issue, most of
these programs have been able to survive for long periods of time. Bolsa
Familia has existed since 2004 in Brazil and the same long life story
applies to the multiplicity of CCTs in Latin America, such as in Chile,
Ecuador, Uruguay, and even the national Colombian CCT.
Despite its history of long existence, the last and concluding chapter raises questions about CCTs’ future. As the political thermometer
changes from progressive to conservative in various countries, one cannot but wonder what will happen to the international poverty-reduction agenda, which brings us back to the discussions presented in the
beginning of the book. As conservative governments come to power—
whether legitimately or illegitimately—and as national budgets become
tighter, it is not too clear if the poverty-reduction agenda, which made
room for the creation and diffusion of CCTs, will remain as a top international development priority.

Note
1. This book builds on the author’s doctoral dissertation and extends it, incorporating further data collection and analysis, especially new facts and developments
occurred since 2010. See Morais de Sa e Silva, M. (2010). Conditional cash
transfers and education: United in theory, divorced in policy. Unpublished doctoral
dissertation, Columbia University, New York City.

