
Policy-oriented research imPact assessment (Poria) case study on the 
international Food Policy research institute (iFPri) and the mexican 

ProGresa anti-Poverty and human resource investment conditional cash 
transFer ProGram

In August 1997 Mexico introduced an innovative antipoverty 
program called PROGRESA (later called Oportunidades). PRO-
GRESA/Oportunidades seeks to enhance the human resources 
of younger Mexicans by providing conditional cash transfers 
(CCTs) rather than particular foods (like milk and tortillas). It 
works to assure participation and some degree of empow-
erment of the more vulnerable members of poor households 
(women, infants, children) and makes systematic efforts at 
evaluation. The CCTs are made to the mothers in the house-
hold, on the condition that children and adolescents attend 
school, infants receive micronutrient supplements, mothers 
attend sessions on nutrition and health practices, and all 
family members have regular health and nutrition checkups. 
PROGRESA contracted with IFPRI to undertake an initial eval-
uation of PROGRESA in 1998–2000.

To characterize IFPRI’s influence and impact on PRO-
GRESA/Oportunidades, this study considers four questions:

Did prior IFPRI research influence the PROGRESA 1. 
program design? 
Why was IFPRI chosen to undertake the initial impact 2. 
evaluation of PROGRESA? 
How did the IFPRI evaluation of PROGRESA contrib-3. 
ute to the program? 
Were there spillovers of the IFPRI evaluation of PRO-4. 
GRESA? 

initial ProGram desiGn
IFPRI did not directly participate in the design of PROGRESA. 
Nevertheless prior IFPRI research and research by IFPRI 
evaluation team members on topics including food subsidy 
programs, nutrition, health, gender, intrahousehold alloca-
tion, and related policies apparently directly (in the sense of 
direct citations) and indirectly (in the sense of contributions 
to evolving conventional wisdom) played some role in the 
design process. Therefore, it may be accurate to attribute a 
very small part of the PROGRESA benefits to better design 
based on IFPRI’s prior research contributions on a number of 
related topics.

reasons For iFPri’s selection
PROGRESA selected IFPRI to conduct the initial evaluation 
for several reasons. First, it was an international organization 

that would not be perceived as a captive of national inter-
ests or identified with structural adjustment or multilateral 
lending, which were highly sensitive issues at that time. An 
international organization would also increase the probability 
that any lessons learned would be internationally exportable. 
Second, IFPRI had a reputation for credibility and for produc-
ing solid scientific analysis of relevant policy-related issues. 
IFPRI’s capacity to engage other internationally known aca-
demics also offered an advantage. Third, IFPRI offered admin-
istrative flexibility, reliability, and relatively low costs. These 
factors were perceived to offset the disadvantages in the eyes 
of some Mexican entities of not being Mexican and the logis-
tical and communication difficulties of not having a Mexican 
base. The advantages built in part on IFPRI’s prior contribution 
to the knowledge on which the designers of PROGRESA built, 
as already mentioned. 

iFPri’s role in the evolution and sustain-
ability oF ProGresa/oPortunidades
Key persons in the development and implementation of PRO-
GRESA, international organizations, and the more general 
media seem to agree that the IFPRI evaluation team made 
a significant contribution to the short-run and longer-run 
sustainability and expansion of the program as well as to 
details of the evaluation and program modifications—proba-
bly beyond what might have occurred with some alternative 
evaluator for reasons that were anticipated in the selection 
of IFPRI. 

IFPRI’s involvement appeared to help improve the sur-
vey instruments used to get feedback on the effectiveness of 
the program and thereby contributed to modifications to the 
program design. The positive nature of IFPRI’s evaluation also 
helped assure political support for expanding the program 
beyond small rural communities and to high school students. 
In addition, IFPRI’s participation enhanced the evaluation 
process in a technical sense and gave it added credibility both 
in Mexico and internationally. The evaluation then played an 
important role in the program’s being sustained and expand-
ed when a new president and party took power in Mexico in 
2000. In his 2006 book Progress against Poverty, the “father” 
of PROGRESA, Santiago Levy, stated:

“Two factors played a key role in the transition [from 
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President Zedillo to President Fox] …. First, the results of 
the first set of impact evaluations, made public after the 
presidential election (in July 2000) but before the change of 
administration (in December), were presented by officials of 
the outgoing administration directly to President-elect Fox 
and members of his transition team. Second, the positive 
opinions about the program held by international financial 
institutions, particularly the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB) and the World Bank, gave Fox independent and 
credible confirmation of the information received from the 
officials of the outgoing administration. These factors prob-
ably made a decisive contribution to three key decisions made 
in December 2000: first, to continue the program; second, to 
incorporate 750,000 additional families in 2002; and third, to 
extend the education cash transfers for three more years to 
cover high school.”

In a 2007 press conference, Levy also said, “Evaluation 
has played an essential role in PROGRESA because it makes 
credible the fact that the program is working, not because a 
government official says it, but because the World Bank says 
it or the IDB says it, and also because academics with no stake 
and no interest except for the actual pure academic work are 
also saying that the program is working. But it also helped us 
to change the program and to improve the program, because 
many issues were not solved from the beginning.”

Although it undoubtedly remains the case that the basic 
success of PROGRESA is due primarily to those in Mexico who 
developed, nurtured, and implemented the program, it also 
seems plausible that some small share of the credit might be 
attributed to the IFPRI evaluation.

sPillover eFFects oF iFPri’s Work  
With ProGresa
The work of PROGRESA and IFPRI was probably character-
ized by synergies, with the PROGRESA contribution probably 
enhanced and in some ways dependent upon the increased 
credibility and objectivity that the IFPRI evaluation bought to 
the interaction—and the IFPRI contribution probably enhanced 
by the substantial attention that PROGRESA attracted, partic-
ularly internationally. Moreover, positive results tend to “sell” 
better than negative ones. That is, if the IPFRI evaluation had 
been equally good but the results had been largely negative 
rather than largely positive, it would probably have garnered 
much less attention—both in Mexico and internationally.

Nonetheless, the evaluation of PROGRESA has had sub-
stantial spillover effects, both in Mexico and internationally, 
on the culture of policy evaluation in general and on CCT 
programs in particular. IFPRI’s involvement in the evaluation 
probably added considerably to both the Mexican and inter-
national awareness of and receptivity to what was learned 
about evaluation processes and about CCTs.

An important contribution of the IFPRI PROGRESA evalu-
ation experience was to enhance policy evaluation interna-
tionally. In particular, it showed that serious policy evaluation 
could be undertaken on important large-scale programs, not 
just at a relatively small scale under the auspices of local non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). For example, the World 
Bank website has a section on impact evaluation that cites 
IFPRI’s work with PROGRESA. The Center for Global Devel-
opment is taking the lead on establishing the International 
Initiative for Impact Evaluation, whose basic background doc-
ument highlights the IFPRI PROGRESA evaluation: 

“Good evaluations do happen, and when they are dissemi-
nated, they stand out …. The evaluation of Mexico’s condi-
tional cash transfer program, Progresa/Oportunidades, has 
influenced the design of similar programs throughout the 
world (Morley and Coady 2003). It is striking, in fact, that the 
few impact evaluations that are widely recognized as adher-
ing to good methodological standards are cited repeatedly and 
serve as highly visible reference points for our understanding 
of the impact of social programs.”

IFPRI participation in the PROGRESA evaluation also 
increased the dissemination of the idea of CCT programs 
internationally. In addition, because of the PROGRESA evalu-
ation, IFPRI undertook program evaluations in some other 
developing countries (for example, in Brazil, Honduras, Ni-
caragua, and Turkey), primarily through the Inter-American 
Development Bank and secondarily through the World Bank. 

conclusion
The evidence summarized in this study suggests that IFPRI 
probably had a significant impact on the direct and indirect 
outcomes of PROGRESA/Oportunidades, even if this impact 
was a small percentage of the program’s total impact. Simula-
tions of the benefit-to-cost ratio for IFPRI’s involvement, even 
under conservative assumptions, suggest that the benefits 
outweighed the costs substantially—and probably by much 
more with more moderate and more plausible assumptions.
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