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Trends in Health, Education, and Poverty
• Narrow mandate for 20 minutes of comments!


• Will touch on all three domains, but with different focus for each:


1. Anatomy of global poverty decline, c. 1990-2015


2. Education and health amid program retrenchment, c. 2015-present


a. Education effects of rolling back Progresa in Mexico


b. Mortality effects of rolling back global health programs


• Current wave of social policy retrenchment linked with populism (Heller 2020)
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The Great Decline of Extreme Poverty
• Extreme poverty fell by 

over ¾ since 1980


• < $3/person/day 


• Mostly 1990s-2010s


• Existing empirics: growth 
predictors (macro), policy 
effects (micro)


• Armentano, Niehaus, and 
I wanted new “micro” 
facts on this episode
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Mexico − ENIGH South Africa − IES and LCS

China − CHIP India − NSS Indonesia − SUSENAS
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Poverty Time Series by Cohort
• Repeated cross-sections  

show that poverty decline 
has been broadly shared 
across cohorts/age groups


• Poverty declined principally 
over people’s lives


• Within-generation, not 
between-generation


• Which changes in livelihood 
activities predict poverty 
exit within a lifecycle?

4



Poverty Dynamics in Panel Data
• Panel data follow individuals and households over time in all five countries


• Theories of development predict poverty exit coincides w/ moving to a city, 
leaving agriculture, getting wage work, women joining labor force


• In fact, these changes account for a minority of poverty decline — most 
poverty exit happens within residential sector, industry, etc., not between


• Government transfers rise as households enter poverty and fall as households 
exit poverty — as one would expect of safety-net programs


• These facts do not represent causal effects, but they set useful guard rails for 
developing policy, and for designing and interpreting studies

5



Retrenchment in the Age of Populism
• Preceding results cover poverty decline before rise of populism (+ COVID-19)


• Current populist turn has brought retrenchment of social policy, int’l aid


• Not a right/left issue, as in welfare-state retrenchment à la Reagan/Thatcher


• More to do with rejection of expertise, redefinition of in/out groups


• Limited time, so will…


• share results from new work on the education effects of rolling back 
Mexico’s Progresa / Oportunidades / Prospera 

• reflect on the health consequences of recent foreign aid cuts
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Rolling Back Progresa
• Mexico’s Progresa: world’s best-

known CCT program, widely-
studied and successful


• In 2019, AMLO’s government 
abruptly ended the program


• Drastically reduced support to 
families with children in poor areas


• Márquez-Padilla, Parker, and I 
estimated effects on school/work


• Compared areas with high vs. low 
penetration, pre vs. post rollback

Prospera beneficiary
share, 2017 (right axis)

Prospera benefits per
HH, 2017 (left axis)

BBJ benefits per
HH, 2019 (left axis)
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Roll back and drop out
• Rollback caused teenage boys to 

drop out of school, start working


• In localities with high penetration, 
enrollment ↓ 12 pp + work ↑ 8 pp 
in this demographic


• Dropouts mostly found work in 
construction, where high school 
wage premium is small until 30s


• 2+ decades after Progresa rollout, 
rollback undid progress exactly as 
its designers would have expected
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Broader Retrenchment
• Rollback of Mexico’s CCT just one example of social program retrenchment  

in Mexico and in other countries led by populists


• Related phenomenon: cuts to foreign aid and global health research in the US


• Likely to have pronounced effects on health around the world


• USAID gone, PEPFAR hanging on by a thread, and so on…


• Many likely consequences for living standards, schooling, and health 
among the world’s poor


• Example: HIV/AIDS
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HIV/AIDS in South Africa
• Adult incidence turns the corner in 

late 90s, due to behavior change 


• Child incidence + mortality turn the 
corner ½ decade later, due to ART


• Similar trends elsewhere in region


• ART development and access 
depended heavily on money from 
abroad: aid and research grants


• Current cuts put progress at risk
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