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“Reexamining the Influence of Conditional Cash Transfers  
on Migration From a Gendered Lens”: Comment

Oded Stark

ABSTRACT  In  a  re cent  ar ti cle,  “Reexamining  the  Influence  of Conditional  Cash 
Transfers on Migration From a Gendered Lens,” Hughes (2019) claimed that con di
tional cash trans fers, CCT, limit the like li hood of mi gra tion by wom en, com pen sat ing 
them for giv ing up an at trac tive mi gra tion op tion. I ques tion the anal y sis that lies be hind 
this claim. I ar gue that in seek ing to un der stand the like li hood of women mi grat ing if 
they par tic i pate in a CCT pro gram, is sues of se lec tiv i ty, endogeneity, and op ti mi za
tion can not be set aside. In par tic u lar, it is not that re ceiv ing CCT cur tails a mi gra tion 
op tion; it is that not con tem plat ing mi gra tion en cour ages women to ac cept CCT. And if 
a house hold per spec tive is brought to bear, then a house hold’s free choices weaken the 
ap peal of mi gra tion to wom en. This re duc tion in ap peal does not arise from an ex og e
nously im posed curb but rather from en dog e nously de ter mined pref er ences.

KEY WORDS  Women’s  mi gra tion  •  Conditional  Cash  Transfers  •  Selectivity 
and  Endogeneity  •  Revision  of  the  com par a tive  ad van tage  of  house hold mem
bers  •  Household’s op ti mi za tion

In  a  re cent  ar ti cle,  “Reexamining  the  Influence  of Conditional Cash Transfers  on 
Migration  from  a  Gendered  Lens,”  Hughes  (2019)  claimed  that  con di tional  cash 
trans fers, CCT, limit the like li hood of mi gra tion by wom en: CCT im pose a curb on 
an en gage ment that in the ab sence of the CCT would have been re ward ing for wom
en. In accepting CCT, women pay a price. Putting it dif fer ent ly, Hughes views CCT 
as a form of com pen sa tion to women for sac ri fic ing an at trac tive mi gra tion op tion. 
In Hughes’ words: “By com pen sat ing women for remaining in the pri vate sphere to 
en sure pro gram suc cess, CCT likely shift the cal cu lus of mi gra tion de ci sionmak ing 
to dis cour age wom en’s mi gra tion out of home” (p. 1577).  In  this com ment,  I  take 
is sue with the anal y sis that lies be hind this claim.

Households and, for  that mat ter, women are not com pelled to re ceive CCT; the 
CCT are of fered, not im posed. It is rea son able to as sume that women are aware of 
the strings at tached, which ef fec tively re quire them to spend the CCT at their place 
of res i dence. Women who plan to mi grate and who highly value the mi gra tion op tion 
will there fore re fuse CCT. But then, it is not be cause women re ceive CCT that they 
are constrained to mi grate; it is be cause women who do not seek to mi grate will ingly 
ac cept CCT. This is a clas si cal is sue of se lec tiv ity that in this case works in the op po
site di rec tion from that of the afore men tioned claim.

Imagine that 10 women in a vil lage are asked whether they plan to mi grate. Imagine 
that three women an swer yes, and that seven women an swer no. Thereafter, CCT are 
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of fered to all  10. Seven women ac cept, and three re ject. And the seven women who 
ac cept are pre cisely  the ones who were not  in ter ested  in mi grat ing. We would not 
want then to in fer that the CCT in flu ence wom en’s mi gra tion in ten tions.

The is sue of se lec tiv ity is compounded by the is sue of endogeneity. As is widely 
ac knowl edged, endogeneity of ten arises in dis cretechoice mod els, pre clud ing a con
sis tent es ti ma tion of the mod els’ pa ram e ters. Here, be cause both the de ci sion whether 
to mi grate and the de ci sion whether to par tic i pate in a CCT pro gram can be driven 
by un ob served pref er ences for mi gra tion, the CCT par tic i pa tion covariate is likely to 
be en dog e nous.1 If Hughes’ var i able “thought about mov ing” were to be con sid ered 
as a proxy for mi gra tion pref er ences, then what we just noted could ex plain why the 
sta tis ti cal sig nifi  cance of var i ables re lated to the CCT par tic i pa tion is con sid er ably 
lower in mod els that in clude this var i able than in mod els that do not.

In es sence, the per spec tive that I have sought to flesh out thus far is that CCT are 
ac cepted by those women who do not con tem plate mi gra tion. Consequently, the im pact 
of CCT on wom en’s like li hood of mi gra tion merely re flects an un der ly ing pref er ence 
for mi gra tion rather than con sti tut ing ev i dence of in flu ence on the like li hood of mi gra
tion. In accepting CCT, a woman sig nals that she did not con tem plate mi grat ing in the 
first place or that she con sid ers the mi gra tion op tion to be of rel a tively lit tle val ue.

The avail abil ity of CCT brings about en dog e nous dy nam ics: an in ten tional wel
fareim prov ing move along the pro duc tion pos si bil i ties fron tier that accompanies an 
out ward push of the fron ti er.

According to the “New Economics of Labor Migration” (Stark 1993; Stark and 
Bloom 1985), the de ci sion whether a house hold mem ber should mi grate is a house
hold  de ci sion. When  a  house hold  that  seeks  to  par tic i pate  in mi gra tion  is  of fered 
CCT, the house hold assesses the im pli ca tions of re ceiv ing CCT for its op tions, op por
tu ni ties, and wellbe ing. Suppose that prior  to the pos si ble re ceipt of  the CCT, the 
house hold planned to have a woman mem ber, say the wife, mi grat ing and have the 
hus band stay put to tend the farm. When CCT are made avail  able, the cal cu lus of who 
should mi grate (if any one), and who will not is re vised: there is an in come ef fect, and 
there is an as sign ment ef fect. The in come ef fect implies that mi gra tion is less at trac
tive, if the ca non i cal eco nomic model of mi gra tion that re lates the in ci dence of mi gra
tion to three var i ables were to be followed: expected wage (in come) at des ti na tion, 
which en ters the model pos i tive ly; wage (in come) at or i gin, which en ters the model 
neg a tive ly; and the cost of mov ing from or i gin to des ti na tion, which en ters the model 
neg a tive ly.  (Early  ex am ples  of  this model  in clude  ar ti cles  by Sjaastad  [1962]  and 
Todaro [1969].) The as sign ment ef fect implies that if the wife is bet ter than the hus
band in mak ing pro duc tive use of the CCT, then the pos si bil ity of her mi grat ing will 
be less at trac tive. If the house hold still fa vors mi gra tion (the in come ef fect weak ens 
but does not ne gate the de sire to par take in mi gra tion), then the bal ance of selecting 
the house hold’s mi grantdes ig nate shifts in fa vor of the hus band. This shift does not 
oc cur be cause the wife faces a newly im posed con straint; rath er, it oc curs be cause of 
an en dog e nous re vi sion of the com par a tive ad van tage of house hold mem bers.

In sum,  in  seek ing  to un der stand  the  like li hood  that women will mi grate given 
par tic i pa tion in a CCT pro gram, is sues of se lec tiv i ty, endogeneity, and op ti mi za tion 

1  For a com par i son of dif fer ent meth ods  to ac count for endogeneity  in dis cretechoice mod els, con sult 
Guevara (2015).
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can not be set aside. In par tic u lar, it is not that the re ceipt of CCT sev ers a mi gra tion 
op tion; it is that not con tem plat ing mi gra tion fa vors accepting CCT. And if a house
hold per spec tive is brought to bear, then a house hold’s free choices weaken the ap peal 
of mi gra tion by wom en, as sum ing that such mi gra tion was con tem plated in the first 
place. This  re duc tion does not arise  from an ex og e nously  im posed curb but  rather 
from en dog e nously formed pref er ences. ■
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