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Do Conditional Cash Transfers Deliver?
An Empirical Assessment of Argentina’s ‘Progresar’ Program

Catalina Zaza∗

Abstract

Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs), particularly educational scholarships, are widely used by
governments to promote school enrollment, retention, and completion among socioeconomically
disadvantaged students, but their effectiveness depends on critically assessing their durability,
scope, and contextual variation. This study evaluates whether students who received Argentina’s
Progresar scholarship between 2018 and 2020 achieved higher school completion rates, using a
Difference-in-Differences (DiD) model to measure the program’s impact. The analysis shows that,
despite the program’s potential and supporting evidence in the literature, its measurable effect
on educational outcomes lasted only one year, raising questions about the value of short-term
evaluations and the heterogeneity of impacts across cities. By identifying the program’s limited
duration of effectiveness, the study contributes evidence to inform the design of more robust and
context-sensitive educational policies.
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Introduction

Cash assistance programs are widely recognized as promoting equity in education. One of their

functions is to reduce barriers to school participation by addressing direct costs (school expenses,

supplies and textbooks) or indirect costs (opportunity cost of time, foregone wages, transportation

cost, plan meals, etc.) of schooling (De Hoyos et al., 2017). In the literature, these programs are

framed in general terms as instruments of social inclusion, reduction of poverty, and meeting essential

basic needs. When directed towards children from vulnerable groups, they contribute to better overall

health outcomes and ensure the continuity and completion of education. They embody governments’

commitment to fairness and equal opportunities (Bastagli et al., 2019; OECD, 2018; Navarro Leal

et al., 2021; Krüger, 2012)

The research question is whether exposure to government aid programs, particularly scholarships,

enhanced school completion among children of school age in Argentina. Specifically: Did agglomerations

in Argentina that received the “Progresar” scholarship between 2018 and 2020 exhibit higher school

completion rates?

Here, an agglomeration refers to a cluster of urban localities situated within metropolitan areas or

large cities where population is concentrated. Within the framework of the Permanent Household

Survey (EPH), which serves as the primary data source for this study, the agglomeration functions as

the fundamental unit of analysis and provides the analytical foundation for the research. For further

details, see Data

Understanding the effectiveness of student-targeted cash transfer programs is both empirically and

theoretically relevant. While it may seem intuitive that scholarships and conditional cash transfers

improve educational outcomes, less is known about how long these effects last, and which specific

dimensions of students’ trajectories are most impacted. This study addresses that gap by examining

not only whether “Progresar” improved educational outcomes, but for how long its effects persisted,

something that it is overlooked in the literature (Cavalcanti, 2025; Soares et al., 2010; Barajas, 2021;

Ordóñez-Barba and Silva-Hernández, 2020)

This also matters from a policy perspective because it contributes to the broader debate on how social

policy interacts with institutions in decentralized settings. Argentina has the peculiarity of being

a federal system in which the education sector operates autonomously. This means that national
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educational policies are designed centrally in the capital, but implemented locally through subnational

structures.This regional heterogeneity plays a critical role in shaping educational outcomes and can

significantly mediate the program’s effectiveness. For instance, the authors Daniel García Delgado

and Cristina Ruiz del Ferrier (García Delgado and Ruiz Del Ferrier, 2021) argue that wealthier cities

in Argentina, such as Buenos Aires, Córdoba, and Santa Fe, have greater fiscal capacity and local

resources, which enable them to maintain more schools, offer broader curricular options, and access a

wider range of materials and technology. As a result, these urban agglomerations tend to exhibit better

educational outcomes, such as higher school completion rates. In contrast, poorer cities, including

Formosa, Corrientes, and La Pampa, often face budget constraints, infrastructure deficits, and limited

institutional capacity, which negatively affect school maintenance, completion rates, and the overall

quality of education.

By shedding light on the duration and regional variation of scholarship impacts, this study offers new

evidence to design truly inclusive public policies, making essential for policymakers to account for

these regional specificities and institutional differences.

Focising on the methods and data, the program “Progresar,” officially named “Programa de Respaldo

a Estudiantes Argentinos” was launched in 2018 by the then National Argentinian Government. Its

objective was to expand access to education and support young people in completing their primary,

secondary, tertiary, or university studies. It was implemented by the Ministry of Education and admin-

istered by the social security agency ANSES (Melendez et al., 2020; Panigo and Di Giovambattista,

2014). This program was nationwide and eligible to students across the country.

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of “Progresar” scholarships among the various cities nationwide.

This shows that the cities with the highest exposure to the policy (green) are the northern cities, which

coincides with the low-income agglomerates in Argenyina and those with the lowest school‑completion

rates (Manzano and Sandra, 2024; Instituto Nacional de Estadisticas y Censos de la Republica

Argentina (INDEC), 2018). On the other hand, the cities with the lowest exposure (concentrated in

the main urban centres like PBA1A and PBA2, referring to different zones of Buenos Aires, as well

as Santa Fe, Córdoba and Neuquén) which are comparatively wealthier urban cities. This data was

taken from the Permanent Household Survey (EPH), conducted by the National Institute of Statistics

and Census (INDEC) of Argentina, which constitutes the central basis of the entire study.

The figure shows how the program is implemented most intensively in the northern provinces of
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Argentina, namely Catamarca, Salta, Misiones, and Entre Ríos. This pattern corresponds to regions

with higher levels of poverty and social vulnerability, which likely increases the demand for cash

transfer programs. Therefore, it is plausible that scholarship would more prevalent in such areas.

These cities also tend to exhibit lower rates of school completion, as households face greater economic

constraints that limit access to educational opportunities (Bonfiglio et al., 2020; Brichetti et al., 2021).

Consequently, programs like “Progresar” are more heavily concentrated in these provinces, as it is

expected that areas with higher poverty require greater program investment.

Data from the years covered (2018 to 2020) from the “Observatorio de la Deuda Social Argentina”

(ODSA) show that, the national child poverty rate reached 47.3%. The report emphasizes that the

northern cities of Argentina remain the most affected, with child poverty rates in some cities well

above the national average, for instance, in certain urban agglomerations, like Misiones, the proportion

of children living in poor households reaches or exceeds 75%. In this context, the concentration of the

program in these areas probably reflects an effort to reach the populations most in need of educational

assistance (Tunon, 2019). This is further substantiated by evidence from national reports (Consejo

Nacional de Coordinación de Políticas Sociales (CNCPS), 2020; Manzano and Sandra, 2024; Iucci

et al., 2024)

In contrast, southern provinces such as Tierra del Fuego, Chubut, and Neuquén exhibit lower policy

coverage. These areas tend to have relatively lower poverty rates and a smaller proportion of students

facing economic barriers to education, resulting in reduced demand for the scholarship.

Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of “Progresar” scholarships among the various cities nationwide.

Pointing out which ones are more and less exposed to politics
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Figure 2
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The findings of this paper suggest that although the program has a measurable short‑term impact,

its effects tend to fade after one year, revealing limitations in its transformative capacity. These

findings are therefore difficult to reconcile with the prevailing view in the literature that scholarships

consistently work and improve educational outcomes (Bastagli et al., 2019; Soares et al., 2010). This

opens up an important question regarding the value of short‑term studies, which can help identify

errors and improve program design, as well as highlight the diverse contexts in which such policies

are implemented, for instance, the specific case of educational system in Argentina.

From a methodological perspective, this study applies causal inference techniques, specifically

Difference-in-Differences (DiD) models, to estimate the short-term impact of scholarships on various

educational outcomes. While some prior studies have used correlational approaches or randomized

controlled trials (RCTs), DiD allows for both causal estimation and disaggregated analysis across

regions and educational levels, offering new insight into how institutional structures and timing shape

the effectiveness of educational interventions.

The following sections are structured as follows: first, I reviewed the existing literature on cash

assistance programs. Next, the “Progresar” program is introduced, and the methodological approach

employed in the analysis is outlined. The paper then presents the empirical results and concludes

with a discussion of their theoretical and political implications, as well as policy recommendations.

Literature Review

The effectiveness of conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs targeting students has been widely

studied and praised, particularly in developing countries. Assessment have conclude that “Cash

transfer programmes are a popular social protection tool in developing countries that aim, among other

things, to improve education outcomes in developing countries (…) conditional cash transfers (CCTs)

and unconditional cash transfers (UCTs) improve the odds of being enrolled in and attending school

compared to no cash transfer programme. The effect sizes for enrolment and attendance are always

larger for CCTs compared to UCTs… (Baird et al., 2014, p.42)

While these programs are often designed to promote educational attainment and reduce inequality,

their real-world impact can vary significantly depending on institutional context and implementation.

In Argentina (a country that invests heavily in social protection policies) it is particularly relevant
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to examine the impact of student-focused initiatives. Given its federal and highly decentralized

education system, studying the effects of such programs across different settings becomes essential

to understand this phenomenon. Evidence from multiple international assessments indicates that

students in Argentina from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds consistently perform worse

in educational outcomes (Andrada et al., 2016; OECD, 2019). From an institutionalist perspective,

it is precisely these institutional arrangements (manifested through policies on funding, resource

allocation, territorial organization, social stratification, and access disparities) that, rather than

alleviating inequalities, often serve to perpetuate them (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012). While public

policies may be explicitly aimed at reducing such disparities, the way they implemented in the ground

frequently fails to achieve their goal.

In addition to examining the institutional landscape and delivery mechanisms, it is also crucial

to analyze the short-term effects of the program. This helps identify when the impact begins to

materialize, how long it lasts, and whether it persists or fades over time. Such insights are key to

improving program design, identifying implementation gaps, and understanding what works, and

what does not.

On a special note, scholarships can be conceptualized as a subtype of CCTs when they provide

monetary support to student’s contingent upon specific educational requirements, such as enrollment,

attendance, or academic performance. While traditional CCTs target households and link transfers

to both health and education behaviors, scholarships narrow the focus to the individual student

and explicitly tie financial aid to educational achievement. In this sense, scholarships represent a

specialized form of CCT aimed at fostering completion rates outcomes through direct investment in

learners (Soares et al., 2010)

At the global level, CCTs and scholarships are directly linked to the United Nations Sustainable

Development Goal (SDG) 4, Quality Education, which calls for inclusive and equitable access to

primary and secondary education, and sometimes even higher educational levels. Specifically, target

4.1 emphasizes universal completion of free, quality schooling. UNICEF (UNICEF, 2020) and UNHCR

(UNHCR, 2021) over the years have implemented scholarships to support vulnerable populations,

ensuring continuity of schooling despite crises. These initiatives demonstrate that these schemes are

both national policy tools and global development strategies. More broadly, these programs can also

contribute to SDG 1 (No Poverty), because they reduce financial limitations, prevent child labor,
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and break the cycle of poverty, since education is one of the strongest predictors of income mobility

(Soares et al., 2010)

CCTs align closely with SDG 4 by expanding equitable access to education and with SDG 1 by

reducing financial barriers that perpetuate poverty. International organizations such as UNESCO,

UNICEF, and UNHCR play a key role in translating these global goals into practice by supporting

governments in designing and scaling scholarship and cash transfer programs. Initiatives like UNICEF’s

“Transfer Project” demonstrate how SDG commitments materialize through technical assistance and

evidence-based models that strengthen national CCT systems and improve educational outcomes.

Building on these global commitments, the “Transfer Project” supported provides one of the most

comprehensive international examples of how cash transfers can strengthen educational outcomes

across diverse contexts. It is relevant to mention this study as it covers several developing countries in

Sub‑Saharan Africa (including Malawi, Zambia, Kenya, and Ghana), analyzing more than 20 projects

over a span of more than 20 years, thereby providing robust evidence on this topic.

Reviews consistently show that cash transfers reduce child labor by 8–12% and increase secondary

school enrollment by up to 15% (Bhalla et al., 2018; Handa et al., 2021; Tirivayi et al., 2021). A

specific requirement for students was the obligation to undergo regular medical testing. This condition

illustrates how cash assistance is increasingly tied to behavioral incentives. By embedding aid within

national social protection systems, the “Transfer Project” shows how conditional stipends not only

improve access to education, enabling more students to attend and complete school, but also reduce

inequalities and create a more secure future earning potential for beneficiaries.

Still, these studies cover the entire 10-year implementation period of the policy, overlooking its

immediate impact or the point at which the policy began to make effect. This represents a gap in the

literature that this paper seeks to address.

In Latin America, CCTs programs have emerged as some of the most influential policy instruments to

reduce poverty and increase equality in general, and in particular scholarships, to expand educational

opportunities and reduce dropout rates. Proof from large‑scale assessments demonstrates their

effectiveness: with respect to conditional cash transfer programs, Colombia’s “Familias en Acción”

increased school enrollment by 5 to 7% points, particularly among rural and low-income households

(Ham, 2016) In Nicaragua, the “Red de Protección Social” produced long-term educational gains,
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including an additional 0.6 years of schooling on average and measurable improvements in literacy

and numeracy skills that persisted even a decade after the program’s implementation (Maluccio and

Rafael, 2005)

The most extensive program in terms of both coverage and outcomes is Brazil’s “Bolsa Família”.

Peer-reviewed evidence documents significant improvements in education, health, and inequality

reduction. Children in “Bolsa Família” households showed higher school attendance rates compared to

non-beneficiaries, with impacts ranging from 4 to 7% points depending on age group and geographic

region (Cavalcanti, 2025; Soares et al., 2010)

In reference to specific targeted education scholarships, Mexico’s “Prospera” program is the most

ambitious, pioneering, and long‑standing scholarship program in Latin America, running for more

than 20 years by now (Niño-Zarazúa, 2021) The results consistently demonstrated positive impacts:

secondary school enrollment has increased by 10 percentage points among boys and 20 percentage

points among girls (Rodríguez Gómez, 2020; Ordóñez-Barba and Silva-Hernández, 2020). Also primary

school enrollment among beneficiaries rose by 10% points (Schultz, 2004), while also was documented

a significant improvements in grade progression and completion (Behrman et al., 2013).

It also produced results beyond educational outcomes, generating broader social benefits, including

delayed fertility and increased labor market participation (Segura-Pérez et al., 2016; Ordóñez-Barba and

Silva-Hernández, 2020). Government reports (Secretaría de Desarrollo Social de México (SEDESOL),

2015, 2018) also highlighted improvements in nutrition and preventive health care, reinforcing the

program’s multidimensional approach to poverty alleviation. Given that it is a large-scale program

implemented over several years, evaluations in the literature are typically conducted as long-term,

national-level studies (Barajas, 2021; Rodríguez Gómez, 2020).

These findings are particularly relevant because they provide evidence that similar public policies

have been effective in both Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa, demonstrating their potential

applicability in Argentina.

After this overview of the literature, the question arises: why is the Argentine case particularly worthy

of study? Argentina is a particularly relevant case for study because, although scholarships play a

central role in supporting education, there is little systematic research examining this country. At

the same time, Argentina has a long history of investing heavily in social protection. About 60% of
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the national budget goes to social spending, including programs like “Progresar”, which all together

represent around 12% to 15% of the country’s GDP (García Delgado and Ruiz Del Ferrier, 2021). This

high level of investment makes it essential to evaluate the real outcomes of these policies. Moreover,

international assessments (Andrada et al., 2016; OECD, 2019) indicate that the overall performance

of Argentine students has been declining over time, underscoring the importance of evaluating the

effects of these policies in the short term, and determining whether the government’s investments and

efforts are sufficient.

Beside, what makes “Progresar” unique and worth studying is the way it works within Argentina’s

federal education system. Like Brazil’s “Bolsa Familia” and Mexico’s “Prospera”, “Progresar” it is

a national federal policy. But in Argentina, due to the decentralization of the national education

system (which gave provinces full control over their own educational management) each province runs

its own education institutions and school programs. The national government can create programs

directed at students and provide funding, but the subnational governments are in charge of putting it

into practice.

This means that the Argentinian federal administration does not control how education policies are

implemented on the ground, and this affects how “Progresar” actually reaches students (Dávila, 2018).

Since each province is different in terms of access to schools and infrastructure, capacity to manage

educational programs and student enrollment and graduation rates, it is expected that the results of

the policy are likely to differ across cities.

The way in which the program unfolds is highly diverse depending on context. Some capital cities

have more schools, institutions and better services, while provinces far from the center often face

serious challenges in education. So, even though “Progresar” has the same rules everywhere, its

impact can vary depending on the local education system and provincial context.

Although previous studies provide valuable insights, the literature still lacks in two points:

1. Institutional Federal Gap

Based on the previous distinction regarding decentralized federalism, the main gap in the literature

concerns the analysis of this specific federal education system. The existing literature on Mex-

ico(Barajas, 2021; Niño-Zarazúa, 2021; Ordóñez-Barba and Silva-Hernández, 2020; Rodríguez Gómez,

2020) and Brazil (Cavalcanti, 2025; Ortiz-Juarez et al., 2012; Soares et al., 2010) offers limited
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analysis of inter-city variation in program outcomes, and the evidence available suggests that results

remain largely consistent at the national level. This consistency is often attributed to strong federal

coordination, which reduces regional disparities in implementation and ensures relatively uniform

program performance. In contrast, Argentina, despite also being a federal country, maintains a highly

decentralized education system in which provinces exercise substantial autonomy. This institutional

configuration provides a unique opportunity to examine how decentralization shapes policy effective-

ness, revealing dynamics that remain not seen in more centrally coordinated federal systems. Such

federal variation is rarely addressed in the literature, creating a gap in understanding how national

scholarship programs operate in contexts where subnational governments control key components of

educational delivery.

2. Temporal Gap

Another gap in the existing literature is related to the time frame of impact evaluations. Most studies

on scholarship or conditional cash transfer programs focus on long-term effects, typically assessing

outcomes 10 or even 20 years after implementation, such as “Prospera” in Mexico. While long-term

evaluations are valuable, they often overlook the immediate or short-term changes that occur when

the program is first introduced. Perhaps this is due to the widespread assumption that “scholarships

always work”, and that once delivered, their effects continue over time. But this is not always the

case, and the evidence from this study shows the opposite. By challenging this assumption, I aim to

foster a more nuanced discussion about the actual impact of scholarships on educational outcomes.

Understanding these early effects is essential for improving policy design, targeting, and student

retention.

Theory and Argument

Argentina’s federal system is distinctive in the field of education because authority over program

implementation lies primarily with the provinces rather than the central government. While national

policies such as curriculum guidelines or funding programs are established at the federal level, each

province retains autonomy in adapting, executing, and monitoring educational initiatives. This

decentralization generates significant heterogeneity across regions, with differences in resources,

administrative capacity, and policy priorities shaping outcomes (Ruiz, 2023; Faletti, 2004). Unlike
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Mexico and Brazil, where federal governments play a more centralized role in education, Argentina’s

model emphasizes provincial prerogatives.

The nation has a long tradition of social assistance programs. The first major initiative was the “Plan

Jefes y Jefas de Hogar”, which provided cash transfers to households with unemployed adults and

dependent children (Ortiz-Juarez et al., 2012). At its peak in 2002–2003, it reached more than 2

million beneficiaries, nearly 20% of the labor force, with a monthly transfer of 150 pesos (about 50

USD in 2002). Introduced when unemployment had climbed to 25%, it became one of the largest social

assistance programs in Argentina’s history (Garganta and Gasparini, 2015). However, it targeted

unemployed adults with children and did not evaluate educational outcomes.

In 2009, the “Asignación Universal por Hijo” (AUH) extended family allowances to informal and

unemployed workers (Jiménez and Jiménez, 2015). The AUH guaranteed monthly transfers per child

under 18, conditional on school attendance and health checkups. By 2013, coverage expanded to more

than 3.5 million children, nearly 30% of all minors (Garganta and Gasparini, 2015). The program is

recognized as a milestone in rights‑based social policy, reducing child poverty and increasing school

enrollment by 3–4 percentage points annually, especially in secondary school (Gasparini and Cruces,

2013; Jiménez and Jiménez, 2015; UNICEF, 2020). Yet, as with earlier programs, transfers went to

household heads, and evaluations focused on households rather than individual students.

Within the theoretical framework of conditional cash transfers and scholarships, the “Progresar”

program exemplifies a nationally coordinated intervention operating in a highly decentralized edu-

cational system. Unlike other programs targeting households or relying on administrative selection,

“Progresar” introduces a self-targeting mechanism (Ruiz, 2023), where eligible students actively apply

to receive support.

The program also embodies a policy experiment in federal educational governance, as its implementa-

tion depends on provincial authorities, while the rules and financial support are determined centrally.

This interaction between national standards and local execution generates heterogeneity in potential

outcomes, offering a conceptual lens to explore why similar programs may yield different results in

distinct contexts.

The eligibility criteria were organized along three dimensions: identity, socioeconomic status, and

academic performance. Under the identity dimension, applicants were required to be either native-born
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or naturalized Argentine citizens, or foreign residents with at least two years of legal residence in the

country, and of school age up to 18 years for formal education. Regarding socioeconomic status, the

household income of the applicant’s family could not exceed three minimum wages, thereby situating

beneficiaries within the lower-income strata of the population. Finally, under the academic dimension,

applicants had to be enrolled in and actively attending an officially recognized educational institution,

and were required to pass a minimum percentage of courses each year in order to retain the scholarship

(Centro de Economía Política Argentina (CEPA), 2025; Consejo Nacional de Coordinación de Políticas

Sociales (CNCPS), 2018)

With respect to regionality, “Progresar” applied a principle of national uniformity, meaning that

stipend amounts were identical across the country, with no regional differentiation.

Another important characteristic was that the funds provided by “Progresar” were not earmarked

exclusively for direct educational expenses such as tuition, books, or supplies. Instead, beneficiaries

managed the funds autonomously, without vouchers or restricted spending cards. Nevertheless, the

program maintained sector‑specific conditionalities: recipients were required to remain enrolled and

successfully complete the academic year. The delivery mechanism was tied to these conditions, as

ANSES (Administración Nacional de la Seguridad Social de la República Argentina) transferred the

stipend periodically into beneficiaries’ bank accounts, while withholding 20% of the payment until

proof of regular attendance and academic progress was submitted. This design ensured compliance

with educational requirements (Deldivedro et al., 2020)

Regarding the stipend amount, at its inception in 2018, the monthly payment ranged between 1,250

and 1,600 Argentinian pesos (approximately 40 to 45 USD at the official exchange rate of that year),

depending on the level of study. In 2019, the amount increased slightly to around 1,750 and 2,000

Argentinian pesos (equivalent to 39–44 USD at the annual official exchange rate), and by 2020 it

reached approximately 2,100 and 2,250 Argentinian pesos (about 30–32 USD, according to the official

annual exchange rate) (World Bank, 2022). Although nominal increases were introduced, cumulative

inflation between 2018 and 2020 (which exceeded 100%) significantly reduced the real value of the

scholarships. Combined with recurrent national currency devaluations, the real purchasing power of

the stipends did not improve substantially (Centro de Economía Política Argentina (CEPA), 2025;

Miguez, 2021; World Bank, 2022)

Regarding the general theoretical framework, educational attainment can be understood as the outcome
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of three interrelated dimensions: individual incentives, household constraints, and institutional

structures (Instituto Nacional de Estadisticas y Censos de la Republica Argentina (INDEC), 2018;

Arevalo, 2018). Operationally, educational attainment is measured as the school completion rate.

Incentives are defined as the receipt of scholarships by individual students, while household constraints

are captured by the economic disadvantage of beneficiary households.

CCT programs are grounded in the assumption that financial incentives reduce the opportunity

costs of education and increase school engagement among disadvantaged populations. Within this

perspective, scholarships are expected to improve school completion by alleviating financial barriers

and reinforcing student motivation.

I argue that educational scholarships, as documented in the state of the art, play an important role in

improving educational attainment by reducing financial barriers and incentivizing students to remain

and finish school. Prior research shows that targeted aid programs can increase completion rates by

alleviating household constraints and offering support.

Building on existing literature, this paper examines the impact of Argentina’s “Progresar program”

positing that municipalities with greater exposure to government scholarships are likely to exhibit

higher school completion rates than those with limited or no exposure. By adopting a measurement-

oriented approach, the analysis estimates the short-term effects of the policy broadly, and also the

variations among cities and regions in the country.

Once this has been established, the hypothesis is the next on: “Cities with greater exposure to

government aid through the ”Progresar” program will experience higher school completion

rates relative to cities with lower or no exposure”

And the causal logic can be represented as follows:

• Predictor (IV): School Completion Rate

• Outcome (DV): Government Scholarship Program (“Progresar”)

Figure 3 is a directed acyclic graph (DAG) which provides a clearer explanation:
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Figure 3

Methods

This study uses a quantitative research design to estimate the causal effect of state assistance,

specifically the scholarship program “Progresar” in Argentina, on school completion rates in the

country.

The research design leverages the fact that the Argentinian national government offered the “Progresar”

scholarship program to students who voluntarily apply and meet specific criteria. As a result, some

urban agglomerations experienced high levels of program penetration, while others with similar

demographic and economic profiles saw significantly lower participation, or none at all.

It is important to note that the assignment of beneficiaries was not random but rather based on

administrative criteria aimed at identifying those in greatest need. This approach resulted in the

formation of a treatment group (composed of vulnerable sectors receiving assistance) and a control

group (those receiving less or not at all). The targeted roll out of the policy created a contrast between

high-impact and low-impact areas, which enables a credible estimation of the program’s effects. This

strategic allocation reflects an intentional effort to reach the most disadvantaged populations, as

opposed to a randomized or geographically arbitrary distribution.

The central strategy is a Difference-in-Differences (DiD) design, comparing changes in school completion

rates between high-aid and low-aid agglomerations (cities) before and after the relaunch of the program.

This is complemented by an event-study analysis to assess the validity of the parallel trends assumption
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and to explore the dynamics of the policy’s effect over time (Bertrand et al., 2004) The unit of analysis

is the urban agglomeration or city, with a total of 32 units (N=32).

The temporal domain spans 5 years, from 2016 to 2020. The analysis is deliberately truncated in 2020,

since the COVID-19 pandemic led to the creation of other large-scale social assistance programs (such

as the “Ingreso Familiar de Emergencia”, “Tarjeta Alimentar” and “Potenciar Trabajo”) that may

overlap with “Progresar” and introduce risks of collinearity in the estimation. Therefore, this time

frame allows for the observation of the immediate impacts of “Progresar” on educational outcomes,

while avoiding contamination from concurrent emergency policies.

Data

This study uses data from the Permanent Household Survey (EPH) conducted by the National

Institute of Statistics and Census (INDEC) of Argentina. The EPH provides rich microdata at

both the individual and household levels, including demographic, educational, and socioeconomic

information. For the purpose of this analysis, the individual and household files were merged to

create a unified dataset linking individuals’ educational outcomes with household characteristics

such as income, employment, and access to government transfers. This yielded a total of 1,779,720

observations and 58 socioeconomic variables. The dataset was then filtered to include only school‑age

students (6 to 18 years old), resulting in approximately 38,000 cases.

The analytical sample covers the period from 2016 to 2024, allowing for the examination of both pre

and post-policy periods. The Progresar program was launched in 2018 and given the disruptive impact

of the COVID-19 pandemic, I define 2020 as the last studied year to simplify the visual analysis and

isolate the effects of the policy under study. By ending in 2020, I focus the analysis on the relevant

policy window while minimizing confounding effects. Subsequent trends up to 2024 are located in the

appendix of this study to add contextual data.

The dependent variable (DV) is the percentage of students who completed primary and secondary

education (formal education). This measure focuses specifically on households that reported receiving

the direct economic aid or cash transfers.

The key independent variable (IV) captures exposure to government aid, coded as a binary

treatment:
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• Regions with higher access to state transfers are classified as treated (treated = 1).

• Regions with lower access serve as the control group (treated = 0).

In terms of temporal scope:

• Periods after the relaunch of the policy in 2018 are classified as post (post = 1).

• Periods before the relaunch are classified as pre (post = 0)

Rather than classifying agglomerates as treated in a binary mode (received aid = treated; did not

receive aid = control), the also analysis employs a continuous treatment variable. This approach

captures the intensity of program exposure by measuring the proportion of students receiving aid

within each agglomerate, thereby providing a more representative assessment of whether and to what

extent the policy affected school completion rates. The cutoff was of 6%, represents the upper quartile

of the distribution, thereby reducing the risk of misclassifying marginal cases and strengthening the

comparative validity of the analysis. Using this criterion allows for a clearer distinction between

high-exposure and low-exposure agglomerates, improving the robustness of the DiD design.

The baseline DiD model is specified as:

𝑆𝐶𝑖𝑡 = 𝛾𝑖 + 𝜆𝑡 + 𝛿𝐷𝐼𝐷𝑇𝑖𝑡 + 𝑢𝑖𝑡

Where:

• 𝑆𝐶𝑖𝑡: School Completion represents the percentage of students who completed school with

government support in city 𝑖 at year 𝑡.

• 𝛾𝑖: is a region fixed effect that controls for time-invariant characteristics of each city (e.g.,

baseline education quality, socioeconomic structure).

• 𝜆𝑡: is a year fixed effect that controls for shocks common to all cities in a given year

• 𝑇𝑖𝑡: is the treatment indicator (binary or continuous exposure to aid)

• 𝑢𝑠𝑡: is an idiosyncratic error term

The coefficient of interest, 𝛿𝐷𝐼𝐷, captures the causal effect of government aid (scholarships) on the

rate of school completion. A positive and statistically significant estimate of 𝛿𝐷𝐼𝐷 would indicate

that cities more exposed to government aid experienced greater improvements in school completion
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rates after the policy implementation.

To test the validity of the DiD design and assess dynamic effects, I estimate an event-study specification:

𝑆𝐶𝑖𝑡 = 𝛾𝑖 + 𝜆𝑡 + ∑
𝑘≠−1

𝛿𝑡 𝐷𝑡=𝑘 × 𝑇 𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖 + 𝛼𝑠𝑡 + 𝑢𝑖𝑡

Here,𝐷𝑡=𝑘 is a dummy variable with 𝑘 = 1 (2018) as the baseline. 𝑇 𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖 indicates whether city

i ever received government aid. 𝛿𝑡 is the coefficient of interest: it measures the effect of aid on school

completion in each relative year k, compared to the baseline year k=+1 (2019). Lastly, $ �_{s} t $

shows the city‑specific linear trends, allowing each city to follow its own trajectory over time.

Findings

The main DiD results are represented in Figure 4. Before the implementation of the program, the

confidence intervals overlapped, which indicates that there were no statistically significant differences

between the treatment and control groups. Once the program was introduced in 2018, however, a clear

jump can be observed in the treatment group, particularly in cities with greater exposure during 2019

and 2020. Yet, this positive effect does not persist: completion rates subsequently decline, suggesting

that the program ceased to be effective in achieving its initial objective of improving educational

completion.
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Figure 4
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The effect becomes more evident when attention is restricted to the selected years (2018-2020) on

Figure 5. The appendix section provides the disaggregation of the educational outcomes variable

across different education levels for additional context. Here, a summary is presented comparing

primary and secondary education.

Figure 5
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In addition, I estimate supplementary DiD models under this framework:

• Model 1 captures the basic DiD effect of the intervention on school completion rates by

implementing the treatment variable in binary form (treated vs. control). The specification

estimates the average effect of being located in a high‑aid city on completion outcomes, while

controlling for year fixed effects and region fixed effects, with standard errors clustered at the

agglomerate level.

• Model 2 adds city‑specific linear trends that allow each agglomeration to have its own time

trend, reducing bias from different pre‑treatment trajectories.

The first two models include the interaction term treatment × post, which is the key DiD variable: it

captures treated cities in the post‑intervention period. Its coefficient therefore measures the causal

effect of the program.

• Model 3 evaluates the estimation of the continuous treatment variable, the welfare assistance

rate, examining how changes in the intensity of welfare support affect school completion.

• Model 4 uses continuous treatment plus city‑specific trends, as in Model 2. It tests whether

varying levels of welfare support impact completion while accounting for different local trajecto-

ries.

The summary in Table 1 shows that most coefficients are not statistically significant, as their p-values

are relatively large (above 0.1). The only exception is a marginally significant coefficient (p < 0.10,

denoted by a single star) in model 2, which is negative. Model 2 incorporates city-specific linear

trends, allowing each urban agglomeration to follow its own temporal trajectory. By accounting for

these city-specific trends, the model more accurately reflects the heterogeneity between cities and

controls for differences in pre-treatment trajectories. In this context, the negative coefficient of -1.515*

suggests that, once these trends are taken into account, the program appears even less effective,

reinforcing the conclusion that it does not produce a positive effect on school completion. In the

other models, coefficients are positive, but the lack of statistical significance indicates that there is

insufficient evidence to conclude a robust treatment effect.
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Table 1

On summary, the analysis shows that when the program started, completion rates increased in

cities with greater exposure during 2019–2020, suggesting an initial positive effect. However, these

gains did not persist, as completion rates subsequently declined. Moreover, three out of four of the

estimated coefficients are not statistically significant, with large p‑values and substantial standard

errors indicating imprecise estimates. While most of the coefficients are positive, implying a potential

improvement in school completion, the statistical evidence is inconclusive.

Discussion

This study contributes to the literature by providing an empirical evaluation of this social assistance

program using multiple model specifications, offering methodological insights into how welfare intensity

interacts with educational outcomes. These findings suggest that, under current conditions, the

program does not exhibit a measurable impact on school completion rates, highlighting the need for

further investigation into contextual factors and implementation dynamics.

Broadly speaking, these findings also illustrate the effects of the Argentinian national educational

system. The impact of the policy is not strong, likely because it is highly heterogeneous due to

decentralization and the existence of uneven educational structures. It is plausible that in areas where

the policy has achieved greater penetration (typically in more economically disadvantaged cities),

there are also fewer resources available for investment in education, such as limited human resources,

inadequate school and technological infrastructure, greater dependence on national transfers, and
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restricted coordination mechanisms between local and national government and ministries. All these

conditions contribute to lower institutional educational capacity, which in turn diminishes the overall

impact of the policy.

Originally, the “Progresar” program was designed to promote school completion, aiming to operate

as an “inclusive institution” (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012), in the sense that broadens access

to opportunities and supports social mobility. However, its implementation takes place within

heterogeneous contexts, which may limit its inclusive potential. As a result, the program’s outcomes

vary and in some cases, existing educational inequalities may persist rather than diminish.

In light of these findings, and given the policy-oriented nature of this paper, the following recommen-

dations are proposed:

1. Implement impact assessments and program monitoring.

This study has demonstrated that the Progresar program exerts only a short-term impact on school

completion. This finding carries both theoretical and practical implications: theoretically, because there

is limited research on the short-term effects of cash transfer programs in Argentina; and practically,

because regular evaluations—conducted quarterly or semi-annually—could prevent the program from

perpetuating inefficiencies and failing to achieve its objective of improving educational outcomes

among the most vulnerable students. Therefore, robust mechanisms of monitoring, evaluation, and

accountability must be considered an essential component of such policies (UNESCO, 2022). These

mechanisms should be properly communicated to the national government, which should be held

accountable for their implementation and maintain effective feedback channels with subnational

educational systems (Gazeaud and Ricard, 2024)

This approach would enable policymakers to identify challenges and areas for improvement in real

time, rather than allowing the program to continue operating with persistent inefficiencies. Monitoring

educational outcomes at the local level would facilitate targeted strategy adjustments in cities that

require additional support. This, in turn, connects directly to the second point of analysis.

2. Complement demand incentives with supply investments.

Studies have demonstrated that cash transfers can only achieve their intended impact when imple-

mented within a well-functioning educational framework—characterized by adequate infrastructure,

well-trained teachers, appropriate learning materials, and supportive school environments (OCDE,
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2021; Evidence and Lessons from Latin America (ELLA), 2012; Medellín et al., 2015). Financing

students individually does not, by itself, guarantee improvements in academic performance or the

completion of studies. Demand-side incentives (such as scholarships) must therefore be complemented

by supply-side interventions, meaning that resources should also be directed toward strengthening the

educational environment in which students learn. In the absence of complementary investments in

the education system, such policies like “Progresar” are likely to fail.

In Argentina, as previously discussed, not all cities share the same educational conditions. Wealthier

regions possess greater resources to invest in the construction and maintenance of classrooms, libraries,

and laboratories, as well as in the provision of didactic materials such as textbooks, digital devices, and

reliable internet connectivity. By contrast, poorer regions often lack such support, leaving students in

precarious circumstances and making it difficult for them to complete their studies when the broader

educational environment does not provide adequate assistance. To mitigate these inequalities and

ensure that support reaches all regions equitably, the national government should adopt a needs-based

funding approach, allocating additional resources to vulnerable areas or those with weaker educational

conditions (OCDE, 2021; Ham, 2016)

The analysis has two main limitations. First, there is a lack of reliable data to assess the educational

institutional strength, resources, or administrative capacity of each region, which constrains the

ability to evaluate how local implementation shapes policy outcomes. Consequently, the reasons

why the program’s effects diminish over time remain uncertain, potentially linked to the dynamics

of Argentina’s decentralized federalism, but not conclusively demonstrated. Second, the available

indicators from the EPH survey, such as completion rates and enrollment, capture quantitative

outcomes but do not adequately reflect educational quality, learning achievements, or broader student

well‑being, thereby limiting the scope and depth of the conclusions.

Conclusion

This article initially established the hypothesis that students exposed to the this program would achieve

higher improved outcomes, as the literature generally suggests. However, the results demonstrate the

opposite: while the policy appears to generate positive effects in the short term, these impacts fade

away after one year. Moreover, the findings are not sufficiently strong or conclusive, raising questions
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about the program’s effectiveness

The contribution of this study lies in its focus on the short‑term effects of the policy, an aspect

that has received limited attention in the literature. The findings underscore the importance of

conducting short‑term assesments, as they allow for the identification and correction of design flaws,

particularly in the context of public policies that directly affect the most vulnerable students. In

addition, the study brings to the forefront the discussion of Argentina’s decentralized educational

federalism, opening the way to examine its broader consequences for policy implementation and

equity.

From a global perspective, these findings highlight the importance of incorporating short‑term

evaluations into the design of social and educational policies. By systematically assessing early

outcomes, policymakers can identify weaknesses in advance, thereby improving program effectiveness

and reducing wasted resources. In the case of “Progresar”, the evidence suggests that initial gains do

not persist, which underscores the need for adaptive mechanisms that allow corrections.

Despite the insights provided, several questions remain unanswered. First, it is unclear why the

short‑term positive effects of “Progresar fail to persist, raising the need to investigate the mechanisms

through which initial gains dissipate. Maybe, it is because of this second reason. The broader

implications of Argentina’s decentralized federalism in educational policies remain unresolved. In

particular, the role of institutional heterogeneity across provinces has not been sufficiently explored.

This lack of data limits the understanding and underscores the need for comparative research across

diverse institutional contexts.

Finally, the reliance on quantitative indicators from the national survey leaves open the question of

how these policies affect educational quality, learning outcomes, and broader student well‑being.
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Appendix

Educational outcomes disagregation
To better understand the program’s effects across educational stages, the treatment variable is
disaggregated by level, allowing for more detailed specification analyses.

Figure Figure S1 – Pre-school:

The results display overlapping confidence intervals, suggesting no clear effect of “Progresar” at this
stage. Notably, during the treatment years, school completion even appears to decline among children
who received the scholarship.

Figure S1
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Figure Figure S2 – Primary Education

The pattern remains inconclusive and ehe results suggest that primary school students experience

limited short-term benefits from the program, only the first year of implementation in 2018.

Figure S2
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Figure Figure S3 – EGB (Educacion General Basica)

This figure corresponds to the Basic Genral Education level in Argentina, which represents the final

two years of primary education for students aged 11 and 12. An initial increase in school completion

rates is observed in the treatment group; however, this improvement is not sustained over time. This

pattern reflects short-term responsiveness to the program,

Figure S3
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Figure Figure S4 – Secondary

At the roll out, the program appears to have had little to no effect. It is only in 2019 that the

treatment group surpasses the control group, suggesting a potential impact. However, the confidence

intervals overlap, indicating that the observed differences are not statistically conclusive.

Figure S4
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Figure Figure S5 - Polimodal

The Polimodal level, which in the Argentine system corresponds to the final two years of secondary

education (ages 17 and 18), shows a an increase in school completion in 2019. However, this effect

declines in 2020, likely due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, indicating that the initial gains

were not sustained

Figure S5
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Figure Figure S6 – University At the university level, a similar pattern emerges. The effect becomes

noticeable only a year after the treatment begins, but it quickly fades, suggesting that among young

adults the impact of the program is also short-lived.

Figure S6
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