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Chapter 6

Summary and Conclusion

This dissertation contains four main chapters. I conclude by briefly summarizing the main

findings from each of these chapters.

Chapter 2: Encouraging School Participation Chapter 2 discusses the recent eco-

nomic literature on school participation. This literature review describes a series of inter-

ventions that have been shown to increase school participation effectively. The interven-

tions include reductions in the cost of attending school, conditional cash transfers, food

for education programs, school health provision, provision of information on the private

benefits to education, improvements in school quality, and alternative modes of service

delivery. The review pays particular attention to the optimal design of these interven-

tions. It discusses that, because large scale implementation of the interventions can result

in a surge in school participation, these interventions should be accompanied by strong

investments in teachers and school infrastructure. It also discusses the latest evidence on

the design of cash transfer interventions (some of it from this dissertation), which shows

that attached conditions can be hard to enforce and can result in unintended negative

side effects.

Then the literature review discusses evidence suggesting that it is not straightforward

to scale up some of the interventions that were tested on a small scale. The interventions

may be less effective on a larger scale, for instance because of corruption, or they may

result in unexpected general equilibrium effects. However, there is fairly strong evidence

that when the interventions can be scaled up effectively and result in increased skill

accumulation their impact on outcomes such as economic growth, public health, and

female empowerment can be substantial.
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Chapter 3: Cash Transfers and Female Empowerment Chapter 3 describes the

side effects of a randomly implemented cash transfer intervention in Malawi. The inter-

vention provided financial assistance on the condition that the young female beneficiaries

of the intervention attended school. Chapter 3 shows that this intervention had strong

empowering effects above and beyond the expected improvements in school participation.

First, the intervention increased beneficiaries’ access to financial resources, particularly

when the transfers were made directly to them. Second, the intervention altered several

conventional social patterns that hamper the development of young women in Malawi.

Early pregnancy, for instance, had been reduced. This finding appears to be the result

of postponed fertility and not of a reduction in desired lifetime fertility. Early marriage

was also down and beneficiaries of the intervention were less likely to indicate that they

chose their future spouse on the basis of his wealth and more likely to indicate that they

chose him on the basis of the education he had attained. Third, the position of the bene-

ficiaries within their parental households had improved. For instance, beneficiaries of the

intervention indicated that since the start of the intervention their household members

had started to care more about their health and their education. The improved position

within the household resulted in tangible benefits for the beneficiaries: they were spend-

ing more time on their education and less time on chores and labor for the benefit of

the household. The literature on female empowerment suggests that these changes in the

lives of the young female beneficiaries may well empower beneficiaries and improve their

well-being in the longer run.

Chapter 4: Cash Transfers and Mental Health Chapter 4 continues by describing

the impact of the cash transfer intervention in Malawi on mental health. Contrary to

Chapter 3, which focused only on the average impact of conditional cash transfers, Chapter

4 also exploits the other overlapping treatment layers of the experimental design of the

intervention. These treatment layers include random variation in the amounts transferred

to beneficiaries and random variation in the school attendance condition.

Using the General Health Questionnaire 12, a screening tool for mental health prob-

lems, Chapter 4 shows that the intervention had a strong beneficial impact on mental

health. However, Chapter 4 also shows that there are marked differences in the impact of

conditional and unconditional transfers. On average, unconditional cash transfers reduced

mental health problems among girls who were in school at the start of the intervention by

approximately 14 percentage points. Conditional transfers, on the other hand, reduced
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mental health problems by 8 percentage points. Moreover, we observe that the likelihood

that a beneficiary suffers from mental health problems increases by roughly 3 percentage

points with each additional dollar transferred to her parents conditional on her school

attendance. The latter finding indicates that attached conditions can come at a cost to

cash transfer beneficiaries and should therefore be justified by evidence that they correct

a market failure. Otherwise they can be strictly welfare reducing.

The chapter also discusses that the intervention resulted in detrimental spillover effects

on the health of those girls who lived in treatment areas but were not invited to participate

in the treatment. These spillover effects should be taken into account when policy makers

plan to target cash transfer interventions at particular subgroups of the population.

Chapter 5: The School Environment and Pupils Schooling Decisions Chap-

ter 5 identifies the causal effect of the school environment on pupils schooling decisions.

To identify this causal effect I take advantage of a procedure through which pupils are

assigned to Malawi’s public secondary schools. This procedure assigns the top perform-

ers on Malawi’s national primary school exam to a group of elite public schools (called

conventional schools). Second tier performers are selected into the remaining lower qual-

ity public schools (called community day schools). Third tier performers, approximately

60% of the pupils who finish primary school, are not selected into a public school. This

assignment procedure results in cutoff points in the primary school exam scores. Pupils

with an exam score above the cutoff score are selected into the relevant group of public

schools, pupils with an exam score below the cutoff point are not. I exploit these cutoff

points in a regression discontinuity framework to estimate the causal effect of the school

environment on pupils’ schooling decisions. The analysis is based on multiple large insti-

tutional datasets, which I linked such that they can be used to track the progress of an

entire cohort of students through Malawi’s education system.

The analysis shows that school quality has a strong influence on pupils’ and parents’

schooling decisions. First, pupils who are not selected into a public school are markedly

more likely to retake the primary school exam one year later. This finding shows that large

scale tracking programs, which separate pupils by ability, can affect pupils before they

enter the schools in the tracking system. Such general equilibrium effects indicate that

recent influential papers which evaluate the impact of tracking on pupils in the tracking

system potentially miss important outcomes of the tracking programs.

Second, pupils who are selected into an elite secondary school are approximately 10
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percentage points less likely to change to another school and 20 percentage points less

likely to drop out of school. The finding that school quality matters for pupil’s schooling

decisions and in particular school participation is at odds with recent randomized studies,

which suggest that there is no causal relationship between school quality and school

participation. This result is important. As Chapter 2 of this dissertation discusses, school

quality in developing countries is often abysmal. The findings of Chapter 5 indicate that

the potential detrimental effects of this low school quality not only include limited pupil

learning but also reduced school participation.


