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> Gladys Campo and Luis Eduardo Palacios, sat from right to left, with some of their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. They are one of the largest families in ELCA.
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> Thirteen year-old Mayerly Consuelo Saba, daughter of Segundo Saba and Nubia Calderón lives in a rural area in Simijaca (Cundinamarca) and was one of the girls interviewed by ELCA.
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Chapter 1
Introduction to the colombian longitudinal survey by the universidad 
de los andes (elca by its acronym in spanish): a six-year panel  
study – 2010-2013-20161

Mercedes Tibavisco

Lina María Castaño        

------------------>

1.	 The ELCA modules were revised in 2015 by an academic committee led by: Renata Pardo, Raquel Bernal, Juan Camilo Cárdenas, Leopoldo Fergusson, Ana María Ibañez, Adriana Camacho, Fabio Sánchez, Andres Moya, 
and Rafael Santos. Karim Fajury and Nicolás Fuertes were ELCA research assistants who helped with the process. Also, we would like to thank the support provided by the National Planning Department (DNP for its 
acronym in Spanish) for reviewing and pilot testing this follow-up. 

2.	 For more information, see: https://encuestalongitudinal.uniandes.edu.co/en/elca/academic-committee

The Faculty of Economics at the Universidad de 
los Andes began designing the longitudinal sur-
vey in 2007. Between 2007 and 2010, together with 
a group of national and international experts,2 it 
was decided that the survey will follow the course 
of twelve years: the head of the household, their 
spouse, and children under the age of ten in around 
ten thousand rural and urban households. Thus, 
the Colombian Longitudinal Survey by the Univer-
sidad de los Andes - ELCA, was born. Its purpose 
was to contribute to gaining a better understanding 
of certain dynamics, including the following: chil-
dren’s development, members of the household’s 
socioeconomic conditions, actions taken to deal 
with shocks and their impacts in the mid and long-
term, land tenure and production in rural areas, 
changes in the labor market, the construction of 
social capital, and social and political behavior. 

In the period between the ELCA baseline in 2010 
and the second round of monitoring in 2016, the 
country went through important changes, such as 
the phenomenon of La Niña -that affected more 
than 80% of the country’s municipalities-, the de-
sign and implementation of public policy that deals 
with comprehensive care in early childhood (known 
as ‘From zero to forever’ or ‘De cero a siempre’ in 

> Three years ago, in 2014, Alba Robayo, Rodrigo, and their two daughters Sara (9 years-old) and Cristián (5 years-old) in front of their 
home in Buenavista (Boyacá). Their livelihood comes from agriculture.

>
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Spanish), the approval of the victims and land res-
titution law (Law 1448 of 2011), and the negotia-
tions between the Colombian Government and the 
FARC-EP guerrillas, the diverse cease-fire agreed 
between the parties, and the signing of the Peace 
Agreement, among others: all shown in Figure 1.1.

1.1. The ELCA 2010 and 2013

ELCA’s sample3 is comprised of 10,800 households: 
6,000 urban and 4,800 rural. The urban households 
are representative on a national level for socio-
economic strati 1 – 4 and for five (5) geographic 
regions: Bogotá, the Central region, the Eastern re-
gion, the Atlantic region, and the Pacific region (the 
Andean Pacific municipalities are not included). The 
rural households are representative for small farm 
producers for (4) micro-regions: Atlántica Media, 
Cundiboyacense, Eje Cafetero, and Centro-Oriente.

The baseline was established in 2010: 10,164 house-
holds were surveyed (5,446 urban and 4,718 rural). 
To accomplish this task the university contracted 
approximately 80 people including surveyors, su-
pervisors, and psychologists who were in charge of 
the children’s anthropometric and cognitive tests. 
The book Colombia in Motion 2010 presents a de-
scriptive analysis of the households in topics such 
as: poverty and wealth conditions, negative shocks 
and the coping strategies households adopt, ac-
cess to and use of health services, the labor mar-
ket, the status of children, and ownership of land in 
rural areas.4

In the period between the elca baseline in 2010 and the second 
round of monitoring in 2016, the country went through important 
changes, such as the phenomenon of La Niña -that affected 
more than 80% of the country’s municipalities-, the design and 
implementation of public policy that deals with comprehensive care 
in early childhood (known as ‘From zero to forever’ or ‘De cero 
a siempre’ in Spanish), the approval of the victims and land res
titution law (Law 1448 of 2011), and the negotiations between the 
Colombian Government and the farc-ep guerrillas.

Fig u re  1.1. 
The main changes in the country in the six years since the ELCA began 

------------------>

3.	 The sample is probabilistic, stratified, multistage, and cluster, with a selection of municipalities based on demographic and socioeconomic characteristics.
4.	 To access the book, please click on the following link: https://encuestalongitudinal.uniandes.edu.co/en/publications/colombia-in-motion/2011

Source: Authors' own calculations

20142013201220112010 20192018201720162015 202220212020

ELCA

Rainy season Peace agreement implementationNegotiations between the government and the FARC-EP

First job, early childhood, victims, land restitution, and free housing, etc. 

President Santos' first term President Santos' second term

Events

Government

Public Policies
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------------------>

5.	 The ELCA 2010 and 2013 databases can be downloaded for free at https://encuestalongitudinal.uniandes.edu.co/es/datos-elca/. There are two units that have restricted access: children and lands. How to request access 
is included in the access policy. 

6.	 The publications, newsletters, and research carried out by the ELCA can be found at: https://encuestalongitudinal.uniandes.edu.co/es/publicaciones/articulos-publicados.
7.	 The children who were monitored were less that ten years old in 2010 and they were the children, stepchildren, or grand-son/ daughter of the head of the household and their spouse. 

> The Álvarez Tapia family live on a plot of land in houses they built themselves in Chinú (Córdoba) with their 13 children between 0 and 16.

The first round of monitoring was undertaken in 
2013, which covered 9,261 actual household sur-
veys (4,681 urban and 4,580 rural), and, on this 
occasion, the firm Sistemas Especializados de In-
formación –SEI S.A was contracted to gather the 
survey data. This allowed to undertake an analy-
sis of the changes that had taken place between 
2010 and 2013 regarding the people being moni-
tored.5 The book Colombia in Motion 2010-2013 
contains the following information for this period: 
the household’s dynamics, their vulnerability and 
actions taken to deal with shocks, poverty effect, 
access to social programs, the evolution of chil-
dren and young people for different developmental 
elements, an analysis of Colombian public policy, 
levels of participation and prosocial behavior, and 
changes in terms of access to land and use of time. 

The usefulness of this information has also al-
lowed different studies to be undertaken, which 
have explored subjects such as: the role that ac-
cess to and formality regarding land tenure have on 
a household’s wellbeing, effects the armed conflict 
has had on rural producers and the decisions they 
make in these contexts, the importance of invest-
ing in roads to improve standards of living in rural 
areas, the gap in children’s oral development on 
both a socioeconomic level and by zone, as well as 
the strategies that could be more effective to im-
prove equality, and the role that access to savings 
and credit have on mitigating household shocks, 
among others.6 

1.2. ELCA 2016

The second round of monitoring was undertaken 
in 2016, and there were some adjustments to the 
design of the survey: the purpose of which was 
to capture the life-cycle stage of the households 
(the development of children and young people) 
as well as relevant information on the changes 
in the country between 2013 and 2016. This was 
specifically related to the peace process with the 
FARC-EP guerrillas. Changes made to the ques-
tionnaire were piloted in the second half of 2015 in 
three municipalities and to 99 households (39 urban 

and 60 rural). The results allowed for adjustments 
to be made for the final design of the modules and 
the tests applied according to the follow up children 
(as a Longitudinal Survey children have being getting 
older) in the second ELCA follow-up round. Table 1.1 
shows the changes that have been made in the tests 
for the children being followed.7

The 2016 follow-up round took place between May 
and October of this year so that the municipali-
ties and households were visited during the same 
months as the baseline, which is particularly im-
portant in rural micro-regions due to the periodicity 
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of the crops. On this occasion, the firm Sistemas 
Especializados de Información –SEI S.A was con-
tracted again to gather the survey data.

There were 66 operatives working in the field who 
were organized into twelve work groups. Each 
group was led by a supervisor under whom worked 
four (4) surveyors and one (1) evaluator. The evalu-
ator was in charge of giving the followed-up chil-
dren the different tests (anthropometric, SDQ, and 
PPVT tests). 

1.2.1. Household coverage

The total sample for follow-up in 2016 consisted of 
9,853 households; this included the 10,164 baseline 
households -minus 334 households made up of 
senior citizens over 64 or households that had no 
children-, and an additional 23 rural households. 
The distribution of the sample was 5,275 urban 
households and 4,578 rural households. As this is 
a longitudinal survey, the people being followed-up 
were surveyed in their current place of residence 
in order to know, if they continue to live in or if 
they have left their household, if they have joined 
another household, and/ or if they have migrated. 
However, for reasons relating to cost and econo-
mies of scale, households and individuals were not 
included in the survey if they were living in munici-
palities ‘far away’ from those which were visited 
between 2010 and 2013. ‘Far away’ refers to those 
municipalities that are more than ninety minutes 

Ta b le  1.1.
Tests and measurements of the children being followed-up

Tests 2010 2013 2016

Anthropometric (size and weight) 0-4 years 0-5 years 6-11 years

Verbal ability PPVT 3-9 years 3-9 years 6-16 years

Socio-emotional: ASQ:SE 0-6 years

Socio-emotional: SDQ 6-16 years
Source: Authors' own calculations

> The Álvarez Tapia family children in 2014 in Chinú (Córdoba). The family’s income mainly comes from a pool hall called La Esperanza, which is 
run by Inés Álvarez - the grandmother head of the household.
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away using public transport form those visited in 
previous rounds. 

However, despite this follow-up constraint due to 
migration, the number of municipalities to be vis-
ited increased from 183 in 2013 to 235 in 2016: an 
increase of 28.4%. The baseline sample was for 
80 municipalities, which implied that in six years, 
there were three times as many municipalities to 
visit. Figure 1.2 shows the geographic distribution 
of the sample in each one of the rounds: the light-
est color represents the baseline municipalities 
and the darkest color represents the municipalities 
that were visited as a result of migrations in each 
subsequent round. The dynamics of the mobility 
of the sample for a longitudinal study means that 
there are more territorial entities being visited that 
have ten or less follow-up households; in 2010, 
there were only two, in 2013 this number increased 
to 106, and in 2016 to 155 (please see Table 1.2). 

One important issue is that, to maintain the repre-
sentativeness of the ELCA with regards to the base-
line, it is necessary to reduce churn –or the loss of 
households and individuals– in the sample. In 2016, 
there was a positive balance with 89.5% of house-
holds being covered. This is the result of, among 
other factors: the different monitoring strategies 
(call center, text messages); the organized and 
methodical operation in the field (some households 
were visited up to six times); and the incentives 
that were given to the individuals and households 
monitored.8

------------------>

8. The Fundación Éxito has been one of the ELCA’s permanent partners; once a month Éxito’s vouchers are raffle among the surveyed households, which intends to incentivize the households keeping their information up to date.
9. As mention in Colombia in Motion 2010 and Colombia in Motion 2010-2013, ELCA is representative for Pacific region but do not include the Andean Pacific municipalities due to cost related issues.

Fig u re  1.2.
Geographic distribution of the sample

Municipalities 2010

New Municipalities 2013

New Municipalities 2016

Conventions

Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016.

Ta b le  1.2.
Municipalities in the sample by range 
of number of households

Range of number of 
households

Municipalities

2010 2013 2016

Less than 10 2 106 155

Between 10 and 50 23 26 32

Between 50 and 100 30 28 24

More than 100 25 23 24

TOTAL 80 183 235
Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

This result shows that although the sample grew 
substantially in geographic terms, as well as in 
other aspects, churn was only 10.5% in six years. 
As Table 1.3 shows, we estimated that between 
the 2010-2013 rounds of monitoring the churn rate 
was 6% and between 2013-2016 it was 4.8%. When 
observing behavior by zone, we can see that the 
largest coverage is from those households that, in 
the baseline, are located in a rural micro-region 
(96.6%) compared to those that are located in an 
urban zone (83.3%). There was a total of 4,394 na-
tionally representative urban households in stratus 
1 to 4 within the following regions: Atlantic, Pa-
cific9, Central, Eastern, and Bogota; and a total of 
4,424 representative rural households comprised 
of small producers in four micro-regions (Atlán-
tica Media, Eje Cafetero, Cundiboyacense, and 
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Ta b le  1.3.
Survey coverage of households by zone

Baseline 
zone

2010 2013 2016 Atrittion rate

Baseline 
 (1)

Surveyed 
households 

(2)

Coverage %  
(3)

Surveyed 
households  

(4)

Coverage %  
(5)

2010-2013 
%  
(6)

2013-2016 
% 
(7)

Urban 5.275 4.681 88,7 4.394  83,3 11,3 6,1

Rural 4.578 4.580 100,0 4.424  96,6 0,0 3,4

TOTAL 9.853 9.261 94,0 8.818  89,5 6,0 4,8
Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors own calculations

 
Note: Column 1 presents the households that were followed-up in the sample according to the zone they were in 2010. Column 2 shows the households 
surveyed in 2013, including those that had divided, so the number is greater than in column 1 because the division of households was greater than the loss 
of households in the period. Columns 3 and 5 are the percentage of coverage for each year with respect to the baseline. Column 4 shows the households 
surveyed in 2016, including the divided households (679 households). Columns 6 and 7 show the atrittion rate or loss of homes between each round. 

Centro-Oriente). In total, from all the zones, 536 
households have migrated from a rural micro-re-
gion to an urban area, and 72 households from an 
urban to a rural area.

When undertaking an analysis on an urban and 
rural micro-region level using the baseline, as 
shown in Table 1.4, we found that for urban areas, 
the highest coverage is in the Atlantic region (99%) 
and the lowest is in Bogota (68.6%). This could 
be due to the high spatial mobility of households 
in the capital, either because people migrate to 
other municipalities or because they frequently 
move within the city, which makes it more difficult 
to find them in the next follow-up round. For the 
rural micro-regions, we found that in the Atlántica 
Media region, coverage reaches 108.6% due to the 
high number of divided households, and the low-
est is the Eje Cafetero with 86.5%, which is a zone 
that is characterized by many people migrating. It 
is important to note that in 2016 we managed to 
re-establish households that could not be located 
in 2013. There was a total of 351 re-established 
households: 65.8% were in urban zones, particu-
larly in the Eastern region. 

1.2.2.People being followed-up 

Evaluation of ELCA’s coverage, taking into ac-
count the individuals chosen for follow-up as part 
of the panel data, shows that, for 2016, coverage 
was 78.2%, and it was greater in the rural micro-
regions (83.9%) than in the urban regions (72.8%). 

> In 2017, José Petro sees the photo taken by ELCA’s team in 2014 in which he appears with his daughters Consuelo and Violeta in the previous 
visit to Cereté (Córdoba).
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Also, as shown in graph 1.1, coverage was slightly 
higher for children than for heads of the household 
or spouses in 2010 (79.7% and 77.5%, respectively). 
Table 1.5 presents the data, by round, for the total 
number of people surveyed: in 2016, 35,713 people 
were surveyed, 17,525 in urban areas and 18,188 in 
rural areas (baseline zone). From the total of sur-
vey individuals, 19,769 were monitored by the ELCA: 
13,146 heads of the household and spouses and 
6,623 children. Changes in households over time 
-such as the arrival of new members due to birth, 
migration, or the creation of new families- led to 

Ta b le  1.4.
Household coverage by region 2010-2016

2010 2013 2016 Coverage  
2010-2016 %

Re-established  
2013-2016

URBAN HOUSEHOLDS 5.275 4.681 4.394  83,3 231

 -  Atlantic Region 1.107 1.067 1.096  99,0 49

 -  Eastern Region 1.074 947 910  84,7 60

 - Central Region 1.098 937 852  77,6 44

 - Pacific Region 1.081 1.016 908  84,0 31

 - Bogotá 915 714 628  68,6 47

 RURAL HOUSEHOLDS 4.578 4.580 4.424  96,6 120

 -  Atlántica Media Region 1.134 1.178 1.232  108,6 27

 - Cundi-boyacense Region 1.176 1.158 1.117  95,0 34

 - Eje Cafetero Region 1.170 1.123 1.012  86,5 42

 - Centro-Oriente Region 1.098 1.121 1.063  96,8 17

T O T A L 9.853 9.261 8.818  89,5 351
Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors own calculations

4,687 new people being surveyed as context mem-
bers.10 Although the objective is to have panel data 
for individuals who have been chosen for follow-up, 
due to household conformation over time, over the 
six years of monitoring, the ELCA found 3,201 con-
text members who have been in each of the three 
measurements. 

Table 1.6 presents the people being followed-up in 
the survey for whom there is information in each 
of the three rounds (2010-2013-2016). The bal-
anced panel data has data from the different ELCA 

modules, for 18,933 people: 8,807 in the baseline 
were surveyed in an urban zone and 10,126 in a ru-
ral micro-region. When dividing by follow-up crite-
ria, in 2010 there was a total of 6,343 children who 
were less than 10 years old and 12,592 heads of the 
household or their spouses. 

In 2016, 5,499 people for follow-up could not be 
found.11 Graph 1.2 shows that the main reasons for 
not surveying or loss of households were: 38% re-
jection, 36% households could not be found by the 
different monitoring strategies, and 16% could not 
be found in a municipality within the geographic 
range of the operation. 

One way to check if the loss of a sample can lead to 
a bias in the results is to compare the answers in 
some of the indicators between those people who 

> 2014. From left to right, Consuelo Petro with her father José Petro 
and her sister Violeta Petro. They have looked after their father in 
a farm in Cereté (Córdoba) since their mother died. 

------------------>

10. Context members are those members of the household who, when the survey was first being carried out, were not chosen to be monitored. This corresponds to individuals who were not in the households when the surveys 
were carried out in 2010 and 2013. 

11. Between 2013 and 2016, 836 people were re-established in the survey who could not be found in the 2013 round.
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Ta b le  1.5.
People interviewed in households being followed-up by baseline zone

Total Urban  Rural Micro-regions

1. Total people surveyed in 2010  43.198  22.179  21.019 

1.1. Total follow-up people  25.268  12.852  12.416 

1.1.1. Heads and spouse  16.953  8.793  8.160 

1.1.2. Children  8.315  4.059  4.256 

1.2. Context people  17.930  9.327  8.603 

2. Total people surveyed in  2013  39.913  19.644  20.269 

2.1. Total follow-up people  21.841  10.458  11.383 

2.1.1. Heads and spouse  14.604  7.119  7.485 

2.1.2. Children  7.237  3.339  3.898 

2.2. Context people  18.072  9.186  8.886 

2.2.1. New context people  6.134  3.551  2.583 

3. Total people surveyed in 2016  35.713  17.525  18.188 

3.1. Total follow-up people  19.769  9.351  10.418 

3.1.1. Heads and spouse  13.146  6.293  6.853 

3.1.2. Children  6.623  3.058  3.565 

3.2. Context people  15.944  8.174  7.770 

3.2.1. New context people  4.687  2.769  1.918 

3.2.2. People who have been in the context since 2010  3.201  1.785  1.416 

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors own calculations
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Ta b le  1.6. 
People included in the panel data in each round

Follow-up criteria
People in the panel 2010-2013-2016

Total Urban Rural
Head of the household 7.237 3.523 3.714
Spouse or partner 5.353 2.411 2.942
Children 6.343 2.873 3.470

TOTAL 18.933 8.807 10.126
Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors own calculations

Note: Relationship and zone corresponds to 2010

Gra p h 1.1. 
Coverage by zone and sample of people for follow-up

Gra p h 1.2. 
Main reasons for household  
loss in 2016

Source: elca 2010-2013-2016 Source: elca 2010-2013-2016
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were surveyed in 2016 and those who were not. 
To do so, the baseline information should be used 
and then it should be checked if there are char-
acteristics that are statistically different between 
the respondents and non-respondents (Duncan 
& Kalton, 1987). Three indicators were taken into 
consideration for this analysis: (i) average years of 
education, (ii) age and, (iii) per capita annual ex-
penditure. Table 1.7 shows the results and if they 
are statistically significant. In general, the people 
who were included but who were not surveyed in 
2016 had studied for longer and had a higher an-
nual expenditure. In other words, the sample could 
be biased towards the less educated and those with 
a lower standard of living – measured by expendi-
ture. When we analyzed by zone, we found that in 
the urban zones this is only true for the average 
years of education. For the rural micro-regions, 
the people are slightly younger and more educated 
with higher expenditure levels. It is important to 
note that in this zone the levels of education are 
very low in both cases. 

The strategies used to correct the possible bias for 
non-response include: rethinking the survey in the 
areas in which it has become less precise, mak-
ing adjustments to the longitudinal weighting fac-
tors so that they take into a count this changes, the 
use of balance panel data (people who took part in 
each of the three rounds) for analysis, among oth-
ers. This implies that for the next follow-up round it 
should be taken into consideration the possibility of 
a refreshment of the sample and an adjustment to 
the longitudinal weighting factors.

> 2014. María Alicia Torres, her husband Octavio Ballesteros, and their adopted son Felipe García live in Susa (Cundinamarca). Every day the 
donkey brings the milk that has been taken from her cows. 
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Ta b le  1.7. 
Comparison of the characteristics of the people surveyed in 2016 compared with those it was not possible to survey

Total
People being followed-up

Surveyed 2016 Not surveyed 2016 (lost) Significance

People being followed-up 19.769 5.499

Average years of education 5,37 6,76 ***

Average age 30,52 30,6

Per capita annual expenditure 3.553.094 4.685.043 ***

Urban
People being followed-up

Surveyed  2016 Not surveyed 2016 (lost) Significance

People being followed-up 9.351 3.501

Average years of education 7,28 8,14 ***

Average age 30,94 31,38

Per capita annual expenditure 5.567.525 6.069.719

Rural Micro-regions 
People being followed-up

Surveyed  2016 Not surveyed 2016 (lost) Significance

People being followed-up 10.418 1.998

Average years of education 3,63 3,97 ***

Average age 30,15 29,06 *

Per capita annual expenditure 1.758.257 1.952.390 *

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors own calculations

Note: The comparison of characteristics is according to information from the baseline and takes into consideration the weighting-factors. The significance levels are signaled as *to10%, **to 5%, and *** to 1%.
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1.2.3. Surveying the ELCA com-
munities 

In order to control for the characteristics of the 
communities to which the households in ELCA’s 
samples belong, the survey has a module called 
‘community’, which will be given to at least two 
leaders in the particular area. They could be com-
munity, religious, educational, or social leaders. 
The questionnaire asks about topics such as in-
frastructure, public services, institutional supply, 
shocks, and problems that the community face. 
Additionally, for the rural micro-regions, questions 
were included relating to land conflicts and agri-
cultural markets. 

This survey was given in the neighborhood or rural 
settlement with at least five ELCA households. In 
2010, there were a total of 792 ‘community’ surveys, 
568 in urban areas (71.7%) and 224 in rural areas 
(28.3%). For the first follow-up in 2013, there is in-
formation available for a total of 975 communities: 
547 from urban areas (56.1%) and 428 from rural 
areas (43.9%) of which 755 can be use as panel data 
with 2010. In the second follow-up, 970 communi-
ties were surveyed: 693 can be used as panel data 
during the three years, 483 in urban zones (69.7%) 
and 210 in rural zones (30.3%).

> 2017. Three years later, María Alicia Torres and her son Felipe García continue to live in Susa (Cundinamarca). The family’s income comes from 
agriculture and livestock. Her brother-in-law Germán Ballesteros is on the right (wearing a hat) with a farm laborer. 

The elca is the only longitudinal survey in the country that has had two follow-up rounds and coverage 
during the 2010-2016 period.
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1.3. First analysis of ELCA’s 
six-year follow-up

The ELCA is the only longitudinal survey in the 
country that has had two follow-up rounds and 
coverage during the 2010-2016 period.12 This in-
formation allows for panel data to be constructed 
for both households and individuals, which, unlike 
cross-sectional data has the advantage that the 
differences observed in households and individuals 
are not the result of the differences in the composi-
tion of the population. They, instead, allow for more 
precise indicators to be generated for the changes 
in the country during the last six years. 

ELCA's information allows researchers to under-
stand and clarified household transitions; their 
determinants; the effect of decisions made -for ex-
ample attending or not-attending a school-; migra-
tion; the use of land; and the ways of responding to 
shocks, as well as their consequences on quality of 
life. This book presents a first approximation of the 
analyses that are possible as a result of the rich-
ness of information that the ELCA has to offer after 
two follow-up rounds.

Each chapter shows how the longitudinal informa-
tion allows, like never before in Colombia, for tran-
sitions in households over a period of six (6) years 
to be understood. The chapters focus on specific 
topics that do not exhaust the many questions that 

------------------>

12.  The country does have a longitudinal study that focuses on topics relating to social protection. The Longitudinal Study for Social Protection (ELPS by its acronym in Spanish) was undertaken by the DANE and, to date, its 
baseline year was 2010 and only some regions were followed-up in 2015. 

> 2014. In Copacabana (Antioquia), Liliana María Herrera takes her granddaughter to skating classes every day. By 2017, the girl had stopped 
attending these classes.
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> 2017. In Copacabana (Antioquia), José Fernando Mejía and his wife Liliana María Herrera spend a lot of time with their grandchildren Nicole and Emanuel; they always spend the afternoons together while their parents 
are at work.

can be answered with the ELCA, future research 
to be undertaken, and the importance of this as 
a baseline for the post-conflict process currently 
taking place in the country.

In Chapter 2, Carmen Elisa Flórez, María Alejandra 
Galeano, Nicolás Fuertes, and Lina María Castaño 
address the issue of adolescent motherhood using 
a life course approach. The purpose of this chapter 

is to analyze, based on ELCA longitudinal informa-
tion, the effect socio-cultural factors that change 
throughout life on an individual, interpersonal, and 
context level have on the probability of becoming a 
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------------------>

13. Information was collected for all members of the household, regardless of whether they were included in the follow-up; however, the units to be reviewed in more detail were only undertaken with the subjects who were 
part of the longitudinal follow-up. This implies that the women in all the units were included as well as those who were not, or known as “context”.

14. The wealth index was estimated from 2010 in the ELCA and it corresponds to a multivariate indicator for household’s ownership of durable assets. 

access to public services better? and, Has participa-
tion in government social programs changed or not? 
This analysis shows the possibilities, after two fol-
low-up rounds, of evaluating the effect of the social 
programs and the different household events on 
changes in living conditions. 

In Chapter 6, Catherine Rodríguez and Nicolás 
Fuertes, have addressed one of the most central 
and innovative topics that the ELCA has dealt with 
since it began: children and young people. They 
have constructed a data panel to undertake a study 
on the condition of their health, education, child la-
bor, social capital, consumer habits, risks, expec-
tations, dreams, and life plans. The analysis in the 
chapter shows how the longitudinal information 
allows some of the most significant changes that 
children and young people in the sample have ex-
perienced to be understood from 2010 and then six 
years after in 2016. This is an example of how im-
portant the ELCA is as an input for the development 
of public policies for children and young people in 
the country.

In Chapter 7 Rachid Laajaj and Freddy Felipe Par-
ra-Escobar undertook a descriptive analysis of the 
structure of rural property in the four ELCA micro-
regions and the possible relationship with the pro-
ductive decisions that households make (access to 
credit and productive investments). This chapter 

mother for females between 12 and 19 years old. 
They study used a population of women who were 
between the ages of 15-24 in 2016, and it incorpo-
rated follow-up women included in the study as 
well as those who were context members of the 
households during the three rounds13. The results 
shown in this chapter are a first approximation, 
thanks to the longitudinal richness of the ELCA, of 
the analysis of topics as complex as the determi-
nants and factors associated with early mother-
hood in Colombia. 

In Chapter 3, Ana María Ibañez and Julian Arteaga 
use the unique opportunity that the ELCA offers 
to study the reasons for the country’s high levels 
of migration, the characteristics, and the possible 
consequences. The chapter analyses the migra-
tion strategies in households, the characteristics 
of those who migrate, potential factors that could 
explain the decision to migrate; and the prior and 
subsequent conditions to the decision to migrate 
were evaluated. The chapter also examines the po-
tential returns from migration and how these are 
related to the migration strategies and the change 
in the occupational sector. This is only one example 
of the potential the survey has to analyze migration 
in Colombia and the studies comparing the condi-
tions in which migrants and non-migrants live.

In Chapter 4, Rafael Santos analyses the module on 
shocks, which are problems or events that effect 
households involved in the ELCA´s economy. This 
chapter evaluates factors such as how vulnerable 
households are, what the most frequent shocks 
are depending on where the households are lo-
cated (rural or urban areas), and the relationship 
between level of wealth and vulnerability. These 
analyses demonstrate how a survey such as the 
ELCA is an important input to be able to understand 
household´s insurance mechanisms, vulnerability 
according to household characteristics, and access 
to measures that make a household more resilient 
to different shocks. 

In Chapter 5, Adriana Camacho and Yabra Muvdi 
undertake a descriptive analysis of the evolution of 
poverty between 2010 and 2016, taking into consid-
eration the possibility that the panel data show the 
transitions in the households´ living conditions. As 
part of this analysis, they estimate the incidence of 
monetary poverty and also take a broader approach 
that uses the multidimensional poverty index (MPI) 
for Colombia and the wealth index.14 The purpose 
of this chapter is to answer questions that are not 
only about the net changes in the indicators, as 
cross-sectional surveys do, but also questions it 
is possible to answer with longitudinal information 
such as the ELCA. For example, Have more people 
fallen into poverty than those who have escaped it? Is 
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also reviews the possible transmission of inequal-
ity in access to land on the cognitive development 
of future generations. ELCA’s rural module is a 
unique opportunity to carry out an in-depth analy-
sis of household’s changes in rural micro-regions 
that are associated with rural development poli-
cies in the process of being implemented under 
the framework of the peace agreement with the 
FARC-EP. 

In Chapter 8, Paula Juliana Sarmiento and Juan 
Camilo Cárdenas explore dynamics associated 

with prosocial behavior15 for the ELCA households 
and individuals. The chapter looks at the dimen-
sions related to participation, help, and trust, and it 
explores some phenomena that can be concluded 
about the factors that can explain the reason for 
these behaviors in Colombian households. It also 
analyzes the possible effect of either belonging to 
or not belonging to State programs and individual’s 
participation.16 

In Chapter 9, Leopoldo Fergusson, Andrés Moya, 
and Francisco Eslava examine two dimensions of 

------------------>

15. Prosocial behavior is an individuals’ capacity to get involved in activities that, as they are outside the market and its relationship with the state, provide others in the community with wellbeing or constructs what is known 
as “social capital”.

16. This chapter was written with help from the Bolívar Davivienda Foundation.
17. In 2013, for the first time in the ELCA, a module was included on behavior and politics in which questions were added about electoral behavior and interest, identification with parties and candidates, and degree of interest 

in politics, etc. In 2016, this was once again included to undertake longitudinal follow-up. 

the political behavior in Colombian households’: the 
way and the degree to which they relate to politics, 
undertaking a longitudinal analysis of the patterns 
and characteristics between 2013 and 2016.17 In 2016, 
they also included questions on Colombian house-
holds’ perspectives and attitudes regarding the peace 
process between the government and the FARC-EP. 
One of the topics included is the perspective that the 
effect that the peace process has on the standards 
of living and the actions that individuals are willing to 
undertake to achieve reconciliation, particularly with 
ex-combatants from this armed group. 
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> Yomaira Tapias Álvarez lives with her mother Inés María Álvarez in Chinú (Córdoba). When ELCA visited her in 2017, her daughter Isabela Álvarez Tapias was only one year and two months old and was 
still being breastfed. 
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> Paola Pino Palacios is seventeen years-old and she became pregnant when she was only fifteen. She appears in the photo with her son, two year-old Alan Yared, and they live in Barrancabermeja with her grandparents. 
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> The Álvarez Tapias family children are not allowed to play pool, but they have invented their own game and play marbles at home in Chinú 
(Córdoba).

Chapter 2
Early motherhood: an approach that takes into  
consideration the effect of factors throughout life

Carmen Elisa Flórez

Lina María Castaño

Nicolás Fuertes

María Alejandra Galeano1

2.1. Introduction

Early motherhood has been a considerable public 
health problem both in terms of its level of impact 
and the negative effects it has in both the short 
and long-term: not only for the child but also for 
the young mother (Flórez & Soto, 2006). Colom-
bia, as well as a large number of Latin American 
countries, saw a growing trend in the adolescent 
fertility rate during the 1990s and the beginning of 
the 2000s: it increased from 70 to 90 per thousand 
births for adolescents between 15-19 years old 
(Flórez, 2011). However, since 2005, there has been 
a decreasing trend, nonetheless after ten yeas lev-
els had not decreased to those observed in 1990, 
in 2015 there was an adolescent fertility rate of 75 
per thousand (MinSalud - Profamilia, 2017). The 
same trend was also observed in the prevalence of 
adolescent motherhood, which can be measured 
by the percentage of adolescents between 15-19 
who are either mothers or pregnant with their first 
child: this increased from 12.8% in 1990 to 20.5% in 
2005, but the figure then dropped to 17.3% in 2015 
(Flórez, 2011; MinSalud-Profamilia, 2017).

There are several studies that analyze the social and 
economic determinants of adolescent motherhood 

------------------>

1.	  We would like to thank Catherine Rodríguez for her comments.
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in Colombia (Barrera & Higuera, 2003; Flórez et al., 
2004; Flórez & Soto, 2006; Flórez, & Soto, 2013; Ga-
viria, 2000; Ordoñez & Murad, 2000; Vargas, Henao, 
& González, 2004). In general, the results indicate 
that adolescent fertility is a complex phenomenon; 
there are sociocultural determiners that have dif-
ferent levels of influence: there are individual, in-
terpersonal, and contextual factors. The following 
factors are important on the individual level: level 
of education, access to Sexual and Reproductive 
Health (SRH) and family planning, and perceptions 
on maternity and on the opportunities for social 
mobility. The following factors are important on 
the interpersonal level: the household’s socio-
economic level, the family structure and domestic 
violence, the amount of communication with par-
ents, parental supervision, and social and parental 
rules. Important macro contextual factors include 
the supply of quality SRH services, the SRH educa-
tion policy, social rules on maternity and on when 
to begin sexual relations, and characteristics of the 
community of residence. Some studies emphasize 
the effect social and cultural factors have on both 
an interpersonal and contextual level; these have 
possibly been underestimated due to the large 
number of studies that have focused on individual 
factors (Flórez, 2011).

Despite the importance of the results from studies 
available, the majority are based on cross-sectional 
information, and, as such, are subject to intertem-
poral problems as social and cultural variables are 
observed when the survey is carried out; however, 
the maternity itself occurred in the past. The ideal 

situation would be for the variables to refer to the moment that the event itself occurs, which is only possible 
if there is longitudinal information (follow-up or historical).2 In terms of follow-up longitudinal information, 
the Colombian Longitudinal Survey by the Universidad de los Andes -ELCA is an information source that 
allows a first approximation of the factors associated with early motherhood. This chapter endeavors to 
advance understanding of adolescent pregnancy by taking a life course approach. It is our objective to ana-
lyze the effect that sociocultural factors on an individual, interpersonal, and contextual level, which change 
throughout life, have on the probability of being a mother between 12 and 19 years old, for a group of females 
who were between 15-24 years old in 2016. This was the third ELCA’s follow-up round.3

The chapter has five sections including this introduction. The second section describes the methodology: 
from the conceptual framework to the selection of variables for the model that is used in the analysis. The 

------------------>

2.	 There is only one study in Colombia that has used historical information to analyze adolescent fertility: this was undertaken in 2003 by the Research Center for Economic Development (CEDE for its acronym in Spanish) 
at the Universidad de los Andes.

3.	 This chapter will not include girls aged between 12 and 14 as the incidence of teenage pregnancy within the sample in this range is very low: almost non-existent.

> Sixteen year-old Camila (left) and fourteen year-old Karina Ramírez help their grandmother Inés María Álvarez with the cleaning at the La 
Esperanza pool hall. Karina helps her mother Yomaira Tapias to look after Isabela. 
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third section focuses on describing the character-
istics of the population being analyzed. The fourth 
section presents the results of the model for the 
factors associated with early pregnancy. Lastly, the 
fifth section summarizes the conclusions. 

2.2. Metodology

2.2.1. Conceptual framework

The concept of adolescence depends on the era 
and culture; however, this chapter will use the defi-
nition that is commonly used, which refers to the 
period between 10 and 19 years old during which 
there are a series of biological and psychosocial 
changes that are associated with the transition be-
tween childhood and adulthood (Vargas, 2017).

Fertility can be expressed using the specific fertil-
ity rate4 or the prevalence of motherhood. Based 
on the type of information that was gathered in the 
ELCA, the prevalence of motherhood was used, or, 
in other words, the prevalence of adolescents who 
are already mothers or are pregnant with their first 
child. 

According to the literature on the subject, we rec-
ognize that fertility, based on the analysis of associ-
ated factors, is determined by distal and proximal 
factors. For early pregnancy, the proximal factors 
are mainly limited to the beginning/ frequency 
of sexual relations and the efficient use of birth 
control (Flórez & Soto, 2013). Distal factors affect 

------------------>

4.	 The fertility rate measures the ratio between the number of births from females who are a particular age or who belong to an age group, that occurs over a period of time (either a year or several years), per 1000 females 
who are this particular age or belong to this age group. 

> Twelve year-old Sara Ballesteros comes home from school in Buenavista (Boyacá). She likes to accompany and help her father Rodrigo to 
harvest courgettes, blackberries, gulupa, avocado, and other crops that they have on their farm.

fertility both directly and indirectly through the proximal determinants. To analyze the distal factors, we used 
a social determinants of health approach, according to which the determinants are not confined to individual 
characteristics; they instead include factors that are associated with the physical, sociocultural, political, 
and economic environment within which the individual lives and develops (Braveman, Egerter, & Williams, 
2011). Based on an ecological approach, the distal factors are organized into levels of influence: intraper-
sonal or individual factors (socioeconomic, demographic, and psychological variables), interpersonal factors 
(variables belonging to the primary groups such as family, peers, and social support networks), and contex-
tual factors (community, institutional, and political variables). 
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2.2.2. The model of analysis 

We use the discrete-time risk model with which we 
estimate the probability that a female will have her 
first child before she is 20 years of age. There are 
two advantages of this approach. First, it allows in-
dependent variables to be included that vary over 
time (such as age, school attendance, etc.); and 
secondly, it allows for the problem of censored ob-
servations on the right to be addressed: those fe-
males who, to date, are not yet twenty and we have 
no way of knowing if they will have their first child 
before they reach this age.

We use a logistic regression model in which the de-
pendent variable is yes/no in terms of whether the 
female has had her first child at every age from 12 
until completing 19 years or until the moment she 
is surveyed, if she is under 20. When the female has 
her first child, she is removed from the model. For 
example, an adolescent who was 17 years old when 
the survey was being carried out, who had her first 
child at 15, provided four observations: three that 
indicated she did not have her first child at 12, 13, 
or 14, and an observation indicating that the event 
took place when she was 15 years old. In the case 
that a 17 year-old has not had her first child at the 
time of the survey, the observation is censored and 
provides five observations, which indicate that the 
birth of her first child did not take place when she 
was 12, 13, 14, 15, or 16 years old (17 is not includ-
ed because the year has not yet finished). Accord-
ing to the logistic model, the expected cumulative 

probability that an adolescent i will have her first 
child at age t can be estimated in the following way:

h
ti
 = exp (a

t
 + X ‘

i
 b + u) / 1+ exp (a

t
 + X ‘

i
 b + u)       (1)

Where hti is the conditional probability that the fe-
male i will give birth to her first child at time t, given 
this has not happened previously; at is a function 
of age (a variable that changes over time), Xi is the 
vector of covariates (including those that change 
over time); and b is the corresponding parameter 
vector. 

2.2.3. The population and  
variables of analysis 

The data for the analysis was taken from the base-
line (2010) and the two ELCA follow-up rounds (2013 
and 2016). We identified the females who were in 
the age bracket between 15 and 24 in 2016; this in-
cluded all the females in the study (both follow-up 
and context), who were surveyed all three times. 
In total, there were 967 females from urban areas 
and 987 females from the rural micro-regions: 60% 
of the females from urban areas and 69% females 
from rural micro-regions were under twenty: in 
other words, they are adolescents, and the rest are 
between 20 and 24 (Graph 2.1).5

Females were observed for six years from 2010 to 
2016. The age at which they began to be observed 

------------------>

5.	  For the analysis in this chapter, the zone where people live (urban/ rural) is set according to what was observed in the baseline (2010). 

> Alba Robayo left her job as salesperson in an agricultural inputs 
shop and now works in what she always dreamed of doing: teach-
ing children. She set up a nursery school for comprehensive care 
in early childhood at her house in Buenavista (Boyacá).

changed depending on their actual age. The young-
est age at which they were observed was 12 years-
old, and the oldest was 18. Each age cohort con-
tributed by providing different observations. Table 
2.1 shows the distribution of females according to 
the age at which they began to be observed for each 
current age or the time at which the second follow-
up started (2016). As expected, the survey began to 
observe the older females later, but they were ob-
served for a longer period of time. Conversely, the 
younger females who were either 15 of 16 were only 



41

determinants, it is only possible to know the wom-
an’s marital status over time; it is not possible 
to identify other factors relating to the proximate 
determinants of fertility (sexual relations and use 
of contraceptives). This limitation jointly captures 
the direct and indirect effects on distal factors and 
most probably generates the model’s lack of ex-
planatory power. 

In terms of distal factors, the information available in 
the ELCA allows us to construct the following vari-
ables by level, which have been identified in other 
studies as determinant factors of early pregnancy: 

•	Factors on the individual level: Marital status, 
relationship with the head of the household, and 
level of education. These are all variables that 
change over time. 

•	Factors on an interpersonal level: Type of home, 
size of home, if the home has suffered a family 
shock (death of the head of the household or their 
spouse, loss of a job, or something similar), and 
if the household has suffered a shock due to dis-
placement (due to disaster or violence),6 which 
are variables that change over time. Also, we in-
clude the level of education that the mother of 
the female has and the household wealth tertile 
in 2010 (baseline), which are variables that are 
fixed over time. 

•	Factors on a contextual level: Size of the munici-
pality, if there is a community health center, and 
if there is a secondary school in the community. 
These are all variables that change over time. 

Gra p h 2.1. 
Number of women by age in 2016 by zone
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75.7% of those from rural micro-regions have not 
had their first child.

The dependent variable (yes/ no first child) is con-
structed from the age at which the woman had her 
first child or the age at the last available round of the 
survey if she still has not had a child. Due to the infor-
mation available in the ELCA, in terms of proximate 

observed for 3 or 4 years. Females under the age 
of 20 who had not yet had their first child in 2016 
are censored observations on the right because we 
do not know if they will have their first child before 
they turn 20. Table 2.1 also shows the percentage 
of censored observations by age. As expected, the 
percentage of censored observations reduces with 
age: by 19, 90.3% of females from urban areas and 

------------------>

6.	 The shocks are calculated based on the value of the said variable in the round immediately after the reference year: for 2011 and 2012 the value is taken from the year 2013, and for the 2014 and 2015 the value is taken 
from 2016. This implies that this variable is not accumulative and that the persistence of shocks is a three-year period.
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Ta b le  2.1. 
Distribution of females by age at which they started to be observed according to current age and zone

Age from which they were 
observed (in 2010)

Current age (in 2016)
15 years 16 years 17 years 18 years 19 years 20 years 21 years 22 years 23 years 24 years

Urban
12 years 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 94.4% 2.9%
13 years 5.6% 96.8% 12.6%
14 years 0.3% 85.4% 14.0%
15 years 2.0% 84.4% 6.9%
16 years 1.6% 92.1% 3.5%
17 years 1.0% 94.9% 7.0%
18 years 1.6% 76.8%
19 years 16.3%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 139 131 94 102 108 99 89 78 59 68

% females with teenage 
pregnancy 0.0% 4.4% 7.7% 9.2% 9.7% 7.1% 18.1% 14.1% 10.7% 7.1%

% censored 100.0% 95.6% 92.3% 90.9% 90.3%
Rural Micro-regions

12 years 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 98.9% 6.9%
13 years 1.1% 91.9% 7.5%
14 years 1.3% 90.8% 9.4%
15 years 1.6% 88.7% 5.7%
16 years 1.9% 91.1% 4.6%
17 years 3.2% 95.4% 11.1%
18 years 88.9%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 172 174 148 105 81 81 69 59 58 40

% females with teenage 
pregnancy 3.2% 7.2% 8.8% 21.3% 24.3% 19.8% 23.0% 27.4% 25.2% 19.6%

% censored 96.8% 92.8% 91.2% 78.7% 75.7%

Source:: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations
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2.3. Characterization of the  
females under study

There is a lower prevalence of pregnancy for fe-
males living in urban areas than there is for females 
living in rural micro-regions for every age between 
15 and 24 (Graph 2.2). This not only implies that 
adolescent girls are becoming pregnant at young-
er ages in rural areas, but also that there is also a 
higher incidence, which is confirmed by the results 
of previous studies (MinSalud-Profamilia, 2017). 
Moreover, Graph 2.2 also indicates that there is a 
lower prevalence of pregnancy in the younger co-
hort (17-20) than there is in the older cohort (21-24). 
This is consistent with the results from the Demo-
graphics and Health Survey (DHS), which indicates 
that the adolescent fertility rate and the prevalence 
of adolescent pregnancy began to reduce from 2005 
(MinSalud-Profamilia, 2017).

Table 2.2 presents the frequency of individual fac-
tors and the bivariate descriptive statistics for 
adolescent pregnancy. It can be seen that that the 
females in the study are, for the most part, single 
in 2016: 92% of females living in urban areas and 
85.7% of females living in rural micro-regions were 
single. However, as expected, the percentage of fe-
males who at one time had a partner increases over 
time as they get older and get partners. Moreover, 
the results confirm previous findings regarding pat-
terns of marriages/ partnerships that happen at a 
younger age in the rural areas. Similarly, based on 

the ages of the females who were studied, the ma-
jority live in households in which they are daugh-
ters/ stepdaughters (at least 89% in the urban ar-
eas and 84% in the rural areas), which is something 
that does not really change over time. However, 
females’ level of education increases significant-
ly, particularly in the rural micro-regions: in 2010 
45.7% of females living in urban areas and 65.4% 
living in rural micro-regions had finished primary 
school or less; while, in 2016, only 1.8% and 5.1%, 

respectively, of females only had this level of edu-
cation. This is consistent with the fact that, in 2010, 
the females were six years younger, and, also, that 
there have been advances in the Colombian educa-
tion system’s coverage. 

Furthermore, the bivariate descriptive statistics 
of the individual factors for early pregnancy show 
marked differences for marital status and for level 
of education, especially in the rural micro-regions. 

Gra p h 2.2.
Percentage of women with at least one child by age and cohort according to zone
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Ta b le  2.2. 
Distribution of females and prevalence of adolescent pregnancy according to individual factors by ELCA round, and by zone

Individual factors
2010 2013 2016

Distribution Adolescent 
pregnancy Distribution Adolescent 

pregnancy Distribution Adolescent 
pregnancy

URBAN

Marital status

Single 97.1% 1.4% 92.6% 2.9%
Married, partnership, 

other 2.9% 52.9% 7.4% 13.0%

Total 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.6%

Relationship 
with head of the 

household

Head or spouse 0.9% 79.4% 0.8% 5.6% 1.1% 0.0%
Daughter or 

stepdaughter 89.1% 1.0% 90.4% 2.6% 88.8% 3.6%

Other relationship 10.0% 0.8% 8.8% 6.0% 10.1% 4.5%
Total 100.0% 1.6% 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.6%

Education

Primary or less 45.7% 0.3% 9.3% 1.2% 1.8% 5.0%
Basic/ Secondary 15.2% 3.4% 51.3% 2.9% 23.8% 3.8%

Middle level or higher 39.1% 2.5% 39.4% 3.3% 74.4% 3.6%
Total* 100.0% 1.6% 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.6%

N 967
RURAL MICRO-REGIONS 

Marital status

Single 93.9% 2.1% 85.7% 5.2%
Married, partnership, 

other 6.1% 36.8% 14.4% 22.4%

Total 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.7%

Relationship 
with head of the 

household

Head or spouse 1.7% 46.1% 1.5% 26.9% 2.7% 1.4%
Daughter or 

stepdaughter 86.6% 1.3% 86.6% 4.2% 84.0% 8.0%

Other relationship 11.5% 5.8% 12.0% 1.6% 13.3% 9.0%
Total 100.0% 2.6% 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.7%

Education

Primary or less 65.4% 1.8% 15.7% 5.0% 5.1% 13.3%
Basic/ Secondary 9.3% 4.9% 58.8% 3.1% 36.3% 7.9%

Middle level or higher 25.4% 3.5% 25.6% 6.3% 58.5% 7.1%
Total 100.0% 2.6% 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.7%

N 987
Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations
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Table 2.3 summarizes the descriptive characteris-
tics for the interpersonal factors. It can be seen that 
the majority of females (at least 60% living in urban 
environments and 77% in rural micro-regions) live 
in households where there are two parents. How-
ever, there are less households with two parents 
between 2010 and 2016, which is consistent with 
the evidence from available studies that indicated 
an increase in households with only one parent due 
to the increase in the divorce and separation rate 
(Flórez & Rodríguez, 2016). Table 2.3 also reports 
the mothers of the studied females’ level of educa-
tion, which is a variable that is fixed over time. It 
can be seen that the education level of mothers of 
females who live in urban areas is higher than that 
of those who live in rural micro-regions: 77.4% of 
females in rural micro-regions have mothers who 
only have a primary level of education; this figure is 
only 34% in urban areas. 

Family shocks between ELCA rounds (death of the 
head of the household or their spouse, or separa-
tions/ divorces) are more common in the micro-re-
gions than in urban zones, and they become more 
frequent over time: in 2016, close to 25% of females 
living in urban areas and 34% living in rural micro-
regions suffered a family shock. The same behavior 
was observed for shocks caused by displacement 
(either a natural disaster of violence): in 2016, 7.6% 
of females living in urban areas and 32.5% living 
in rural micro-regions suffered a shock caused by 
displacement. 

> Thirteen year-old María Isabel García answers the tests that were given to children in ELCA. She lives in Bogotá, and her parents earn their 
livelihood from a market stall in Corabastos. 
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Ta b le  2.3.
Distribution of females and prevalence of adolescent pregnancy according to interpersonal 
factors by ELCA round, and by zone

Interpersonal factors 2010 2013 2016
Distribution Adolescent pregnancy Distribution Adolescent pregnancy Distribution Adolescent pregnancy

URBAN

Type of household
Single parent 35.3% 1.5% 34.6% 3.9% 37.9% 3.9%
Two parents 64.7% 1.7% 65.5% 2.3% 62.1% 3.5%
Total 100.0% 1.6% 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.6%

Mother's education

None 2.7% 2.6% 2.7% 5.5% 2.7% 10.0%
Some primary education 18.3% 0.3% 18.3% 1.8% 18.3% 2.5%
Full primary education 13.0% 3.8% 13.0% 5.2% 13.0% 6.4%
Some secondary education 19.2% 3.7% 19.2% 4.3% 19.2% 5.3%
All secondary education 21.7% 1.1% 21.7% 3.4% 21.7% 4.3%
Further education 25.2% 0.1% 25.2% 0.6% 25.2% 0.2%
Total* 100.0% 1.6% 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.5%

Family shock
No 85.5% 1.8% 74.4% 2.6% 72.2% 4.0%
Yes 14.5% 0.7% 25.6% 3.8% 24.8% 2.7%
Total 100.0% 1.6% 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.6%

Displacement shock
No 98.8% 1.5% 92.4% 2.6% 92.4% 3.7%
Yes 1.2% 12.1% 7.6% 6.2% 7.6% 2.5%
Total 100.0% 1.6% 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.6%

Wealth tertile

Low 38.1% 2.0% 28.2% 6.5% 31.1% 5.2%
Middle 33.5% 1.6% 38.7% 1.1% 34.1% 3.6%
High 28.5% 1.2% 33.0% 1.9% 34.9% 2.4%
Total 100.0% 1.6% 100.0% 2.9% 100.0% 3.6%

N 967 967 967
*N 898 898 898

RURAL MICRO-REGIONS

Type of household
Single parent 17.5% 2.5% 19.0% 4.4% 22.9% 7.6%
Two parents 82.5% 2.6% 81.0% 4.2% 77.2% 7.7%
Total 100.0% 2.6% 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.7%

Mother's education

None 9.4% 2.2% 9.4% 4.6% 9.4% 10.1%
Some primary education 39.2% 3.1% 39.2% 4.2% 39.2% 11.4%
Full primary education 28.8% 2.3% 28.8% 4.0% 28.8% 5.5%
Some secondary education 16.7% 2.9% 16.7% 4.7% 16.7% 5.3%
All secondary education 4.3% 1.2% 4.3% 4.8% 4.3% 0.0%
Further education 1.7% 4.3% 1.7% 0.0% 1.7% 0.0%
Total* 100.0% 2.7% 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.9%

Family shock
No 83.2% 2.7% 70.9% 4.5% 66.1% 8.1%
Yes 16.8% 2.2% 29.1% 3.6% 33.9% 7.0%
Total 100.0% 2.6% 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.7%

Displacement shock
No 99.4% 2.6% 74.1% 4.2% 68.5% 6.6%
Yes 0.6% 0.0% 25.9% 4.3% 31.5% 10.1%
Total 100.0% 2.6% 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.7%

Wealth tertile

Low 35.8% 2.7% 35.8% 4.9% 33.7% 11.9%
Middle 33.3% 3.5% 31.1% 4.6% 32.0% 5.2%
High 30.9% 1.4% 33.2% 3.2% 34.3% 5.8%
Total 100.0% 2.6% 100.0% 4.2% 100.0% 7.7%

N 987 987 987
*N 937 937 937

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations
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show a relationship with early pregnancy; however, 
a shock caused by displacement shows a positive 
relationship in the rural micro-regions: the preva-
lence of early pregnancy is higher for females who 
have experienced a shock due to displacement 
than for those who have not.

Table 2.4 presents the contextual descriptive fac-
tors. It can be seen that the majority of females who 
live in urban areas lived in intermediate sized mu-
nicipalities (more than 50%) or large sized munici-
palities (close to 40%) during the time of the study; 
however, females from rural micro-regions lived 
in small municipalities (around 30%) and in inter-
mediate sized municipalities (69%). Despite a high 
percentage (40%) of females having lived in the four 
big cities7 during the time in which the observa-
tion took place, they have lived in communities in 
which they have not had complete access to health 
care centers or to secondary education. 62% have 
lived in communities that do not have health care 
centers, and 50% do not have a secondary school. 
Females from rural micro-regions have been seri-
ously limited in terms of their supply of healthcare 
and education. At least 90% lived in communities 
without a healthcare center and 80% in communi-
ties without a secondary school. 

The bivariate descriptive statistics for the contex-
tual factors of early pregnancy indicate a negative 
relationship with the size of the municipality, par-
ticularly in urban areas and if there is a healthcare 
center and secondary school, especially in the rural 
micro-regions. 

------------------>

7.	  Municipalities that have more than 1 million inhabitants. 

> In 2014, sixteen-year old Antonia Peláez Rincón dreamt of studying 
music and playing the cello. By 2017, her dream had changed and 
she now wants to become a scientist. 

2.4. Factors associated with 
pregnancy based on a  
longitudinal approach 

As was noted in the methodology section, in order 
to estimate the effect that the different factors have 
on early pregnancy, we estimated a discrete risk 
model (logit). The model was estimated in stages: 
first we included the set of variables for individual 
factors (model 1), then we included the interper-
sonal factor variables (model 2). Lastly, we includ-
ed the set of variables for the contextual factors 
(model 3). The models were estimated separately 
for both the urban areas and the rural micro-re-
gions. Table 2.5 presents the marginal effects; the 
standard errors are presented in brackets. 

The results indicate that in both the urban areas 
as well as the rural micro-regions, the set of in-
dividual factors (the female’s age, civil status, and 
education level) are variables that have significant 
effects. In terms of having a child, as age increases, 
the probability increases; there is a higher prob-
ability for married females/ females with partners/ 
than there is for single females, and the probability 
decreases with an high school education or higher. 
These effects are higher in urban zones than in ru-
ral micro-regions. The marginal effects of these 
variables tend to reduce when interpersonal and 
contextual factors are included, but they do not 
lose significance. This suggests an important di-
rect effect from this set of variables.

Both the rural and urban females in the study be-
long to households from the three wealth tertiles, 
and there is no specific concentration: there is 
roughly a third in each tertile, and there are no im-
portant changes over time. 

The bivariate descriptive statistics for the inter-
personal factors relating to early pregnancy that 
are presented in Table 2.3 show a negative rela-
tion with the mother´s level of education and with 
the wealth tertile, which confirms the results from 
previous studies. The mother’s education, as well 
as household wealth, has been a factor that has 
been widely recognized as a determinant of early 
pregnancy. Conversely, a family shock does not 
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Ta b le  2.4. 
Distribution of females and prevalence of adolescent pregnancy according to contextual factors by CLS round, and by zone

Contextual factors
2010 2013 2016

Distribution Adolescent pregnancy Distribution Adolescent pregnancy Distribution Adolescent pregnancy
URBAN

Size of municipality 
(population)

Less than 25,000 habitants 4.9% 1.9% 4.6% 3.1% 4.4% 6.9%
From 25,000 to 1,000,000 
habitants 56.6% 1.5% 56.5% 3.4% 51.9% 4.4%

More than 1,000,000 habitants 38.5% 1.8% 38.9% 2.2% 43.7% 2.4%
Total 100% 1.62 100% 2.9% 100% 3.6%

Community has a 
health center

Yes 29.2% 1.8% 24.7% 2.5% 36.8% 4.0%
No 70.8% 0.6% 75.3% 4.2% 63.2% 4.3%
Total* 100.0% 0.9% 100.0% 3.8% 100.0% 4.2%

Community has a 
secondary school

Yes 45.7% 1.4% 37.8% 2.4% 48.6% 4.7%
No 56.3% 0.4% 62.2% 4.6% 51.4% 3.7%
Total 100.0% 0.9% 100.0% 3.8% 100.0% 4.2%

N 967 967 967
*N 542 542 542

RURAL MICRO-REGIONS

Size of municipality 
(population)

Less than 25,000 habitants 32.3% 1.8% 30.2% 2.6% 29.4% 4.4%
From 25,000 to 1,000,000 
habitants 67.7% 3.0% 68.9% 5.0% 68.6% 9.2%

More than 1,000,000 habitants 0.0% 0.0% 1.1% 0.0% 2.0% 4.9%
Total 100% 2.58 100% 4.2% 100% 7.7%

Community has a 
health center

Yes 10.3% 0.5% 7.8% 3.5% 6.3% 5.1%
No 89.7% 1.0% 92.2% 3.4% 93.7% 7.6%
Total* 100.0% 1.0% 100.0% 3.4% 100.0% 7.4%

Community has a 
secondary school

Yes 19.1% 0.3% 17.8% 2.4% 17.9% 6.7%
No 80.9% 1.1% 82.3% 3.6% 82.1% 7.6%

Total 100.0% 1.0% 100.0% 3.4% 100.0% 7.4%

N 987 987 987
*N 686 686 686

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations
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Ta b le  2.5.
Logit model for the probability of having a child during adolescence. Marginal effects.  
Femable between 15-24 years. Urban and Rural micro-regions.

VARIABLE
URBAN RURAL MICRO-REGIONS

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (1) Model (2) Model (3)
mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx

Individual factors

Age
0.007*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.008*** 0.005*** 0.004***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Marital status (Married, partner, other)
0.254*** 0.255*** 0.254*** 0.120*** 0.060** 0.056**
(0.061) (0.067) (0.072) (0.032) (0.024) (0.025)

Relationshp (Head or spouse)
-0.005 -0.002 0.001 -0.004 -0.001 -0.003
(0.004) (0.005) (0.008) (0.006) (0.004) (0.002)

Relationship (other)
0.008 0.001 0.001 -0.002 0.005 0.006

(0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.005) (0.006)

Education (Basic secondary)
0.001 0.001 0.001 0.010*** 0.005 0.000

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003)

Education (Middle level or higher)
-0.006** -0.005* -0.003 -0.007** -0.004 -0.004*
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002)

Interpersonal 
factors

Type of household (Single parent)
0.004 0.004 0.002 0.000

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002)

Mother's education (Some primary education)
0.005 0.017 0.004 0.000

(0.007) (0.014) (0.004) (0.003)

Mother's education (Full primary education)
0.008 0.012 0.002 -0.001

(0.008) (0.011) (0.005) (0.003)

Mother's education (Some secondary education)
0.020* 0.031* 0.015 0.005
(0.011) (0.017) (0.012) (0.006)

Mother's education (Full secondary education)
0.019* 0.030* -0.002 -0.002
(0.011) (0.017) (0.007) (0.004)

Mother's education (Higher education)
0.003 0.008

(0.008) (0.012)

(Continue...)
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VARIABLE
URBAN RURAL MICRO-REGIONS

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (1) Model (2) Model (3)
mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx mfx dydx

Interpersonal 
factors

Family shock (Yes)
-0.002 -0.002 0.002 0.003
(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003)

Displacement shock (Yes)
-0.003 -0.002 -0.004 -0.003*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.002) (0.002)

Poorest tertile
0.006** 0.004 0.001 0.001
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002)

Richest tertile
0.001 -0.001 0.002 0.002

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Size of household (Number of people)
0.001** 0.001** 0.000 -0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.000) (0.000)

Contextual factors

Municipality (25,000 to 1 millon)
0.002 -0.002

(0.003) (0.002)

Municipality (4 main cities)
-0.000
(0.004)

Health center in the community (Yes)
0.001 -0.003

(0.003) (0.002)

Secondary school in the community (Yes)
-0.006** -0.001
(0.003) (0.002)

Observations 3.857 3.552 3.064 4.122 2.146 1.931
Standard errors in brackets

*** p<0.01. ** p<0.05. * p<0.1

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Ta b le  2.5.
Logit model for the probability of having a child during adolescence. Marginal effects.  
Femable between 15-24 years. Urban and Rural micro-regions. (...Continuation).
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For the group of variables belonging to the interper-
sonal factor, it can be seen that the level of wealth 
has a positive effect on the probability of early preg-
nancy in urban areas but not in rural micro-regions. 
This could be related to the evidence from available 
studies, which indicates that in these urban areas 
there is a higher level of average wealth but also 
a higher level of inequality; in rural areas there is 
more poverty but they are more homogeneous. 
Contrary to what would have been expected, the 
mother´s education does not show important ef-
fects on rural micro-regions; however, there is a 
positive effect for urban areas. 

For the group of variables relating to the contex-
tual factor: there being a secondary school in the 
community in which the female lives has a negative 
effect on the probability of early pregnancy, but only 
in urban areas.

In summary, the results from the models that take 
a longitudinal approach are consistent with the re-
sults from previous studies that highlight the im-
portance of marital status, the female’s level of 
education, and the household’s level of wealth in 
terms of early motherhood. Moreover, the supply of 
services is important, especially in terms of educa-
tion, which translates into a greater opportunity to 
attend a school and, thus, lesser probability of early 
pregnancy. 

The results indicate that in both the urban areas as well as the rural 
micro-regions, the set of individual factors (the female’s age, civil status, 
and education level) are variables that have significant effects.

> As a child, Daniela Cruz Rodríguez dreamt of becoming a model, but her dreams have changed over time. She now wants to be a football player or 
go to university. She lives in Simijaca (Cundinamarca).
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Prevention strategies and the creation of protective environments should be different depending on 
the zone in which they are implemented due to the prevalence in rural micro-regions. Additionally, 
factors such as education that help to prevent the phenomenon should be given priority, not only to 
increase school attendance but also due to the positive benefit that a higher level of education has on 
young people. 

2.5. Conclusions

The information from the ELCA allows us to carry 
out a first longitudinal approximation for factors as-
sociated with early pregnancy in Colombia. The data 
show, as do other surveys (MinSalud - Profamilia, 
2017), a reduction in the prevalence of adolescent 
pregnancy over time. Although it has been reduced 
in younger cohorts, there is a greater prevalence in 
the rural micro-regions than in urban zones; this is 
lower the higher the young person´s level of educa-
tion, and in urban zones the better living conditions 
(measured by wealth index) reduce the probability 
of pregnancy before the age of twenty. 

These results reinforce other studies’ findings, 
and this is important to be able to generate public 
policy based on evidence to reduce the prevalence 
of early pregnancy for young people. Prevention 

strategies and the creation of protective environ-
ments should be different depending on the zone in 
which they are implemented due to the prevalence 
in rural micro-regions. Additionally, factors such 
as education that help to prevent the phenomenon 
should be given priority, not only to increase school 
attendance but also due to the positive benefit that 
a higher level of education has on young people. 

These conclusions should be analyzed taking into 
account the limitations of the model and the analy-
sis that this chapter presents. These limitations 
are associated with: topics that are not included in 
this survey as the sample includes all the females 
that are part of the panel data and not only those  
who are part of the follow-up. Regarding the topics 
not taken into a count, lacking information on dis-
tal factors of fertility (beginning of sexual relations 
and use of contraceptive methods) it can only be 

observe the direct effects of these. For the sample 
used, we do not have complete information for all 
females; those who were included in the follow-up 
were asked more questions than the context group, 
for example: when they first got married, interac-
tion with parents, habits, expectations, and health 
conditions. 

The results presented in this chapter are, there-
fore, an approximation. We hope that this is a first 
step towards more comprehensive exercises that 
can be undertaken with this vast amount of longi-
tudinal information. Finally, the next round of the 
ELCA is an opportunity to not only have more infor-
mation that allows proximal factors of fertility to be 
analyzed -such as sexual relations and the use of 
contraceptives-, but it also presents the possibility 
to carry out research on both early pregnancy and 
on early parenthood. 
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> Yondó (Antioquia) lies opposite to Barranca on the other side of the Magdalena River. This is where the Palacios Campo family looks for farm work.
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> 2017. Elva Marina Santander Morales, a teacher, walks the streets of Nuevo Gramalote (Norte de Santander), where she will be given her new house. 
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Chapter 3
Migration in ELCA: who migrates, why, and what  
are the potential benefits?

Julián Arteaga

Ana María Ibáñez

Colombia is truly a country in movement. Between 
2010 and 2016, more than a fifth of households 
interviewed in the three rounds of the Colombi-
an Longitudinal Survey by the Universidad de los 
Andes (ELCA) migrated at least once to another 
municipality or rural municipal settlement. The 
high rates of immigration from ELCA households 
are characteristic of Colombia. Lucas (2015) es-
timates that the percentage of migrants in the 
world and Latin America is 11.7% and 18%, re-
spectively. In Colombia, this figure reaches 36.3%: 
one of the highest in the world.

Migration is an option and a strategy that house-
holds use to try to overcome poverty, mitigate the 
impact of negative shocks, seek better opportu-
nities, and escape violence. The flow of migrants 
from rural to urban areas are also part of the 
country´s economic development process. The 
high wage gaps between the urban and rural ar-
eas, the better opportunities, and the better so-
cial services that cities offer attract migrants who 
contribute to making labor markets more dynam-
ic, increasing the demand for goods, progressing 
to more advanced stages of economic develop-
ment, and ultimately the growth of the country 
(Lucas 1997). 

> In December 2010, the rainy season caused a fault which destroyed Gramalote (Norte de Santander). Today, the only thing that remains standing 
among the ruins is the church’s tower.

>
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This chapter analyzes ELCA household mi-
gration in 2010, 2013, and 2016. It first ex-
amines the households’ migration strategies 
and the characteristics of the migrants and 
then examines the potential returns of mi-
gration and how they are related with the 
migration strategy and the change in the oc-
cupational sector.

ELCA offers a unique opportunity to analyze 
and understand why there are high rates of 
migration, the characteristics of migration, 
and their potential consequences. A six-year 
follow up of the same households allows for 
the same families to be spatially monitored 
-as they move throughout Colombia- as well 
as identify what factors can explain the deci-
sion to migrate, and evaluate their conditions 
both before and after migrating. Until now, no 
Colombian survey has allowed for a detailed 
follow-up of migration, which has conse-
quently limited understanding of the causes 
and its returns. Cross-sectional surveys, for 
example, do not allow it to be established if 
the higher income from a migrant household 
is because of the migration or if the migration 
happens because the household has a higher 
income, which works as a facilitating factor. 
As ELCA collects information both before and 
after the migration, this permits the causes 
and consequences of the migration to be un-
tangled. This chapter undertakes a primary 
descriptive exploration into these topics.

elca offers a unique opportunity to analyze and understand why there are 
high rates of migration, the characteristics of migration, and their potential 
consequences. A six-year follow up of the same households allows for 
the same families to be spatially monitored -as they move throughout 
Colombia- as well as identify what factors can explain the decision to 
migrate, and evaluate their conditions both before and after migrating.

> Gladys Campo is 68 years-old and has been displaced due to violence. She came to Barrancabermeja with her eight children at the end of the 
1980s. She appears in the photo with one of her granddaughters. 
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3.1. Migration between 2010  
and 2016: Rates, destinations, 
and possible reasons

This chapter concentrates on two types of migra-
tion: migration as investment and migration to 
mitigate shocks. Migration can be seen as an in-
vestment strategy motivated by the expectation of 
increasing wages in the destination. This decision 
involves migrating to regions with work opportuni-
ties, which are generally located in the country’s 
urban areas, and,required investments to finance 
the cost of the move and the cost of living in the 
new location before finding work. As such, low-in-
come houses that have restricted access to finan-
cial markets cannot resort to this strategy despite 
the high long-term returns and the added benefits 
to the country´s economy (Munshi & Rosenzweig 
2016).

Furthermore, migration can be a strategy to miti-
gate the negative consequences brought about by 
shocks such as extreme climatic events, the loss of 
a harvest, or unemployment (Kleemans 2014). After 
having faced a reduction in their income due to an 
adverse shock, some -or even all members- of the 
household can migrate to compensate the decline 
in its income. As the homes are facing precarious 
situations, this type of migration is usually shorter 
in duration, to closer destinations, and there are 
generally less returns. Families resort to this type 
of migration due to a lack of more efficient risk-

management mechanisms such as access to fi-
nancial markets or formal insurance. Thus, greater 
access to financial markets or insurance will re-
duce migration to mitigate shocks and promote in-
vestment migration. 

ELCA’s rural sample shows high rates of migration. 
One out of every three homes moved to another 
municipality or rural municipal settlement at least 
once in the period between 2010-2016 (see Table 
3.1). By 2013, 20.2% of households had migrated 

since 2010: three quarters to another rural area 
-either another rural municipal settlement within 
the same municipality or in another municipal-
ity- and a third to urban areas. These percentages 
are similar in 2016: 21% of households migrated 
between 2013 and 2016, 65% of which migrated to 
rural areas and 35% to urban areas. 

Migration was primarily between rural areas; this 
type of migration to similar and close rural areas 
is low cost, but probably produces low returns. It is 
probable that rural-rural migration is a response 
to negative shocks that the household had to con-
front while migration to urban areas is motivated 
by searching for better opportunities; this will be 
explored in the following paragraphs. 

One group of households is highly mobile and 
migrated in both periods. 31.3% of rural ELCA 
households migrate, and from this number, 31.4% 
migrate in two periods. Between 2013 and 2016, 
a third of those who migrated in the two periods 
returned to the municipality they left in 2010. These 
figures suggest that, for a significant number of 
households, migration could be a relatively recur-
rent decision in the search for a better standard of 
living. 

Urban households migrate substantially less fre-
quently: close to 9% of urban households that were 
surveyed in the three rounds changed residence to 
another municipality1 on at least one occasion. The 
majority of these moves (81% in 2013 and 77.4% in 

> Gladys Campo has been a victim of forced displacement twice in 
her life: the first because of her poverty in Cauca in the 1960s and 
the second due to paramilitary violence in the Magdalena Medio 
area in the 1980s.

------------------>

1.	 Unlike the definition for the rural sample, the urban households that moved to another community within the same municipality are not considered to have migrated. 
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2016) were to other urban areas. Although they are 
less frequent than in the rural sample, they tend to 
move significantly larger distances. The high level 
of migration to other urban areas suggests that the 
principal objective of urban household migration is 
based on investment decisions rather than mitigat-
ing shocks. This could be the result of the urban 
population having less economic restrictions as 
they have higher income and more access to credit 
markets. However, it is curious that around 20% 
of urban migrants move to rural areas; the mo-
tive for these households’ migration is unclear. It 
could be that they were originally rural households 
that temporarily migrate to urban areas to mitigate 
shocks, and they are returning to their municipal-
ity of origin. This chapter does not answer these 
questions; however, the following paragraphs do 
explore possible reasons for the migration strate-
gies that all households take. 

In addition to permanent migration, some people 
migrate temporarily and then return home. Tempo-
rary migration is defined in the survey as a move by 
any member of the household to another munici-
pality for a period of more than six months. When 
one of the members of the household is sent to an-
other place for a short period of time, the house-
holds reduce risk and ensure relatively stable lev-
els of income as they diversify the opportunities and 
the probability of shocks happening (Stark & Bloom 
1985). The rates of temporary migration for ELCA’s 
urban and rural sample are shown in Table 3.2. This 
rates oscillate between 3.5% for urban households 

Ta b le  3.1.
Rates of permanent migration

A. Rural Households Number of Households

Total 4.287

Migrants 2013 864 20,15%

    Rural 653 75,58%

    Urban 211 24,42%

Migrants 2016 901 21,02%

    Rural 586 65,04%

    Urban 315 34,96%

New Migrants 2016 479 11,17%

Total Migrants 2010-2013-2016 1.343 31,33%

Migrants in 2013 who migrate once again 422 31,42%

Migrants in 2016 who return 128 14,21%

Return/ who migrate once again 30,33%

B. Urban Households Number of Households

Total 4.131

Migrants 2013 212 5,13%

    Rural 41 19,34%

    Urban 171 80,66%

Migrants 2016 226 5,47%

    Rural 51 22,57%

    Urban 175 77,43%

New Migrants 2016 161 3,90%

Total Migrants 2010-2013-2016 373 9,03%

Migrants in 2013 who migrate once again 65 17,43%

Migrants in 2016 who return 28 12,39%

Return/ who migrate once again 43,08%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations
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in 2016 and 8.7% for rural households in 2013. On 
average, this type of temporary migration lasts for 
between 15 and 19 months. The two main reasons 
for temporary migration are, according to answers 
from both rural and urban household, the search 
for work opportunities, and the head of the house-
hold and their spouse separating.2 Moreover, the 
search for better opportunities to study is the rea-
son for temporary migration for around 14% of 
rural migrations and 5% of urban migrations. The 
armed conflict was a reason for temporary mi-
gration for about 7% and 5.4% of urban and rural 
homes, respectively.

Based on the georeferenced locations of the homes 
in each of the rounds, it is possible to estimate the 
linear distance that separates a household from its 
place of residence three years ago. The averages 
are presented in Graph 3.1. Rural households mi-
grate shorter distances than urban households; for 
example, between 2013 and 2016, the average dis-
tance of rural households that migrated to urban 
areas was 70 km, but for urban households it was 
89 km. As is mentioned in previous paragraphs, 
the households from the rural sample primarily 
migrate to rural areas, and these migrations are 
generally to places that are close by. For the period 
between 2010 and 2013, the average distance of ru-
ral migrations to other rural areas was 8.9 km, and 
between 2013 and 2016 it was 15.1 km. 

The maps in Figure 3.1 illustrate the migration of 
these households and the changes in their spacial 

Ta b le  3.2. 
 Rates of temporary migration

Rural Households Urban Households

Temporary household migration between 2010 and 2013 8,74% 5,39%

Average migration duration (Months)
18,88 18,95

(9,75) (10,30)

Temporary household migration between 2010 and 2013 6,62% 3,46%

Average migration duration (Months)
16,6 15,26

(9,47) (9,00)
Standard deviation in brackets

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Gra p h 3.1.
Migration distances traveled
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Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

------------------>

2.	 To calculate these percentages, the option to move house was eliminated as this only happens when the head of the household migrates.
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distribution throughout the six years; we can arrive 
at four conclusions from these maps. First, this 
distribution corroborates that urban migration is 
less frequent and covers larger distances then ru-
ral migration. Households from the urban sample 
have scattered throughout the whole country; how-
ever, the municipalities of origin in 2010 are usu-
ally gravitational centers for migration. Second, the 
long-distance migrations are almost all to urban 
zones. Very few households incur the costs of mov-
ing so far from their original home to move to a ru-
ral area. Third, rural households seem to be more 
restrained in their migration. These households 
usually move to closer rural areas, and, when they 
migrate to urban areas, it is to close municipalities 
near the original rural municipal zone. Therefore, 
the map shows a dispersion that centers around 
the original municipalities in the 2010 sample. 

3.2. Who migrates? 

Migration strategies –their frequency, destina-
tion, and distance– suggest that households have 
different motives. Migration could be an effective 
strategy to increase the household´s income, to 
diversify risk, or to mitigate the impacts from neg-
ative shocks. The high risks associated with agri-
cultural output, and the general lack of credit and 
insurance markets in rural regions can explain 
why there are high rates of rural to rural migra-
tion. Thus, this section seeks to characterize the 
migrants and evaluate if -in comparison with those 

Original CLS Municipalities: Urban Households

New Urban Municipalities 

Original CLS Municipalities: Rural Households

New Rural Municipalities 

Fig u re  3.1.
ELCA Municipalities 

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations
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households that decide not to migrate- there are 
differences in their conditions previous to migrat-
ing that allow for the migration to be explained. 

In order to identify migrants’ profiles, we estimate 
the probability of migrating between 2010 and 2013 
-controlled by household characteristics in 2010- 
and, also, the probability of migrating between 
2013 and 2016 -controlled by household charac-
teristics in 2013-. These estimations identify the 
correlations between household characteristics 
and the probability of migration. Tables 3.3 and 3.4 
show the results from the estimations for the mar-
ginal effects that each variable has on the prob-
ability of migration.

Rural migrants are, more probably, households 
that have male heads, more young people, and 
lower education levels. Also, they are households 
with higher wealth indexes and with a lower fre-
quency of problems related to accessing credit. 
Reporting problems accessing credit is associated 
with a 5.4% lower probability of migrating. This re-
sult suggests that financial restrictions could be an 
obstacle for rural households to migrate. 

The profile of urban migrants is similar: house-
holds that have male heads and young members. 
The probability of migrating does not seem to be 
correlated with the work conditions of the head or 
their spouse. However, it is important to be cautious 
with the results as the urban sample of migrants 
is small, which reduces how precise the indicators 
are and the capacity to make statistical inferences. 

> Luis Eduardo Palacios is 72 and lives in Barrancabermeja. When his health allows, he works as a security guard or in other jobs such as a 
transportation assistant. 
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The households that are members of organizations 
are 1.8% less likely to migrate; coming from a mu-
nicipality with less than 20,000 inhabitants means 
that the household is 3.7% more likely to migrate. 

The previous results also allow us to explore the 
relationship between the incidence of negative 
shocks and the decision to mitigate these shocks. 
These results are not causal, but they suggest po-
tential causal relationships that could be explored 
in future research. Having suffered a natural di-
saster in the past three years is associated with 
a lower probability of migrating for both rural and 
urban homes (see tables 3.3 and 3.4). More spe-
cifically, rural households that have encountered 
extreme climatic events caused by La Niña (wetter 
than normal conditions) between 2010 and 2013, 
and by El Niño (droughts) between 2013 and 2016 
show less probability of migrating. Having encoun-
tered wetter than normal conditions in 2010 and 
2013 is associated with an 8.2% reduced probability 
of migrating than those who did not. In turn, rural 
homes that have suffered from problems relating 
to drought between 2013 and 2016 had a 12.1% less 
probability of migrating. The lower probability of 
rural households migrating due to extreme climat-
ic shocks can be the result of a considerable drop 
in their income and some serious financial restric-
tions that impede them from migrating. Moreover, 
suffering from any other type of shock is correlated 
with a higher probability of migrating for both sam-
ples, which suggests migrating to mitigate shocks. 
However, as will be explained in the following sec-

Ta b le  3.3.
Probit: Marginal probability for rural households

Migration between 2010 and 2013 Migration between 2013 and 2016

Number of people between 0 and 5
0.0318*** 0.0286***

(0.00870) (0.0106)

Number of people between 6 and 17
-0.00118 0.0103*

(0.00550) (0.00583)

Number of people between 18 and 65
-0.0217*** -0.00420

(0.00716) (0.00840)

Number of people higher than 65
-0.0336** -0.00766

(0.0142) (0.0142)

Female head of the household
-0.0454*** -0.00523

(0.0167) (0.0181)

Age head of the household
-0.000714 -0.00299***

(0.000636) (0.000659)

Highest household education (years)
0.000978 -0.00721***

(0.00246) (0.00262)

Total consumption (millons per year)
-0.000351 -0.000304

(0.00142) (0.00185)

Household suffered a shock between 
the two waves

-0.0140 0.0358**

(0.0159) (0.0158)

Suffered a natural disaster between the 
two waves

-0.0824*** 0.0291

(0.0155) (0.0438)

Suffered a drought between the two 
waves

- -0.121***

(0.0158)

(Continue...)
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Rural migrants are, more probably, households that have male 
heads, more young people, and lower education levels. Also, they are 
households with higher wealth indexes and with a lower frequency of 
problems related to accessing credit. 

Migration between 2010 and 2013 Migration between 2013 and 2016

Covariated violence shocks betwen the 
two waves

0.0301* 0.00696

(0.0168) (0.0187)

Standardized size of land
-0.00117 0.00370

(0.00418) (0.00333)

Sale of land
-0.0686 0.0728

(0.0469) (0.0528)

Invested in land
-0.0141 -0.0205

(0.0274) (0.0229)

Member of an organization
-0.00209 -0.0149

(0.0150) (0.0153)

Wealth index
-7.29e-05 0.0145***

(0.00305) (0.00484)

Community wealth index
0.0138*** 0.00239

(0.00389) (0.00408)

=1 if there is a problem gaining access 
to credit

-0.0538*** -0.00170

(0.0145) (0.0151)
Standard errors in brackets. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, ***p<0.01		

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Ta b la 3.3.
Probit: Marginal probability for rural households (...Continuation).

tions, there is an important heterogeneity in the re-
lationship that exists between this probability and 
the occurrence of different types of shocks. 

By disaggregating the different types of shocks from 
which households could suffer, important differ-
ences can be seen in the correlation with the prob-
ability of migrating in the following wave. Graph 3.2 
shows the marginal effect that each type of shock 
has on the possibility of migrating. The results are 
only statistically significant for the rural sample, 
and, as such, we only include these results. Suffer-
ing a shock relating to production, defined as the 

> Rodrigo Octavio Ballesteros in 2017 with his two children Sara (12 
years-old) and Cristián Ballesteros (8 years-old). They dream about 
skating and practice to make this a reality. Their dream is to compete 
in national competitions. 
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bankruptcy or closure of a family business and the 
loss of crops or animals is associated with a lower 
probability of between 11% and 15% of migrating 
for rural households. Additionally, having experi-
enced a natural disaster or a drought –two types of 
shock that also result in the loss of assets– is as-
sociated with a lower probability of migration. It is 
possible that these shocks limit the ability for rural 
households to migrate as they directly reduce their 
amount of savings and restrict the liquidity that is 
available. This is constant with the average dis-
tances of migration for type of shock that is shown 
in Graph 3.3. The distance traveled by the migrants 
who suffer from these three types of shocks is sub-
stantially less than that of the migrants who do 
not suffer from any shock: the homes that suffer 
these shocks and migrate move to closer places, 
probably to temporarily mitigate the impact of the 
shock. Conversely, shocks such as the loss of a job, 
the death or illness of a member of the household, 
or a violent event in the community tend to be as-
sociated with a higher probability of migration and 
migrating a longer distance.

Investing in migration predicts that the highest 
earning households and the ones that have less 
financial restrictions are more likely to migrate. 
Graphs 3.4 and 3.5 present a first examination of 
this; they illustrate the rate of migration of rural 
and urban households, respectively, by quintile of 
consumption for both periods (between 2010 and 
2013 and between 2013 and 2016). Rural migrants 

Ta b le  3.4.
Probit: Marginal probability for urban households

Migration between 2010 and 2013 Migration between 2013 and 2016

Number of people between 0 and 5
-2.29e-06 0.0156***

(0.00431) (0.00464)

Number of people between 6 and 17
0.00255 0.00129

(0.00264) (0.00354)

Number of people between 18 and 65
-0.00517* -0.00392

(0.00280) (0.00321)

Number of people higher than 65
-0.0202** -0.0129

(0.00886) (0.0101)

Female head of the household
-0.0133* 0.00315

(0.00732) (0.0115)

Age of head of the household
-0.000404 -0.000677

(0.000324) (0.000446)

Highest household education (years)
0.00102 -0.000802

(0.00102) (0.00156)

Head of the household employed
-0.00682 0.0117

(0.0113) (0.0113)

Head of the household unemployed
-0.00300 0.0189

(0.0130) (0.0278)

Spouce employed
-0.00543 0.00573

(0.00739) (0.0109)

Spouce unemployed
0.00308 0.0182

(0.0134) (0.0203)

(Continue...)
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Migration between 2010 and 2013 Migration between 2013 and 2016

Total consumption (millons per year)
0.000311 0.000120

(0.000192) (0.000319)

Household suffered a shock between 
the two waves

0.0156** 0.0145*

(0.00648) (0.00760)

Suffered a natural disaster between the 
two waves

-0.0154** -0.0324***

(0.00718) (0.00746)

Covariated violence shock betwen the 
two waves

0.00577 0.00339

(0.00837) (0.00796)

Member of an organization
-0.0185*** -0.00587

(0.00688) (0.00906)

Wealth index
-0.00162 0.00185

(0.00147) (0.00210)

Population of the municipality less than 
20,000

0.0365* 0.0428*

(0.0201) (0.0241)

Population of the municipality between 
20,000 & 100,000

0.00534 0.0445**

(0.0142) (0.0226)

Population of the municipality between 
100,000 & 700,000

0.00468 0.0231

(0.0128) (0.0170)

Population of the municipality between 
700,000 & 3,000,000

-0.00942 0.0128

(0.0124) (0.0164)

Population of the municipality greater 
than 3,000,000

- -

Standard errors in brackets.* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, ***p<0.01		

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Ta b la 3.4.
Probit: Marginal probability for urban households (...Continuation)

are frequently located in the three higher quintil-
es of consumption, a trend which becomes more 
marked in the second period (2013 and 2016). This 
is consistent with the idea that migration implies 
costs and that households with severe cash re-
strictions can see themselves as being restricted 
from migrating, even if it would be beneficial to do 
so. In turn, although there is less variation between 
quintiles, urban migration is, conversely, more 
frequent in the lower part of the consumption dis-
tribution, and it is less likely in the middle part of 
the distribution. This suggests that there could be 
less economic restrictions in urban areas than in 
rural areas. Similarly, in urban areas, it is mainly 
the households that face the most difficulties that 
decide to move.

3.3. Potential benefits of  
migration: changes in  
aggregate consumption

Migrating can generate economic returns. In order 
to explore the potential returns on migration, this 
section analyzes how ELCA’s households’ aggre-
gate consumption has changed within the follow-
ing periods 2010 to 2013 and 2013 to 2016 and then 
compares this evaluation between migrants and 
non-migrants. The panel nature of the data allows 
us to estimate the returns that, if they are not caus-
al, control for non-observable household charac-
teristics that could explain both the migration 
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Gra p h 3.2.
Marginal probability of migration ac-
cording to type of shock: marginal effect 

Type of shock
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Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Gra p h 3.3.
Types of shocks and distance migrated for rural households
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and the increase in consumption. When the same 
household is compared over time, the possibility is 
reduced that the decision to migrate and the varia-
tions observed in consumption are simultaneously 
due to the household’s particular features. For ex-
ample, more entrepreneurial households may be 
more likely to migrate and to have bigger growth 
in consumption. This comparison allows us to con-

trol for the household characteristics that do not 
change over time and attribute the change in con-
sumption to most likely be due to migration. 

Graphs 3.6 and 3.7 present the coefficients obtained 
when estimating a series of regressions that asso-
ciate the changes in consumption with migration. 
Regressions are estimated for: (i) household mi-

gration, (ii) rural migration to another municipality, 
(iii) rural migration to a rural municipal settlement 
within the same municipality (for the rural sample), 
and (iv) urban migration. These regressions con-
trol for fixed household effects: in other words, they 
eliminate all the non-observable household charac-
teristics that explain changes in consumption and 
migration and observable household characteristics 
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Gra p h 3.4.
Migration rates by quintile of consumption: rural households
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Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Gra p h 3.5.
Migration rates by quintile of consumption: urban households
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that change between periods. The graphs report two 
estimations: (i) potential short-term returns (mea-
sured as changes in consumption between 2010 and 
2013 and 2013 and 2016) and (ii) potential long-term 
returns (measured as the changes in consumption 
for 2016 for those who migrated between 2010 and 
2013). These coefficients do not try to identify a caus-
al relationship, but they do suggest the potential re-
turns of migration. 

The potential returns for rural households are pre-
sented in Graph 3.6. Migration is associated with 
an increase in short-term consumption that was a 
little less than COP $900.000 in 2016, or an increase 
in 10% compared to the aggregate consumption in 
2010. The potential long-term returns are similar, 
which shows that the benefits of migration do not 
seem to have been strengthened over time. How-
ever, this average hides important differences in 
the potential returns of migrating in accordance 
with the migration strategy. The positive returns are 
marked by migration to urban areas. This migration 
is associated with increases in consumption that are 
not insignificant: the increase in average aggregate 
consumption between one round and the next for 
migrating households is 2.34 million pesos. This in-
crease represents 26% of average annual income in 
rural areas in 2010. 

This difference in consumption is not only sustained 
over time; however, it marginally increases when 
evaluated in 2016. In other words, the increase in 
consumption for migrating households continues 
in the long-term. Migrating to another rural area,  
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either in the same or to another municipality, does 
not generate significant increases in consumption 
compared to non-migrants. In fact, the coefficients 
for the potential short-term returns are negative, 
but not significant. Zero or negative returns could 
be the result of migration that was undertaken to 
mitigate the negative effects of shocks. 

These differences in returns on migration are con-
sistent with the two types of migration that are 
presented in this chapter. Those households that 
manage to save enough to invest in moving to ur-
ban areas manage to improve their income level 
while the homes that migrate to rural areas -gen-
erally close to their original home- presumably do 
this as the result of an adverse situation and with 
the purpose of stabilizing their income at the level 
it was prior to the shock. 

The potential returns on migration for urban homes 
are not statistically significant. These returns are, 
on average, only positive in the long-term and when 
the destination is another urban area. This type of 
migration is associated with increases in consump-
tion which were annually around $3 million pesos in 
2016 (a 17% average level of consumption in 2010). 
Conversely, urban homes that migrate to a rural 
area have significant decreases in their annual ag-
gregate consumption, which are maintained over 
time. These decreases are substantial: $3 million 
pesos in 2016. If there are a proportion of homes 
that migrate from urban to rural areas which con-

Gra p h 3.6. 
Change in anual consumption: rural households
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stitute around 1% of the total number of urban 
homes, it could be of interest to examine the pos-
sible causes of this particular type of migration as it 
does not conform to traditional explanatory models 
and there is no relation with clear benefits. 

Graphs 3.8 and 3.9 illustrate how the different mi-
gration decisions generate divergen consumer ten-
dencies for both homes in urban and rural zones. 
Two important conclusions can be derived from 
these figures. First, the households that migrate to 
urban areas increase their consumption more than 
non-migrants, and these differences deepen over 
time, which significantly increases the gap between 
non-migrants and those who decide to go to urban 
areas. Second, migrants to rural areas show a pat-
tern of aggregate consumption that is very similar 
to non-migrants from rural homes or worse than 
non-migrants from urban homes.  

Graph 3.8 and 3.9 suggest that there are two dif-
ferent groups of migrants. The first consists of the 
families who migrate to urban areas, larger dis-
tances, and that appear to get positive returns from 
migration. These returns are either maintained or 
are increased in the long-term: which means that 

Gra p h 3.7.
Change in anual consumption: urban households
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Those households that manage to save enough to invest in moving to urban areas manage to improve 
their income level while the homes that migrate to rural areas -generally close to their original home- 
presumably do this as the result of an adverse situation and with the purpose of stabilizing their income 
at the level it was prior to the shock.
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there are even more differences with the group of 
non-migrants. The second is the group of families 
that migrate to rural areas, short distances, and that 
potentially gain no returns or, in some cases, nega-
tive returns from migration. It is likely that these 
families migrate to mitigate the impact of negative 
shocks.  

3.4. Potential returns from mi-
gration: changing occupation 
a possible reason

What could explain the positive changes in con-
sumption from migration to urban areas? Is this 
the result of the urban-rural wage gap? Does  
this type of migration allow people to be employed 
in jobs with higher wages (Beegle, Weerdt & Der-
con. 2011)? This section provides a primary analy-
sis of these questions.

Migration often takes place together with the 
members of the household changing their occu-
pational sector. Table 3.5 shows the change in the 
economic sector in which the migrant and non-
migrant heads of the households are employed 
between 2013 and 2016. Migration seems to quick-
en the shift from the agricultural sector to other 
sectors. In the case of rural homes, 23.2% of the 
migrant heads of the households leave the farm-
ing sector for other occupations while the propor-
tion of non-migrant homes that make this change 

Gra p h 3.8. 
Evolution of anual aggregate consumption: rural households 
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Gra p h 3.9.
Evolution of anual aggregate consumption: urban households 
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is only 10.7%. In the urban zone, the proportion of 
migrant households whose head changes from the 
farming sector to mining, the manufacturing in-
dustry, or the service sector is significantly greater 
than for the non-migrant households. This could 
be explained by the notable difference that there 
between these two groups, even before migration, 
due to the proportion of households that are linked 
to the farming sector. In any case, comparing these 
percentages suggests that the transition towards 
higher paid sectors that fits together with migration 
could be one of the principal mechanisms through 
which household income is improved. 

In this sense, graph 3.10 shows the coefficients 
obtained from estimating some similar regres-
sions for the potential returns from migration. 
These regressions add an interaction between  
the condition of being a migrant and moving to the 
agriculture sector from a non-agriculture sector. 
The results suggest that an important percent-
age of potential returns from migration for rural 
households is due to the change of the sector in 
which members work. First, for the case of migra-
tion to other rural areas, the impact of changing 
occupational sector is so significant that it even 
compensates for the negative effect in consump-
tion associated with this type of move. This sug-
gests that leaving the agricultural sector, even if 
the household remains in a rural area, implies an 
increase in income. Second, the return for house-
holds that migrate to urban areas but remain in 
the agricultural sector continues to be significantly 
higher than those that do not migrate. This indi-

Ta b le  3.5.
Percentage of employed heads of the household according to sector: 2013-2016.

Urban households

A. Migration B. No migration

Occupational sector 2016 Occupational sector  2016

Agriculture 
or livestock

Manufacturing, 
industry, or 

services
Total

Agricul-
ture or 

livestock

Manufactur-
ing, industry, 
or services

Total

Occu-
pational 
sector 
2013

Agriculture or 
livestock 6.5% 10.1% 16.6% 4.7% 2.4% 7.1%

Manufacturing, 
industry, or services 5.8% 77.7% 83.4% 1.2% 91.7% 92.9%

Total 12.3% 87.7% 100% 5.9% 94.1% 100%

Rural households

A. Migration B. No migration

Occupational sector  2016 Occupational sector 2016

Agriculture 
or livestock

Manufacturing. 
industry. or 

services
Total

Agricul-
ture or 

livestock

Manufactur-
ing. industry. 
or services

Total

Occu-
pational 
sector 
2013

Agriculture or 
livestock 51.7% 23.2% 75.0% 64.7% 10.7% 75.4%

Manufacturing, 
industry, or services 6.8% 18.2% 25.0% 5.9% 18.7% 24.6%

Total 58.6% 41.4% 100% 70.6% 29.4% 100%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

cates that migration itself –moving from a rural to 
an urban area– implies a higher level on income, 
even when the household continues to work in the 
same sector. This could be explained by the urban-
rural difference in salary or by the better economic 
opportunities in urban areas.

3.5. Conclusions

Colombia is a country in movement and transition. 
The high rates of migration for the rural sample il-
lustrate the dynamism and the changes in rural ar-
eas. Households migrate to improve their standard 
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> 35 people, including children, adults, and senior citizens live in the Palacios Campo family home in Barrancabermeja. Despite the small amount 
of space, the young find a way to spend time together. They are rehearsing a choreography for one of the girls’ 15th birthdays. 



75

Gra p h 3.10.
Returns from migration and from the change of occupational sector: rural 
households 
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of living, to seek economic opportunities, to miti-
gate the impact of negative shocks and to escape 
violence. The chapter’s analysis shows that migra-
tion seems to be an effective method to achieve this 
objective. The aggregated consumption of house-
holds that migrate to urban areas increases while 
the consumption of those who migrate to rural 
areas remains stable (denoting asuccessful con-
sumption smoothing) or decreases a little. 

However, it seems that the costs of migration and 
the limited access to financial markets are an ob-
stacle for migration. In Colombia, particularly in 
rural areas, this restriction can be understood to 
mean that a majority of the short-distance migra-
tions, as well as the ones to similar destinations, 
have low or non-existent observed returns. 

> Maria del Rosario Causil and her husband Antonio Franco have al-
ways made a living from working on farm in both agriculture and 
livestock. Today, they spend their time between the country and 
looking after their grandchildren as all their children work. 
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> The Rincón family lives in the Villa Hermosa neighborhood (Medellín) in a house belonging to the grandmother and head of the family Blanca 
Rincón. Her dream was to build a house for her five children. Today she lives with three of them as well as three grandchildren and a great-
granddaughter. 

The absence of mechanisms that make it possible 
to insure against future risks imply, in turn, that mi-
gration is normally an ex-post strategy to mitigate 
negative shocks. This migration is not necessarily 
desirable and it can be avoided with improved poli-
cies to insure against negative shocks and better 
access to financial markets. Providing insurance in 
the agricultural sector, subject to particularly high 
risk levels, would allow households to be able to 
use migration as a longer-term investment tool, 
which would, therefore, bring the household better 
benefits.

Although migration can be a symptom of Colombi-
an households’ vulnerability, it can also reveal their 
adaptability to new opportunities and their versa-
tility in confronting new challenges. In general, no 
household should see its mobility restricted -for 
either economic or cultural barriers- and it should 
not be forced to migrate due to foreseeable shocks. 
The information contained in ELCA makes it pos-
sible to diagnose migrant households’ situations 
in detail in the country’s and aides the creation of 
policies that allow the migration to continue in a 
way in which Colombian households can improve 
their quality of life.  
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> According to the Ministry of Finance and Public Credit’s Adaptation Fund, the construction in Nuevo Gramalote has required investment totaling more than 400 billion pesos. 
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> Carmen Santander Morales, her husband, and her children were victims of the disappearance of Gramalote. For seven years they have rented a property in El Zulia (Norte de Santander).
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> In 2014, the members of the Santander Morales family were unsure about the resettlement process of Gramalote as the authorities, at that time, 
had not established where the new town would be situated. 

>

Chapter 4
The incidence of shocks. vulnerability for socioeconomic  
reasons. and potential effects on the evolution of income  
and expenditure

Rafael J. Santos1

4.1. Introduction	

The economic activity of rural and urban house-
holds is full of uncertainty. Part of this uncertainty 
is due to events that are difficult to anticipate and 
have repercussions on the wellbeing of the house-
hold. It is not easy to forget images in the media of 
people affected by the rainy season of 2010-2011. It 
is also not easy to forget the drought that affected 
people, animals, and crops in 2015-2016. However, 
the climatic shocks, despite being ever more seri-
ous. are only one of the many shocks that affect 
households. Shocks including those relating to 
employment, production, and health also affect the 
paths that households take.

As ELCA has an exhaustive unit on the different 
events or problems that affect households, it is 
a unique survey that allows the effects of differ-
ent types of shocks on economic wellbeing to be 
studied. 

This chapter uses the module shocks on ELCA to 
answer the following questions: How vulnerable 
are Colombian households to shocks? What are the 
most frequent shocks per area (urban or rural) and 

------------------>

1. I would like to thank Adriana Camacho and Nicolás Santos for their help and comments.
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region? How does household vulnerability change 
according to the initial level of wealth? What is the 
effect of some of these shocks -those that have 
greater potential to limit productive capacities- on 
welfare measures such as change of income and 
change in expenditure? What do simple descriptive 
statistics tell us about the effects of the dry season 
in 2015-2016?

The first part of this chapter explains the way in 
which the events and problems reported in ELCA 
under different categories of shocks (health, family, 
employment, housing and assets, production, and 
violence and disasters) and it also examines the 
impact of these shocks on different ELCA regions. 
The second part concentrates on household’s vul-
nerability according to their original wealth tertile. 
The third part studies the effects welfare measures 
have (change in income and change in expenditure) 
on employment shocks in urban zones, on produc-
tion shocks in rural zones, and on droughts in both 
zones. The last part concludes. 

4.2. The impact of shocks

ELCA contains a questionnaire on events and prob-
lems that have destabilized the household during 
the three years prior to the survey. These events 
can be thought of as shocks that have an effect on 
the household. The urban questionnaire registers 
17 types of shocks; the rural questionnaire regis-
ters 19 types of shocks. The two additional shocks 
in the rural questionnaire correspond to losses of 

As elca has an exhaustive unit on the different events or problems that 
affect households, it is a unique survey that allows the effects of different 
types of shocks on economic wellbeing to be studied. . 

> There are ever less families in the La Palestina shelter for the victims of Gramalote. Some are already living in their houses in the new town. 
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crops and animals. The questionnaire on events and problems also enquires as to the economic importance 
of the shock, measures the household took to confront the problem, and the number of times each problem 
occurred in the last four years between 2013 and 2016. The shocks were aggregated into seven categories: 
health, family, employment, housing and assets, production, and violence and disasters.2 The components 
of each category as well as the impact (percentage of households affected) of each is presented in the ap-
pendix. This section analyses the impact of shocks by region. 

Graph 4.1 shows the percentage of households that reported at least one shock per region. The first six bars 
correspond to the urban ELCA and the following five correspond to the rural ELCA. Each bar represents a 
percentage of households with at least one shock and each bar is, in turn, divided in two: the percentage 
of households that reported at least one highly important shock and the percentage of households that 
reported at least one moderately or slightly important shock. For example, in the Atlantic region, 72.4% of 
households reported a shock: in this region 39% of households reported to have been affected by a highly 

------------------>

2.	  This classification is the same as the one used by Cadena and Quintero (2014) in the chapter that describes  ELCA’ shocks in 2013.
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important economic shock. and 33.5% of house-
holds reported to have been affected by a moder-
ately or slightly important shock.

In the urban zones, the Atlantic region is the area 
where the highest percentage of households re-
port to have been affected by a shock. In the other 
regions, the percentage of households affected 
is around 65%. When focusing on the percent-
age of households that report a highly important 
shock, the Atlantic region once again stands out, 
accompanied by the Eastern region. For these two 
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regions,. around 39% of households have reported 
a highly important shock. For other regions, the 
corresponding percentage oscillates around 34%. 
The Atlantic region, which stands out due to the 
impact of shocks, is also the poorest region of all 
ELCA urban regions. This is shown in Chapter 5, 
which deals with the subject of poverty. 

For ELCA rural micro-regions. the probability of 
reporting a shock is 19.2 percentage points higher 
than in the urban regions. Similarly, rural homes 
are 22% more likely to report a highly important 
shock. This translates into high levels of impact: in 
the rural micro-regions, approximately four out of 
every five houses reported a shock and three out 
of every five reported a highly important economic 
shock. Unlike in urban areas, in the rural micro-
regions, households have a considerably higher 
probability of having a highly important economic 
shock. In conclusion, rural ELCA households are 
more vulnerable to shocks and also the shocks 
tend to affect household’s economic stability to a 
higher degree.

If we compare the micro-regions, the Atlántica 
Media and Centro Orriente are approximately four 
percentage points above average when observing 
the percentage of households that report at least 
one shock, without taking into consideration its 
importance. However, restricting the analysis to 
highly important shocks, the Centro Oriente is the 
most affected region as 66.2% is impacted. The At-
lántica Media and Centro Oriente regions, which 

that have been presented up until now suggest 
such a gradient. Not only are the rural areas the 
most vulnerable; also, the regions that are found 
to be above the average of those affected in both 
rural and urban zones tend to the poorest regions. 
This negative gradient seems intuitive. A low socio-
economic dwelling is more vulnerable to climatic 
shocks due to the materials it is made from. The 
socio-economic gradient, in terms of the vulner-
ability to shocks, can also reflect other gradients 
such as the positive health gradient. On average, 
the poorest members of society tend to have poor-
er health, and, as such, they are more likely to be-
come ill and report health shocks. 

What types of shocks affect ELCA’s households? 
Graph 4.2 shows the percentage of households that 
report each one of the shocks that are included in 
each of our seven categories in ELCA’s urban re-
gions. Three types of shocks stand out due to their 
frequency: health, family, and employment shocks. 
Across urban regions, more or less 30% of house-
holds reported health shocks. Similarly, around 
25% of households in each urban zone reported 
shocks in the family structure (including deaths, 
but mainly welcoming family members). Between 
20% and 31% of households reported employment 
shocks. This type of shock records job loss, and it 
is particularly incisive in Bogotá: 30.5% of house-
holds in this region reported an employment shock. 
In other words, 30% of all households in Bogotá re-
ported that a member had lost their job between 
2013 and 2016. Within these three types of shocks, 

are the two rural micro-regions most affected by 
the shocks, are also the poorest regions in terms 
of expenditure per capita. 

In summary, Graph 4.1 shows a panorama in 
which the rural households are much more vul- 
nerable than the urban ones. A simple reason for this 
is that the rural households are, on average, poorer. 
Another related reason is that these households 
have less access to public services such as access 
to running water, which can, for example, mitigate 
the effects of the shocks of disasters. When the 
poor tend to be more vulnerable to shocks we refer 
to a negative socioeconomic gradient. The results 

> Mildred Leal Becerra (center) is with her children Donny, Camila, 
and María Guadalupe (above) in the house in which they live in Vil-
las del Rosario, which is close to Cúcuta. They are waiting to be 
given their new house in Nuevo Gramalote.
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those relating to employment are the ones that have 
the most potential to affect a household’s capabil-
ity to generate income. Health shocks include any 
shock that led to any member of the household not 
being able to carry out their daily activities. Within 
a period of three years, it is usual for one of the 
members of the household to not be able to work 
without this necessarily affecting the household’s 
productive capacity. Family shocks -the most im-
portant component being the welcoming a family 

member- can be either positive or negative. Losing 
a job is, however, synonymous with loss of income. 

In terms of the main shocks by region, it is worth-
while highlighting the distinctive nature of the At-
lantic region, which was the hardest hit by the 
droughts. In this region, 27.2% of urban households 
reported to have been affected by natural disasters 
while in other regions this percentage was never 
above 12 percentage points. 

Graph 4.3 is a parallel graph to 4.2, which shows 
the impact of shocks by rural micro-region. The 
message is clear: the events that most destabi-
lize rural homes are production shocks (mainly 
loss of crops and animals) and natural disasters. 
Similar to employment in urban zones, production 
shocks in rural zones have the capacity to worsen 
households’ capability to generate income. The At-
lantic region is, again, the hardest hit by both pro-
duction shocks and by natural disasters. In every 
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Gra p h 4.3.
Type of shock by rural region
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micro-region, except the Eje Cafetero, production 
shocks affect 53% or more of households, and the 
disasters affect 69% or more of households. Con-
versely, the Eje Cafetero region does not present 
the same pattern as the other micro-regions as no 
shock has an impact higher than 37%. The Eje Caf-
etero is the region that has the highest coverage 
of public services such as access to running water 
and sewage. It is also the richest micro-region of 
all the micro-regions that were considered. Per-
haps it is not a coincidence that it behaves more 
like an urban zone. 

4.3. A negative socio-economic gradient?

This section seeks to look at if there is a negative socio-economic gradient and the prevalence of shocks. 
In other words, what is the relationship between the prevalence of each one of the shocks (aggregate ca-
tegories) and the 2013 household wealth tertile. The wealth tertile is calculated using principal component 
analysis, which uses the following elements: public services, housing materials, size of household, and 
assets held.

A negative socio-economic gradient happens when the impact of a shock reduces as the wealth tertile in-
creases. Enquiring as to whether there is a negative socio-economic gradient is important as, if it is more 
probable that the poorest people will experience shocks, transitioning out of poverty is more difficult. 
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Graph 4.4 shows how the impact of our seven ag-
gregate shocks varies according to the 2013 house-
hold wealth tertile for the urban ELCA regions. For 
some of the higher impacting shocks (health, fam-
ily, and disasters) it is observed that as the wealth 
tertile increases, the probability of observing a 
health shock is lower. The following is observed 
when moving from 1st wealth tertile to 3rd wealth 
tertile: the probability of suffering a health shock is 
reduced in 4.3 percentage point, the probability of 
observing a shock that affects the family structure 
is reduced by 4.6 percentage points, and a disas-
ter shock is drastically reduced by 14.5 percentage 
points. The only exception to this is employment 
shock, which does not vary much depending on 
wealth tertile. 

Graph 4.5 repeats the previous exercise for rural 
micro-regions. The message, however, remains 
the same: for the higher impact shocks (production 
and disasters), the negative gradient according to 
wealth level is rather pronounced. A household in 
the 1st wealth tertile has a probability that is 10.4 
percentage points higher of facing higher-impact 
shocks than a household in the 3rd wealth tertile. 
Analogously, a household in the 1st wealth tertile 
is 10.3 percentage points more likely to confront a 
disaster shock. 

Graphs 4.4 and 4.5 show that shocks affect the 
poorest households the most. Within this context, 
it is a possibility that economic shocks -some ran-
dom- can perpetuate inequality. To complete the 
previous analysis, the graphs that are equivalent 
to the previous two are presented, but only taking 
into a count the most important economic shocks 
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Gra p h 4.5. 
Rural Households: Shocks between 2013-2016 and wealth tertile in 2013

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

1st tertile       2nd tertile      3rd tertile

Health Family Employment Home/Assets Production Violence Disasters

30
,1

5%

21
,4

3%

8,
64

%

9,
71

%

57
,5

9%

1,
23

%

66
,5

4%

30
,0

0%

21
,0

6%

9,
32

%

9,
32

%

51
,0

6%

0,
76

%

65
,0

0%

29
,3

8%

23
,2

9%

9,
82

%

10
,0

8%

47
,1

6%

0,
42

%

56
,2

2%

Source: elca 2016



88

are taken into account. As the categories of shock 
include various events, high economic importance 
is assigned to a category if at least one of its com-
ponents is highly economically important. 

Graph 4.6 shows the percentage of homes that re-
port a highly important economic shock in urban 
regions according to the 2013 wealth tertile. To 
reiterate, for the main shocks (health, family, di-
sasters, and this time also employment) the richest 
homes are less vulnerable to facing highly impor-
tant economic shocks. 

Graph 4.7 is equivalent to graph 4.6; however, it 
centers on ELCA’s rural micro-regions. To reiter-
ate, as the income tertile increases, the probability 
of reporting an economically important production 
shock falls by 8.6 percentage points, and the prob-
ability of reporting an economically important di-
saster shock falls by 8.5 percentage points.

In summary, for the most prominent shocks, the 
percentage of households that reported a shock 
or a highly important economic shock is reduced 
as the richness of the household increases. This 

> Inés María Álvarez says that she has never been able to get over the death of her only son who was murdered in mysterious circumstances. She 
lives on the small income she earns from the La Esperanza pool hall and store in Chinú (Córdoba).

For the higher impact shocks (production and disasters), the negative gradient according to wealth level 
is rather pronounced. A household in the 1st wealth tertile has a probability that is 10.4 percentage 
points higher of facing higher-impact shocks than a household in the 3rd wealth tertile. Analogously, a 
household in the 1st wealth tertile is 10.3 percentage points more likely to confront a disaster shock. 
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shows the existence of a negative socio-economic 
gradient. The following sections enquires as to the 
consequences of some of these shocks on the evo-
lution of income and household consumer spend-
ing. If these shocks reduce the welfare measures, 
and given the results presented in this section, 
they can be thought of as shocks that perpetuate 
poverty. 

4.4. Shocks to the capacity to 
generate income, droughts, and 
changes in wellbeing 

The following section focuses on the shocks that 
have the high potential to change the household´s 
capacity to generate income: the employment 
shock in urban areas and the production shock 
(which mainly includes plagues, loss of crops, and 
death of animals) in rural areas. The drought shock 
is also analyzed, which is the main event in the nat-
ural disasters aggregate. By limiting the analysis 
to these three shocks, we can see how their occur-
rence affects income, consumption spending, and 
the household expenditure. 

To do this, the change of income is estimated based 
on the direct monthly income from ELCA 2013 and 
2016 household unit. Due to the construction, the 
sample is restricted to the 2016 households which 
can also be found in 2013. The change in income is 
calculated per capita (by household member) and 
in real values of 2016. In terms of expenditure, we 
carried out an analogous exercise using consumer 
spending and the expenditure on food that was di-
rectly reported in the household unit. 
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Gra p h 4.7.
Rural Households: Highly important economic shocks by wealth tertile 
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4.4.1. Shocks to the ability to 
generate income

This analysis begins by investigating how any mem-
ber of the household losing their job affects the 
income and consumption paths of urban homes. 
Graph 4.8 shows how income and expenditure 
changes for households that have and have not suf-
fered an employment shock. 

The blue bars represent the change in the variables 
of interest (the change of income, the change in ex-
penditure, and the change in the cost in food). On 
average, for an urban home that does not suffer an 
employment shock, income increases by $75.000 
pesos while expenditure increases by $35.000 pe-
sos and expenditure on food by $17.000 pesos. With 
a household with at least one employment shock 
(red bars), income increases by $26.000 pesos, 
expenditure by $5.500 pesos, and expenditure on 
food by $4.000 pesos. If the difference in outcome 
variables is only attributed to the shock having oc-
curred, the employment shock, therefore, substan-
tially reduces households’ income and expenses. In 
other words, the change in income for the house-
holds affected by the employment shock is one 
third of the change in income for the non-affected 
houses. In turn, the change in expenditure is just 
one seventh and the change in expenditure on food 
is one quarter. The loss of employment in urban 
areas substantially reduces households´ welfare. 
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Gra p h 4.9.
Rural Areas: Employment shocks and changes in income and expenditure

Change in income Change in expenditure Change in expenditure for food

No shock (N=1820) Shock (N=1978)

68.605

26.661
15.506

49.492

26.346
14.443

80.000
70.000
60.000
50.000
40.000
30.000
20.000
10.000

0

Source: elca  2013, 2016



91

Graph 4.9 undertakes the same analysis but for 
rural micro-regions and focuses on the produc-
tion shock. There is an important contrast between 
the production shock and the employment shock. 
The production shock slows down the changes in 
income: the change in income for rural households 
that have suffered a shock is $ 20.000 pesos less 
than for the households that have not suffered a 
shock. However, unlike the employment shock, the 
change in expenditure and the expenditure on food 
is practically the same for both affected and non-
affected households.

A question immediately arises as a result of graph 
4.9: in rural zones, although households cannot 
reduce income for everything, it seems that they 
have mechanisms to reduce their consumption if 
faced with production shocks. There are diverse 
mechanisms: formal and informal loans, dissaving, 
adjustments in the labor supply, and formal or in-
formal insurance arrangements. The question that 
remains is which of these mechanisms explains the 
apparent reduction of consumption in rural areas. 

Although the events and problems module asks 
households about the main actions they took to 
deal with the problem, this information was not 
used as the aggregation of shocks in categories 
means that for each aggregate shock, there are 
different mitigation strategies. Perhaps more im-
portantly, the mitigation strategies depend on the 
households´ own characteristics, and this exag-
gerates selection biases. 

> A fungus killed Octavio Ballesteros and his family’s passion fruit crops in Buenavista (Boyacá). However, he recovered and now grows gulupa 
while he finds a way to combat this fungus.
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4.4.2. Climatic shocks

Between the two first ELCA rounds, Colombia was 
affected by the worst rainy season in recent his-
tory. The main events recorded in the shocks unit 
2013 were landslides, floods, and mudslides. La 
Niña had negative causal effects on household’s 
consumption (Brando & Santos, 2015). The climate 
was also volatile between 2013 and 2016, but this 
time the rainy season gave way to one of the worst 
droughts that the country has seen. In this sub-
section, using descriptive statistics, we attempt an 
approximation of the effects of wellbeing during the 
drought season.

Gra p h 4.10.
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Gra p h 4.11.
Rural Areas: Droughts and changes in income and expenditure 
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> José Fernando Mejía has spent 33 years working in Fabricato. She 

has survived staffing cuts and production plant closures in which 
he worked for more than twenty years. Today he is recovering 
from shoulder surgery because of an accident he had at work. He 
dreams of retiring from this company.
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Graph 4.10 shows the changes in income and ex-
penditure for urban households that have and have 
not suffered the shock of drought. For the house-
holds that have suffered from drought, the change 
in income is practically the same as for the homes 
that have not suffered from drought. This is not 
surprising as droughts should not affect the capa-
bilities of production in urban areas. Although there 

that the households that reported droughts had 
a growth in income that was $13,055 pesos lower 
than the increase in the income of households that 
did not. Once again, there are far fewer differences 
in consumer spending. The households affected 
face a $2,818 pesos reduction in spending com-
pared to the households that are not affected. How-
ever, spending on food increased by $1,759 pesos. 

> Abigail Solano, who is 78 years-old, suffers from Parkinson’s disease and has been bedridden for more than four years. Ever since 2013 her only request has been that “God remembers” her. Her husband Tomás Calderón died 
in 2015 and now her daughter Nubia Calderón looks after her.

are differences in the change in expenditure and ex-
penditure on food. it can be seen that these differ-
ences are not significant. However, it is important to 
highlight that the drop in expenditure is consistent 
with the effect of drought on the price of food. 

As expected, given the importance of climate 
shocks for agricultural activity, Graph 4.11 shows 
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These simple statistics leave us with a perhaps un-
expected message: droughts do not seem to have 
a large effect on rural homes’ consumer spending. 
Investigating if this is a causal effect is the task of 
future research. 

4.5. Conclusions

In this chapter, we have presented simple statistics 
that describe a part of ELCA 2016 unit on shocks. 
One of this chapter’s principal messages is that 
there is a negative socio-economic gradient for the 
impact of shocks: poorer households are more vul-
nerable to shocks that can perpetuate poverty. In 
urban zones, employment shocks firstly affect poor 
households to a greater extent. Additionally, em-
ployment shocks reduce household wellbeing. As 
such, policies that generate employment stability 
have the potential to lift people out of poverty traps. 

It is important to emphasize that when the conse-
quences of some of these shocks are analyzed, more 
questions are left unanswered for future research 

> Yeira María Betancourt is twenty-five years-old and works as an 
auxiliary nurse in a hospital in Montería (Córdoba). When ELCA 
began she was studying, and now with her income she helps to 
support her parents Teobaldo and María Teresa. 

than are answered in this chapter. Although em-
ployment shocks in urban zones substantially slow 
down the increase in consumer spending and house-
hold income, in rural zones, production shocks reduce 
income but have marginal effects on expenditure. 
What explains the non-changing of consumption with 
regards to productive shocks in rural zones? What 
mechanisms to reduce consumption do rural house-
holds use to keep their consumer spending unaltered? 
This question once again returned when the drought 
shocks were analyzed. Although the drought shock is 
more of a concern in rural zones, it only has moderate 
effects on consumption. 

It is to be expected that with objective measure-
ments -such as rainfall measurements to capture 
exposure to droughts and empirical strategies 
that allow causal results to be uncovered- we can 
say more about the validity of the results that are 
presented in this chapter. If the results sustain, 
we would expect that they can be explained by us-
ing cross-sectional information from the different 
ELCA chapters.
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Ta b le  A1.
Aggregate categories for shocks

Urban Zone Impact (% of 
households)

Health Member of the family accident or illness 29.84%

Family

Death of the head of the household or spouse 1.71%

Death of other member(s) of the household 3.52%

Separation of spouses 7.96%

Arrival or reception of family member in the household 16.38%

Employment

Head of household loses job 13.74%

Spouse loses job 5.21%

Other member loses job 7.39%

Housing/ Assets

They had to leave their regular place of residence 8.09%

Loss of housing 0.45%

Loss of or reduced remittances 1.83%

Theft. fire. or destruction of household goods 6.09%

Production Bankruptcy(ies) and/ or closure(s) of family business(es) 3.62%

Violence They were victims of violence 2.43%

Disasters

They suffered floods. landslides. mudslides. etc. 2.39%

They suffered tremors or earthquakes 3.42%

They suffered droughts 9.67%
(Continue...)

Appendix 
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Ta b le  A1.
Aggregate categories for shocks (...Continuation).

Rural Zone Impact (% of 
households)

Health Member of the family accident or illness 29.69%

Family

Death of the head of the household of spouse 2.27%

Death of other member(s) of the household 3.82%

Separation of spouses 4.30%

Arrival or reception of family member in the household 13.79%

Employment

Head of household loses job 6.04%

Spouse loses job 1.52%

Other member loses job 2.83%

Housing/ Assets

They had to leave their regular place of residence 4.67%

Loss of farm. parcel. or land 0.81%

Loss of or reduced remittances 2.32%

Theft. fire. or destruction of household goods 3.28%

Production

Bankruptcy(ies) and/ or closure(s) of family business(es) 1.79%

Infestations or loss of crops 39.54%

Loss of or death of animals 23.67%

Violence They were victims of violence 0.83%

Disasters

They suffered floods. landslides. mudslides. etc. 3.59%

They suffered tremors or earthquakes 3.66%

They suffered droughts 60.51%
Source: elca 2016
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> In the Palacios Campo house in Barrancabermeja, 35 people share one bathroom: children, adults, and grandparents.
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> The Betancourt Álvarez family live in the Santa Fe neighborhood in Montería (Córdoba). They live from the help of their oldest children and from Teobaldo Betancourt’s work as a guard or printer. His son Jhefferson, 
who is fourteen years-old, is in the photo.
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> Due to the lack of money, pawning domestic appliances is a solution. The small amount that they get from the transaction goes on buying pre-
paid electricity. The photo was taken in Barrancabermeja.

>

Chapter 5
The Evolution of Poverty between 2010 and 2016 for ELCA 
households 

Adriana Camacho

Yabra Muvdi

5.1. Introduction

The years between 2013 and 2016 have been ex-
tremely important for Colombia. The peace pro-
cess was signed, there was a plebiscite, the price 
of oil fell sharply, la Niña caused one of the worst 
droughts in the history of the country, and torren-
tial rains and floods destroyed whole communities. 
All of these events had direct repercussions on 
the country’s economic and social circumstances. 
However, it is difficult to clearly grasp how these 
circumstances changed over the years. A longitu-
dinal survey such as ELCA is, therefore, extremely 
important to be able to clearly understand the ef-
fect that these events had on the standards of liv-
ing of people who reside in the country’s rural and 
urban zones. Specifically, in this chapter it helps us 
to answer the following questions related with the 
dynamics of poverty: What is the trend in house-
hold expenditure by region? Have more people 
fallen into poverty than have managed to leave 
it? Do households have more durable goods than 
in previous years? Do they have greater access to 
public services? How has household participation 
in social programs changed?
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In order to answer these questions, we construct-
ed the following indicators that allow Colombian 
households’ standards of living to be comprehen-
sively understood: per capita expenditure, Poverty 
Line (PL), Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), 
wealth index, ownership of durable goods, avail-
ability of public services, and participation in social 
programs. Each one of these indicators will be re-
viewed throughout this chapter in order to obtain 
a complete picture on the dynamics of poverty and 
certain factors that are contributing to improving 
these dynamics for Colombian families living in-
ELCA rural and urban sectors.1 

5.2.	P overty indicators 

A household’s average annual expenditure is an 
interesting first approximation to be able to un-
derstand their standards of living. Expenditures, 
excluding the consumption of durable goods, are 
constructed by using a detailed model that we 
harmonized for the three ELCA rounds. The cal-
culations that are presented in the following table 
were made from a total of 3,441 urban households 
and 3,491 rural households, only taking into con-
sideration those households that had not changed 
their municipality of residence and that remained 
in the survey for all three rounds. The restriction 
of remaining in the same municipality guarantees 
that we are comparing the household expenditure 
of one particular place over time. The restriction of 
remaining in the survey for all three rounds guaran-
tees that our analysis does not suffer from possible 

problems with selection that could be the result of 
the loss of a sample over time. The average expen-
ditures are calculated based on constant 2016 pric-
es so as they can be compared over time and their 
real growth can be ascertained. Table 5.1 presents 
the average per capita expenditure for households 
located in five urban regions. Also, the percentage 
change of the amount of money that the households 
are spending throughout the years is presented; in 
this way, we can understand some of the changes 
in wellbeing that they have undergone. 

Altogether, a moderate increase in the average ex-
penditure can be seen in urban regiones. Between 
2010 and 2016, households increase their costs by 

6%; however, this number hides a large heteroge-
neity between the different regions. For example, 
the Atlantic region presents a sustained increase 
in expenditure throughout the three ELCA rounds. 
Between 2010 and 2016, expenditure in this region 
increased by 20.17%: a considerably higher in-
crease than in any other of the urban zones. This 
increase can be partially explained by the signifi-
cant lag in the region. In 2010, the Atlantic region 
had, on average, a per capita expenditure that was 
$100,000 less than the urban region with the fol-
lowing lowest level of average expenditure (Pacific 
region). As such, the bigger increase in expenditure 
in this region can be seen as a disaster compared 
to the other regions. 

------------------>

1.	 The urban sample is representative for socio-economic strata 1 – 4 on a national level and five geographic regions: Bogotá, Central, Eastern, Atlantic, and Pacific. The rural sample is representative for small producers 
from four micro-regions: Atlántica Media, Cundi-Boyacense, Eje Cafetero, and Centro-Oriente.

Ta b le  5.1.
Average expenditure per capita in urban regions (2016 prices).

Region 2010 2013 2016 Number of 
households

Percentage 
change 

2010-2013

Percentage 
change 

2013-2016

Percentage 
change 

2010-2016

Atlantic $351.253,20 $395.744,90 $422.098,00 832 12,67% 6,66% 20,17%

Eastern $477.278,80 $479.116,30 $532.340,50 684 0,38% 11,11% 11,54%

Central $459.530,10 $436.363,00 $515.870,60 676 -5,04% 18,22% 12,26%

Pacific $446.637,30 $430.195,50 $492.043,00 740 -3,68% 14,38% 10,17%

Bogotá $909.796,80 $868.056,10 $820.588,80 509 -4,59% -5,47% -9,81%

Total $518.633,80 $511.575,00 $549.791,90 3.441 -1,36% 7,47% 6,01%

Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.
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The Eastern, Central, and Pacific regions present-
ed a less accelerated, but still important, increase 
in expenditure. Between 2010 and 2016, the house-
holds from these regions increased their expendi-
ture by 11.54%, 12.26%, and 10.17% respectively. 
In these three cases, this accumulated increase in 
expenditure is explained by a small reduction -or in 
the case of the Eastern region, an almost non-ex-
istent increase between 2010 and 2013- and by an 
elevated increase between 2013 and 2016. In con-
trast to what happened in the above-mentioned re-
gions, households in Bogotá presented a reduction 
in their expenditure. Between 2010 and 2016, these 
households’ expenditures decreased by 9.81%. 

Table 5.2 presents the real sizes and increases of 
the average per capita expenditure for 2010, 2013, 
and 2016 in the four micro-regions of the rural 

zone. The real increase of per capita expenditure in 
rural areas between 2010 and 2016 is 25.9%. When 
analyzing the behavior of expenditure on a regional 
level, it is possible to see that, as with urban zones, 
there is an important heterogeneity in expenditure 
dynamics. The center-eastern region presents a 
74.66% growth in its expenditure between 2010 and 
2016. This phenomenon can be, in part, explained 
by the elevated increase in the land tenure in this 
region and also by the important number of oil and 
mining municipalities that can be found there. 

The Eje Cafetero and Atlántico Medio regions also 
show an important increase in their expenditure: 
34.73% and 25.15% respectively. Lastly, within  
the rural area taken into consideration by the sur-
vey, the Cundi-boyacense micro-region is the only 
one that lags behind, and its expenditure decreased 

between 2010 and 2016. This reduction can be ex-
plained by a strong reduction in expenditure be-
tween 2010 and 2016, which was not high enough 
to compensate for the reduction in the first three 
years. 

In order to be able to explain these spending pat-
terns more significantly, we will analyze the credit 
and saving decisions that households made. Loans 
are one of the many sources through which house-
holds are financing their increasing expenditure. On 
the other hand, savings could explain the reduced 
amount of money that households are spending. 
As such, it is important to look at loans and sav-
ings to complement the analysis of household’s 

Ta b le  5.2.
Average expenditure per capita in rural micro-regions (2016 prices).

Region 2010 2013 2016 Number of 
households

Percentage  
change 

2010-2013

Percentage 
 change 

2013-2016

Percentage  
change 

2010-2016

Atlántica Media $181.147,20 $207.102,10 $226.710,40 965 14,33% 9,47% 25,15%

Cundi-Boyacense $322.459,80 $248.970,20 $290.504,10 918 -22,79% 16,68% -9,91%

Eje Cafetero $227.913,30 $246.131,40 $307.049,70 696 7,99% 24,75% 34,72%

Centro-Oriente $159.876,80 $217.254,80 $279.245,60 912 35,89% 28,53% 74,66%

Total $210.301,30 $223.549,40 $264.967,00 3.491 6,30% 18,53% 25,99%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

> As well as the overcrowding in their house, the Palacios Campo 
family has many more necessities. Issues such as health and food 
are affected due to the household’s lack of income.
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expenditure. Table 5.3 presents the percentage of 
households that have savings, and Table 5.4 con-
tains the percentage of households that have taken 
out some type of loan. In general, it is possible to 
see that the majority of households, in both rural 
and urban zones, do not have savings. For example, 
the percentage of households with savings is 28% 
in the Central region and 22% in the Eje Cafetero 
region. In addition, none of the regions present an 
elevated increase in their savings rate. The maxi-
mum increase (13% between 2010 and 2016) took 
place in the Pacific region.

From the urban regions, the Atlantic region pre-
sented the least amount of growth in terms of the 
percentage of households with savings (1.35%), but 
the highest increase in terms of the percentage of 
houses with loans (14.01%) between 2010 and 2016. 
The increase in loans in this region is important; in 
2010, this was the region where households had the 
least amount of loans, and in 2016 it changed to be-
ing the region with the highest proportion of house-
holds with loans. This leads us to think that the 
previously detailed increase in expenditure could 
have been largely financed by this increase in loans 
in the region and the reduction in the rate of saving. 
It is possible to observe that in all the rural regions 
there was an increase in the percentage of house-
holds with loans between 2010 and 2016; however, 
the Cundi-boyacence region only presented a 2% 
increase while the Atlántica Media region grew by 
32.14%. The low amount of loans in the Cundi-boy-
acence micro-region could also be related to the 

decrease in expenditure of the four micro-regions 
in this study. The Eje Cafetero and the Centro-
Oriente micro-regions show an intermediate pan-
orama in terms of the increase in loans by 16.06% 
and 13.98%, respectively. These data reinforce the 
conclusion to which we previously arrived: part of 
the increase in expenditure that can be seen in the 
period between 2010 and 2016 is financed by an in-
crease in the number of households with loans. Re-
gions with a high increase in their expenditure, for 
example the Eje Cafetero, Centro Oriente, and the 

Atlántica Media regions, also present an increase 
in the percentage of homes with loans.

After having analyzed the behavior of Colombian 
households’ average expenditure and dynamics re-
lating to loans and savings in the three ELCA rounds, 
it is now interesting to analyze the first poverty in-
dicator: Poverty Line (PL). This measure is related 
to a household’s income/ expenditure, and it calcu-
lates the percentage of households that are below a 
minimum level of expenditure, which is equivalent to 

Ta b le  5.3.
Percentage of households with savings

2010 2013 2016
Percentage  

change 
2010-2013

Percentage 
 change 

2013-2016

Percentage  
change 

2010-2016

Urban regions

Atlantic 26,79% 30,83% 28,14% 4,04% -2,69% 1,35%

Eastern 33,16% 33,68% 37,32% 0,52% 3,64% 4,16%

Central 16,26% 19,54% 28,14% 3,28% 8,61% 11,89%

Pacific 23,29% 23,68% 36,29% 0,39% 12,61% 13,00%

Bogotá 37,59% 42,15% 46,35% 4,56% 4,20% 8,76%

 Rural Micro-regions

Atlántica Media 16,02% 27,18% 23,79% 11,17% -3,40% 7,77%

Cundi-Boyacense 21,83% 32,29% 32,49% 10,46% 0,20% 10,66%

Eje Cafetero 15,37% 14,56% 21,90% -0,80% 7,34% 6,54%

Centro-Oriente 12,73% 12,53% 24,74% -0,21% 12,22% 12,01%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.
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the monthly per capita cost that is needed to buy, in 
addition to food, other goods and basic services. The 
national poverty line for 2010, 2013, and 2016 was 
established by the DANE as $207,000, $227,367, and 
$266,043 monthly income per person in urban ar-
eas, and $123,500, $136,192, and $159,543 monthly 
income per person in rural areas, respectively.2

Graph 5.1 shows the percentage of households 
below the Poverty Line in 2010, 2013, and 2016 by 

region in the rural and urban areas. The first as-
pect that can be seen from the graph is that all the 
regions, in both the rural and urban areas, have ex-
perienced a sustained reduction in the percentage 
of households that are below the PL. While in 2010, 
39.8% of households in urban areas lived below 
the PL, in 2016 this number decreased to 26.5%: 
a reduction of more than 13 percentage points in 
6 years. The rural zones were in an even better 
situation. In 2010, 49% of households were below 

the PL; however, for 2016, this figure was 31.05%, 
which is an 18 percentage-point reduction in 6 
years. Moreover, it is worthwhile noting that this 
reduction in households that live below the PL has 
not been the same pace for the 6 years of analysis. 
Between 2010 and 2013, there was a much sharper 
reduction than in the 3 following years, which was 
consistent with the average rates of increase aand 
with the trend in poverty indicators that had been 
calculated by the DANE.3 In urban regions, the 

Ta b le  5.4.
Percentage of households with loans 

2010 2013 2016
Percentage  

change 
2010-2013

Percentage  
change 

2013-2016

Percentage  
change 

2010-2016

Urban regions

Atlantic 46,75% 63,57% 60,76% 16,82% -2,80% 14,01%

Eastern 61,38% 62,42% 58,26% 1,04% -4,16% -3,12%

Central 47,81% 57,51% 53,69% 9,70% -3,83% 5,87%

Pacific 56,63% 53,80% 51,22% -2,83% -2,57% -5,41%

Bogotá 54,93% 70,44% 53,28% 15,51% -17,15% -1,64%

 Rural Micro-regions

Atlántica Media 25,73% 52,33% 57,86% 26,60% 5,53% 32,14%

Cundi-Boyacense 49,60% 55,03% 51,61% 5,43% -3,42% 2,01%

Eje Cafetero 35,44% 51,26% 51,49% 15,83% 0,23% 16,06%

Centro-Oriente 28,05% 40,89% 42,03% 12,84% 1,14% 13,98%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

------------------>

2.	 The DANE specifies the value of the Poverty Line as the income necessary to buy the essential goods and services. In this case, we calculate the households below the Poverty Line based on expenses and not on household 
income. 

3.	 According to the DANE’s calculations, 49.7%, 42.8%, and 38.6% of households were below the PL in rural zones, and 33.3%, 26.9%, and 24.9% of households were below the PT in urban zones in 2010, 2013, and 2016, 
respectively.

All the regions, in both  
the rural and urban areas, have  
experienced a sustained reduction 
in the percentage of households 
that are below the pl. While in 
2010, 39.8% of households in 
urban areas lived below the pl, in 
2016 this number decreased to 
26.5%.
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reduction in these first years was almost 9 per-
centage points; however, in the following 3 years 
it was 4.5 percentage points. In rural zones, there 
was a ten percentage point reduction between 2010 
and 2013, and, subsequently, a little less than 8 
percentage points in the following years. If this is 
indeed not an unexpected result –it is marginally 
more difficult to reduce the number of people who 
are below the PL– it is important to recognize the 
differences in the reduction of monetary poverty 
between different ELCA rounds. 

The PL, despite being rather easy to measure, has 
been criticized for falling short as a poverty indi-
cator in the broadest sense of the term, which is 
known as multidimensional poverty. Authors such 
as Sen (1999) criticize the fact that this measure 
only focuses its attention on the monetary dimen-
sion of poverty. This leaves aside an aspect that Sen 
believes to be fundamental when measuring pov-
erty: the opportunities that people have to develop 
proficiencies and skills in their lives. Furthermore, 
critics of monetary measures of poverty argue that 

this can be calculated incorrectly if other types of 
hardships that the households could have, such as 
those relating to health, education, housing, etc. 
(United Nations, 2009) are not taken into consid-
eration. Based on this, the calculation and analysis 
of the PT that was presented above will be comple-
mented by constructing a Multidimensional Pov-
erty Index (MPI). This was developed by the Oxford 
Poverty & Human Development Initiative (OPHI) at 
the University of Oxford4. The MPI focuses on the 
opportunities and access to provisions and ser-
vices that allows the family to improve their well-
being (OPHI, 2015). The MPI considers fifteen di-
mensions, based on which a family is considered to 
be in Multidimensional Poverty if it has at least five 
out of the fifteen hardships. Due to a lack of infor-
mation, it is not possible to calculate this index for 
2010, but the variables are complete and so we can 
make calculations for 2013 and 2016. 

Graph 5.2 presents the MPI by region for these 
two last rounds (2013 y 2016). The first aspect that 
stands out-and that is consistent with the PL in-
dicator-, is the fact that the percentage of house-
holds in poverty is much higher in rural zones than 
in urban zones. This can be explained by the fact 
that the MPI, as it includes criteria relating to edu-
cation, work, health, and housing, is more inclined 
to classify the rural households as poor due to the 
difficulty the government has in serving the needs 
of a population that is more dispersed. The other 
aspect that it is worthwhile mentioning from this 
graph is the fall in the percentage of households 

Gra p h 5.1.
Households living in poverty by zone and region (Poverty Line).
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------------------>

4.	 The MPI estimated in this chapter is that adapted for the Colombian scenario by Angulo, Díaz y Pardo (2013).
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that are in poverty according to the MPI between 
2013 and 2016. For all the regions surveyed in the 
ELCA -with the exception of the Eastern region-, 
there was a strong reduction in this percentage: the 
Atlantic region presented the greatest reduction in 
terms of the urban zones (3.9 percentage points) 
and the Atlántica Media region in terms of the rural 
micro-regions (11.56 percentage points). In con-
trast, Bogotá presented one if the lowest reduc-
tions in the percentage of households in poverty; it 

had a reduction of 1.3 percentage points, and only 
the Eastern region had less reductions. 

As the MPI has fifteen different indicators to mea-
sure household hardships, analyzing this can hide 
a broad heterogeneity in the dynamics of its differ-
ent components. In terms of the ELCA household, 
it is important to highlight that almost all the MPI 
indicators show improvement (represented by a re-
duction) between 2013 and 2016 in different regions 

throughout the country, the health indicator wors-
ened in 4 of the 9 regions (Eastern, Central, Pacific, 
and Center-Eastern). This can be explained by a fall 
in the access to health services due to a perceived 
need and not a deterioration in people’s affiliation 
to the system. These two indicators are shown as 
part of the MPI health component.

We calculated the wealth index proposed by Filmer 
and Prichett (2001) in order to develop an analy-
sis that, until now, has not been undertaken on the 
situation that Colombian households are in. This 
was constructed by using an algorithm that was 
created using principal component analysis, which 
manages to aggregate a single indicator to a set 
of variables (mainly categorical) that together de-
termine the state of poverty. The wealth index in-
cludes variables relating to access to public ser-
vices, housing characteristics, and durable goods; 
consequently, it provides a good estimation of the 
measure of Colombian household’s wellbeing. Due 
to its multidimensional nature, as a measurement 
it is closer to the MPI than it is to the PL.

Graphs 5.3 and 5.4 present the wealth distribution 
for the three years in which the survey was given 
for both the urban and rural zones, respectively. 
As can be seen in both graphs, as the years go on, 
the wealth index distribution has been displaced to 
the right, which confirms that, on average, house-
holds are less poor. This result confirms what we 
have seen so far in terms of the analysis of expen-
diture, the PL, and the MPI: there was a reduction 

Gra p h 5.2.
Households living in poverty by zone and region  (MPI).
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in poverty in Colombia between 2010 and 2016. In 
addition to the above, it is possible to see that the 
average wealth index in urban zones has, in every 
year, been higher than in the rural micro-regions. 

The analysis that has been undertaken until now 
allows us to understand the general dynamics of 

expenditure, poverty, and the wealth index for the 
3 years of interest for the households that were 
surveyed. However, it is possible to take advan-
tage of the fact that ELCA is a longitudinal survey. 
Monitoring the same households over time allows 
us to understand the transitions that each house-
hold has gone through. As such, we can find out, for 

example, the wealth tertile to which each household 
belongs and look at how they have evolved in each 
round. Table 5.5 shows the transition matrices of 
wealth tertiles for the rural and urban areas. These 
were constructed at 2 different times, which are 
specified in each matrix (for example, the 2013 ter-
tile and the 2016 tertile) and they show the percent-
age of households that are in the tertiles indicated 
in each one of the years. Table 5.6 presents a sum-
mary of these matrices as it shows the percent-
age of households that improve, worsen, and stay 
the same in the wealth tertile between the speci-
fied years. Several interesting conclusions can 
be derived from this table. Firstly, the majority of 
households stay in the same tertile between 2010 
and 2016: this number is higher for urban zones 
(61.84%) than it is for rural zones (53.76%). 

It is for this reason that there seems to be a higher 
degree of mobility in rural zones than in urban zones. 
Secondly, there are more people who improve their 
wealth tertile than people who find themselves in 
a worse situation: in urban zone, for 22.68% it im-
proves, and for 15.48% it worsens; and in rural zone, 
for 23.39% it improves, and for 22.58% it worsens. It 
is important to highlight that the difference between 
the households that improve and those that worsen 
is greater in urban region than in rural micro-re-
gions, which, once again, demonstrates how vulner-
able rural households are. Between 2010 and 2016, 
there is more than a 7 percentage point difference 
for urban zones; however, in the rural zones, there 
is a half a percentage point difference. 

> There are also other sides to poverty. A rainy day in Barranca: on the unpaved streets, the mud and water do not stop the children from enjoying 
themselves.
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Gra p h 5.3.
Distribution of the wealth index in urban regions.
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Gra p h 5.4.
Distribution of the wealth index in rural micro-regions.
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Until this point, it has been possible to observe how, 
by using different indicators, poverty was reduced 
in Colombia between 2010 and 2016. Although we 
recognize the heterogeneity between the different 
regions and between the different years, the data 
that has been analyzed until now show a reduc-
tion in poverty in the country. To complement this 
analysis, it is worthwhile looking at the behavior of 
owning durable goods and access to public ser-
vices in Colombian households. This analysis will 
allow us to have a fairly tangible measure of the 
changes in quality of life that the households have 
gone through. Table 5.7 presents the percentage 
of households that own each one of the durable 
goods listed. In general, between 2010 and 2016, 
ownership of almost all the durable goods listed 
increased. What has happened with the motorcycle 
stands out as part of these increases: in urban re-
gions, there has been an increase of 11%, and in 
rural micro-regions there has been an increase 
of 23%. In only 6 years, the percentage of rural 
households that owned a motorcycle increased 
from 21% to 44%. This pattern concurs with reports 
of increased ownership of motorbikes, which, to-
day, comprise 56% of the total amount of vehicles 
owned nationally (RUNT, 2017). Purchasing this 
type of durable good happens for reasons that go 
further than simple improvement in mobility. The 
motorcycle can contribute to income generation, 
and, as such, reduce poverty for the households 
that purchase one. These results are presented in 
a study which concludes that 22% of motorcycle 
users in the country see this good as a possibility 
to increase the household’s income by providing a 
work alternative and family income (Comité de En-
sambladoras de Motos Japonesas, 2013). 
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Ta b le  5.5.
Transition matrix of wealth tertiles

Zone of residence: Urban Zone of residence: Urban Zone of residence: Urban

Tertile 2013 Tertile 2016 Tertile 2016

Tertile 2010 1 2 3 Total Tertile 2013 1 2 3 Total Tertile 2010 1 2 3 Total

1 68,86% 26,85% 4,29% 100% 1 73,35% 23,28% 3,37% 100% 1 65,40% 26,83% 7,77% 100%

2 17,64% 52,77% 29,59% 100% 2 18,17% 56,27% 25,56% 100% 2 16,04% 50,51% 33,45% 100%

3 7,43% 21,72% 70,85% 100% 3 2,76% 20,19% 77,05% 100% 3 7,97% 22,42% 69,61% 100%

Total 32,67% 34,05% 33,28% 100% Total 31,07% 33,48% 35,45% 100% Total 31,07% 33,48% 35,45% 100%

Zone of residence: Rural Micro-regions Zone of residence: Rural Micro-regions Zone of residence: Rural Micro-regions

Tertile 2013 Tertile 2016 Tertile 2016

Tertile 2010 1 2 3 Total Tertile 2013 1 2 3 Total Tertile 2010 1 2 3 Total

1 66,88% 25,31% 7,81% 100% 1 67,48% 23,87% 8,65% 100% 1 61,28% 25,65% 13,07% 100%

2 20,76% 48,53% 30,71% 100% 2 25,18% 48,56% 26,26% 100% 2 24,19% 44,36% 31,45% 100%

3 12,23% 27,21% 60,56% 100% 3 6,33% 28,46% 65,21% 100% 3 13,16% 31,20% 55,64% 100%

Total 33,85% 33,65% 32,50% 100% Total 33,37% 33,67% 32,96% 100% Total 33,37% 33,67% 32,96% 100%

Source: elca 2010-2013. The table presents the transition matrix of 
tertiles by area. The information is based on data reported by the 

households being monitored that are in both rounds. 

Source: elca 2013-2016. The table presents the transition matrix of 
tertiles by area. The information is based on data reported by the 

households being monitored that are in both rounds. 

Source: elca 2010-2016. The table presents the transition matrix of 
tertiles by area. The information is based on data reported by the 

households being monitored that are in both rounds. 

There are also important increases in the number 
of fridges and washing machines in both urban and 
rural zones. Between 2010 and 2016, in the ur-
ban zone, there was an 8% increase in ownership 
of fridges and a 17% increase in the ownership of 
washing machines. Similarly, in the rural micro-
regions, there was a 15% increase in the owner-
ship of fridges and a 16% increase in the number 
of washing machines. It is important to highlight 

that, although there were similar increases in the 
ownership of some durable goods, there is a huge 
difference in ownership of these types of goods 
between the rural and urban areas of the coun-
try. Just like the previous indicators of poverty, the 
rural areas seriously lag behind the urban areas. 
While 75% of urban households owned a wash-
ing machine in 2016, only 35% of rural households 
owned one. The difference is particularly marked 

in terms of computers, which is a complementary 
good used for the creation of human capital and 
something that opens access to opportunities with-
in different markets. In comparison, with 53.9% of 
urban households, only 8.8% of rural households 
have a computer.

Access to public services presents a similar picture. 
In general, between 2010 and 2016, there was an 
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increase in coverage for almost all public services 
in both rural and urban zones. The only significant 
fall in access to public services is the telephone in 
urban zones, which reflects the substitution that 
households are making from fixed line telephones 
to mobile telephones. In 2016, in both rural and 
urban zones, approximately 98% of houses had a 
mobile telephone. Access to natural gas was the 
biggest increase in both rural (15%) and urban 
(14%) areas. Similarly to the possession of durable 
goods, it is important to highlight that the similari-
ties in the increases in public services does not im-
ply that there is similarity between the increases of 
public services in rural and urban zones. There is 
a dramatic gap between both zones: there is only 

Ta b le  5.6. 
Summary matrix

Zone of residence: Urban regions

Improve Worsen Same Total

2010 - 2013 20,24% 15,60% 64,16% 100%

2013 - 2016 17,40% 13,71% 68,89% 100%

2010 - 2016 22,68% 15,48% 61,84% 100%

Zone of residence: Rural Micro-regions

Improve Worsen Same Total

2010 - 2013 21,28% 20,07% 58,66% 100%

2013 - 2016 19,59% 19,99% 60,42% 100%

2010 - 2016 23,39% 22,85% 53,76% 100%
Source:elca 2010, 2013, 2016. The table presents the transition matrix 

of tertiles by area. The information is based on data reported by the 
households being monitored that are in both rounds.

Ta b le  5.7. 
Ownership of durable goods by household

2010 2013 2016 Percentage change 
2010-2013

Percentage change 
2013-2016

Percentage change 
2010-2016

Urban regions

Fridge 84,10% 87,59% 91,98% 3,49% 4,39% 7,88%

Washing machine 57,82% 65,64% 75,11% 7,82% 9,47% 17,29%

Television 96,16% 96,53% 97,13% 0,37% 0,60% 0,97%

Computer 40,95% 51,13% 53,91% 10,18% 2,78% 12,96%

Motorcycle 18,73% 25,23% 29,62% 6,50% 4,39% 10,89%

Rural Micro-regions

Fridge 55,49% 59,92% 70,53% 4,43% 10,61% 15,04%

Washing machine 19,15% 22,60% 35,50% 3,45% 12,90% 16,35%

Television 81,20% 81,42% 85,56% 0,22% 4,14% 4,36%

Computer 7,99% 7,25% 8,88% -0,74% 1,63% 0,89%

Motorcycle 21,25% 30,53% 44,02% 9,28% 13,49% 22,77%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

to running water and sewage makes studying what 
happens in each one of the regions relevant. Tables 
5.9 and 5.10, respectively, show the coverage of 
sewage and access to running water in each one 
of the regions that was analyzed in 2010, 2013, and 
2016. The first interesting element is the huge gap 
between the Atlantic region and the other urban re-
gions in the country. In 2016, 74.55% of households 
in this region had access to sewage, whereas, in the 
same year, 96.62% of the households in the region 
that followed -Eastern region- had this service. Due 
to this difference, the Atlantic region is the only 

patchy coverage of important services such as wa-
ter mains, sewage, and waste disposal in rural ar-
eas where only 11.4% of households have sewage 
while in urban zone, this figure is 93.6%. In terms 
of waste disposal, 13.4% of rural households have 
this service, whereas 97.8% of urban households 
do. 63.75% of rural households have access to 
running water, in comparison to 97.98% of urban 
households.

This huge difference between rural and urban zones 
in the coverage of public services such as access 
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> In the Betancourt Álvarez family house in the Santa Fe neighbor-
hood in Montería (Córdoba), as well as the nuclear family, other 
relatives also live in the house. Despite each family’s finances 
being separate, all members contribute to the living expenses in 
order to survive.

Ta b le  5.8.
Access to public services by household 

2010 2013 2016 Percentage change 
2010-2013

Percentage change 
2013-2016

Percentage change 
2010-2016

Urban regions

Electricity 99,75% 99,92% 99,82% 0,17% -0,10% 0,07%

Natural gas 69,06% 78,52% 83,11% 9,46% 4,59% 14,05%

Sewage 93,29% 92,41% 93,62% -0,88% 1,21% 0,33%

Access to  
running water 96,98% 97,31% 97,98% 0,33% 0,67% 1,00%

Telephone 55,52% 51,22% 47,73% -4,30% -3,49% -7,79%

Mobile telephone . 98,04% 98,79% . 0,75% .

Internet 22,81% 40,26% 50,16% 17,46% 9,90% 27,35%

Waste collection 98,38% 97,89% 97,88% -0,49% -0,01% -0,50%

Rural Micro-regions

Electricity 93,29% 96,19% 97,63% 2,90% 1,44% 4,34%

Natural gas 0,24% 4,75% 15,68% 4,51% 10,93% 15,44%

Sewage 6,04% 7,45% 11,40% 1,41% 3,95% 5,36%

Access to  
running water 55,01% 61,75% 63,75% 6,74% 2,00% 8,74%

Telephone 0,80% 1,03% 1,29% 0,23% 0,26% 0,49%

Mobile telephone . 96,94% 97,72% . 0,78% .

Internet 0,91% 2,38% 3,63% 1,48% 1,24% 2,72%

Waste collection 3,34% 8,51% 13,46% 5,17% 4,95% 10,12%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.
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urban region in which there was an increase in the 
coverage of sewage between 2010 and 2016. There 
was a similar, but smaller, gap of approximately 
ten percentage points in terms of water main cov-
erage. Atlantic is the urban region that has the 
highest increase; however, it also has the lowest 
levels of coverage.

In terms of rural zones, it is possible to see that two 
regions stand out. For both sewage and access to 

running water, the Eje Cafetero has a higher cover-
age than the other rural regions, and the Atlantic 
region has much lower coverage. In 2016 for ex-
ample, 28.1% of households in the Eje Cafetero had 
sewage while in the following rural region (Centro-
Oriente), only 9.63% of households had access to 
this service. The Atlántica Media region, in which 
only 50% of households have access to running 
water, has a much lower coverage than the other 
rural micro-regions in the country. However, it is 

worthwhile pointing out the large increase in this 
region between 2010 and 2016. Coverage of access 
to running water has increased by 21.65%, and 
sewage by 6.31%. Although it is difficult to attribute 
this increase to one single factor, it is important to 
mention the contribution that the General System 
of Royalties (SGR by its acronym in spanish) is mak-
ing. These funds are used, for the most part, for 
infrastructure in the regions as well as for the de-
velopment of public services. According to the Di-
rectorate for Supervising Royalties, which is part of 
the National Department of Planning (DNP, 2016), 
between 2015-2016, 3,559 projects were approved 
that had a total of COP$7.8 billion. Projects under-
taken in the Atlantic region were worth a value of 
COP$2 billion, which is equivalent to 26.4% of the 
total value of all the projects that were carried out 
in the two-year period. Only the Llanos region has 
projects that have a greater value than those that 
were carried out in the Atlantic region. In addition, 
of the 1,773 projects that were visited in 2015, 495 
were being carried out in the Atlantic region. This is 
27.9% of the total, which is a much higher percent-
age than any other region. The previous leads us 
to the opinion that the use of the funds that come 
from the General System of Royalties (SGR) plays 
an important role in increasing coverage of basic 
services and, probably, in increasing the expendi-
ture that we have previously seen in this chapter for 
households in the Atlantic region. 

Ta b le  5.9.
Access to sewage

2010 2013 2016 Percentage  
change 2010-2013

Percentage  
change 2013-2016

Percentage  
change 2010-2016

Urban

Atlantic 68,61% 69,39% 74,55% 0,78% 5,16% 5,94%

Eastern 97,92% 96,10% 96,62% -1,82% 0,52% -1,30%

Central 97,68% 96,72% 97,13% -0,96% 0,41% -0,55%

Pacific 99,74% 99,23% 98,46% -0,51% -0,77% -1,29%

Bogotá 99,82% 98,18% 98,72% -1,64% 0,55% -1,09%

Rural Micro-regions 

Atlántica Media 0,19% 3,59% 6,50% 3,40% 2,91% 6,31%

Cundi-Boyacense 3,52% 6,04% 8,85% 2,52% 2,82% 5,33%

Eje Cafetero 31,19% 20,41% 28,10% -10,78% 7,68% -3,10%

Centro-Oriente 3,42% 5,59% 9,63% 2,17% 4,04% 6,21%
Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.
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These important differences between urban and 
rural zones in terms of the ownership of durable 
goods and access to public services complicates 
the picture that has been presented thus far. Al-
though poverty seems to have reduced between 
2010 and 2016, there is still a long way to go: par-
ticularly in urban zones. Precarious access to pub-
lic services reduces the standards of living of these 

beneficiary individuals or beneficiary households. 
For this reason, using the same line of analysis that 
we have used until now, it is very important to un-
derstand how people’s participation in these pro-
grams have changed. Graphs 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, and 5.8 
show participation in four social programs (ICBF5, 
SENA6, Red Unidios7, and Familias en Acción8) for 
different regions in the three years that were ana-
lyzed. The first important factor is the significant in-
crease in the participation of the (ICBF, SENA, and 
Red Unidos) social programs between 2010 and 
2013. In urban zones, the percentage of households 
that participated in ICBF programs increased by 
13.4%, and in rural zones, it increased by 26.24%. 

Ta b le  5.10. 
Access to running water

2010 2013 2016 Percentage change 
2010-2013

Percentage change 
2013-2016

Percentage change 
2010-2016

Urban

Atlantic 87,22% 88,68% 92,49% 1,46% 3,81% 5,27%

Eastern 98,44% 98,44% 98,96% 0,00% 0,52% 0,52%

Central 98,77% 98,91% 99,18% 0,14% 0,27% 0,41%

Pacific 99,74% 99,87% 99,36% 0,13% -0,51% -0,39%

Bogotá 99,64% 99,45% 99,45% -0,18% 0,00% -0,18%

Rural Micro-regions

Atlántica 
Media 28,93% 46,12% 50,58% 17,18% 4,47% 21,65%

Cundi- 
Boyacense 59,86% 63,08% 64,79% 3,22% 1,71% 4,93%

Eje Cafetero 76,95% 76,61% 78,90% -0,34% 2,29% 1,95%

Centro-
Oriente 75,88% 81,26% 78,88% 5,38% -2,38% 3,00%

Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

households that, with no sewage or waste disposal, 
are exposed to many diseases. 

5.3.	A ccess to social programs

The fundamental objective of social programs fund-
ed by the State is to improve quality of life for the 

> Eduard Álvarez is a day laborer in Sabanalarga, Chinú (Córdoba). In 
this photo, he is bringing drinking water to the house to be shared 
with his mother-in-law and several of his sisters-in-law. Behind, is 
his seven year-old son Éder David Álvarez.

------------------>

5.	 The Colombian Institute of Family Wellbeing. 
6.	 The National Service for Apprenticeships (Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje) (SENA) is a Colombian public institution focused on the development of professional training programs.
7.	 This is a strategy that seeks to contribute to improving families’ living conditions, improve the accumulation of social and human capital and, consequently, to the reduction of the levels of poverty.
8.	 This program helps families with children under 18 who need financial support for food and for the children to remain in education.
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Participation increased by 6.8% and 5.1%, respec-
tively in the SENA’s programs. For Red Unidos, 
there was a 3.29% and 8.37% increase in urban 
and rural zones, respectively. However, this sharp 
increase between 2010 and 2013 is not replicated 
in 2016 for any of the three programs mentioned. 
In fact, participation in the three institutions’ so-
cial programs reduced between 2013 and 2016. 
Although the reduction is not the same size as the 
increase in the three previous years, it occurs in 
all the regions being analyzed. The Red Unidos is 
the program that experienced the strongest reduc-
tions in participation between 2013 and 2016. This 
could be due to the reorganization of the program 
and contracting procedures that took place at the 
beginning of 2016, when the program activities 
were not being carried out in full. An interesting 

Gra p h 5.5.
Participation in ICBF's social programs (percentage of eligible households)
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Gra p h 5.6. 
Participation in SENA's social programs (percentage of eligible households)
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Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations. The universe of households that was considered  
to calculate these percentages contains those households with people between 15 and 25. 

> In Sabanalarga, Chinú (Córdoba) on a plot of land with four houses 
built by the members of the Álvarez Tapias family. There are eight 
adults and thirteen children and in front of the land there is a space 
to play football.
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Gra p h 5.7. 
Participation in Familias en Action (percentage of eligible households)
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Source: elca 2010, 2013, 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Gra p h 5.8.
Participation in Red Unidos
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difference that can be seen between participation 
in SENA programs is that there is greater participa-
tion in urban than there is in rural areas. This could 
be explained by the higher level of education, that, 
on average, urban households have. Familias en Ac-
ción and Red Unidos are social network programs 
that were created as a mechanism for vulnerable 
households to escape poverty, which could explain 
why there is a larger degree of participation in rural 
micro-regions than there is in urban regions. 

Participation in the Familias en Acción State pro-
gram is distinct from that in the SENA and ICBF 
programs. As can be seen in graph 5.7, participation 
in Familias en Acción, generally, remained stable 

> Inés Álvarez has suffered many shocks, the most serious being the 
death of her only son. She now struggles paying the electricity and 
receives threats from the authorities to close her shop in Chinú 
(Córdoba) for not paying her Sayco Acinpro contribution. 
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>The Álvarez Tapias family children run around their house in Sabanalarga Chinú (Córdoba). They play with pigs, hens, cows, and help their parents with the household chores. 
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throughout the years that were analyzed. Although 
there were increases and decreases in some years 
and regions, they were not of a large magnitude. 
However, it is important to note the large difference 
that there is between rural and urban participation 
in this program. Atlantic is the region in an urban 
zone that has the greatest amount of participation 
(42.58% of households), and the rural micro-region 
with the greatest amount of participation is Atlán-
tica-Media (76.81% of households participated). An 
explanation for this phenomenon is similar to what 
was outlined above: rural households are, in gen-
eral, poorer, and for this reason, they have a higher 
degree of participation in the social programs. 

5.4. Conclusions

This chapter has demonstrated a reduction in the 
poverty in Colombia, which has been measured by 
different indicators. Among these indicators are: 
per capita expenditure, the number of households 
below the Poverty Line, the Multidimensional Pov-
erty Index, and the Filmer and Pritchett wealth in-
dex. However, there has been a deceleration in the 
reduction in poverty over the past three years with 

respect to the fall between 2010 and 2013. The indi-
cators analyzed show that between 2013 and 2016 
there was a smaller reduction in poverty than be-
tween 2010 and 2013. If this can be considered as a 
normal phenomenon (it is marginally more expen-
sive/ difficult to remove a household from poverty) 
it also demonstrates the difficulties that the social 
public policies will have to confront in the future. 
A more general view of poverty must consider the 
conditions that the households develop based on 
help from social programs in order that their es-
cape from poverty endures and is sustainable. 

In other words, the government needs to guar-
antee the provision of public services relating to 

The indicators analyzed show that between 2013 and 2016 there was 
a smaller reduction in poverty than between 2010 and 2013. This can 
be considered as a normal phenomenon (it is marginally more  
expensive /difficult to remove a household from poverty), but also 
demonstrates the difficulties that the social public policies will have 
to confront in the future.

health, education, and quality sanitation. These 
are conditions that allow households to be per-
manently socially mobile and to avoid households 
falling into poverty traps that are difficult to escape 
from. This is particularly important due to the huge 
gap between rural and urban regions in terms of 
access to these public services. Such fundamen-
tal and important services such as waste disposal, 
sewage, and access to running water presented, 
respectively, a difference of 84, 82, and 34 per-
centage points in 2016 for urban regions and rural 
micro-regions. These differences should be taken 
into account when prioritizing public policy invest-
ments that seek to improve the majority of Colom-
bians’ living standards. 



119

References

Angulo, R., Díaz , B and Pardo, R. (2013). 
A Counting Multidimensional Poverty Index in Public 
Policy Context: the case of Colombia. OPHI Working 
Paper 62. Oxford University.

Comité de Ensambladoras de Motos Ja-
ponesas. (2013). Estudio Sociodemográfico de los 
usuarios de motos en Colombia. Available at: https://
es.scribd.com/presentation/183931615/Estudio-
demografico-de-los-usuarios-de-motos-en-Co-
lombia-Comite-de-Ensambladoras-Japonesas

Departamento Nacional de Planeación. (2016). 
Informe del Sistema de monitoreo, seguimiento, con-
trol y evaluación de regalías. 

Departamento Administrativo Nacional 
de Estadística. (2017). Pobreza monetaria y multidi-
mensional en Colombia 2016

Filmer, D., & Prichett, L. (2001). Estimating 
Wealth Effects without Expenditure Data-or Tears: 

An Application to Educational Enrollments in Sta-
tes of India. Demography 38, 1: 115–132.

OPHI. Multidimensional Poverty Measure-
ment & Analysis. (2015). Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Reddy, S., & Pogge, T. (2005). How not to 
count the poor. Social Analysis. 

RUNT. Boletín de Prensa 02 de 2017. Ac-
cessed on http://www1.runt.com.co/sites/default/
files/BoletndePrensa002de2017.pdf

Sen, A. (1999). Development as Freedom. 
Anchor.

United Nations. The poverty of poverty 
measurement. In Rethinking Poverty. (2009) New 
York: United Nations.



120

> Six year-old Daniel Felipe García lives with his adoptive parents María Alicia Torres and Octavio Ballesteros in Susa (Cundinamarca). After arriving from school and doing homework, he helps milk the cows.
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> Sara Ballesteros Robayo says that she prefers to help her father working in the fields than helping her mother with the housework and looking after the children in the nursery. She lives in Buenavista (Boyacá) and 
dreams of competing in skating events.
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> Six year-old Daniel Felipe García always helped his mother milk the cows, and he enjoys himself playing with this calf in Susa (Cundinamarca).

>

Chapter 6 
Children and Young People in Colombia: Their change between 
2010 – 2016

Nicolás Fuertes

Catherine Rodríguez 

6.1. Introduction

As well as being the first longitudinal survey in Co-
lombia, probably the most important characteristic 
of ELCA is that it allows the detailed monitoring 
of the development over time of a representative 
sample of children who were between zero and 
nine in 2010 in urban regions and four rural micro-
regions in Colombia. The information collected in 
the three ELCA rounds allows us to understand the 
life story of these individuals in terms of critical is-
sues including health, education, child labor, social 
capital, consumer habits, risks, expectations, and 
dreams and life plans. This information, if used 
appropriately, can be used as the fundamental in-
put to develop public policy for children and young 
people in Colombia.

This chapter presents a brief introduction to the 
richness of data that this longitudinal survey con-
tains, which allows us to understand some of the 
most significant changes that the children and 
young people have experienced since ELCA first 
started gathering information. According to Ro-
dríguez (2014), the analysis is based on the paths 
of young people in the last six years in terms of 
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education, child labor, risks, and their dreams. Al-
though the two first topics are based on standard 
questions that are found in other surveys of Colom-
bian households, only through ELCA is it possible 
to follow the same children over time and under-
stand how decisions regarding these important 
aspects will have an impact on their future levels 
of income, economic stability, and personal and 
family development. The analysis of the other two 
topics is only possible thanks to the specific and 
original information that ELCA has gathered in this 
and other areas in Colombia. 

The analysis allows us to conclude that between 
2010 and 2016, as the children and young people are 
growing up, their rates of falling behind and drop-
ping out of school have increased. These increases, 
that are related to older children, are importantly 
correlated with personal and family characteris-
tics. The ones who are more likely to fall behind or 
drop out of school are either the children and young 
people who live in the most vulnerable households 
or those who in 2010 had less verbal skills. Spe-
cifically, the correlation found between educational 
variables and verbal skills is the strongest and 
most significant, and it proves the importance that 
early childhood has on the lives of individuals.

Similarly, individuals undertaking household chores 
and participating in the labor market has increased 
over recent years, which can be explained by socio-
economic factors as well as their age. Moreover, 

> Fifteen year-old Jesús David Franco Causil dreams of being a football player. He is a fan of Junior and dreams of playing for Real Madrid. He 
lives with his mother and grandparents on a farm in Ciénaga de Oro (Córdoba).

The analysis allows us to conclude that between 2010 and 2016, as the 
children and young people are growing up, their rates of falling behind 
and dropping out of school have increased. These increases, that are 
related to older children, are importantly correlated with personal and 
family characteristics.
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> Seven year-old Santiago Franco Ruiz lives with his mother Noraylis Ruiz and his grandparents on a farm in Ciénaga de Oro (Córdoba). His father 
is a miner in Chocó and he visits every two or three months. 

------------------>

1.	 Guaranteeing a balanced panel implies that only the children who were surveyed in the three ELCA rounds were chosen for analysis. This means that there was a sample loss of 28% of the 4,503 children who were 
surveyed by ELCA in 2010 and who were between five and nine. This loss is superior to the household loss as only 10.5% of the households surveyed in 2010 were lost. Additionally, to keep the urban and rural samples 
being representative, the analysis was undertaken based on the zone in which the children lived in the baseline. 

there is a clear differentiation in rolls between 
the sexes within the household; there is a marked 
difference between the time that boys and girls 
spend on chores, even at a young age. As the chil-
dren who are being monitored are growing up, the 
probability of them being exposed to dangerous 
activities -such as alcohol consumption or joining 
a gang- has increased: their dreams and expecta-
tions for the future have adjusted accordingly. We 
found that events such as teenage pregnancy and 
dropping out of school have consequences on their 
future expectations, which, perhaps, perpetuates a 
cycle of poverty for these young people that begins 
in adolescence. 

6.2. The sample of children and 
young people used

In ELCA, the special follow-up population is a rep-
resentative sample of children from urban zones 
and four rural micro-regions, they were the chil-
dren, stepchildren, or grand-son/ daughter of ei-
ther the head of the household or their spouse in 
2010, and that were between 0 and 9 years of age. 
However, this chapter concentrates solely on a 
subgroup made up of children who were between 5 
and 9 in the first round, which can be explained for 
three reasons. First, the analysis of the develop-
ment of children who were between zero and nine 
in 2010 -given the recognized importance of early 
childhood- has been extensively analyzed in studies 
such as Bernal and Van Der Werf (2011) and Bernal, 

Martínez, and Quintero, (2015). Secondly, as educa-
tion is one of the main topics being analyzed in this 
chapter, we decided to only choose those cohorts 
that, from the first ELCA round and in accordance 
with Colombian legislation, should already be reg-
istered in the Colombian education system. Finally, 
these older cohorts allow us to ask new questions 
that are incorporated into the ELCA as the children 
and young people being monitored grow up. 

In order to ensure a balanced panel, the analysis re-
lating to education and child labor use information 

from 1,439 and 1,819 children from urban regions 
and rural micro-regions, respectively.1 For the 
analysis related to risks and dreams that the chil-
dren and young people reported to have in 2013 and 
2016, we used information from 873 young people 
in urban zones and 1,109 young people in rural 
micro-regions: in 2010, the majority were between 
seven and nine, and, therefore, have responded to 
the unit on young people in both rounds. 

On analyzing the basic characteristics of these 
children and young people for the urban sector and 
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four micro-regions in the rural sector, we found 
that, as expected, the average age of children on 
the panel increased over the three rounds, from 
6.99 in 2010 to 10.07 in 2013 and then 13.05 in 2016 
in urban zone; and from 7.05 to 10.07 and then 
13.11 in the four rural micro-regions, respectively, 
for each round. It is interesting that, year by year, 
the proportion of households to which the children 
belong that have low levels of wealth decreases im-
portantly in both areas. It moves from 38.60% and 
33.18%, respectively, for the urban zones and the 
rural micro-regions in 2010 to 41.21% and 36.05% 
in 2016, respectively.2

6.3. Education: attendance, 
dropping out, and falling behind

The Colombian legislation stipulates that manda-
tory education starts at five; children start at grade 
zero (transition) and finish in ninth grade corre-
sponding to elementary and middle school. Data 
from ELCA show that, in 2010, 98.3% and 97.2% 
of children in urban zones and the rural micro-
regions within this age range did attend school. In 
fact, in 2013, this percentage increased to 99.4% 
and 98.8%, respectively: this increase can be ex-
plained by some children’s late-entering to the 
education system. However, as time goes by and 
these children grow up, their educational indicators 
show clear signs for concern that should be taken 
into consideration by parents and the education au-
thorities. For example, the data indicates that, for 

------------------>

2.	 The wealth index for households was calculated according to the methodology presented by Staveteig and Mallick (2014) through a principal component analysis in which the only variables taken into consideration were 
to do with the physical condition of the dwelling (walls and floors), access to public services, assets, and size of household. 

> Karina Ramírez Tapias helps with domestic chores for her nuclear family, consisting of her grandmother Inés María Álvarez, her mother’s 
husband Eduard Álvarez, her mother Yomaira Tapias, and her sisters Camila and Isabela.
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2016, only 97.6% and 94.9% of children in each one 
of the zones were part of the school system. Graph 
6.1 shows how the percentage of children and 
young people being monitored who are over-age or 
who have abandoned the system in each zone as 
they have been growing up and as ELCA has been 
surveying them has change.3 As can be seen, while 
in 2010 only 0.8% of these children were over-age, 
this percentage increased to 8.7% and 11.5% in the 
urban zones and the four micro-regions, respec-
tively in 2016. Similarly, in 2010, no child between 
five and nine had dropped out the school system, in 
2016, 2.4% and 4.8% had dropped out in each zone. 
The differences are evident between the residents 
in rural and urban zones. 

However, these averages hide important varia-
tions in terms of children’s sex, age, wealth, and 
early verbal abilities. Graph 6.2 presents school 
drop out in accordance with a household’s level of 
wealth and the score from the Peabody Picture Vo-
cabulary Test (PPVT) that the children obtained in 
2010.4 Panel A clearly shows that, for both zones, 
the lower wealth of the household, the higher the 
drop-out rate. This difference is more significant in 
the urban areas where the probability of a child or 
young person who comes from a poorer household 
dropping out of school is eight times more likely 
than one who belongs to a wealthier family. Panel 
B shows that the children who in 2010 were more 

------------------>

3.	 In this chapter, we define falling behind (or being over-age) according to the definition provided by the Ministry of Education, which states that this phenomenon occurs when a child or young person is two or three years 
above the expected average age to attend a certain grade that is established in the General Law of Education. For example, a second-grade student should be between seven or eight; if they are ten or above, they are an 
over-age student. 

4.	 The PPVT test measures how advanced children are for their age and it is a measure of the child’s receptive verbal ability. It has been found that this test is correlated with the results from intelligence tests (Bernal et al., 
2015). It has been applied in three ELCA’s rounds; however, for this chapter, we will only use the results from 2010. In Bernal et al.’s (2015) study, analysis was made using results from the first two rounds (2010 and 2013). 
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Own calculations ELCA 2010, 2013, and 2016.
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linguistically able, as measured by the PPVT, drop-out less from the education 
system. Specifically, for urban zones, we found that while only 0.6% of children 
in the highest tertile of the PPVT distribution leave the system, 5.6% of the chil-
dren in the lowest tertile do. Results from the rural micro-regions show a simi-
lar picture, as children in the lowest tertile of the PPVT results are four times 
more likely to leave school than a child in the highest tertile. It is worthwhile 
highlighting that, when we analyze the correlation between wealth tertiles and 

Gra p h 6.2.
School drop-out rate according to the household’s wealth level and the PPVT score in 2010 (percentage of children 
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PPVT score with simultaneous drop-out, only the second result is significant 
and demonstrates the importance of investing in early childhood. 

In terms of public policy, it is important to understand at what age, at what edu-
cational level, and for what reason it is most probable that an individual drops 
out of the school system. According to ELCA’s data from 2016, 52% of those who 
dropped out did so when they were between 13 and 15 from urban zones, and 
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69% did so in the four micro-regions. This shows 
that this age range is critical and should be taken 
into consideration by the authorities, educational 
establishments, and families. For the vast majority 
of children and young people in urban zones – the 
majority of who drop out- the final grade that they 
take is first grade (16.61% of those who drop out 
do so in this grade, sixth grade (13.07% of students 
drop out), and seventh grade (20.72% drop out ).5 In 
terms of the children and young people from the 
four rural micro-regions, the majority only com-
plete fifth and sixth grade (12.32% and 26.61% of 
those who drop out, respectively).

Graph 6.3 shows the main reason for which the in-
dividuals do not study or stopped studying. The ma-
jority, in both zones, reported to not study because 
they were not interested in education: a motivation 
that is surely related with a low quality of educa-
tion and the lack of information that households 
have about the importance that this plays for an 
individual´s future in terms of work. Information 
programs such as those written by Jensen (2010) 
and Levitt, List, Neckermann, and Sadoff (2016) 
could be very beneficial for policy in these contexts. 
In urban zones, the following are the three most 
common reasons given by young people for not at-
tending school: the lack of places, illness, or the 
need for special education; a 35.8% of young people 
gave one of this options as a reason to not attend 
school. Finally, 7% of individuals in urban zones 

(16% of women who drop out) claim that they do 
not attend school due to pregnancy or that they are 
looking after a child. The most common reasons in 

rural zones are different, and they involve a lack of 
money, lack of support from their parents, or be-
cause they need special education. 

------------------>

5.	 The high dropout rates in first grade are consistent with what has been found in previous studies such as Garcia et al. (2010).
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Graph 6.4 shows the proportion of children and 
young people who abandoned the education system 
by age. This graph shows, as is expected, that drop-
ping out becomes higher as the children get older. 
Specifically, 4.81% of 15 year-old children drop out 
in urban areas; this figure is 7.35% in rural zones. 
For 8 year-old children, these percentages are 
0.37% and 0.42%. Similarly, the results are consis-
tent with what has previously been found; we are 
beginning to see a gap between young people who 
live in urban and rural zones, the latter being the 
ones who are most likely to drop out of the educa-
tion system. Finally, the graph shows that there are 
certain critical ages in which the children begin to 
drop out; it can be seen that the dropout rate in-
creases considerably when children are 11 in rural 
zones and 14 in urban zones. 

The rates of dropping behind also vary importantly 
in accordance with a household’s wealth and child’s 
verbal ability in 2010. Panel A in Graph 6.5 shows 
that there is a negative correlation between dropping 
behind and wealth, but that it has increased over 
time, and, as expected, the children from the poor-
est houses are the ones who fall behind the most. 
For example, in 2010, 0.83% of children between 5 
and 9 from poor households in rural areas had fall-
en behind; this percentage increased by 3.8% and 
14.4% in 2013 and 2016, respectively. Panel B in the 
graph once again shows a negative correlation for 
the PPVT score that the child obtained in 2010 and 
the probability of being behind in the years that fol-
low. Firstly, it can be seen that the children who 
had a lower verbal development in 2010 are more 

likely to be behind in school, regardless of the zone 
in which they live. Specifically, for the four rural 
micro-regions, it is shown that 18.6% of the chil-
dren in the lowest tertile have dropped behind in 
2016 while only 1.9% of the children from the high-
est tertile have dropped behind. Secondly, it can be 

seen that dropping behind has increased between 
2010 and 2016, especially for those in the lowest ter-
tile. The figures show that the probability increases 
by 11.2 percentage points in urban regions for the 
lowest tertile; however, for the highest tertile, it only 
increases by 3.22 percentage points. 

Gra p h 6.4.
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There are also important differences in falling be-
hind in school and dropping out if we look at sex, as 
can be seen in Table 6.1. Independently of where the 
individual resided in 2010, dropping out and falling 
behind in school is significantly higher and has in-
creased to higher levels for males than for females. 
Also, the educational achievements have varied 

depending on the zone. For example, the probabil-
ity that a child in the urban sample had dropped 
behind increased by 11.6 percentage points be-
tween 2010 and 2016 in the Central region, but only 
by 2.5 points in Bogotá. In the rural sample, this 
probability increased by 15.1 percentage points in 
the Atlántica Media region and by 4.74 percentage 

points for those living in the Cundiboyacense mi-
cro-region. The Central region is where there has 
been the highest increase of urban young-person 
drop out: the figure was 3.87% in 2016, and for the 
rural micro-regions it has increased the most in 
the Centro-Oriente region (6.03%). 

6.4. Chores and labor force

ELCA also inquired as to the children and young 
people´s participation in the labor force by ask-
ing specific questions to different age ranges. 
For all the children over five, the survey asked if 
they helped with the household chores; for chil-
dren between five and nine, they were asked if they 
worked, or helped someone with their job in the 
previous week; and, finally, those over ten were 
asked about their involvement in the labor force 
that were similar to those asked to adults. This in-
formation was used to construct two variables that 
identified the participation or help with household 
chores and the participation in the labor market 
for all children and young people who were being 
monitored and the subgroup that was being ana-
lyzed in this chapter.6

Graph 6.6 shows how the participation of young 
people who were being monitored in these ac-
tivities has evolved over the past six years. It can 
be seen that participation in household chores is 
quite similar for urban zones and the rural micro-
regions, and both have increased as the young peo-
ple have grown up. For example, in 2010, 46.5% of 

> Santiago’s mother Noraylis Ruiz is very involved in his academic life and decided to not work while her son grows up so that she can look after 
him. She now wants a job. Her husband is a miner in Chocó.

------------------>

6.	 To construct the participation in the labor force variable, information was included for all ages. Whether the child helped someone with their work or if they directly participated in the labor market was taken into 
consideration. 
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children did household chores, in the urban zone, 
this percentage increased from 73.9% to 80.4% in 
2013 and 2016, respectively. Similarly, for the rural 
zone, 61.3% of children did household chores in 
2010, 76.8% in 2013, and 85.5% in 2016. On analyz-
ing the evolution of the children´s participation in 
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Note: The information is for the children being followed-up who were surveyed in the three CLS rounds, who in 2010 were between 5 and 9 years old, and who had reported to not be studying in 2016 (dropped out or did not 
attend). The levels of wealth and PPVT score are those of the family and child in 2010. 

the labor market over time, we found similar pat-
terns: the participation of the young people being 
monitored in this activity has almost doubled in 
each one of the three ELCA rounds as they grow up. 
However, it is clear that participation in the labor 
market by children in rural zones is significantly 

higher than for children in urban zones. For ex-
ample, child labor in urban zones increased from 
0.9% in 2010 to 2.2% in 2013 and then to 4.2% in 
2016, for the micro-regions, these figures went 
from 2.9% in 2010 to 7.3% in 2013, and then to 
15.1% in 2016. 
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to note that, although the children and young peo-
ple who belong to poorer houses are the ones who 
work at early ages in the urban zones, in the rural 
zones, the probability of working does not change 
depending on level of wealth.

As expected, the types of household chores that 
these children and young people undertake change 
as they grow up. Table 6.3 shows this evolution over 
time, revealing the similarities and differences be-
tween zones. From a young age, the chores related 
to cleaning the house have been the same in both 
areas for young people in the sample (close to 90% 
in 2016); however, chores such as running errands 
or washing have increased importantly in both ar-
eas as children and young people grow up doing 
almost 70% and 50% of each chore in both zones. 
Between these differences, it is important to high-
light that in the rural zones it is six times more like-
ly, compared to urban zones, that a child or young 
person will help to bring water to the house and two 
times more likely that they will help to cook. 

It is also possible to analyze the differences by sex 
for both the hours worked and the type of work un-
dertaken. In the urban sector, while females help 
with household chores for close to 4.3 hours, males 
spend 23.2% less time helping with these chores. 
The percentage difference in the time spent on 
household chores by sex increases to 27% in ru-
ral areas. There are also differences in the type 
of chores undertaken by males and females. In 
2016, 54% of females in urban zones wash while 

Ta b le  6.1.
Dropping out and falling behind in school by sex and region 2010-2016

Falling behind Dropping out
2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016

Urban

Region

Atlantic 1,09% 4,66% 10,18% 0,00% 0,65% 3,26%
Eastern 0,00% 0,51% 7,33% 0,00% 0,48% 0,96%
Central 0,21% 5,74% 11,83% 0,00% 0,61% 3,87%
Pacific 0,18% 3,58% 6,06% 0,00% 1,33% 2,00%
Bogotá 2,34% 0,28% 4,82% 0,00% 0,00% 0,15%

Sex
Female 0,18% 1,32% 4,19% 0,00% 0,30% 1,76%
Male 1,41% 5,52% 13,34% 0,00% 0,89% 2,98%

Rural Micro-regions
Region

Atlántica Media 1,25% 4,88% 16,39% 0,00% 0,75% 4,39%
Cundiboyacense 0,58% 1,41% 5,32% 0,00% 0,69% 3,82%
Eje Cafetero 0,35% 4,89% 10,36% 0,00% 0,73% 5,03%
Centro-oriente 0,52% 4,09% 9,34% 0,00% 1,37% 6,03%

Sex
Female 0,40% 1,75% 6,66% 0,00% 1,21% 2,43%
Male 1,22% 6,02% 16,40% 0,00% 0,61% 7,05%

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

As can be seen in Table 6.2, in 2016, the majority of 
children being monitored, regardless of their level 
of wealth, helped with household chores. Although 
the probability of helping in these chores is slightly 
higher for females than it is for males, particularly 
in the rural sector, there are no differences in the 

probability of helping in the home based on sex. 
The situation for participation in the labor force 
is very different: the probability of participating in 
the labor market is four times higher for men than 
for women in urban zones and close to three times 
higher in the rural micro-regions. It is interesting 
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this percentage is only 39% for males. Converse-
ly, 80% of males run errands or go shopping; this 
percentage is 71% for women. This gap between 
men and women is much wider in the four rural 
micro-regions where 75% of females wash but only 

35% of males do. 81% of males in these regions 
run errands compared to 66% of women. There are 
equally broad differences for cooking and looking 
after children. Moreover, males more often run er-
rands or bring water to the house. These analyses 

show that the differences in roles and chores by 
sex that can be found in studies (such as Peña & 
Uribe (2014) and García-Jimeno & Peña (2017)) be-
gin at a young age. 

Graph 6.7 presents the differences in the chores 
that females report to have undertaken compared 
to the males for each one of ELCA’s rounds. It can 
be seen that the differences between the sexes 
have widened in the past six years. For example, 
in the urban zone, the percentage of females who 
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In 2016, the majority of children 
being monitored, regardless of 
their level of wealth, helped with 
household chores. Although the 
probability of helping in these 
chores is slightly higher for fe-
males than it is for males, parti-
cularly in the rural sector, there 
are no differences in the pro-
bability of helping in the home 
based on sex. . 
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grow up. These results show that the initial gaps 
and the differences in roles and tasks undertaken 
based on sex, as well as starting from a young age, 
also increase as the individual grows up. 

In terms of participation in the labor market, the 
differences between area, wealth, and sex that 
are shown in Table 6.2 are not the only differenc-
es. Although young people from rural zones are 
more likely to work, the number of hours that they 
dedicate to this activity is 20% less than the young 
people from urban zones. In the rural sector they 
work for, on average, 3.6 hours weekly; in the ur-
ban zones this figure increases to 4.6 hours weekly. 
Also, the type of work they do is different. In the 
rural area, the majority of young people (70%) have 
reported to have worked for the family on an unpaid 
basis; however, this figure is 44% in the urban ar-
eas. Young people from the urban areas are more 
entrepreneurial than those in the rural areas (42% 
reported to be self-employed compared to only 8% 
of young people in rural areas). 

6.5. Risks and the children’s 
dreams

The second and third rounds of ELCA contain a 
special module that is dedicated to young people 
who are between ten and sixteen. This was cre-
ated to take into consideration that the main sub-
jects being monitored in the survey are growing up 

Ta b le  6.2.
Participation in household chores and the labor market by sex and level of 
wealth (percentage of children and young people) 2010 – 2016

Housework Participation in the labor force
2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016

Urban
Sex

Female 48,50% 81,32% 88,48% 0,56% 1,01% 1,54%
Male 44,42% 66,29% 71,99% 1,24% 3,43% 6,83%

Level of wealth
Low 47,72% 73,67% 80,42% 1,52% 3,63% 5,81%
Middle 53,99% 73,19% 85,37% 0,85% 2,61% 4,58%
High 37,34% 74,85% 75,03% 0,16% 0,38% 1,99%

Rural Micro-regions
Sex

Female 59,74% 81,79% 91,54% 1,19% 4,19% 7,84%
Male 62,76% 72,03% 79,66% 4,59% 10,29% 22,04%

Level of wealth
Low 61,75% 78,07% 86,59% 2,43% 6,13% 14,95%
Middle 67,93% 75,83% 88,04% 3,64% 8,76% 15,62%
High 53,99% 76,26% 81,63% 2,89% 7,17% 14,58%

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Note: The information is for the children being followed-up who were surveyed in the three CLS rounds who, in 2010 were between five and nine 
years old. Participation in the labor force involved helping adults with their work when the children were between five and nine.

cook or look after children compared to the per-
centage of males has increased considerably: the 
gap between the sexes has widened. Furthermore, 
for the four rural micro-regions, the probability 

that females (compared to males) wash, iron, cook, 
and look after children has also increased over 
time. However, it is more likely that males report 
to bring water to the home or run errands as they 
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Ta b le  6.3.
Type of household chores undertaken by year and zone (percentage of children and young people) 2010 – 2016

2010 2013 2016

Urban

Wash 20,04% 30,16% 47,39%

Iron 0,42% 2,23% 5,72%

Cook 2,92% 9,62% 24,52%

Cleaning 76,09% 93,29% 90,83%

Looking after children 5,21% 19,05% 24,52%

Looking after sick or disabled people 0,19% 0,53% 4,18%

Fetching water 0,64% 1,98% 3,66%

Doing chores and/ or the shopping 29,96% 76,21% 74,97%

Rural Micro-regions

Wash 17,82% 43,91% 57,79%

Iron 0,31% 3,17% 7,35%

Cook 5,08% 20,29% 42,25%

Cleaning 70,43% 89,26% 87,38%

Looking after children 9,99% 26,04% 27,31%

Looking after sick or disabled people 0,75% 2,55% 3,73%

Fetching water 17,88% 22,34% 24,56%

Doing chores and/ or the shopping 38,76% 78,88% 73,23%
Note: The information is for the children being followed-up who were 
surveyed in the three CLS rounds who, in 2010 were between five and 
nine years old. Participation in the labor force involved helping adults 
with their work when the children were between five and nine. Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations



137

Gra p h 6.7. 
Differences in the type of chores undertaken by sex and zone (percentage of children and young people)
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Differences in the participation of housework (Females - Males) - Rural micro-regions
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Fetching water

Doing chores and/ or the shopping

Source: elca 2010, 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Note: The information is for the children being followed-up who were surveyed in the three ELCA rounds, who in 2010 were between 5 and 9 years old. The differences were calculated as the children carried out some house-
work and they are equivalent to the percentage of females less the percentage of males who carried out each type of job.
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and they will have to confront different situations 
in their stages of adolescence, which will affect 
their life story; these are important to record and 
understand. Young people´s attitudes towards 
their peers, their social capital, their involvement 
with gangs, their habits in terms of consumption 
of alcohol and cigarettes, their future plans and 
dreams, and their use of time during the week and 
at weekends were among the aspects investigated. 

This section presents results on some of the risks 
that the young people being monitored in 2013 face 
and the dreams and expectations that they have 
as well as their evolutions over the three follow-
ing years. As a result, we only use a sub-sample 
of the original group that allows us to understand 
how these risks and dreams have changed as they 
grow up. For this section, we use information from 
only 873 and 1,109 children in the rural and urban 
zones, respectively, who, in 2010, were between 
seven and ten and had participated in the young 
person module in both 2013 and 2016.7 

In terms of risks, ELCA has information on the con-
sumption of cigarettes and alcohol. The data shows 
that young people between ten and thirteen have 
a low level of cigarette consumption. In fact, ap-
proximately only 2% of young people in rural and 
urban areas reported to have ever tried a cigarette 
in 2013. Although the percentage of young people 
who had tried a cigarette in 2016 had increased 
to close to 10% and 6% in the urban and rural 
zones, respectively, the incidence of consumption 

Gra p h 6.8.
Type of job undertaken by zone in 2016 (percentage of children and young 
people)

Urban

Works on their own accord
Works unpaid for the family
Works from day to day

Rural Micro-regions

44%

14%

42%

70%

22%

8%

Works on their own accord
Works unpaid for the family
Works from day to day

Source: elca 2016. Authors' own calculations

Note: The information is for the children being followed-up who were surveyed in the three ELCA rounds, who in 2010 were between 5 and 9 years 
old. Participation in the labor force involved helping adults with their work when the children were between 5 and 9. 

------------------>

7.	 Not all young people answered every question from this unit in both 2013 and 2016. So, in order to avoid losing information for complete questions, in some cases, we used different samples depending on the question 
being analyzed. This is of particular importance when we analyze the changes in their expectations over time. 
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continues to be low. However, this situation is rath-
er different from alcohol consumption, which can 
be seen in Graph 6.9. In 2013, 39% of young people 
between ten and thirteen reported to have tried an 

alcoholic drink, and, from these, 0.7% reported to 
consume alcohol at least once a month. In 2016, 
when the same young people were between thir-
teen and sixteen, these percentages increased to 

62% and 13.8%, respectively. In the rural zones, 
the situation is similar, and the increase in alcohol 
consumption and intensity during these past three 
years was 8.9 and 7.5 percentage points, respec-
tively. Furthermore, the data shows that the critical 
moment at which young people try alcohol for the 
first time is when they are between 12 and 14. How-
ever, close to 17% of young people in urban zones 
and 20% in rural micro-regions try alcohol before 
having reached this age. Heads of the household 
and schools should be aware of this in order to pre-
vent alcohol consumption at such an early age. Al-
though there are no details, we found that, in 2016, 
there are significant regional differences in terms 
of the habits of alcohol consumption. Specifically, 
the young people who live in the Eastern urban re-
gion and the Cunidboyacense rural micro-region 
reported to have tried and consumed alcohol more 
frequently than their peers in other regions. More-
over, we found that young people who live in house-
holds in which a member of the family consumes 
alcohol is more likely to have tried an alcoholic 
drink (54.36% and 56.59% in urban and rural zones, 
respectively).

Another risk factor for young people nowadays is 
neighborhood gangs, which can then act as recruit-
ers for future criminal activities. ELCA allows us to 
prove that this is an urban, more than rural, prob-
lem, and, therefore, these are the areas in which 
there is an urgent need for prevention policies. 
While 37% of the young people who reside in urban 
zones report that there are gangs in their neighbor-
hoods, in the rural areas, only 8% reported this is 

> At night, eight year-old Cristián Ballesteros practices skating in the town’s sports center in Buenavista (Boyacá). In this photo he practices one 
of the routines that his teacher has shown him.
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2016. ELCA also asked if they belonged to a gang or 
not. These percentages are very low, as only 1.25% 
in urban areas and 0.78% in rural sectors reported 
to have belonged to a gang. However, these young 
people, especially in an urban environment, are at 
a high risk of joining one or being in direct contact 
with these organizations in the future as 8% of them 
answered affirmatively to the question regarding if 
one of their classmates was in one. Also, this risk is 
much higher for young people from poorer house-
holds as 12.43% reported that one of their friends 
was in a gang; whereas, the percentage was only 
3.98% for young people from richer households. 

The last questions that young people were asked 
inquired as to their plans and dreams and their ex-
pectations about their future lives. The first thing 
that is remarkable from the data is the questions 
about how long they think and want to live. Young 
people in Colombia want to live a lot longer than 
they think they will live. In 2016, in urban areas, 
young people want to live to 92, but they think that 
they will only live to 80. In rural areas, as expected, 
life expectancy is less. The young people in these 
micro-regions want to live to 90, but think they will 
only live until 78. Furthermore, on analyzing the 
longitudinal data, we found that young people have 
started to lower their expectations. Particularly, 
young people from the urban areas in 2013 want-
ed to live to 99, and in rural areas the age was 94. 
There are no differences by sex in terms of these 
expectations in the urban sector; however, curi-
ously, in the rural sector females want and hope 
to live 2 or 3 years less than males, respectively. 

Gra p h 6.9.
Probability and intensity of alcohol consumption by zone 2013 - 2016  
(percentage of children and young people)
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Urban Rural Micro-regions 

Source: elca 2013, and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Note: The information is for the children being followed-up who were surveyed in the three ELCA rounds who, in 2010 were between 5 and 9 years 
old. Drinks frequently corresponds to those young people who report to consume alcohol once or more each month. 
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However, it was the males who lowered more their 
expectations between 2013 and 2016. 

With regards to their expectations on forming a 
family, in 2016, we found that the biggest majority 
of young people who lived in urban areas expect to 
get married (80%) and have children (86%). These 
percentages are also similar for young people from 
rural areas. In 2016, 80% of young people from 
the rural sector expected to get married and 85% 

expected to have children. However, it is interesting 
to note that in the rural zones, the percentage of 
young people who hoped to get married increased 
from 76% to 80% from 2013 to 2016. There was a 
similar result for the expectation of having chil-
dren, which went from 79% to 85% in urban zones 
and from 80% to 85% in the four micro-regions. On 
analyzing these expectations by sex, the probability 
that a female wanted to get married is 5 percent-
age points lower than males in urban areas and 10 

points lower in the rural areas. In terms of want-
ing to have children, for women the probability is 10 
percentage points lower in both areas. The average 
age at which they expect both events to take place 
in the urban and rural areas is approximately 26 
and 28, respectively. Additionally, although in 2013 
less than 1% of young people expected to have chil-
dren before they were nineteen, in 2016, there were 
already some females who were pregnant in their 
teenage years: 0.52% of girls between twelve and 
sixteen reported to have had a child in urban zones 
and 0.32% in rural zones. It is important to high-
light that these females wanted to have their first 
child after 25 or not have children at all. They also 
lived in poorer households and all had to drop out 
of school. Consistent with studies that had focused 
on the topic such as Flórez et al. (2004) and Flórez, 
Castaño, Fuertes, and Galeano (2017), these results 
indicate that the high rates of teenage pregnancy 
and occurrence of adolescent mothers in Colombia 
are not planned.

Finally, it is worthwhile noting these young people’s 
expectations regarding their future educational 
achievements. In 2016, in the urban area, 99% 
hoped to finish high school, 96% hoped to under-
take a professional qualification, and 96% hoped to 
finish it. The same percentages for young people 
who lived in the rural micro-regions are 98%, 94%, 
and 94%, respectively. These expectations are far 
from the reality of their own families today, in which 
only 46% of heads of the household managed to fin-
ish high school and only 24% managed to continue 

> In their free time, the children from the La Palestina shelter for the victims of Gramalote take part in recreational workshops that are organized 
by the Diverarte foundation. 
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on to higher education in urban zones. In the rural 
micro-regions, these percentages are 8% and 2%. 

Graph 6.10 shows that there are differences (in the 
percentages of young people who hope to achieve 
these educational achievements) between those 
who drop out of school and those who do not. The 

results show that 100% of young people who do not 
drop out in urban areas hope to finish high school 
while this percentage is 90% for those who drop 
out. In rural areas, these percentages are 99.8% 
and 80.8%. These results show that, although 
all the young people hoped to finish high school 
(Rodríguez, 2014) in 2013, the young people have 

adjusted their expectations depending on their 
situation, particularly if they have, or not, dropped 
out of school. Even more importantly, the data also 
reflect that the majority of those who drop out hope 
to eventually get back into the system to complete 
their education. It also shows that there are sig-
nificant differences, although to a lesser extent, 
for the percentage of young people who hope to be 
able to finish their educational expectations in ac-
cordance with their score in the PPVT test. In 2016, 
the percentage of young people who hope to gradu-
ate from high school, start a professional educa-
tion, and finish it is higher if they had a high score 
in the PPVT test in 2010. 

6.6. Conclusions

The data analyzed in this chapter suggest posi-
tive and negative aspects in the life history of the 
young people who were monitored as part of ELCA. 
The positive aspects are that the majority went to 
school, few of them are part of the labor force, and 
the majority continue to have big dreams and ex-
pectations for the future. Particularly, it is worth 
promoting and ensuring that all young people can 
fulfil their dream of finishing high school and fur-
ther education as the results show that dropping 
out or having less cognitive skills are factors that 
make them lower their expectations and not be 
able to achieve their childhood dreams. 

However, as expected, as they grow up, the risks 
and decisions that may affect their future have also > María Alicia Torres and Octavio Ballesteros thought that they were never going to have the happiness of a child in the house as they never looked 

after their grandchildren. However, Daniel Felipe García arrived in their lives and brought them “happiness”. 
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Gra p h 6.10.
Desired age for educational achievements by PPVT test in 2010
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Note: The information is for the children being followed-up who were surveyed in the three ELCA rounds, who in 2010 were between 5 and 9 years old.

increased. Dropping out increased by 2.4 to 4.8 per-
centage points for the urban area and micro-regions, 
respectively. Teenage pregnancy and child labor 
-which even at these early ages shows a clear dif-
ferentiation between the sexes- are correlated with 
dropping out of school. Dropping behind in school 

The data clearly indicates that investments in early 
childhood have long-term consequences. These are 
the children who have a higher score in the PPVT 
test, they have more cognitive skills, they drop out 
less, and drop behind less in school. In fact, inter-
estingly, we found that, controlling for these skills, 

is important in both the rural and urban areas. 
Educational policy should make sure that there is 
no late entry into the system and that children and 
young people with learning difficulties receive spe-
cial attention as this is one of the main arguments 
given by young people who drop out. 
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the level of household wealth does not seem to be 
correlated with these variables as would be expect-
ed. It will not be surprising therefore that, in future 
rounds, this same variable will also determine the 
life story of the young people in ELCA.

Finally, as was mentioned in the introduction, this 
chapter reveals only a preliminary description of 
the wealth of information that ELCA has to analyze 
the evolution of children and young people from 
2010 to 2016. There are still many topics that need 
to be studied and researched. 

> Antonia Peláez lives in Villa Hermosa (Medellín). She dreams of going to Brazil to research and continuing with her hobby - playing the cello; she 
stopped because of her heavy university work load. 

The data clearly indicates that 
investments in early childhood 
have long-term consequences. 
These are the children who have a 
higher score in the ppvt test, they 
have more cognitive skills, they 
drop out less, and drop behind less 
in school. In fact, interestingly, we 
found that, controlling for these 
skills, the level of household wealth 
does not seem to be correlated 
with these variables as would be 
expected.
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> Cristian David Naranjo Petro sat on bundles of corn grain to feed livestock that have been rounded up for sale. This is the new business that the Petro family have moved into in Cereté (Córdoba). 
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> Consuelo Petro with guava from one of her father’s plantations (79 year-old José Miguel Petro), who earns a living from agriculture. At the bottom, a corn crop that is just beginning to grow. 
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> 65 year old María Alicia Torres who earns a living from her crops and producing milk. However, she is thinking of renting the land and leaving 
the milk business because of the small profit margin.

>

Chapter 7
Colombia in Motion: Land, Rural Development, and Inequality

Rachid Laajaj

Freddy Felipe Parra-Escobar

7.1. Introduction

This chapter approaches the current state of some 
of the issues that will be dealt with by the agree-
ments signed in November 2016 in the Colon The-
ater in Bogotá. Specifically, it shows the organi-
zation of rural property in Colombia and how this 
could be affecting some households’ productive 
decisions such as access to loans and making pro-
ductive investments. It also outlines the behavior 
of the land market over recent years and its pos-
sible impact on the concentration of land in rural 
areas. Lastly, it reviews the possible transition of 
inequality to future generations through children´s 
inadequate cognitive development. 

The conflict in Colombia has been centered in the 
country’s rural areas. The actors recognize that  

This chapter approaches the current state of some of the issues that will be dealt with by the agreements 
signed in November 2016 in the Colon Theater in Bogotá. Specifically, it shows the organization of rural 
property in Colombia and how this could be affecting some households’ productive decisions such as 
access to loans and making productive investments.



150

the concentration of property and the backward-
ness of the rural zones are the main causes of this 
confrontation. Part of the peace agreement signed 
between the government and the FARC includes 
undertaking comprehensive rural reform, the pri-
mary objective of which is to improve households’ 
access to and use of land: to achieve this, three 
main areas need work. Firstly, it seeks to grant land 
to peasants who do not own land or do not have the 
necessary area to undertake their productive activi-
ties. Secondly, it intends to deliver land with credits 
and technical help in order to make the peasants 
work more productive. Lastly, it seeks to grant peo-
ple formal land titles. The impending post-conflict 
phase implies a huge amount of challenges for the 
rural sector. As such, it is necessary to find out  
the current state of the country’s rural areas in or-
der to scale the magnitude of changes that need to 
be undertaken. Through the ELCA, it is possible to 
discover in detail the situation solely in four rural 
micro-regions in the Colombian countryside and 
can not be extrapolated to other rural areas. 

7.2. Land tenure, access to 
credits, and investments in land

Land property rights have a great impact on the 
economic activity of rural areas as they prede-
termine household’s productive decisions. When 
property rights are well defined, the probability of 
the land being expropriated is reduced; thus, there 
are incentives to invest in it. Similarly, there is also > Thirteen children between zero and sixteen live on the Tapia Álvarez family’s plot of land in Chinú (Córdoba). Four nuclear families live there, and 

each one has built their house. Inés Álvarez, who is a mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother lives in her house in the center. 
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a reduced need to allocate resources to protect-
ing land (Besley & Ghatak, 2010). Additionally, it 
increases households’ participation in land and 
credit markets (Besley & Ghatak, 2010). In order to 
investigate the impact of property rights, ELCA has 
a series of questions that allows us to know wheth-
er the households are formal landowners as well 
as the household tenants’ type of tenancy. ELCA 
also provides detailed information on the loans that 
the households acquire and the investments that 
they make in their land. 

Table 7.1 presents the percentage of households by 
type of ownership. It can be seen that the percentage 
of households with formal1, informal2, and without 
property ownership but that use the land for pro-
ductive means have remained constant over time; 
there has been a slight decrease in the number  
of informal landowners and tenants. The number of 
households without property and without the use  
of land has changed more substantially, which is re-
flected in the 7 percentage-point increase between 
2013 and 2016: equivalent to a 75% increase in the 

proportion of households that are under this type 
of ownership. This behavior could indicate that ru-
ral households’ access to land decreased between 
2010 and 2016; one possible reason for this is that 
households can move from the farming sector to 
a more profitable economic activity. Another rea-
son could be shocks that have driven households to 
make these decisions. Given the scope of this chap-
ter, the reduction in access to land cannot be ex-
clusively attributed to one of these avenues: it will 
be the task of future research to provide answers 
to these questions.

Moreover, access to loans in rural zones has in-
creased since the beginning of the survey. In 2010, 
35% of the homes had at least one loan. This per-
centage had increased to 50% in 2013 and main-
tained stable in 2016. Greater access to loans reg-
istered in the period of ELCA’s analysis had been, 
to a large extent, by informal land owners and ten-
ants. In 2010, these groups had access to a moder-
ate amount of credit: 26% of households with infor-
mal property and 29% of tenants had at least one 
loan when they were interviewed. In 2013, the per-
centage of informal households and tenants with 
loans increased by close to 20 percentage points 
for both groups. There was only a slight percentage 
change in the following round. 

Another aspect of the results worth highlighting is 
the greater access to formal loans that the informal 
property owners and tenants have had. The per-
centage of households with this type of tenancy that 
took loans with financial institutions increased by 

------------------>

1.	 A household is consider as a formal owner if it has a property title – register in the Public Instruments Office- of at least one of the properties under its ownership
2.	 A household is consider as an informal owner it does not have a property title register of none of the properties it owns

Ta b le  7. 1.
Type of household land ownership

Total

2010 2013 2016

Landowner - Formal
42,27 42,91 41,39

(0,81) (0,81) (0,80)

Landowner - Informal
29,13 30,70 26,97

(0,74) (0,75) (0,72)

Non-Landowner - Tenant
17,78 16,84 14,95

(0,62) (0,61) (0,58)

Non-Landowner - Non-Tenant
10,82 9,54 16,68

(0,51) (0,48) (0,61)

Observations 3.752 3.752 3.752
Source: elca 2010,2013 and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Note: A household is considered as (1) formal if there are property deeds for at least one of the pieces of land it owns registered in the Public Re-
cords Office; (2) informal if it does not have property deeds registered for any of the pieces of land it owns; (3) tenant (non-owner) if they recognize 
to not be owner of any of the pieces of land that they are living on.
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Ta b le  7.2.
Loans and investments

Formal owner Informal owner Tenant (non-owner) Total

2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016

Panel A: Loans

Loan (=1)
45,20 55,96 56,66 25,98 45,14 49,36 29,09 49,53 48,13 34,71 49,81 50,57

(1,25) (1,24) (1,26) (1,33) (1,47) (1,57) (1,76) (1,99) (2,11) (0,79) (0,83) (0,83)

Formal loan
35,23 44,53 47,33 11,89 21,70 30,66 11,09 20,41 31,02 21,50 30,80 36,46

(1,20) (1,24) (1,27) (0,98) (1,22) (1,45) (1,22) (1,60) (1,95) (0,68) (0,76) (0,80)

Semi-formal loan
5,37 8,20 5,99 4,48 6,77 6,43 5,40 6,49 8,91 5,25 7,74 6,70

(0,57) (0,68) (0,6) (0,63) (0,74) (0,77) (0,88) (0,98) (1,2) (0,37) (0,44) (0,41)

Informal loan
11,17 15,71 11,53 10,25 22,31 19,68 14,84 29,27 18,18 11,62 19,91 15,04

(0,79) (0,91) (0,81) (0,92) (1,23) (1,25) (1,38) (1,81) (1,63) (0,53) (0,66) (0,59)

Observations 1.584 1.610 1.553 1.093 1.152 1.011 667 632 561 3.656 3.656 3.656

Panel B: Investments

Investment (=1)
28,22 45,09 42,11 20,04 40,36 43,13 15,74 31,17 23,17 21,09 37,96 33,53

(1,13) (1,24) (1,25) (1,21) (1,45) (1,56) (1,41) (1,84) (1,78) (0,67) (0,8) (0,78)

Irrigation systems
1,14 3,79 5,22 0,55 2,00 3,17 0,60 1,11 1,96 0,77 2,49 3,39

(0,27) (0,48) (0,56) (0,22) (0,41) (0,55) (0,3) (0,42) (0,59) (0,14) (0,26) (0,3)

Home/ Structure
16,79 33,91 31,49 14,36 32,20 36,40 9,15 22,47 17,65 13,24 28,97 26,31

(0,94) (1,18) (1,18) (1,06) (1,38) (1,51) (1,12) (1,66) (1,61) (0,56) (0,75) (0,73)

Soil conservation
6,06 4,60 7,79 1,56 1,82 3,76 2,55 1,90 3,92 3,56 2,93 4,98

(0,6) (0,52) (0,68) (0,37) (0,39) (0,6) (0,61) (0,54) (0,82) (0,31) (0,28) (0,36)

Trees
9,72 10,31 9,59 5,49 7,20 5,44 4,50 6,49 3,03 6,67 7,93 6,04

(0,74) (0,76) (0,75) (0,69) (0,76) (0,71) (0,8) (0,98) (0,72) (0,41) (0,45) (0,39)

Natural disasters
- 5,65 1,93 - 6,34 2,08 - 5,38 0,71 - 5,42 1,50

- (0,58) (0,35) - (0,72) (0,45) - (0,9) (0,36) - (0,37) (0,2)

Observations 1.584 1.610 1.553 1.093 1.152 1.011 667 632 561 3.656 3.656 3.656
Source: elca 2010,2013 and 2016. Authors' own calculations
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approximately 10 percentage points between 2010 
and 2013. There was also a 9-percentage point in-
crease for households with informal property and 
an 11 percentage point increase for tenants be-
tween 2010 and 2013. This is a signal that the ac-
cess to credit that the different types of ownership 
have has been converging over recent years despite 
the lack of collateral (i.e. land), which makes it dif-
ficult to obtain a loan from a financial entity (Bes-
ley & Ghatak, 2010). It seems that having a loan is 
no longer important as a determinant to be able to 
access the credit market. However, informal loans 
continue to be more common in households under 
these two types of tenancy in comparison to formal 
landowners. 

Lastly, the number of rural households that invest 
in their land has increased compared to the base-
line. In 2010, 21% of households made some form of 
investment in their land; this percentage increased 
to 38% in 2013, and there was later a fall to 34% 
in 2016. This increase in the number of households 
that made investments in their lands was accompa-
nied by a reduction in the existing gap between for-
mal and informal landowners. In 2010, there was a 
higher percentage of households with formal prop-
erty that invested in their land compared to house-
holds with informal property. By 2016, this differ-
ence becomes much smaller and is not significant. 

Regarding the type of investment made by house-
holds, irrigation systems and soil conservation 
were two areas in which investment increased for 

all ownership groups. However, this type of invest-
ment is more common for formal landowners. This 
is consistent with the economic theory, which pre-
dicts that households with formal property deeds 
are more likely to make productive investments 
in their land as the probability of making a return 
is higher in comparison with households that do 

not have property deeds (Besley & Ghatak, 2010). 
Investment in housing and permanent or semi-
permanent structures is the most frequent. In 
this case, formal and informal landowners invest 
equally. One possible explication for this behavior is 
that the construction of these types of structures by 
informal households can reduce the probability of 

> Although it is now less important, fishing continues to be a way of earning money in Barrancabermeja. 
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being removed from their land. These results sug-
gest that having property deeds gives households 
a certain economic advantage due to the increase 
in the probability of making investments that have 
long-term returns. 

7.3. The market and land 
concentration

Access to and use of land play a very important role 
in generating income for rural households. This is 
due to the fact that land is the most relevant pro-
ductive asset in agricultural production. However, 
the land markets in the Colombian countryside 
are imperfect, which impedes a large number of 
households from having access to land. Further-
more, in places where there is large concentration 
of land, the land markets are less active, which 
leads to even less access to land for small pro-
ducers (Gáfaro, Ibáñez, & Zarruk, 2012). ELCA pro-
vides information on the land market’s behavior 
over recent years as it includes a complete module 
which gathers information on land transactions 
undertaken by households. As such, it is possible 
to monitor the land concentration between the 
small landowners in some regions of the Colom-
bian countryside by using the information gathered 
by the survey. 

Table 7.3 presents the percentage of households 
and the average amount of land that each house-
hold sold, lost, and/ or acquired between 2010 and 
2016. These values are also presented for each 

quartile for the distribution of total consumption 
per capita. It can be seen that the percentage of 
households that sell land has increased over time; 
the increase has risen from 1% in 2010 to 2.6% in 
2016. Similarly, the average amount of land sold 

has increased from 0.01 hectares in 2010 to 0.04 
hectares in 2016. When we observe land acquisi-
tion over the past three years, we can see that the 
number of households that obtained new land in-
creased from 2010 to 2013; however, later, in 2016, 

Ta b le  7.3.
Acquiring, sale, and loss of land by consumption quartile 

Percentage of households Amount of land (hectares)
Quartiles 2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016

Sold							     
1 0,75 1,39 1,60 0,004 0,034 0,013
2 0,75 0,96 2,35 0,008 0,019 0,055
3 0,96 3,20 2,88 0,018 0,051 0,026
4 1,39 3,74 3,73 0,049 0,048 0,075

Total 0,96 2,32 2,64 0,020 0,038 0,042
Lost							     

1 - 3,09 0,85 - 0,046 0,008
2 - 2,03 1,49 - 0,019 0,034
3 - 2,45 0,64 - 0,034 0,006
4 - 2,56 1,49 - 0,032 0,015

Total - 2,53 1,12 - 0,033 0,016
Acquired							    

1 6,29 8,42 5,12 0,077 0,061 0,123
2 6,08 7,89 5,65 0,158 0,122 0,120
3 6,18 9,28 5,33 0,118 0,123 0,092
4 7,46 11,21 5,54 0,185 0,221 0,193

Total 6,50 9,22 5,41 0,135 0,132 0,132
Source: elca 2010,2013 and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Note: The percentage of households and average amount of land measured in hectares is presented. The sample corresponds to the households 
that stayed in the rural zone for all three rounds. Households with less resources are found in the first quartile, and households with the most 
resources are found in the fourth quartile. 
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it decreased to values that are even less than those 
registered in the baseline. The average amount of 
land acquired remains unchanged at 0.13 hectares. 

Acquiring land mostly happens as a result of a 
purchase or an inheritance. Households do not 
generally acquire land through government mech-
anisms such as agrarian reform programs or the 
Victims Law. While in 2016 93% of the land ac-
quired was done so through purchases or inheri-
tances, less than 1% was done so through govern-
ment programs. An additional point that reflects 
how little households use government programs to 

acquire land is the source of the resources used 
to purchase the land. In 2016, close to 86% of land 
purchased were financed, to some degree, with 
households’ own resources while less than 1% 
used resources that came from government sub-
sidies. It is worth noting that households do view 
loans from financial entities as a source to finance 
the purchase of land: close to 29% of the purchases 
of land in 2013 and 2016 were financed, in part, with 
resources from this source. 

There was a drop in the percentage of households 
that reported the loss of land between 2013 and 

2016. When we analyze this event by level of con-
sumption, it can be seen that, in 2013, the number 
of households in the lowest consumption distribu-
tion quartile is higher than the other three quar-
tiles, which all have a similar percentage. The 
amount of land lost for this period behaves in a 
similar way: the households form the first quartile 
are those that, on average, report a higher number 
of lost hectares in comparison to the other groups. 
In 2016, there was a drop in the percentage of 
households from each group that lost land in each 
distribution quartile. The households in the second 
and fourth quartile are those that most lose land, 

> Very early in the morning, the fishermen go to the port on the banks of the Magdalena River to sell what they have caught. 

Acquiring land mostly happens 
as a result of a purchase or an 
inheritance. Households do not 
generally acquire land through 
government mechanisms such as 
agrarian reform programs or the 
Victims Law. While in 2016 93% 
of the land acquired was done 
so through purchases or inheri
tances, less than 1% was done so 
through government programs. 
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and the households with the least amount of re-
sources are those that least loose land during this 
period. 

When we review the dynamism of the land market 
by level of consumption, it can be seen that, in 2010, 
the households located in the highest distribution 
quartile sell twelve times more land that the house-
holds with the lowest level of consumption. As such, 
the percentage of households with a large amount 
of resources that sold land is higher than that of  
the rest of the groups. In 2013, we observed that the 
number of households that sold land increased for 
each group. It can also be seen that the difference 
between quartiles was reduced: households from 
the highest quartile sold 1.4 times more land than 
households from the lowest quartile. In 2016, the 
number of households that sold land remained rel-
atively unchanged for all the groups compared to 
what took place in 2013; however, households from 
the highest quartile sold 5.7 times more land than 
the households from the lowest quartile. 

Furthermore, the acquisition of land behaved dif-
ferently between 2010 and 2016. In 2010, house-
holds with a higher level of consumption acquired 
more land compared to other households: the for-
mer acquired 2.4 times more land than households 
from the lowest quartile. As such, the number of 
households from the highest quartile that acquired 
land was higher than the number of households 
from the lowest quartile. This gap widened in 2013 
when households with high consumption acquired 

Between 2010 and 2013, the land was increasingly concentrated 
in less households: 7.7% of the population owned 50% of the 
land registered in elca. For this reason, it is possible to see a 
shift to the right in the Lorenz curve from 2010 to 2013. However, 
between 2013 and 2016, the land distribution remained relatively 
unchanged, and a considerable shift cannot be seen in the 
Lorenz curve during this period.

> 71 year-old Benedicto Rodríguez continues to carry bundles of potatoes, corn, milk, and other products on his bike. In the town, he exchanges 
them for other basic products that he needs or he sells them. He also works in beekeeping. 

------------------>

3.	 The Lorenz curve is a representation of a variable in a population. Each point of the Lorenz curve shows what proportion of an analyzed variable was held by a determined percentage of the population. An equal distribution 
of land would be shown by a 45 degree line (i.e. each percentage of the population owns 1% of the land). The further away the Lorenz curve from the equal distribution line, the more unequal the sample analyzed (Lora & 
Prada, 2016).
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3.6 more land than households that have a low consumption. However, the dif-
ference decreased in 2016 to the lowest level registered in the three rounds: 
households from the highest quartile acquired 1.6 times more land that those 
in the lowest quartile. Similarly, the percentage of households that acquired 
new land was similar for every group. As a result, as households with more 
resources acquire more land, it is plausible to expect an increase in the con-
centration of land for this group of households between 2010 and 2013 and then 
to see a slight decline in 2016.

As a result of the behavior of the land market between 2010 and 2016, the land 
concentration presented changes during this period. Panel A in Graph 7.1 shows 
the Lorenz curve3 for the land that belongs to households during the three-year 
availability in the survey. From the moment at which ELCA started to gather in-
formation, the land distribution was unequal. In 2010, 9.1% of the sample owned 
50% of the total amount of land reported in ELCA. Between 2010 and 2013, the 
land was increasingly concentrated in less households: 7.7% of the population 
owned 50% of the land registered in ELCA. For this reason, it is possible to see 

Gra p h 7.1.
Lorenz curve for own and used land 
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4.	 The Gini coefficient is the ratio between the area between the equal distribution line and the Lorenz curve. A Gini coefficient equal to 0 represents that the analyzed variable is perfectly distributed between the whole 
population. A Gini coefficient equal to 1 means that the whole resource belongs to one person. When the Gini coefficient is closer to 1, it means that the resource is distributed between fewer people (Lora & Prada, 2016).
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a shift to the right in the Lorenz curve from 2010 
to 2013. However, between 2013 and 2016, the land 
distribution remained relatively unchanged, and 
a considerable shift cannot be seen in the Lorenz 
curve during this period. The change in inequality 
in land ownership can also be analyzed using the 
Gini coefficient.4 In 2010, the coefficient for ELCA 
landowners reached 0.74; it rose slightly in 2013 to 
0.76, and then remained unchanged in 2016. 

An increase in the inequality in the possession of 
land can also be observed in the average amount 
of land that is owned by households. Between 
2010 and 2016, there was an increase in the aver-
age number of hectares of land owned by the total 
number of landowners. However, for the household 
with more land, there was a much higher increase. 
In 2010, a ELCA household had an average of two 
hectares of land while a household within the 5% 
that owned the largest amount of land owned an 
average of 13.8 hectares. In 2013, these values in-
creased to 2.4 and 19.6 hectares, respectively. In 
2016, the average number of hectares for the whole 
sample remained unchanged, unlike the large 
landowners who had a small increase to an aver-
age of 20.2 hectares of land.

This change in the distribution of land could be 
related to the behavior of the acquisition and sale 
of land between 2010 and 2013. First, there was a 
general increase in the acquisition and sale of land 
between 2010 and 2013, which, in both cases, was 
led by the households in the highest quartile of the 

consumption distribution. However, the amount of 
land acquired was higher than that sold, and thus 
it can be inferred that households with more re-
sources bought up a larger amount of land in this 
period, which led to a greater concentration of this 
resource. Between 2013 and 2016, there was a de-
crease in the acquisition of new properties, which 
was characterized by the disappearance of the ex-
isting gap between the different distribution groups. 

> Inéz Álvarez’s hands feeding a newborn chicken. The chickens walk between the houses of the plot of land in Chinú (Córdoba) and live together 
with the pigs and hens. They feed the household.

Additionally, the sale of land remained relatively un-
changed during this period, which is why there were 
no big changes in land concentration for this period.

Panel B in Graph 7.1 shows the Lorenz curve for 
the land used by households. In 2010, 9.3% of the 
sample used 50% of the land reported in the sur-
vey. In 2013, the land used was concentrated by 
even fewer people: 8.4% of the surveyed population 
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used 50% of the reported land. This behavior can 
be seen by the displacement of the Lorenz curve 
towards the right between these 3 years. Between 
2013 and 2016, the land used became even more 
concentrated: 7.2% of the population used 50% of 
the reported land. As such, there was also a right 
displacement of the Lorenz curve during this pe-
riod. The Gini coefficient also indicates the same 

behavior for the concentration of land used. In 
2010, the value was 0.69; this increased to 0.7 in 
2013 and then increased again in 2016 to 0.73.

In conclusion, it seems that inequality in land own-
ership stopped increasing between 2013 and 2016. 
However, the inequality in the use of land contin-
ued to increase progressively. Therefore, although 

there have been no changes in property concen-
tration, this does not guarantee that inequality in 
access to land is decreasing. This could also be 
related to the decrease in the number of people 
who use land for agricultural activities – as shown 
in the previous section. More research is needed 
to understand if this behavior is a result of difficul-
ties in accessing land of if households are making 

> Livestock has a strong impact on the department of Córdoba on the northern coast of Colombia. This photo shows a farm in Ciénaga de Oro.
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the transition to other types of productive activities. 
Furthermore, the information in this section shows 
that land concentration does not only occur among 
large landowners. Due to the make-up of the rural 
ELCA sample (excluding large landowners), the in-
equality described also corresponds to small land-
owners. As such, there is evidence that this phe-
nomenon is also taking place for households with a 
small of medium amount of land.

7.4. Rural inequality and early 
childhood cognitive development 

Early childhood cognitive development is known 
to be a determinant of several economic factors in 
people’s adult lives (Behrman, Fernald, & Engle, 
2013). Over recent years, evidence has been found 
that children from lower-income households have 
a lower cognitive development than children from 
households with high-income (Schady, Behrman, 
Araújo, 2014). As such, it has been documented that 
children with low levels of cognitive development 
are more likely to perform poorly at school, be paid 
a low salary, and be involved in criminal activities. 
They also have high rates of unemployment, teen-
age pregnancy, and consumption of psychoactive 

> Karen Lucía Naranjo Petro visits her grandfather’s (José Petro) farm at weekends in Cereté (Córdoba). She enjoys eating guava, coconuts, 
bananas, and other fruit. The family mainly works in agriculture. 
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5.	 The Peabody picture vocabulary test has been used in the economic literature to measure cognitive development. This variable has been useful for making predictions in different contexts (Schady et al., 2014).

Ta b le  7.4.
Cognitive development and nutritional diversity

Dependent variable: PPVT score standardized by age 
(1) (2) (3) (4)

2010 2016 2010 2016

Own land (ha.)
0,013 0,020**

(0,008) (0,008)

Number of crops
0,002 0,022***

(0,007) (0,006)

Wealth index
0,013** 0,002 0,019*** 0,008
(0,007) (0,007) (0,006) (0,006)

Total consumption 0,002*** 0,002*** 0,002*** 0,002***
(per capita) (0,000) (0,000) (0,000) (0,000)
Observations 1.952 1.952 2.210 2.210
R-squared 0,054 0,055 0,044 0,047

Source: elca 2010,2013 and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Note: All the dependent variables correspond to baseline values (2010). Total per capita consumption is written in tens of thousands of Colombian pesos. 
The period used for the dependent variable is indicated in the title of each column. Standard errors are written in brackets. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

of life. There is evidence that shows how children’s 
nutrition level during early childhood affects their 
cerebral development (Bryan, Osendarp, Donna, 
et al., 2014). Household’s agricultural production 
can be considered to be a good predictor of its 
members’ nutritional status. Dillon, McGee, and 
Oseni (2014) show that higher income from house-
hold agricultural activity and a greater diversity in 
the agricultural products that are grown increase 
people’s dietary diversity. This is closely related to 
caloric availability, which, in turn, is an important 
component of nutritional wellbeing. 

In order to understand if household agricultural 
activity is correlated with children’s cognitive de-
velopment, we included the number of agricultural 
products grown per household in 2010 in the re-
gression as a way of measuring the diversity of 
production. The estimation of results using this 
variable are presented in the last two columns in 
Table 7.4. There is no evidence of any effect that 
the number of agricultural products in 2010 have 
on the PPVT score in 2010; however, there is for 
performance in 2016. Specifically, it can be seen 
that children belonging to households that grew 
a higher number of agricultural products present 
higher scores in the verbal aptitude test. Addition-
ally, it can be seen that it is the diversity of the past 
production rather than contemporary production 
that has an effect on cognitive development. This 
is consistent with the latest findings on the rela-
tion between diversity in production and children’s 

substances (Schady et al., 2014). The inequality in 
ELCA’s rural sample that was described in the pre-
vious section can have implications on the develop-
ment of children’s cognitive abilities. 

ELCA’s longitudinal structure allows us to find out 
if there are indeed gaps developing in Colombia’s 
rural population. The two first columns in Table 7.4 
present the results from an ordinary least squares 
regression in which the dependent variable is the 
Peabody picture vocabulary test (PPVT) score,5 
which is standardized by age. The independent 

variables are the number of hectares that the 
household has in 2010, and there is a control for a 
wealth index and total consumption per capita (in 
tens of thousands of pesos in 2016). Estimating the 
model shows that the amount of land owned by the 
household in 2010 is associated with higher scores 
on the PPVT that children obtained in 2016. More-
over, land ownership does not show a statistically 
significant correlation with the test score in 2010. 

Another factor that affects children’s cognitive de-
velopment is nutrition during their first few years 



162

nutritional state, which, in turn, affects their cogni-
tive development. 

These results suggest that the inequalities observed 
can be transmitted from one generation to the next. 
This can even happen if the children in their adult-
hood decide to not to continue living in the country 
and working in agricultural production. The defi-
ciencies in the development of their cognitive capa-
bilities can result in the same inequalities persisting 
even though they have decided to migrate to urban 
areas or other productive sectors. 

7.5. Conclusions

The information gathered by ELCA gives us an idea 
of the current condition of the four micro-regions 
surveyed and the changes over recent years. This 
chapter allows us to establish three important 
characteristics belonging to the rural zones during 
the period of analysis. First, although the inequal-
ity in land ownership did not get greater between 
2013 and 2016, access to land reduced during these 
years. This can be seen in that the concentration of 
land used steadily increased since 2010. This sug-
gests that fewer and fewer households are under-
taking agricultural activities as a source of income. 
This fact can be explained by households transfer-
ring to more economically viable productive sectors 
or by shocks that lead households to abandon agri-
cultural production. Moreover, the results indicate > José Petro’s plantations have provided him the means to raise his children. He still enjoys it when his friend Enrique Velásquez, or “Quillo” 

(photo) as he calls him affectionately, helps him to get the coconuts down from the tree, open them and drink their water. 
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that only a very low percentage of households have 
used governmental programs. 

Second, the fact that both formal and informal 
landowners getting loans seems to indicate that 
being in the possession of deeds has been becom-
ing less important as a determinant in accessing 

> In Cereté (Córdoba), the majority of people travel by bike on unpave roads where they can enjoy the vegetation as well as the as cotton plantations, the corn, fruit, and livestock.

to this market. However, getting informal loans is 
still more common for informal than formal land-
owners. As such, the results suggest that formal 
property owners have an economic advantage over 
informal property owners as they make higher-re-
turn investments for agricultural activities such as 
irrigation systems or soil conservation programs. 

This can be explained by the fact that owners of 
deeds have the possibility of seeing long-term re-
turns on their investments. 

Lastly, inequality in the rural sector could last 
for several generations due to the deficiency in 
cognitive development of low-income household 
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children. Inequality could even be transmitted to 
children who decide as an adult to migrate to urban 
areas or different productive sectors from agricul-
ture. The results suggest that this is possible due 
to the correlation between the number of agricul-
tural products grown by household and children’s 
development in the verbal aptitude test. Based on 
this, it is easy to think that children from house-
holds that do not have sufficient resources to have 

a variety in their nutrition could, therefore, not have 
sufficiently developed cognitive capabilities; this 
would determine their future lives.

The post-conflict era that the country will begin 
to live after the signing of the peace agreement 
between the government and the FARC has once 
again brought rural policies to the public stage. 

This allows us to hope that the pattern of inequal-
ity in the countryside can be reversed over com-
ing years. This is essential for both the reduction 
in rural poverty and to resolve the historical causes 
of the conflict. As such, appropriate rural develop-
ment is important not only for these two reasons: 
as shown in this chapter, agricultural production 
affects people’s living conditions in several ways 
including cognitive development in early childhood. 

> 65 year-old María Alicia Torres and her 77 year-old husband Octavio Enrique Ballesteros have dedicated their whole live to the country. Every early morning and afternoon they milk cows together, and from this livelihood 
they raised their two children.
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> Carmen Peláez and her nineteen year-old daughter Antonia live together in a house in the Villa Hermosa neighborhood in Medellín. She studies biotechnology and dreams of graduating, traveling to Brazil to carry out 
research, and later taking her mother with her.
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> Brothers and first and second cousins…the relationship does not matter, amongthirteen children between zero and sixteen who live in the La Esperanza store in Chinú (Córdoba) enjoy every moment in the country. They 
play football, marbles, and fool around with the animals…



169

> A Sunday like any other in José Miguel Petro’s house. On this occasion, his daughters and granddaughters were visiting. From left to right: 
Karen Naranjo (granddaughter), Cristian David Naranjo (grandson), Consuelo Petro (daughter), don José, Lucero Petro (daughter), and Cristian 
José Petro (grandson).

>

Chapter 8
The dynamics of prosocial behavior (2010 – 2016): participation, 
trust, and voluntary aid1

Paula Juliana Sarmiento 
Juan Camilo Cárdenas

8.1. Introduction

Thanks to the three ELCA waves (2010, 2013, and 
2016) it is possible to explore the dynamics associ-
ated with prosocial behavior, which can be under-
stood as the ability that individuals have to involve 
themselves in activities that are outside the market 
and their relations with the State. They provide oth-
ers in their community with well-being or construct 
what is known as ‘social capital’. 

Prosocial behavior can be expressed in multiple 
ways. In this chapter, we will explore three of the 
most important dimensions: i) participating in so-
cial organizations, ii) placing trust in others, and iii) 
helping others or receiving help from them. 

Belonging to and participating in social organiza-
tions, particularly when the person has leadership 
skills allows -from voluntary individual’s contri-
bution- to provide members of the organization  
and the community in general with benefits. Simi-
larly, the ability to trust and to be trusted by others 
is one of the ways in which individuals can generate 
social interactions with opportunities for mutual 
benefit, and, as such, be benefitted in a way that 
sometimes cannot be provided through market 

------------------>

1.	  We would like to thank the Bolivar-Davivienda Foundation for their generous financing that helped undertake this study.
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transactions or by State programs. Likewise, help 
given or received by family members or friends 
outside the household also constitute prosocial be-
havior. This could be for either altruistic reasons 
or for reasons to do with reciprocity; volunteering 
time to help others is a good example of one of the 
reasons that we will analyze based on ELCA’s data. 

When either participating, trusting, or helping, in-
dividuals voluntarily incur in a personal cost in or-
der to contribute to providing the community with 
goods and services. Examples of these voluntary 
contributions are the time dedicated to participating 
in a social organization’s activities, contributing 
to an activity that is potentially mutually benefi-
cial while at the same time running the risk that 
others take advantage of trust given, or giving up 
either material resources or time to improve oth-
ers’ wellbeing that could have been used for the 
individual themselves or their household. There 
are, however, significant incentives to not contrib-
ute but still benefit from the engagement, the help, 
and the trust of others. Therefore, there is a high 
risk of this prosocial behavior being destroyed, 
which will prevent important benefits coming from 
organized civil society. As such, using ELCA to 
monitor households’ prosocial behavior is of the 
utmost importance to be able to understand the 
possibilities and potential barriers that prevent 
maximizing this social energy that complements 
the functioning of the markets and the State. 

In the first part of this chapter, we will describe 
the evolution of these behaviors over the six years 

of ELCA, and we will later analyze some phenom-
ena that have become clear about these dynamics 
over time.

Specifically, we will explore the role that State pro-
grams could be playing in generating changes in 
some of these prosocial behaviors due to the im-
portance of a series of State strategies to provide 

citizens with goods and services. When exploring 
the data, we found that State programs may be 
motivating or inducing individuals to increase their 
engagement in social organizations.

One of the reasons for this could be that, often, 
State entities promote and even require that who-
ever wants to receive State aid needs to partner 

> One of the workers who decorates and landscapes the Nuevo Gramalote construction.
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themselves in some way, and, as such, belonging 
to or forming a community organization becomes 
a simple requirement to access this State help. 
Government entities can promote this associativity 
because they are looking to reduce the transaction 
costs when implementing programs. They can do 
so if they have a way to coordinate the activities with 
the leaders of an organization and not with each 
member. Another reason for promoting associativ-
ity is because they consider it to be an important 
factor in encouraging the so known ‘social capital’. 

ELCA’s data suggest there is greater participa-
tion in these social organizations due to the State 
programs or help, which is opening important dis-
cussions about the role State programs may be 
playing. However, the data also suggest that when 
households leave social programs, participation in 
organizations is reduced. This supports the argu-
ment regarding the purely instrumental nature of 
membership to gain access to State benefits. 

8.2. Participation in social orga-
nizations (2010-2013-2016) 

In the survey’s social capital module, the head of 
the household and/ or spouse is asked if they par-
ticipate in any of the following groups or organiza-
tions: Community Action Board (CAB), a religious 
organization, a neighborhood or rural district 
community organization, an educational organiza-
tion, a charity organization (a member rather than 

elca’s data suggest there is greater participation in these social 
organizations due to the State programs or help, which is opening 
important discussions about the role State programs may be playing. 
However, the data also suggest that when households leave social 
programs, participation in organizations is reduced. This supports the 
argument regarding the purely instrumental nature of membership to 
gain access to State benefits.

> Workers eat lunch while working on the Nuevo Gramalote construction.
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beneficiary), an ethnic organization, an environ-
mental organization, a political movement or party, 
a cultural or sports organization, a work coopera-
tive or farmers’ association, a union, a community 
security association, and/ or a residential building 
council. For the following calculations, household 
participation is defined as what the head of the 
household or their spouse reports to have par-
ticipated in (in terms of the previously listed social 
organizations).

For the category ‘unions’, it is important to high-
light that in 2010 there was only one classification 
for being a member of a union or work cooperative 
or farmers’ association; however, in 2013 and 2016 
these were separated into two categories (the first 
being unions and the second being work coopera-
tive or farmers’ association). As such, the calcula-
tions have been made by joining together both cat-
egories to maintain the round’s comparability. 

The report on participation in social organizations, 
which has shown an increase between 2010 and 
2013, shows a fall in 2016; however, the levels 
are somewhat higher than those observed in 2010 
(Graph 8.1). The fraction of households2 that re-
port to be a member of social organizations con-
tinues to be higher for the rural population than 
for the urban population in all three ELCA rounds. 

The structure of this distribution, by type of organi-
zation, shows some interesting trends. The Commu-
nity Action Board continues to be, both in rural and 

urban zones, ELCA households’ most common form 
of participation, which can be seen in Graph 8.2.

In both the rural and urban sample it can be seen 
that from 2013 to 2016 there were important reduc-
tions in participating with religious organizations, 

which reduced from 12.2% to 5.35% in rural zones 
and from 13.86% to 8.72% in urban zones: this was 
a reduction to 2010 levels. This fall is particularly 
noteworthy when we observe that participation in 
this type of organization was the same that large-
ly produced the increase in the general levels of 

Gra p h 8.1.
Households’ participation in social organizations by zone  
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Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: Household participation is defined as the head of the household or their spouse reporting to participate in a social organization: Community 
Action Board, religious, community, educational, charity, ethnic, environmental, political, cultural, sport, association, union, occurrences of par-
ticipation that are promoted by the State, residential building council, and/ or security organization. The rural sample is only representative for the 
micro-regions: Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente.

------------------>

2.	  It can be said that ‘the household participates’ when at least one individual from the household is a member or a social organization. 
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affiliation from 2010 to 2013. Similarly, in the third 
round (2016) there were substantial reductions in 
participation in Community Action Boards, and also 
in educational organizations in rural zones, which 
reduced from 10.5% in 2013 to 4.5% in 2016.

It is worth mentioning that although there was a 
low percentage of participation in the majority of 
organizations between 2013 and 2016, associations 
and unions remained constant, or even increased 
slightly, in both rural and urban zones. We can also 

see that in urban zones participation in community 
and charity organizations remained stable.

One of the biggest advantages of ELCA is that as 
well as allowing us to see three photos in time, it 

Gra p h 8.2.
Participation in social organization by zone and type of organization
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Note: Household participation is defined as the head of the household or their spouse reporting to participate in a social organization. The category ‘multiple’ includes ethnic, environmental, cultural or sport, security organization, 
political movements or parties, or occurrences of participation that are promoted by the State. The rural sample is only representative for the micro-regions: Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente.
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progress in households’ participation in leader-
ship3 over these six years: in urban zones, between 
2010 and 2016, there was an increase from 9.86% 
to 11.52%, respectively, and in rural zones the in-
crease was from 18.53% to 20.03%, respectively. 

Gra p h 8.3.
The dynamic of participation in social organizations (Percentage of households)
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Note: Household participation is defined as the head of the household or their spouse reporting to have participated in some social organization. 
The category ‘always’ indicates that the household participated in social organizations in the three rounds of the survey, ‘twice’ indicates that it 
participated in two of the three rounds, ‘once’ indicates that the household participated in one of the three rounds, and ‘never’ indicates that it did 
not participate in any round. The rural sample is only representative for the micro-regions: Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and 
Centro-oriente.

allows us to construct a video of the same families 
and explore the community within social organiza-
tions. The data available shows unstable household 
investment in social organizations, which evidenc-
es the fragility of the attempt to construct social 
capital. In urban zones, more than half of house-
holds (51.99%) have never participated in social or-
ganizations, 26.86% have participated during only 
one of the years (2010, 2013, or 2016), 14.02% have 
participated on two occasions, and only 7.12% have 
reported to have participated in the three waves. In 
rural zones, the percentages are 32.71%, 28.47%, 
22.7%, and 16.12%, respectively (See Graph 8.3.). 

8.2.1. Leadership

There are different ways of participating: one im-
portant activity to construct social capital and up-
hold it in the mid and long-term is households’ 
participation in organizations’ management struc-
tures. As such, as well as gathering information 
on membership, the ELCA asked each one of the 
previously mentioned organizations if the individual 
regularly attended meetings and if they are one 
of the organizations’ leaders. For the purpose of 
making the calculations in this chapter, leadership 
in the household is when the head of the household 
or their spouse report that they are leaders of an 
organization in which they participate. 

Graph 8.4 shows the change in the percentage of 
households that are leaders in social organiza-
tions in both rural and urban zones. Generally, 

participation on a leadership level is higher in rural 
zones than urban zones, which can be seen based 
on percentages relating to membership, attend-
ing meetings, and leadership throughout the three 
rounds of the survey. The data suggest a slow 

------------------>

3.	  A household is defined to participate in leadership when at least one individual from the household reports to be a leader of an organization.
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Gra p h 8.4. 
Household leadership in social organizations by zone (percentage of households).
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Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: Leadership is defined as the head of the household or their spouse reporting to be leaders of a social organization. In the three first bars of each graph, we can see the ration between the percentage of households that 
are leaders of the social organization to which they belong and the total number of households (this includes the households that are not leaders as they do not even participate in an organization). The second and third bars 
of each graph show the percentage of households that are leaders out of the total number of households that participate in each social organization. The rural sample is only representative for the micro-regions: Atlántica 
media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente. 
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In the same way, between 2010 and 2013, the per-
centage of households that are leaders in terms of 
the total number of households that participate in 
organizations decreases by close to 5%. However, 
it then increases in 2016 to similar levels as those 
seen in 2010 (see Graph 8.4). Regarding the demo-
graphic characteristics of the people who partici-
pate, there are no differences between the fraction 
of participants and leaders for men and women in 
these organizations.

We can see from the data presented that the frac-
tion of those who report to belong to social organi-
zations, and, in turn, participate in leadership activ-
ities is very similar, between 40% and 50%, for rural 
and urban zones-respectively-. However, from the 
total number of households, the percentage of ru-
ral participation is substantially higher than urban 
participation: the level of participation in leader-
ship roles is almost one out of every two members. 
However, from the total number of households in 
the sample, there is low participation; half of these 
members take on a leadership role in both rural 
and urban social organizations. 

Individuals’ participation in organizational manage-
ment warrants an additional analysis as it implies 
an extra contribution of effort in time to support the 
organizational process. However, this leadership 
function also increases the visibility of the leaders, 
and questions could be asked about the risks that 
they face in the context of the current situation in 
Colombia where social leaders are the victims of 
threats and targeted murders. As can be seen in 

Graph 8.4, there is, in general, a higher participa-
tion of households in the rural sample as a total 
percentage of the households; however, the frac-
tion of households in management positions, as a 
fraction of those who are members, is similar in 
both the rural and urban samples.

Rural participation in social organizations and vio-
lence towards leaders deserves special attention. 
According to figures from the Ideas para la Paz 

Foundation, in 2017 alone (until June) 36 leaders 
were murdered.4 Additionally, a report from the 
Observatory of Restitution and Regulation of Agri-
cultural Property Rights5 found that the murder of 
rural leaders particularly affected the Community 
Action Boards, and that in 77% of cases the af-
fected organizations are local: exactly those about 
which ELCA enquired. Also, according to the data 
in this report, between 2005 and 2015, rural leaders 
have been victimized at least 500 times.

------------------>

4.	 http://www.ideaspaz.org/publications/posts/1530 
5.	 http://www.observatoriodetierras.org/donde-y-como-estan-matando-a-los-lideres-rurales-variables-municipales-en-el-asesinato-de-lideres-sociales-rurales/ 

> Cristian Moreno remembers his time playing for the lower league side Envigado FC. He has now finished his university degree and plays for the 
Rionegro Águilas in the Argos Futsal League. He has left professional football.
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Victimizing leaders can have serious impacts on 
the construction and stability of social capital as 
it can disincentivize both households’ active par-
ticipation in the organizations that they attend 
and even membership. This is even more the case 
when the social capital network is just starting out 
and is not very stable, which has been shown by 
ELCA’s data. 

Another valuable source of information in ELCA 
is the questionnaire about “Communities” that is 
given to the community leaders in both rural and 
urban zones. It gathers information about institu-
tional supply, infrastructure and public services, 
shocks and conflicts, and social capital.6

One of the questions that we explore in this chapter 
is the following: 

During the last three years, what is the main thing 
that the people living in this rural district have done 
to improve security? 7 The results from this question 
in the three rounds of the survey are presented in 
Graph 8.5.

According to the perceptions of community lead-
ers in rural zones, solidarity as a way of improv-
ing security substantially decreased in 2013 and 
2016 compared to levels in 20108 while helping 
public authorities has become more important. 
However, as the figures on violence in the previous 

section have shown, leaders are being continu-
ously threatened, despite the public authorities 
having become more relevant in a context in which 
the community’s solidarity seems to have weak-
ened. Furthermore, when asking rural leaders 
how much the people living in their rural area help 
each other, it can be seen that the percentage of 
people who said they helped a lot has decreased 

and the percentage of people who claim to help a 
little has risen.9 

Conversely, in urban zones, there have not been 
significant changes in the leaders’ insights into se-
curity; however, the percentage of communities in 
which leaders have reported that the general pub-
lic are helping less have increased. 

------------------>

6.	 The questionnaire for leaders is a consensus survey: a survey was given in each neighborhood or rural district with the joint participation of at least three community members. This questionnaire seeks to collect 
context information for ELCA households and thus it is only valid for this communities.

7.	 The answer options for this question are the following: helping the public authorities, helping armed groups outside the law, showing more solidarity, not having done anything, setting up security groups, contracting 
private security groups, or something else. 

8.	 This means that in a lower percentage of communities, leaders have reported that showing more solidarity has been a way of improving security.
9.	 The question is structured in the following way: In general, the people living in this rural area (1) Help a lot, (2) Help a little, (3) Do not help. 

> Pueblito Paisa is one of the main tourist attractions in Medellín. It is a replica of the traditional towns in Antioquia.
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Additionally, the surveys for leaders contained the 
following two questions:

1.	To resolve problems or conflicts, do people living 
in this rural area mainly go to: the legal system, 
community leaders, religious leaders, armed 
groups operating outside the law, or others?

2.	To resolve non-criminal conflicts, do people 
living in this rural area mainly: Resolve them 

themselves, ask for help from other neighbors, 
ask for help from armed groups, ask for help 
from family members or friends who live in other 
places, ask for help from community leaders, ask 
for help from religious leaders, ask for help from 
the authorities, or other ways?

The data for 2016 show that people living in rural 
zones mainly go to the justice system (80.34%) to 

resolve criminal problems; however, 18.38% went 
to community leaders.10 64.53% of communities re-
solve non-criminal conflicts between themselves, 
17.95% ask for help from community leaders, and 
12.39% ask for help from the authorities. Further-
more, according to leaders, the percentage of 
communities in which the people go to the authori-
ties has decreased from 17.16% in 2010 to 15.58% 
in 2013 and then to 12.39% in 2016; conversely, the 

Gra p h 8.5.
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Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente.

------------------>

10. These data remained relatively constant during the three rounds.
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percentage who ask for help from community lead-
ers has increased from 14.22% in 2010 to 16.05% in 
2013 and then to 17.95% in 2016.

Moreover, in the urban zones there seem to be dif-
ferent dynamics in terms of the options to which 

the communities turn to resolve criminal and non-
criminal conflicts. By 2016, 76% accessed the jus-
tice system, which increased from 65.11% in 2010; 
however, the importance of community leaders 
has been decreasing from 27.88% (2010) to 22.05% 
(2016). In urban zones, the percentage of leaders 

who report that criminal conflicts are resolved by 
the neighbors themselves is much less than in ru-
ral zones and has ranged between the following 
figures: 36.22% (2010), 44.61% (2013), and 40.68% 
(2016). Similarly, they report an increase in ac-
cessing community leaders from 26.12% (2010), 

Gra p h 8.6.
To what extent do the residents of a community help? (Percentage of communities)
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to 28.88% (2013), and to 30.80% (2016), while the percentage of leaders who 
perceive that people go to the authorities to resolve conflicts has reduced from 
26.32% in 2010 to 20.15% in 2016. 

It is noteworthy that the percentage of neighbors turning to religious leaders in 
order to resolving non-criminal conflicts is minimal both in rural (zero in 2016) 
and urban zones (0.95% of leaders for 2016); this is despite the relevance of 
participating in religious organizations that we have seen previously (Graph 8.2).

8.2.2. Helping others

As well as belonging to social organizations, some households make efforts 
to contribute to their community through their work as well as other forms 
of transferences to projects involving the community, neighborhoods, or their 
closest friends and family. The ELCA allows us to see that, in Colombia, citizens 
occasionally resort to informal mutual support mechanisms through relation-
ships involving exchanges, loans, and gifts among acquaintances, which are 
outside the private formal or State system. 

These calculations are based on the survey’s module on use of time11 from which 
we obtained information regarding if a member of the household dedicates time 
to free-help activities for others or to help with social or community projects 
outside their household. In this section, the interviewee is asked to reconstruct 
the activities undertaken in a typical weekday during the previous week from 
when they woke up until when they went to bed. Based on the different activi-
ties that were recorded in this chapter, we concentrate on two: providing other 
households with free help, and undertaking social or community service activi-
ties that are part of the prosocial behavior that we will explore below. 

Broadly speaking, this dimension of social capital is the most disappointing be-
cause, as can be seen in Graph 8.7, despite there being an increase in the per-
centage of rural households that dedicated time to social or community service 

------------------>

11. This module is only answer by monitored people in rural areas.
12. A household is defined as dedicating time to social or community services or providing free help to other households if a member of the household affirms to dedicating time to one of these activities.

Gra p h 8.7.
Dynamics of the households that dedicate time to prosocial 
activities: social and community services or free help to 
households in rural zones (percentage of households).
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Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: The graph shows the percentage of households that affirmed to dedicate time to social service or the 
community and those who affirm to dedicate time to helping other households for free during the survey’s three 
waves. Dedicating time to helping others can be defined as the head of the household or their spouse affirming 
that they dedicate time to this activity. These data are only available for the rural sample, so they are only rep-
resentative for the following micro-regions: Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente. 

or that provided other households with free help12 from 2010 to 2013, in 2016 
there was no progress as the percentages decreased slightly.

When observing the change in these types of behaviors by region, it is possible 
to see that the increase that took place between 2010 and 2013 was mainly due 
to the Atlántica Media region; however, in 2016, the levels in this region reduced 
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Gra p h 8.8.
Households that dedicate time to prosocial activities in 
rural zones by region (percentage of households).
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Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: The graph shows the percentage of households that affirm to have dedicated time to social or com-
munity service or having provided free help to households in the survey’s three rounds. Dedicating time is 
defined as the head of the household or their spouse affirming that they dedicate time to this activity These 
data are only available for the rural sample, so they are only representative for the following micro-regions: 
Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente.

by 7.41% in 2013 to 5.11% in 2016. Although the Centro-Oriente showed slight 
increases, it is the only region that has shown increasing progress as the fig-
ures moved from 0.49% in 2010 to 1.91% in 2013 and then 2.24% in 2016. In the 
Cundiboyacense and Eje Cafetero micro-regions, the percentage of households 
that dedicated time to this type of activity has remained relatively stable from 
2010 to 2016 despite the Eje cafetero’s intermediate variations (see Graph 8.8). 

8.2.3. Attitudes on reciprocal altruism

ELCA also included a section of questions on individuals’ opinions; some related 
to their community’s social capital. One of these questions is about how much 
the person agrees with the following statement: “we must always help those 
who help us”, which reflects the respondent’s view on reciprocal altruism. This 
question was asked in both the 2013 and 2016 rounds, and it allowed us to eval-
uate the stability of individuals’ preferences and then cross this information 
with other variables. 

Although these data show a favorable example in the way that almost all indi-
viduals, both in the rural and urban sample, show their agreement or complete 
agreement (97.32% in 2013 and 96.32% in 2016), by contrasting them with the 
previous figures on use of time, we can see that there is more prosocial behav-
ior in theory than there is in practice. Additionally, how individuals’ preferences 
change from 2013 to 2016 can be seen13 for those individuals who completely 
disagreed or disagreed (175 individuals), 83.43% (146 individuals) changed their 
answer to being in agreement or completely in agreement. Moreover, in the 
opposite case, of the 6,406 individuals who completely agreed or agreed, this 
figure was much less (3.37% or 216 people), which shows a positive situation, 
at least based on opinion. It is worthwhile mentioning that approximately half 
(51.28%)14 of all individuals are of the same opinion from one round to the next. 

Also, as mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, trust is one of the ways in 
which an individual or a community can express its prosocial behavior as well 

as being one of the most important mechanisms to create mutual benefits from 
social interactions. We included the following question in 2013 and 2016 in order 
to evaluate each household’s perception of an atmosphere of trust in the com-
munity: If your neighbors had $50,000 pesos in their pocket, how many of them 
would immediately lend you the money to pay for a medical emergency based on 

------------------>

13. 7,174 people answered this question in 2013 and 7,467 people answered it in 2016; Information about preference changes can only be analyze for 6,518 people.
14. To calculate this, the answers were not grouped into the two categories stated at the beginning of the paragraph. The calculation was made by using the four possible answers separately: completely agree, agree, disagree, 

completely disagree. 
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the promise that you would pay the money back when 
you were able?

Graph 8.9 shows how both in rural and urban areas 
almost half the population (47% and 48%, respec-
tively) believe that very few neighbors would lend 
them the money, and 20% and 30%, respectively 
believe that none of their neighbors would lend 
them the money. These figures cannot be com-
pared with other countries as we do not know of 
any surveys that have similar questions. These data 
suggest that in the areas where the survey is rep-
resentative, there is a low perceived confidence in 
others, which represents an important barrier to 
the creation of community support networks. The 
panorama has not improved over time if we take 
into consideration that from 2013 to 2016, 77.63% 
of the people surveyed decreased the number of 
neighbors that they considered would lend them 
the money (for example, they went from answer-
ing “all” to “the majority” or from “the majority” to 
“more or less half”, etc.). 27.8% responded with the 
same answer, and a lower percentage (22.37%) in-
creased their answer (for example, they changed 
from “none” to “very few”). 

8.3 The State as a promoter of 
participation in organizations 

Until now, we have focused attention on the ways 
in which individuals and households allocate their 

Ta b le  8.1.
Opinion “we always have to help those who help us”

2016 \ 2013 Agree Disagree

Agree 96.63% 83.43%

Disagree 3.37% 16.57%

Total 100% (N=6,406) 100% (N=175)
Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: This table is based on percentage of people who answer: Completely agree, agree, disagree, and totally disagree to: We should always help 
those who help us. To make easier the analysis the categories had been group as follows: Totally agree and agree in one group and: disagree 
and totally disagree and other. These data are only available for the rural sample, so they are only representative for the following micro-regions: 
Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente.

> Carlos García’s livelihood comes from his fruit stall in Corabastos in Bogotá. He had to deal with his customer’s change of consumer behavior 
and now makes deliveries. 
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Gra p h 8.9.
Trust network between neighbors: loans for medical emergencies by zone (per-
centage of people).
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Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: The graph shows the percentage of people who answered: “All”, “The majority”, “Half”, “More or less half”, “Very few”, or “None” to the 
following question: If each one of your neighbors had $50,000 in their pocket, how many people would immediately lend you the money to pay for a 
medical emergency based on the promise that you would pay the money back when you were able? The rural sample is only representative for the 
micro-regions: Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente.

efforts to participate, help, and trust others as 
mechanisms to voluntarily provide goods and ser-
vices. However, households also receive State help 
through different programs; this information is also 
collected by ELCA in the household questionnaire.15

In this section, we look to analyze the interac-
tions between the dynamics of households’ prosocial 

behavior and the dynamic of the State help in order 
to find out, until what point, the State programs af-
fect households’ affiliation and prosocial behavior. 

We can observe that, in general, there is a causal 
relationship between households’ participation in 
social organizations and their participation in State 
programs; this suggests that membership in these 

------------------>

15. The question is the following: In the past twelve months, has this household received or has it been a beneficiary of one of the following programs?: In rural areas the State programs are: Familias en Acción, programs for the 
elderly, SENA, Juntos-Unidos network, Colombian Institute of Family Wellbeing, aid for natural disasters, help for displaced persons, providing land titles for land that has no owner, land allocation programs, Ley de Víctimas 
y Tierras, insurance for Agro-income or Desarrollo Rural con Equidad, Oportunidades Rurales, Alianzas Productivas, Familias Guardabosques, or others. The three latter programs were not part of the questionnaire in 2010. 
The rural sample is only representative for the micro-regions: Atlántica Media, Cundiboyacense, Eje Cafetero, and Centro-Oriente. The following are the programs in the urban zones: Familias en Acción, programs for the 
elderly, SENA, Juntos-Unidos network, Colombian Institute of Family Wellbeing, Jóvenes en Acción, aid for natural disasters, help for displaced persons, and others.

16  A multivariate regression analysis corroborates this argument as it estimates the factors that increase the probability that a household begins to become part of a social organization. It was confirmed that this probability 
increased for those who received state aid and had statistically significant effects. 

organizations can be instrumental in accessing 
government programs, or because it is a way to 
improve the capacity to act in terms of acquiring 
these benefits through an organization, or be-
cause these State agencies require these organi-
zations to be created. The available data do not 
allow us to be able to clarify the mechanism that 
creates this effect; however, the causal relation-
ship does seem to be supported by the data. 

Table 8.2 shows a transition matrix for membership 
or participation in social organizations between 
2013 and 2016. The boxes highlighted in yellow 
show the probability that a member of a household 
will change from not participating to participating 
in a social organization. The urban sample is in the 
left-hand column and the rural sample is in the 
right-hand column. The highest part of the table 
shows the transition matrix for households that 
stopped receiving benefits from State aid programs 
between 2013 and 2016 while the lower bar shows 
these probabilities for the households that were 
part of State programs. When the cells highlighted 
in yellow are compared, we can see that the prob-
abilities of this transition of not belonging to a so-
cial organization are greater for those that became 
part of a State aid program.16

Similarly, the cells highlighted in green show the 
probabilities that a household would have stopped 
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belonging to a social organization between 2013 
and 2016. We can see here that this probability of 
leaving a social organization is greater for house-
holds that just left State programs, which supports 
the assumption that these households were using 
their memberships as part of State agencies’ re-
quirements to provide the aid. 

When performing a similar analysis for data relat-
ing to leadership in social organizations, we can 
find similar results to those shown in the previous 
tables. Those households that were not beneficia-
ries of State programs in 2013 but were in 2016 had 
a higher probability of declaring themselves lead-
ers of social organizations in 2016 when they were 
not in 2013.

Ta b le  8.2.
Beneficiaries of State programs and participation in social organizations 

Households that left State programs from 2013 to 2016*

Urban Participated in 2016  Rural Participated in 2016  

Participated in 2013 NO YES Total Participated in 2013 NO YES Total

NO 84.79% 15.21% 100% NO 82.30% 17.70% 100%

YES 61.13% 38.87% 100% YES 51.05% 48.95% 100%

Total 76.60% 23.40% 100% Total 66.92% 33.08% 100%

Households that joined State programs from 2013 to 2016**

Urban Participated in 2016  Rural Participated in 2016  

Participated in 2013 NO YES Total Participated in 2013 NO YES Total

NO 78.29% 21.71% 100% NO 77.68% 22.32% 100%

YES 49.53% 50.47% 100% YES 42.86% 57.14% 100%

Total 71.50% 28.50% 100% Total 63.48% 36.52% 100%

Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: The households that leaved state programs between 2013 and 2016 are those that in 2013 reported being beneficiaries of any state program, 
but in 2016 reported not being beneficiary. 

* The households that enter state programs between 2013 and 2016 are those that in 2013 reported not being beneficiaries of any state program, 
but in 2016 reported being beneficiary.

** Household participation is define by the household head or spouse reporting to participated in at least one social organization. The rural sample 
is only representative for the micro-regions: Atlántica media, Cundiboyacense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente 

> The shelters in Gramalote.

16. Un análisis de regresión multivariada corrobora este argumento al estimar los factores que aumentan la probabilidad de que un hogar entre a hacer parte de una organización social, entre los cuales, y con efectos 
estadísticamente significativos, se confirma que dicha probabilidad aumenta para quienes entraron a recibir una ayuda estatal.
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> Marta Rodríguez raised her children Carlos and Angie by herself after the death of their father. In 2010, they lived in the country, and now in 2017 they live in the urban area of Simijaca (Cundinamarca). Marta works in Ubaté. 
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Ta b le  8.3.
Beneficiaries of State programs and leadership in social organizations 

Households that left State programs from 2013 to 2016*

Urban Leader in 2016  Rural Leader in 2016  

Leader in 2013 NO YES Total Leader in 2013 NO YES Total

NO 94.75% 5.25% 100% NO 90.68% 9.32% 100%

YES 70.54% 29.46% 100% YES 54.52% 45.48% 100%

Total 91.07% 8.93% 100% Total 81.99% 18.01% 100%

Households that joined State programs from 2013 to 2016**

Urban Leader in 2016 Rural Leader in 2016  

Leader in 2013 NO YES Total Leader in 2013 NO YES Total

NO 93.87% 6.13% 100% NO 86.40% 13.60% 100%

YES 46.53% 53.47% 100% YES 48.73% 51.27% 100%

Total 89.60% 10.40% 100% Total 78.85% 21.15% 100%

Source: elca 2010, 2013 and 2016. Authors’ own calculations.

Note: The households that leaved state programs between 2013 and 2016 are those that in 2013 reported being beneficiaries of any state program, but in 2016 reported not being beneficiary. 

* The households that enter state programs between 2013 and 2016 are those that in 2013 reported not being beneficiaries of any state program, but in 2016 reported being beneficiary.

** Household participation is define by the household head or spouse reporting to participated in at least one social organization. The rural sample is only representative for the micro-regions: Atlántica media, Cundiboya-
cense, Eje cafetero, and Centro-oriente 
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> Segundo Saba and Nubia Calderón have three children. Segundo works sawing wood and Nubia takes care of the housework. Their children study in a school in Simijaca (Cundinamarca).
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> Nicole Vanegas and Paulina Ríos dream of being Youtubers loved by their friends. To achieve this, they plan to make tutorials and challenges such as those they have seen others do on the Internet. They live in Copacabana 
(Antioquia) and have been neighbors and friends since they were small.
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For example, in urban areas, of the 702 house-
holds that became beneficiaries in 2013, 15.1% (106 
households) were reported as leaders that year. 
However, a high percentage of these 106 house-
holds (66.98%) were not reported as leaders in 
2010. There was a similar situation in rural zones: 
of the 792 households that began State programs, 
21.72% (172 households) were leaders in 2013, but 
61.05% were not in 2010. By observing the changes 
between 2010 and 2016, we can see that this trend 
remained unchanged. This supports the hypothesis 
that beginning State programs is positively related 
with participation in social organizations, as well 
as with leadership in them.

These data support the proposition that the State 
aid programs generate incentives so that house-
holds join social organizations, either as members 
or leaders. 

The next question is, therefore, if these State aid pro-
grams, as well as promoting this higher affiliation, 

can also generate increases in other dimensions 
of prosocial behavior that we have been examining 
in this chapter, including showing higher levels of 
trust or providing help to others outside the house-
hold. However, we have not found substantial dif-
ferences in the data relating to these dimensions 
that allow us to believe that beginning or ending a 
State aid program has an effect on other dimen-
sions in terms of help or trust. It is worthwhile 
mentioning that regarding helping others there is 
very little variation in the data due to the very low 
percentage of households that reported to dedi-
cate time helping or caring for others in the use of 
time module. 

8.4. Discussion

In this chapter, we have presented an analysis of 
the following activities: participating, trusting, and 
helping as expressions of prosocial behavior and as 
fundamental elements to construct and sustain 

A significant number of households are part of and leave social 
organizations with net effects that show anincrease between 2010 
and 2013 and a subsequent net fall in what was reported in the 2016 
wave; however, there are differences for each one of the different 
types of organizations. The prevalence of this affiliation in rural 
zones in comparison to urban zones is worthwhile highlighting for 
the aforementioned dynamics. 

“social capital”. First, when observing changes 
throughout the three ELCA rounds, we see that 
several of these dimensions show an important 
dynamism. A significant number of households are 
part of and leave social organizations with net ef-
fects that show anincrease between 2010 and 2013 
and a subsequent net fall in what was reported in 
the 2016 wave; however, there are differences for 
each one of the different types of organizations. The 
prevalence of this affiliation in rural zones in com-
parison to urban zones is worthwhile highlighting 
for the aforementioned dynamics. The Community 
Action Boards continue to be the most common 
way of participating in rural areas; however, they 
are still important in the urban areas. Participation 
in religious organizations also shows an important 
dynamism in both the countryside and the cities, 
and for unions and associations, there has been 
a growing trend over time although with very low 
levels when compared to other places. We should 
also highlight that the low participation, as well as 
the fact that one out of every two of the few mem-
bers is a leader, are warning signs in the country’s 
current context in which social leaders are being 
threatened and killed in the midst of a polarized 
national debate. 

However, the instability in this participation -and 
the fact that a considerable fraction seems to be 
motivated by instrumental reasons to access State 
help- poses questions about the construction of 
social capital as a foundation to resolve problems 
regarding the provision of goods and services when 
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neither the market nor the State can provide com-
munities with these. In other words, State pro-
grams seem to increase participation in social 
organizations, but they do not strengthen citizens’ 
capabilities for prosocial behavior. The net result 
of these dynamics allows us to partially unravel 
the weakness of the consolidation dynamics of an 
active civil society in the country. This phenom-
enon of a larger fraction of households that have 
stopped participating compared to the fraction 
that are beginning is the same for both the rural 
and urban areas. 

The positive externalities that these State pro-
grams can generate by prompting a greater degree 
of participation and affiliation can open potentially 
interesting doors to strengthen the bonds of com-
munication, help, and collective action in these  
communities. This will be the case if this participation 
in social organizations turns into a stronger social 
platform for discussion about, coordination with, and 
the resolution of conflicts as well as creating agency 
at a community level in its dialogue with the State ap-
paratus. We will only be able to resolve these doubts 
if ELCA continues to monitor these households. 
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> Santiago is a municipality in Norte de Santander, and it is located between Cúcuta and Gramalote. It has a population of close to 3,000 and is bordered by the Sulia River. 
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>Inés María Álvarez has had to carry the pain of the death of her son for more than seven years. Her son was murdered in circumstances that have never been clarified in a neighboring farm in the small rural area of Sabanalarga 
in Chinú (Córdoba).
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> Singing is Donny Leal’s passion. For him, a true rapper, returning to Gramalote shows that the spirit of the Gramaloteros did not die in the 
tragedy, and tells as much in his songs.

>

Chapter 9
Politics and reconciliation: A critical juncture  
for state building

Francisco Eslava

Leopoldo Fergusson

Andrés Moya

In this chapter, we examine two different broad 
dimensions of relevant “political” behavior of Co-
lombian households. First, we discuss the extent 
and type of citizen political engagement. This first 
part of the analysis updates Fergusson and Riaño 
(2014), whose main focus when exploring the 2013 
round of the survey is the limited degree of politi-
cal interest, participation, and knowledge of Co-
lombian households, in a context of prevailing cli-
entelism. Taking advantage of the panel structure 
of the survey (the Politics Module that this chapter 
draws from was first introduced in 2013, making 
this round the first follow-up), we explore both the 
persistence and change of some key patterns over 
the three-year period between rounds. The second 
part of the chapter turns to a different question, in-
cluded only since the 2016 round of the survey: the 
perspectives and attitudes of Colombian house-
holds around the peace process between the gov-
ernment and the country’s largest guerrilla group, 
the Fuerzas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). 
The emphasis here is on households’ expecta-
tions about the implications of this significant po-
litical event for their future, as well as on attitudes  
relevant for reconciliation (specifically, attitudes 
towards former combatants).
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We document a persistent lack of interest in politics 
and prevailing clientelism among surveyed house-
holds, with personalistic politics dominating par-
tisan affinity. However, these overall patterns and 
averages mask some interesting variation across 
time and between households. One interesting and 
perhaps surprising feature is that engagement in 
clientelistic vote buying is quite variable in time, 
with households apparently getting into and out of 
this type of exchanges. Also interestingly, we fail 
to find a relevant correlation between increases 
in household wealth and the abandonment of cli-
entelism. This contradicts the simplest and more 
optimistic theories of modernization according 
to which economic development alone may bring 
an improvement in the political arena, with in-
creased accountability and weakened clientelism. 
Instead, the patterns we uncover suggest a cor-
relation between changes in the weakness of the 
state (as proxied with tax evasion) and changes in 
clientelism.

This is consistent with the idea that building a more 
capable state goes hand in hand with improving 
political accountability. It also provides one motiva-
tion for our examination of the attitudes surround-
ing the peace process. Indeed, reintegrating an 
illegal armed group can be viewed as an effort in 
state-building. This is not simply because it entails 
recovering the state’s monopoly of violence, but 
also because the peace process itself envisions a 
set of transformations that are supposed to build  
a more capable state.

When looking at these attitudes, we find a rare 
combination of indifference and polarization. That 
is, there is a large share of people who feel the 
peace process implies no substantial changes for 
their lives, while those that do expect changes do 
not agree on the direction: nearly as many expect 
changes for the better as those who expect a nega-
tive turn. These patterns are very prevalent and 
hold for many subgroups in the population. One 
noteworthy finding is that older people and those 
who live in areas in which non-state armed groups 
were present are relatively less indifferent, yet they 
are not simply more pessimistic or optimistic. This 
implies, for instance, that exposure to violence 
might affect attitudes towards the peace process 
differently depending on other contextual factors.

The results shows a persistent 
lack of interest in politics and pre-
vailing clientelism among surve-
yed households, with personalistic 
politics dominating partisan affi-
nity. However, these overall pat-
terns and averages mask some 
interesting variation across time 
and between households.

> Gladys Amparo Palacios Campo and her daughters in Barrancabermeja.
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This scenario of indifference and disagreement 
poses an important challenge for the implementa-
tion of the peace process. When looking at attitudes 
towards reintegrated rebels, a cause for optimism 
is that most respondents report no discomfort with 
having former rebels as neighbors or employees. 
Nevertheless, when it comes to two core issues in 
the peace deal, namely political participation and 
financing benefits for rebels in the reintegration 
process, there is greater resistance in the popu-
lation. Indeed, respondents are more likely to ex-
press discomfort with political participation of for-
mer FARC members and with having to pay taxes to 
finance reintegration.

9.1. Political engagement and 
clientelism

Before proceeding with the analysis, we present 
the basic characteristics of our sample in Table 1. 
As noted, this chapter draws from the Politics Mod-
ule. This module was administered, since 2013, to 
one member of the household (the household head 
or his or her partner, which was randomly assigned 
if both were available). In the 2016 follow-up, an ef-
fort was made to survey again the 2013 respondent 
and, in new households, respondents were again 
randomly selected from the household head or 
partner. The table shows, in particular, the number 
of respondents by year, gender and region. The to-
tal number of interviews conducted in 2013 (8,778) 
fell by 5.3% (468 subjects) in 2016. Urban females 
are the largest group in both years. Much of our 

analysis focuses on changes in behavior between 
rounds which forces us to focus on individuals an-
swering both rounds. There are 7,346 individuals, 
60% of whom are women and 52.4% who live in ur-
ban areas satisfying this criteria. When presenting 
descriptions of the 2013 and 2016 cross sections, 
we also limit our analysis in this section to this 
sample to make sure that it does not reflect mere 
sample recomposition across years. The nature 
of the questions sometimes implies limiting the 
sample further. When this is the case, we indicate 
it below.

9.1.1. Political engagement

Fergusson and Riaño (2014) reported, based on the 
2013 round of the ELCA, the following key empirical 
regularities. First, citizens are generally uninter-
ested in politics. In particular, (reported) political 
participation in elections is low, citizens often do 
not properly remember the names of their political 
representatives, and they declare rarely engaging 
in conversations about politics (specifically, per-
suading others to vote for preferred candidates). 
Second, politics is largely “personalistic”, with few 

> Statue of Laureano Gómez which had been in the central square in Gramalote for 66 years until nature demolished the town. It has now been 
moved to Nuevo Gramalote.
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citizens reporting sympathy towards candidates 
and candidate name recall dominating party recall 
in elections. Third, political ideological identifica-
tion is also weak, with few citizens willing to po-
sition themselves on a left to right scale. Finally, 
these general features hide some important het-
erogeneity, with women and urban citizens being 
particularly politically apathetic.

We now review the evolution of these patterns. 
Then, we discuss some possible interpretations 
and implications of the findings. We must start with 
an important caveat. Some of the questions for-
mulated in 2013 (e.g., “do you recall who you voted 
for in the latest local elections?”) refer to the 2011 
elections, while the 2016 elections have a compa-
rably closer reference point for voters with local 

elections held in 2015. Leaving aside additional dif-
ferences in the political context, this may influence 
some of the responses which implies some caution 
when comparing the two rounds.

Figure 1 takes a first look at patterns of political 
participation. In particular, it depicts the share of 
people (by gender and area) who report voting in 
the last elections, who claim to vote frequently, and 
who claim to convince others on who to vote for. 
The figure focuses on the time variation, showing 
averages by gender and year and noting whether 
or not there are any statistically significant differ-
ences across time (by group). Men, both in urban 
and rural areas, seem to increase their reported 
participation in elections, although the size of this 
increase is quite modest and not statistically sig-
nificant. On the other hand, women show slightly 
larger and significant increases in their rate of 
participation in local elections. When looking at 
whether respondents “frequently vote” in elections, 
we expected very minor changes between rounds, 
since this question tackles a longer-run habit that 
should not change so dramatically within a few 
years. However, we again find increases that are 
significant for all groups.

As noted in Fergusson and Riaño (2014) one issue 
about these two questions is that, when compared 
to actual turnout rates in Colombia, they appear 
unrealistically high, suggesting that citizens over-
estimate their degree of political participation. The 
third measure of political participation requires a 

Ta b le  9.1.
Politics Module Sample Total respondents

Year Gender
Region

Men Rural Total

2013

Women 1,621 1,959 3,580

Total 2,951 2,247 5,198

Men 4,572 4,206 8,778

2016

Women 1,517 1,793 3,310

Total 2,926 2,074 5,000

Men 4,443 3,867 8,310

2013 and 2016

Women 1,288 1,616 2,904

Total 2,560 1,882 4,442

Total 3,848 3,498 7,346
Source: elca 2013 and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Notes: Respondents by region, gender and year. In 2013 one member of the household responds (household head or his/her partner, randomly 
assigned if both were available). In 2016, the same respondent is reached if possible and, in new households, respondents are again randomly 
selected from the household head or partner.
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Gra p h 9.1. 
Interest in politics by region and gender 2013 versus 2016
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more decisive extent of participation, namely per-
suading others to vote for a particular candidate. 
It may thus be a better indicator of actual political 
engagement. When exploring this question in the 
lower panel of Figure 1, we observe a clearer lower 
interest of women and rural areas, and again find 
increases in political interest in between rounds 
for all groups except rural men. Also, the increase 
in interest is more pronounced for rural women, 
which started off in 2013 at a very low level. While 
insufficient to close the gap in political interest, at 
least these findings seems to point to some nar-
rowing between genders in rural areas.

Finally, the last panel (lower right) in Figure 1 ex-
amines whether individuals are willing to locate 
their political views on a left to right scale. The will-
ingness to do this among women is stable between 
rounds and around 30% in both urban and rural ar-
eas. Men are more willing to position themselves 
in this left to right scale, with about 45% doing it in 
both areas in 2013, and with urban men increas-
ing their average to around 55% in 2016. In short, 
consistent with the lack of active political interest, 
there is a relative unwillingness to position per-
sonal views on the left to right axis. Figure 2 then 
asks the question, among those reporting a politi-
cal leaning, whether they lean left or right and the 
evolution over time. In particular, we code this vari-
able as follows: left= -2, center-left= -1, center= 0, 
center-right= 1, right= 2. We next plot the averages 
by region, gender and years as with the other fig-
ures. Two features stand out: household lean right 
on average since 2013, and this has been relatively 

stable during the 2013-2016 period (except for a 
very modest move left in urban men).

We now examine reported partisan affinity in Figure 
3. The Figure explores both whether respondents 
claim to often vote for the same party, and whether 
they sympathize with any particular party. Again the 
overwhelming picture is one of very limited party 
identification. A majority of citizens, regardless of 
their gender and location, do not regularly vote for 

the same party. In urban areas less than 30% of re-
spondents do it, and in rural areas, though larger, 
it is still barely 50% at best. In sympathy towards 
a political party, we again observe very low levels 
(nearing 20% on average) with especially low lev-
els for women. Yet interestingly, and unlike vot-
ing for the same party, this variable increases in 
between rounds, especially in rural areas and for 
urban men. That voting for the same party falls, but 
sympathy towards parties increases reflects that 

> Inés María Álvarez’s daughters and granddaughters have helped her for more than seven years to overcome the death of her only son. “I have not 
danced since, and I don’t like speaking loudly; I hardly ever laugh” says Inés María.
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Gra p h 9.2.
Political stance by region and gender 2013 versus 2016
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Notes: * is significant at 10%, ** 5%, and *** 1% level. Significance levels for the difference between years (by group). Averages by region, gender 
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new and minority political parties have captured 
the sympathy of some voters, replacing older and 
more consolidated ones.1

Finally, we present the main variables for interest 
in politics and political views in Figure 4 by year, 
region and wealth terciles. Some of the patterns 
already highlighted on the level and evolution of 
these variables by area and year are again appar-
ent here, holding more or less across the board for 
richer and poorer households. The most salient dif-
ference when focusing on wealth appears to be a 
stronger party loyalty among the rural poor, though 
not coupled with more activism as measured with 
convincing others. On this aspect, it is the urban 
poor who, especially in 2016, stand out as being 
more active.

9.1.2. Clientelism

Despite some relevant changes, the previous sec-
tion reveals that interest in politics in Colombia 
remains weak, as does party identification. Fer-
gusson and Riaño (2014) note that these features 
reflect the highly clientelistic nature of political 
exchange in Colombia2. We focus on the exchange 
of one’s vote for particularistic benefits, a common 
definition of “electoral clientelism”. Clientelism 

------------------>

1.	 Specifically, the parties that show some increased alignment are the Centro Democr´atico, Partido Conservador, and to a lesser extent Partido Verde, with Partido de la U, and Polo Democra´tico Alternativo losing 
some ground. These conclusions must be taken with some caution however, since they are based on the very few people who report sympathy with a party and then mention it explicitly, which creates few observations 
per party in a context of many parties.

2.	 In their analysis of the 2013 round, these authors examine clientelism using a question in which an hypothetical price is offered in exchange for the vote is randomly varied among respondents to get a “supply curve” 
for vote selling. Given a change in this question between rounds and since this design is not ideal for a panel analysis (in that prices randomly allocated often vary for a given individual between rounds), we focus here 
on a separate question (included in both rounds) that also investigates the prevalence of vote buying.
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Gra p h 9.3.
Sympathy towards political parties by region and gender 2013 versus 2016
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Notes: * is significant at 10%, ** 5%, and *** 1% level. Significance levels for the difference between years (by group). Variable on left panel is share of people answering “always” or “most of the times” when asked “Could 
you assert that you —– vote for the same party in elections?”. Variable in right panel is share of people answering “yes” when asked “Right now, do you sympathize with a political party?”.

more generally may refer to the exchange of po-
litical support for particular favors (and thus may 
occur, for instance, in the exchange between the 
executive and lawmakers, or between politicians 
and contractors). The electoral manifestation is 

particularly relevant not only because it captures 
a key aspect of citizens’ relationship with the state 
and politicians, but also because it may capture one 
link of a fuller system of exchanges operating with 
this logic and is comparatively easier to measure.

The preponderance of the literature emphasizes 
that clientelism is prejudicial for democracy, as 
it undermines more programmatic links between 
citizens and politicians. Politicians focus on provid-
ing particularistic benefits for powerful minorities 
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Gra p h 9.4.
Political interest and views by region, gender, and wealth tercile 2013 versus 2016
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rather than public goods for the general welfare 
(Bates, 1981; Kitschelt, 2000; Stokes, 2005, 2007). 
These non-programmatic exchanges are moreover 
characterized by private and often hidden (as op-
posed to public and binding) rules of redistribution, 
and are thus antithetical to notions of just distribu-
tion (Stokes, Dunning, Nazareno, & Brusco, 2013). 
As Stokes (2005) puts it, this is also a “perverse ac-
countability” system: it is not citizens who punish 
politicians when they fail to fulfill their promises 
and programs in office, but politicians who may 
punish citizens for not supporting them in the polls, 
undermining voter autonomy and the role of elec-
tions as instruments of representation. Also, since 
immediate material benefits may be especially 
pressing for vulnerable voters, it also endangers 
equality of political rights (Stokes et al., 2013).

Vote buying, as a manifestation of clientelistic re-
lationships and as an illegal activity, may therefore 
carry stigma in the population. This poses a sig-
nificant challenge when measuring its prevalence 
in surveys. However, the 2013 round of the ELCA 
included “list experiments”, a statistical method 
designed to evaluate the extent to which respon-
dents might answer dishonestly out of concerns 
to reveal a “socially undesirable” behavior. Us-
ing these methods, Fergusson, Molina, and Riaño 
(2017) show that in 2013 respondents were just as 
willing to admit to this behavior when asked di-
rectly as opposed to when using a list experiment 
that protects them from revealing their behavior. 
Substantially, this suggests that clientelism is so 

prevalent and accepted in the Colombian context 
that there is little stigma associated with the behav-
ior. A key practical implication of these findings for 
this chapter’s analysis, is that they support using 
a direct question on vote buying to examine clien-
telism. We therefore rely on respondents’ answers 
to the following question, asked to a (random) sam-
ple of households in 2013 and to all respondents in 
2016: “Could you tell me if, when deciding who to 
vote for, you have taken into account the benefits, 
gifts, or jobs that a candidate offered in exchange 
for your vote?”

We begin by showing some broad patterns of in-
cidence by regions, gender, and wealth. Figure 5 
shows that clientelism is similarly prevalent on ur-
ban and rural areas on average, and among men 
and women. However, this masks some significant 
underlying variation in subregions. Specifically, 
though clientelism is pervasive everywhere, the At-
lantic and Pacific urban subregions stand as those 
with higher levels of clientelism. The rural areas of 
the Atlantic region also show a high incidence of cli-
entelism, nearly tripling the mean, while the Cun-
dinamarca and Boyacá subregions appear to have 
particularly low levels. One obvious underlying po-
tential explanation is the level of development. Sev-
eral scholars emphasize that vote buying is more 
likely to occur if the reward is more valuable to 
the voter, so exchanges are more likely for poorer 
voters. Since clientelism is detrimental for public 
good provision this may further stall economic de-
velopment. Clientelism thus consolidates a vicious 

cycle: it predates on (and reproduces) poverty. The 
findings of the lower panel are consistent with this 
conjecture, as there is a significantly smaller in-
cidence of clientelism in the middle and highest 
wealth terciles of the distribution relative to the 
lowest tercile.

To explore the changes across time, Table 2 de-
scribes the basic patterns of responses for each 
year. In the upper panel, we see that 911 out of 4128 
respondents, approximately 18%, report exchang-
ing particularistic benefits for their vote. The over-
all share in 2016 is substantially smaller, at 13% 
(998 out of 7606). This suggests a surprisingly large 
variation in the prevalence of clientelistic vote buy-
ing. Panel B in Table 2 exploits the panel and looks 
at the changes of behavior of the same individual. 
Again, there is substantial variation. Specifically, 
out of 534 respondents selling their vote in 2016, 

> José Miguel Petro keeps his lucky numbers in his pocket so he can 
play the lottery every day. Without fail, at midday he runs to his room 
in his house to see the result in Cereté (Córdoba). 
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344 or 64% are “new” clientelistic voters, in the 
sense that they had reported not selling in 2013. 
The remaining 190 are persistent vote sellers. This 
suggests meaningful entry into clientelism, and 
there is also significant exit: of 722 voters reporting 
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Clientelism by region, sub-region, gender and wealth terciles 2016

***

***

***

**

b

b b

0
5

10
15

20
25

30
%

 o
f p

eo
pl

e

Type of region Urban sub-region Rural sub-region

***
***

b

b

0
4

8
12

16
20

%
 o

f p
eo

pl
e

Men Women Lowest Mid Highest

Gender Wealth tercile

Eje 
Cafetero

Cundi-
boyacense

Atlántica
Media

Centro-
Oriente

PacíficaCentralOrientalAtlánticaBogotáUrbanRural

Source: elca 2013 and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Notes: * is significant at 10%, ** 5%, and *** 1% level. Significance levels for the difference between categories in each group, relative to the baseline category (marked with a “b”). Clientelism is adummy variable that equals 1 
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selling their vote in 2013, 532 (74%) claimed not do-
ing so in 2016.

These findings are surprising for some theories 
of clientelism which emphasize the importance 

of long-term relationships that establish trust 
between politicians (or their brokers) and voters. 
In such context of sustained “relational clien-
telism”, with exchanges that often go beyond those 
made only in the voting booth, one would expect 
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significant persistence in vote buying behavior. This 
type of clientelism, however, is particularly likely to 
arise when a politician or party has the monopoly of 
the networks of exchange, which might not be typi-
cal in Colombia. Indeed, scholars have emphasized 
the presence of “dueling party machines” with 
many parties engaging in clientelism and compe-
tition for clients, leading them to participate in a 
form of “market” clientelism (Gutiérrez & Dávila, 
1998; Dávila 1999; García, 2002; Gutiérrez 2007). 
In this context, clientelism may be more volatile. 
Also, it worth noting that particularly in such sce-
nario observed vote buying might change not just 
because citizen behavior changes, but crucially 
because politician behavior changes. For instance, 

Ta b le  9.2.
Clientelism 2013 versus 2016

Have you accepted personal favors in exchange for your vote?

Yes No Total

Panel A. Answers by year

2013 911 4,128 5,039

2016 998 6,608 7,606

Panel B. Answers in 2016 conditional on answers in 2013

“Yes” in 2013 190 532 722

“No’ in 2013 344 2,873 3,217
Source: elca 2013 and 2016. Authors' own calculations

Notes: Table shows the answers given by respondents when asked “Please tell me if, in order to decide who to vote for, you have taken into account 
personal benefits, presents or job positions a candidate might have offered you or one of your relatives in exchange for your vote”. Panel B only 
shows the answers for those people who were also asked in 2013. Hence, the lower number of observations.

Specifically, out of 534 respon-
dents selling their vote in 2016, 
344 or 64% are “new” clientelistic 
voters, in the sense that they had 
reported not selling in 2013. The 
remaining 190 are persistent vote 
sellers. This suggests meaningful 
entry into clientelism, and there 
is also significant exit: of 722 vo-
ters reporting selling their vote in 
2013, 532 (74%) claimed not doing 
so in 2016.

in some theories a more competitive election may 
induce more (and more indiscriminate) vote buying 
(Corstange, 2010).

Despite these observations, the changes in clien-
telism remain puzzling. We end by exploring a pos-
sibility put forward in Fergusson, Molina, and Rob-
inson (2017), who argue that there are a number of 
mutually reinforcing feedback loops between clien-
telism and state weakness. In their view, clientelism 
erodes the quality of democracy, and sets in place 
a structure of incentives for politicians and citizens 
that is detrimental to state capacity building. Simi-
larly, state weakness creates the right environment 

for clientelism to flourish. While this implies that 
clientelism is hard to change, as part of a mutually 
reinforcing equilibrium with state weakness, it also 
suggests that whenever the state is strengthened 
clientelism should fade (and vice versa). They pro-
pose relying on tax evasion as a measure of state 
weakness. Indeed, this is a good indicator of the 
state’s enforcement ability and its capacity to mo-
bilize resources. Moreover, it is also influenced 
by general trust in the state and compliance with 
the implicit ‘social contract’ in society: citizens pay 
taxes, the state works for citizens and delivers pub-
lic goods. For this reason they view it as related to 
the state’s consensual strength (Acemoglu, 2005),  
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the relevant notion when focusing on the multiple 
feedback loops between this phenomena.

Fergusson, Molina, and Robinson (2017) propose 
seven mechanisms or “sins” creating a vicious cy-
cle. First, the effective provision of public goods, a 
key feature of capable states, erodes the electoral 
advantage of clientelistic parties which is delivering 
targeted, particularistic goods. Second, with preva-
lent clientelism citizens’ relationship with the state 

is via informal relationships with brokers that dis-
place potential formal relationships with the state 
to demand rights and services, weakening its ca-
pacity. Third, also by personalizing links with politi-
cians, clientelism also contributes to society’s frag-
mentation, weakening collective action to make the 
state responsive. Fourth, clientelistic exchanges 
justify both parties in defaulting on their part of the 
“social contract”: the politician does not respond 
to citizens and citizens do not pay taxes. Fifth, vote 

buying undermines the ideal role of elections, since 
rather than voting and controlling the winner (de-
manding him to fulfill his promises while in office, 
and not voting for him in the future if necessary) 
voters give their vote, get their money or direct 
benefit, and the deal is over. Sixth, in the context 
of clientelism politicians or specific interest groups 
participating in the clientelistic relationship cap-
ture the state. Finally, clientelism is also detrimen-
tal to capacity in that it is a form of social control by 
elites where it is unnecessary (unlike populism) to 
have a large state to appease masses.

With this discussion in mind, Figure 6 explores the 
extent to which two key social developments cor-
relate with the change in clientelistic behavior. 
First, the left panel explores if increases in wealth 
help reduce the incidence of clientelism, by corre-
lating the change in reported vote selling between 
rounds with the change in household wealth. The 
figure shows the linear prediction with correspond-
ing confidence intervals. While the relationship is 
indeed negative, it is very weak (the slope is in fact 
not statistically significant). That is, at least from 
this figure, it does not appear that increases in 
wealth alone can drive households away from cli-
entelism, a pattern that contradicts basic theories 
of modernization (Lipset, 1959). The right panel 
shows instead the linear relationship (with confi-
dence intervals) between the change in predicted 
clientelism and the change in reported tax eva-
sion. The relationship, though far from indicating a 
causal relationship, is consistent with the idea that 
the consolidation of a stronger and more legitimate 

> Karina and Camila Ramírez Tapias are sisters and there are only two years difference between them. They live in their grandmother Inés María 
Álvarez’s house with their mother Yomaira Tapias, their little sister Isabela, and their mother’s husband, Eduard Álvarez.
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state can help reduce clientelism. This last finding 
leads naturally to our discussion in the next sec-
tion, where we move to consider the perspectives 
of the population around the peace deal of the Co-
lombian government with the FARC. After all, one 
way to view this political episode is as an effort to 
consolidate a more capable and legitimate state.

9.2. Peace making

9.2.1. Context

Colombia is at a historical juncture. After more than 
50 years of armed struggle, the FARC, the most 
powerful guerrilla group in the country, recently 

signed a peace agreement with the Colombian 
Government led by President Juan Manuel San-
tos. Although a first version of the agreement was 
rejected in a national plebiscite in October 2016, a 
modified version was agreed by the FARC and the 
Government and ratified by Congress soon after. 
As a result, by February 2017, 7,000 FARC combat-
ants demobilized into 26 transitory zones across 
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the country. To date, they have already handed out 
all of their weapons to a monitoring and verifica-
tion mechanism run by the United Nations. At the 
same time, the Colombian Congress is defining  
the legal framework to implement the commit-
ments in the agreement, which focus on rural de-
velopment, political participation, end of conflict, 
illegal drugs, and justice for victims. Among oth-
ers, the government has committed to an ambi-
tious investment program in rural areas, to allow 
the political participation of a new political party 
growing out of the FARC, to recognize victims and 
promote reconciliation, and to implement a special 
transitional justice system with reduced sentences 
for FARC members, government actors, and third 
parties that committed crimes in the context of the 
internal conflict, so long as they contribute with 
truth and victim reparation.

However, the political landscape is highly divided 
and political and social opposition to the peace 
process is strong. Different political parties have 
stated their dissent and conveyed their intention 
to build their electoral platforms for the upcom-
ing presidential elections on the modification of 
some of the main dimensions of the peace agree-
ment. The current environment of polarization, in 
addition, extends beyond the political arena, and 
even beyond direct victims and perpetrators. The 
national plebiscite, for instance, was defeated by 
a narrow margin –with 50.2 percent of the votes– 
and in an environment in which 62 percent of the 
35 million registered voters failed to cast a vote. 

More generally, there are mixed views among the 
Colombian population about the agreement, the po-
tential benefits that it will bring to society, and their 
willingness to engage in the actions that contrib-
ute to rebel reintegration and the peace process 
implementation.

The current environment of polarization and lack 
of social cohesion, while not unforeseen, is unfor-
tunate. It is not out of the ordinary since prolonged 
internal conflicts often lead to feelings of anger, fear 
and revenge, even among communities and citizens 
who were not directly involved in the conflict (Peters-
en & Zukerman Daly, 2010). Yet, citizens’ attitudes 
towards ex-combatants are one of the main deter-
minants of the success of any reintegration or peace 
process (Kaplan & Nussio, 2015). In particular, such 
negative feelings and perceptions can contribute to 
greater social polarization and hinder the sustain-
ability of the peace process. To promote social cohe-
sion, it is therefore crucial to account for how society 
as a whole perceives the ending of conflict, the rein-
tegration of former combatants, and the challenges 
that arise during peace-building efforts.

In this section, we document the perspectives of 
Colombian households regarding the overall ben-
efits of the peace process and their attitudes to-
wards future potential interactions with reintegrat-
ed combatants. We focus on two sets of questions 
that were included in the 2016 round that illustrate 
whether subjects perceive that the peace pro-
cess will bring positive changes to their lives and 

whether they are comfortable with different inter-
actions with former combatants.

9.2.2. Will the peace process 
bring positive changes?

First, we explore whether Colombian households 
perceive that their lives will improve, deteriorate, 
or remain the same as a result of the peace pro-
cess. We take these responses as crude measures 
of the optimism, pessimism, or indifference re-
garding the peace process.

The top left panel in Figure 7 illustrates the per-
centage of Colombian households who report that 
their life will worsen, remain the same, or improve 
as a result of the peace process. The data portrays 
a scenario that lies in line with the perceived en-
vironment of polarization and lack of social cohe-
sion. On the one hand, the data highlights a preva-
lent perception of indifference, characterized by a 
significant proportion of respondents (41%) who 
believe that that the peace process will not bring 
any changes, either positive or negative, into their 
lives. On the other hand, there is also a critical 
mass of Colombians on each end of the spectrum, 
who are either optimistic or pessimistic regarding 
the peace process. In particular, 26 percent believe 
that the peace process will bring about negative ef-
fects, while 24 percent believes that it will lead to 
positive changes.3 

------------------>

3.	 The remaining 9 percent does not know how their lives will change.
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Despite the historical juncture in which the oldest 
and strongest guerrilla group in the country will lay 
off its weapons, the figures above are not surpris-
ing. As we discussed above, a plausible explanation 
for this phenomenon is that the long-lasting nature 
of the Colombian internal conflict has effectively 
led to negative feelings of anger, fear, revenge, and 
mistrust and also to profound divisions among the 
society. Such feelings can thus lead to the animos-
ity and indifference of a considerable percentage 
of the population who believes that the peace pro-
cess will not bring any positive changes or that it 
will even result in negative effects. In addition, the 
observed polarization in which a similar number 
of Colombians are optimistic and pessimistic re-
garding the peace process suggests that the costs 
of the internal conflict have been asymmetrically 
borne across society. Citizens may therefore also 
understand that the benefits and costs of the peace 
process will not be distributed uniformly. For in-
stance, it is likely that rural households, who have 
been more heavily affected by the internal conflict, 
will better perceive the benefits and risks of the 
FARC reintegration and of the policies included in 
the agreement, especially those on rural develop-
ment and illegal drugs. Urban households, on the 
other hand, may be indifferent or even pessimis-
tic regarding the peace process as they have been 
rather isolated from the dynamics of the civil con-
flict, especially in the last decade.

In the analysis that follows we document the pat-
terns in respondents’ perceptions regarding the 

overall benefits of the peace process across a 
range of demographic, socioeconomic, and po-
litical characteristics. The results suggest that the 
picture of an indifferent and polarized society per-
sists no matter how we stratify the data and which 
sub-groups of the populations we focus on. With 
a few exceptions, we still find that between 40-50 
percent of the population seems indifferent re-
garding the outcomes of the peace process, while 
a similar proportion of respondents (between 20-
30%) are either optimistic or pessimistic.

In the next three panels of Figure 7, we first ex-
plore how citizens’ perceptions differ according to 
the area (urban or rural) and region of residence. 
The overall patterns persist across urban and ru-
ral areas and across different regions, with a few 
exceptions. For instance, in the top right panel we 
can observe that urban households are more in-
different (43 vs 37 percent) and less optimistic (9 
vs percent 12) than rural households. Consider-
ing that the internal conflict historically has been 
more vicious and prevalent in rural areas, and that 

> María Alicia Torres and her husband Octavio Ballesteros say that, luckily, their town Susa (Cundinamarca) has always been peaceful. Thanks to 
this, they have never been close to the armed conflict. They only have to take on nature that occasionally kills all their crops when it floods.
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several of the components of the peace agreement 
will focus on rural areas, it may be surprising that 
rural households are only marginally more opti-
mistic regarding their life perspectives in a post-
conflict scenario.

When we look across the different urban and rural 
regions (bottom two panels) we identify three in-
teresting patterns. First, in urban areas the same 
trends emerge across all regions, except in the 
Atlantic region where a higher proportion of re-
spondents express some sense of optimism (37%) 
rather than indifferent (35%) and pessimistic out-
looks (22%). In other urban regions, the proportion 
of subjects who express optimistic attitudes falls 
below 20 percent, while the proportion of those 
who seem indifferent regarding the peace process 
increases to almost half of the population. Sec-
ond, in rural regions the extent of indifferent per-
ceptions falls to some extent. This is mirrored by 
an increase in the rate of pessimistic responses, 
as it is the case of the Eje Cafetero where more 
than 30 percent of the respondents expect negative 
changes, or by an increase in the rate of optimis-
tic responses in the Atlantic and Central-Western 
regions. In these two regions, 31 and 26 percent of 
respondents expected positive changes as a result 
of the peace process. The patterns of responses 
across these two rural regions are interesting to 
the extent that they are the two rural regions of the 
ELCA where the FARC had a stronger presence. 
Overall, the patterns hint towards underlying het-
erogeneity that perhaps emerges as a function of 

the differential historical trajectories and impacts 
of the internal conflict across regions.

Figure 8 illustrates citizens’ perspectives by demo-
graphic, economic, social and political characteris-
tics. The top-left panel shows that, on average, men 
are 5 percentage points more likely than women to 
report optimistic life perspectives. Women, instead, 
report being more uncertain (the omitted bar in 
the Figure). In turn, the top-right panel indicates 
that young adults (between 18 and 34 years of age) 
are much more indifferent than older respondents 
(those of ages 34-60 and 60 and older). In fact, one 
out of every two young adults believes that they will 
not experience any significant changes as a result 
of the peace process. Older adults, on the other 
hand, while less indifferent also appear relatively 
more divided and polarized.

To analyze whether citizens’ perspectives vary ac-
cording to their levels of wealth, we stratify the 
overall sample across household-level wealth 
terciles (mid-left panel). The rate of indifferent re-
sponses increases across income levels, while the 
rate of optimistic responses is inversely correlated 
with household wealth. In particular, 28 percent of 
the respondents at the bottom wealth tercile expect 
that their lives will improve, whereas only 22 and 
19 percent of subjects in the top two terciles have 
such optimistic perspectives. These differences are 
all statistically significant and possibly reflect that 
wealthier households have been less affected by 
the internal conflict, especially so during the last 

decade, and also that they have been better able 
to adapt to the circumstances that characterize a 
protracted internal conflict.

In the mid-right panel we analyze how percep-
tions regarding the peace process vary according 
to household’s social capital. For this purpose, we 
compare households who participate in social or 
community organizations with those who do not. 
Perceptions do not differ to a great extent between 
the two groups. While the former seem less indif-
ferent and pessimistic, and slightly more optimistic 
(27 vs 22 %), these differences are small in mag-
nitude (although statistically significant). What’s 
more, among respondents with ties in social or-
ganizations, we observe similar rates of optimism 
and pessimism (27 and 24%, respectively) and still a 
considerable proportion (38%) who remain indiffer-
ent. These last results might seem surprising to the 
extent that social leaders and organizations have 
been frequently victimized in Colombia. Multiple re-
counts demonstrate that armed groups often target 
leaders and members of social organizations in or-
der to hinder collective action and strengthen their 
control over communities and populations through-
out the country, especially in contested territories 
(Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, 2013). At a 
first glance, we could have therefore expected that 
respondents who participate in social organiza-
tions would be more optimistic and less polarized. 
Yet, social leaders and activist are still being tar-
geted and victimized across the country (a promi-
nent problem in recent months), and especially in 
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regions where the FARC had a strong presence and 
where different illegal armed groups are clashing 
for the control of these territories. Therefore, the 
levels of pessimism and indifference among social-
ly-driven respondents might indicate that leader-
ship and participation in social organizations still 
increases the likelihood of being victimized, and 
that while the FARC might have laid of their weap-
ons, other armed groups remain active.

Finally, we look at perceptions by political views 
and community-level exposure to violence. In the 
bottom-left panel, we observe that respondents at 
the left of the political spectrum are more likely to 
perceive positive changes than those at the center 
of the political spectrum (33 vs 19%). These differ-
ences are mirrored by a higher frequency of pes-
simistic perceptions among the latter (18 vs 26%). 
On the other hand, and perhaps surprisingly, we 
also observe that the frequency of optimistic per-
ceptions is also higher for subjects at the right of 
the political spectrum than for those at the center. 
While these two groups do not differ in the propor-
tions of pessimistic perceptions, those who posi-
tion themselves to the right of the political spec-
trum seem less indifferent and more optimistic 
about the post-conflict scenario. This result is quite 
surprising given that right-wing parties have been 
publicly opposed to different dimensions of the 
peace agreement.4 

The bottom-right panel illustrates the differences 
in the perceptions of optimism as a function of the 

presence of ilegal armed actors in the respon-
dents’ communities. In this case, we observe that 
respondents who reside in communities in which 
an ilegal armed group was present at some point 
during the last 14 years are less indifferent and 
more polarized than those in communities with-
out such presence. For instance, there is a higher 
proportion of optimistic (26 vs 23%) and pessimistic 
respondents (28 vs 24%) where armed groups are 
present relative to where they are not. These pat-
terns suggest that the close experience of the civil 
conflict does not affect life perceptions in a unique 
direction. Of course, in the future it will be key to 
identify which factors are associated with these 
positive and negative outlooks, including the type, 
severity, and temporal proximity of the experiences 
with violence, their legal recognition as victims, or 
the extent to which subjects could have adapted 
themselves to environments in which illegal armed 
groups controlled and established de-facto insti-
tutions.5 Taken together, in this section we have 
observed the current environment of combined po-
larization and indifference surrounding the peace 
process. On the one hand, more than 40 percent of 
the subjects interviewed by the ELCA perceive that 
their lives will not change as a result of the peace 
agreement and seem indifferent regarding the 
possibility that the peace process will bring about 
relevant changes in the following years. On the oth-
er hand, among the rest around as many perceive 
that their lives will take a negative turn in the next 
few years as those that express that their lives will 
improve. While we were able to observe some dif-
ferences across areas, regions, and socioeconomic 

characteristics, these were in general minor, and 
the overall picture of an indifferent and otherwise 
polarized society persists between different groups 
of the population.

As we discussed above, documenting the perspec-
tives of the Colombian population on the expected 
outcomes of the peace process and understand-
ing the factors that lead to such levels of indiffer-
ence and polarization is an important first step at 
this particular juncture. A better understanding of 
these dynamics will allow us to inform strategies 
and policies that aim to build social cohesion and 
support for the peace process. While our analysis 
cannot parse out the different factors underlying 
the current perceptions, it suggests plausible ex-
planations. Some of these factors include the neg-
ative feelings of anger, fear, revenge, and mistrust, 
which are underlying legacies of prolonged internal 
conflicts, and the asymmetric experiences of vio-
lence and conflict across the Colombian society. In 
addition, it is also true that Colombians have been 
forced to adjust and learn to live in an environment 
of prolonged violence and conflict. Hence, at the 
same time that some citizens hold strong and op-
posing views on their future as a result of the peace 
process, for many other Colombians the reintegra-
tion of the FARC might not seem as important or 
life-changing as an outside spectator could imag-
ine. Finally, it is also important to mention that the 
FARC’s reintegration, while historical and impor-
tant, only solves a piece of the puzzle, with other 
significant socioeconomic and political challenges 
remaining ahead.

------------------>

4.	 Bear in mind, however, that this conclusion must be interpreted with caution given the very low rate at which respondents position themselves on the left to right political axis.
5.	 Perhaps surprisingly, we did not find any interesting patterns according to household and community victimization.
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polarization and lack of social cohesion, in which 
strong opinions against (or in favor) of the peace 
and reintegration process are prevalent and not 
stigmatized. Hence, throughout the analysis we will 
focus on the direct question on attitudes towards 
ex-combatants.

We begin by describing the general attitudes and 
rates of acceptance towards each of the future 

interactions with FARC ex-combatants. Figure 9 
depicts the proportion of respondents who report 
that they would not be annoyed by the different 
reconciliation scenarios. This Figure highlights 
two distinct and interesting features. First, that 
a majority of Colombians are willing to engage 
in daily interactions with FARC ex-combatants. 
For instance, 62 and 66 percent of the respon-
dents report that would not be annoyed if a former 

> Nubia Calderón and her daughters Mayerli Consuelo and Paola Andrea Saba Calderón. They live in Simijaca (Cundinamarca) with their father 
Segundo Saba and their grandmother Abigail Solano who suffers from Parkinson’s Disease. 

9.2.3. Attitudes towards former 
combatants

We now explore whether Colombian households 
are willing to accept basic features of the reintegra-
tion process. We document whether respondents 
would feel annoyed if a former combatant were to 
reside in their same neighborhood, ask them for a 
job, or participate in politics, or if the respondent 
has to pay taxes to fund the reintegration process. 
We take these responses as a measure of citizens’ 
attitudes regarding the reconciliation process. We 
first document the general attitudes for the entire 
sample of ELCA respondents and then explore 
whether such attitudes vary across the same set 
of regional, demographic, socioeconomic, and po-
litical characteristics as in the previous subsection.

Before we proceed with the analysis, we recognize 
that eliciting attitudes towards former combatants 
may also carry significant stigma. This implies a 
similar challenge to the one discussed in the sec-
tion on clientelism, since respondents might be 
worried to reveal that they feel either comfortable 
or uncomfortable with future interactions with for-
mer combatants. For this reason, the 2016 round 
of the ELCA included a different “list experiment” 
to evaluate the extent to which respondents might 
answer dishonestly. Yet, as with the case of vote 
buying, we find that respondents were just as will-
ing to admit to this uneasiness as when they were 
directly asked. In this particular case, this could be 
another indication of the current environment of 
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combatant moves into their neighborhood or if she 
asks them for a job. Of course, this also means 
that nearly 4 out of every 10 Colombians would 
be annoyed by such interactions. Yet, this general 
willingness to engage in a daily basis with former 
FARC combatants constitutes an important build-
ing block for the success and sustainability of the 
reconciliation process. Second, this positive trend 
is reversed when we inquired for the attitudes 
regarding the possible participation of FARC ex-
combatants in politics and the introduction of new 
taxes to finance the peace process. 56 percent of 
the respondents indicated that they would feel an-
noyed if former FARC members were allowed to 
participate in politics, while 64 percent of them 
would feel annoyed if they were asked to pay taxes 
to fund transfers and special programs for the re-
integrated FARC combatants.

Now we explore whether these attitudes vary ac-
cording to respondent’s observable characteristics. 
In general, and similar to what we observed in the 
previous section, we do not find major differences 
across different groups of the population. Overall, 
we observe a generalized willingness for daily in-
teractions with former FARC combatants coupled 
with a reluctance to allow them to participate in 
politics and to pay for newly established taxes.

Figure 10 illustrates the proportion of respondents 
across different subgroups of the population who 
report that they would not be annoyed if an ex-
combatant resides in their same neighborhood or 
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of any armed groups in the community.
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asks them for a job. We combine the responses on 
these two dimensions since, in general, they por-
tray the similar patterns overall and across differ-
ent groups of the population.

Across the different stratifications of the data, the 
general pattern indicates that between 60 to 70 per-
cent of Colombians are not annoyed. Within each 
subgroup of the population, we highlight the fol-
lowing differential patterns. First, rural households 
are less willing than urban households to accept 
having an ex-combatant as their neighbor or em-
ployee, except in the Eje Cafetero region. Second, 
men and young adults report being less annoyed 
at the possibility of these daily interactions than 
women and older adults. Third, and perhaps sur-
prisingly we do not observe any differences across 
wealth levels. Finally, subjects who participate in 
social organizations, who lean towards the left  
in the political spectrum, or who reside in commu-
nities in which an armed groups was present in the 
past 14 years all are more accepting and willing to 
interact with ex-combatants.

In Figure 11 we now look at the attitudes regard-
ing ex-combatants participation in politics. Un-
derstanding citizens’ attitudes in this dimension is 
important to the extent that it was one of the main 
dimensions of the peace agreement, envisioned as 
a way to broaden political access and opportuni-
ties, to break the link between politics and violence, 
and to strengthen democracy. Nevertheless, and 
as we discussed before, attitudes towards FARC’s 

> Segundo Saba and his wife in their living room. They confirm that the armed conflict has never reached their region. Their finances have been 
affected since sawmilling, which is what Segundo works in, has been regulated. 

political participation are in general negative and 
only 40 percent of respondents express that they 
would not be annoyed if a FARC ex-combatant par-
ticipates in politics.

Moreover, there are even fewer differences across 
the different subgroups of the populations than  
for the other dimensions outlined above. Some ex-
ceptions include respondents in the Atlantic urban 
region and in the Eje Cafetero rural region who are 
more open to the idea of the political participation 
of FARC ex-combatants than in other regions (16 

and 14 percent difference), women who are more 
opposed than men (16 percent difference), and 
subjects who enroll in social organizations who 
are less likely to be annoyed than those who do 
not participate (11 percent difference). The most 
notable exception emerges between subjects with 
different political views, where 60 percent of those 
who lean towards the left would not be annoyed by 
the FARC’s political participation. This implies an 
18 percentage point difference (40 percent) rela-
tive to those at the center and right of the political 
spectrum.
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------------------>

6.	 Finally, among the few reporting their left to right political leaning, the data again indicates that respondents who lean to the left are significantly less annoyed by paying taxes to support ex-combatants than respon-
dents at the center of the political spectrum. In particular, the latter are 12 percentage points less likely to be annoyed, a figure that accounts to a sizable 40 percent difference. Surprisingly, respondents at the right 
end of the political spectrum are also more open to paying such taxes than those at the center, with a 10 percent difference. As noted throughout, we interpret these results with caution given the small sample size.

Finally, Figure 12 illustrates respondents’ general 
willingness to pay taxes to support ex-combatants 
and fund the reintegration process. Again, the gen-
eral picture is of higher levels of reluctance and 
uneasiness among Colombians and of few differ-
ences across groups.

First, we do not observe differences between urban 
and rural areas, though there are some differences 

within regions. Consistent with some of the results 
discussed above, respondents in the Atlantic urban 
and rural regions are more willing to pay such tax-
es than in other regions (differences of 16 and 34 
percent relative to the base category, respectively), 
whereas subjects in the Eje Cafetero and Cundi-
Boyacence rural regions are significantly more re-
luctant (differences of 36 and 16 percent, respec-
tively). In addition, subjects at the top two wealth 

terciles are between 5 to 8 percentage points more 
likely to be annoyed by having to pay such taxes 
than those at the bottom income tercile; these 
differences account for a change of 12 to 20 per-
cent, respectively. This result is hardly surprising 
to the extent that the burden of any new taxes will 
undoubtedly fall on wealthier households. When 
we stratify the data according to whether the re-
spondents participated in any social organization, 
we find that those who do participate are 15 per-
cent more willing to pay them. Overall, this result is 
consistent with the more positive perspectives and 
attitudes of citizens who participate in social orga-
nizations that we have documented throughout this 
chapter.6

9.3. Final remarks

This chapter has highlighted some significant chal-
lenges ahead for Colombian society and politi-
cal leaders. As the country embarks on a difficult 
new stage of implementing a major peace process, 
interest in politics and the quality of democracy 
remain weak. Moreover, economic development 
alone does not appear to be sufficient to improve 
the quality of political practices. Instead, building 
a more capable and legitimate state is perhaps 
the most important task at hand in future years. 
While the FARC’s disarmament and reintegration 
is already a monumental and historical step at re-
covering the state’s monopoly of violence, and is 
thus a first stepping stone in this direction, there 
are significant obstacles. The peace process itself 

> This flat-bottomed boat allows hundreds of residents of Montería (Córdoba) to cross the Sinú River. Each trip costs 500 pesos. 
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envisions a set of transformations that are sup-
posed to build a state that is more present in areas 
that have been traditionally neglected, and where 
citizens are better able to mobilize and hold their 
leaders accountable. But as we have documented, 
the peace process is perceived with a combination 
of indifference and polarization in the population. 
Many individuals feel that the peace process has no 
substantial effect on their lives. The rest, are polar-
ized between those expecting positive and negative 
changes. Both issues are problematic when trying 
to push for costly and controversial policies to im-
plement the agreements. Moreover, arguably the 
two core issues in the peace deal (political partici-
pation and financing benefits for rebels in the re-
integration process) are the ones met with greater 
resistance in the population.

Our data also underscores some reasons for opti-
mism. In particular, while still reluctant to accept 
political participation of former rebels and to pay 
for reintegration, Colombians seem less opposed 
at interacting with ex-combatants in daily encoun-
ters as neighbors and workers. Second, those indi-
viduals that are most engaged in social and com-
munity organizations, and who presumably will be 
called to play a leading role in the upcoming pro-
cesses, are particularly open to interacting with re-
integrated rebels. This is important since the social 
fabric is also crucial for the reintegration process, 
beyond state policies. In this context, however, it is 
crucial that community leaders are safe. The ex-
perience of recent months with sustained threats 
against and killings of local leaders is therefore a 
major cause for concern.
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