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Abstract

This paper presents a laboratory experiment about labor market preferences for formal and informal jobs among women living in extreme poverty 
and displaced by violence in Cali, Colombia. In this experiment we elicit the choices that these women make regarding a constant daily income from 
working at home in small and low-productivity businesses (such as cooking or sewing) against increasing their daily income by working outside 
the home as an employee. Their income choice is subject to the number of hours away from home, the price of transportation and cost of care or 
supervision for children and/or adolescents, and between formal and informal jobs. A total of 255 women participated in the laboratory experiment. 
To elicit intra-household bargaining on labor choices, the Treatment group was composed of married women with their husbands present in the 
experiment, and the control group of married women without their husbands present at the site. Couples were invited to negotiate when given the 
different scenarios. Results indicate no significant differences among the treatment and control group for informal jobs. Women with their husbands 
present were less likely to accept a job for the lower wage options in the formal sector, and more likely to stay at home than their counterparts 
without their husbands present. Labor preferences also vary according to the cost of childcare and the number of children under the age of 18.
 

Resumen

Este documento presenta un experimento de laboratorio sobre las preferencias de mujeres desplazadas por la violencia y en condición de extrema 
pobreza, residentes en Cali, Colombia, en el mercado laboral formal e informal. En este experimento se obtienen las decisiones que estas mujeres to-
man respecto al ingreso constante diario, obtenido de trabajar en casa en un negocio pequeño y de baja productividad (como cocinar o coser), contra 
la opción de aumentar su ingreso diario trabajando fuera de casa, como empleados. El salario elegido está sujeto al número de horas lejos de casa, 
el precio del transporte y el costo del cuidado de los niños y/o adolecentes, y adicionalmente de si el empleo es formal o informal. Un total de 225 
mujeres participaron en este experimento. Para obtener las negociaciones sobre las opciones de trabajo al interior de los hogares, el grupo de trata-
miento estaba compuesto por mujeres casadas con sus esposos presentes en el experimento, y un grupo de control conformado por mujeres casadas 
sin que sus esposos estuvieran presentes. Se invitaron parejas para negociar en diferentes escenarios. Los resultados muestran que no hay diferencias 
significativas entre los grupos de tratamiento y de control, en el caso de los empleos informales. Mujeres teniendo a sus esposos presentes eran menos 
propensas a aceptar empleos con un menor salario en el sector formal, y más propensas a quedarse en casa, que sus contrapartes que no tenían a 
sus maridos presentes. Las preferencias de trabajo también varían de acuerdo a los costos del cuidado y del número de hijos menores a los 18 años.
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I.	 Introduction

Despite significant reductions in poverty in the 
last decade, by 2013 it was estimated that 9.1% of 
Colombia's population (4.4 million) lived under 
extreme poverty; 52% of whom (2.3 million) were 
women (DANE, 2013). Furthermore, 8% of the po-
pulation, or 3,943,500 individuals were displaced 
by violence; 51% being women (UNHCR, 2012). 
This population, forced to leave their villages due 
to the loss of property, threats on their lives, with 
family members assassinated in local massacres and 
having become poor or extremely poor in urban 
areas, and in need of special government assistance. 

 
The fact that women are more likely to be 

extremely poor greatly reflects gaps in the labor 
markets. While labor force participation in urban 
areas is 57.8% among women, it is 74.5% among 
men (ECV, 2013). This difference is even more acute 
with regards to the quality of the employment, sin-
ce 52.4% of women have informal jobs1, compared 
to 46.7% of men (DANE, 2014). When looking at 
the extremely poor population, we observe that 
only 31.9% of women in urban areas participate 
in the labor market and more than 90% do so in 
informal jobs (ECV, 2013). 

 
Under this context we wonder what the factors 

are that impede women under extreme poverty or 

forced displacement to increase their labor parti-
cipation and obtain formal jobs? What is the role 
played with respect to the distance to working 
centers, access and cost of transportation, and ac-
cess and quality of childcare and their household 
bargaining power with husbands or partners?

 
To respond to these questions, this paper dis-

plays an experimental analysis of labor market 
preferences and decisions among married women 
living in extreme poverty or displaced by violence 
in Cali, Colombia. To elicit the labor preferences 
and choices of these women we measured their 
willingness to take a job, given several constraints: 
the cost of child care, the cost of transportation, 
hourly wages and number of hours worked. 

 
A total of 255 women participated in the ex-

periment, with 70 percent having arrived in Cali 
due to displacement by violence, and 30 percent 
being considered extremely poor. The Treatment 
group was composed of 123 married women with 
their husbands present in the experiment, and the 
control group of 132 married women without their 
husbands present at the site. Couples were invited 
to negotiate when given the different scenarios.

 
Results indicate that women that negotiated 

with their husbands are less willing to take a job 
outside their homes despite offers of increased 

1 	 Poverty and extreme poverty in Colombia is measured by DANE, which is done according to the monetary income and ow-
nership of a house.
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wages and free childcare. Increasing childcare 
costs also lowers women's probability to take a job. 
Interestingly, in formal jobs, women that benefit 
from the program, Más Familias en Acción, are less 
likely to accept any job and prefer to stay at home. 

 
Not only is reducing gender labor gaps a matter 

of fairness, the gap is also inefficient and expen-
sive. A recent study estimated that if the gender 
labor gap was closed, Colombia's Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) per capita would be 16% higher 
(Cuberes & Teignier, 2015). This suggests that, 
more important than social protection programs, 
it is crucial to close the gender labor and pay gap 
to reduce poverty and inequality (Lustig, Lopez-
Calva, & Ortiz-Juarez, 2013).

 
One of the problems is that most labor policies 

in Colombia do not necessarily have a gender 
component and have focused traditionally on the 
demand rather than on the supply side. This is why 
understanding how vulnerable women bargain 
their labor decisions with their husbands, and the 
roles played by childcare, transportation, job qua-
lity and protection could help governments design 
more efficient programs and the right incentives 
that promote women's work and income generation 
strategies rather than social program dependence. 

 This evidence is extremely relevant due to 
recent government efforts to increase the share of 
formal workers within the working population, 
particularly of domestic employees. This study 
fills the existing information gap that assumes 
that labor participation job informality is mainly a 
result of market distortions such as high minimum 
wages, the "Parafiscal taxes"2 paid by companies for 
each employee and existing legal holes. Furthermo-
re, critics of social protection programs argue that 
social grants generate dependence, disincentives 
to work and can reinforce traditional gender roles 
(Levy, 2008).

II.	Previous Studies about Intra-house-
hold Bargaining and Labor Market 
Decisions
 

According to Agarwal (1997), what determines 
the equality or inequality of bargaining power is 
the fallback position of individuals. In the context 
of intra-household bargaining, an individual's 
fallback position is largely determined by access 
to economic assets, which is directly tied to the 
capability of being able to survive outside of the 
household (Sen, 1981). This suggests that there is 
general agreement that the integration of women 
into the labor market is a key element in the mea-

2 	 In 2010, the Colombian government launched a proposal to lower and at some point eliminate the earmarked taxes on the pa-
yroll to finance welfare programs for the entire population in the areas of training, childhood development and other subsidies. 
Another effort to encourage formalization was the establishment of norms to regulate social security payments for domestic 
employees hired for less than a month, most of whom are female workers (Ministerio del Trabajo, 2013).
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surement of women's intra-household bargaining 
power (Sen, 1999, p. 191; Kabeer, 2005; Kabeer et 
al., 2011). 

 
It is not easy to collect information on how 

decision-making power is allocated between diffe-
rent members of the household and most studies 
and methodologies do not allow for understanding 
preferences or details on how the decision is made 
(Ashraf, 2009). Quantitative studies that measure 
household decision-making do so by asking who 
makes the decisions over childrens activities (edu-
cation, health and clothing) and household pur-
chases (Martinez-Restrepo, et al., 2015). First, these 
questionnaires do not include questions about job 
related decisions. Second, survey results tend to 
be biased since they indicate that all decisions are 
made jointly. Finally, it is important to take into 
account that in Colombia and Latin America, since 
the role of caregiving is solely concentrated on the 
mothers, controlling income and making decisions 
about the education of children and household 
expenses is not necessarily a good proxy for intra-
household bargaining power. 

 
Recently, experiments have emerged as an 

alternative and novel method for studying hou-
sehold decision-making and intra-household 
bargaining; this, because experiments allow for 
the collection of data of individual and joint 
decisions under controlled conditions (Carlsson, 
He, Martinsson, Qin, & Sutter, 2012). Most intra-
household decision-making experiments, such as 

the Becker–DeGroot–Marschak method (BDM), 
focus on "Willingness To Pay" (WTP) and control 
over household resources among husbands and 
wives. In WTP, experiments often measure the 
maximum amount an individual is willing to 
sacrifice to procure a good or avoid something 
undesirable (Becker, DeGroot, & J., 1964). One 
example is Ashraf's (2009) analysis of the effects 
of information and communication on financial 
choices of married couples in the Philippines. In 
his experiment, the author found that making 
the couple's financial choices public prevents 
husbands from allocating money for their own 
consumption, thus leaving more for their wives' 
and children's needs (Ashraf, 2009). 

 
Similarly, Carlson et al. (2012) conducted an 

experiment in rural China to estimate the relative 
influence of husbands and wives on each other's 
individual preferences on household decisions. 
The authors found that both spouses have an in-
fluence on joint decisions but that husbands have 
a stronger influence over wives decisions than the 
other way around. Bateman and Munro (2004) 
developed an experiment where couples were as-
ked to make choices individually and jointly and 
were further asked to make predictions about their 
partner's choices. They found that couples are more 
risk averse when making decisions jointly compa-
red to making individual choices. Gender is not a 
direct determinant of power in joint decisions, but 
female economic dependence significantly reduces 
women's decisiveness in joint decisions. 
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Mani (2011) uses an experimental approach 
to analyze intra-household decisions in India. 
She finds that both men and women are willing 
to sacrifice much efficiency for greater personal 
control over household income. Surprisingly, 
the author finds that inefficiency persists, even 
when spouses' control over household income is 
exogenously assigned: as a wife's assigned share 
increases, husbands undercut their own income to 
reduce hers (Mani, 2011). For example, Iversen et 
al. (2006) tested core theories of household unitary 
and cooperative models using experimental data 
from 240 couples willingness to control income 
and bank accounts in rural Uganda. They conclu-
ded that couples do not maximize surplus from 
cooperation and realized a greater surplus when 
women are in charge.

 
Another framework used in experiments, 

mostly in marketing and other social research 
areas, is the "willingness to accept" (WTA) so-
mething. While the "willingness to pay" (WTP) 
usually measures the maximum amount indivi-
duals are willing to pay for controlling resources, 
the "willingness to accept" measures are the amou-
nt that? person is willing to accept or to abandon 
to get something in return (a 'good' in the case of 
marketing studies, a job, and so on) (Horowitz 
& McConell, 2003). One example of this method 
is Bursztyn and Coffman's (2012) experiment in 
order to see a household's willingness to accept 
a monthly government transfer conditional on 
the guarantee of their adolescent child attending 

school, or higher amounts of unconditional trans-
fers. Their results show that a majority of parents 
are more willing to accept a conditional transfer 
to larger unconditional transfers, unless they are 
offered text message notifications whenever their 
child misses school. 

 
Instead of measuring household decision-

making by the willingness to control resources, 
we modeled our experiment on Bursztyn and 
Coffman's design (2012), but focusing on women's 
willingness to accept a formal and informal job. 
While formal jobs are often seen as more stable and 
of higher quality, they also allow less time for fle-
xibility and require long displacements across the 
city. With this experiment we look for information 
regarding the minimum monetary amount that 
women are "Willing to Accept" (WTA) for selling 
their labor. WTA is a more pertinent methodology 
when trying to understand decisions among extre-
mely poor women. Indeed, one important diffe-
rence between WTA and WTP is that WTA is not 
constrained by an individual's wealth. Therefore, 
WTA can be higher than the individual's wealth, 
and it will depend on the amount the individual 
wants to accept as compensation for what he or 
she is selling, or for the acquisition of something 
desirable. 

III. The Experiment

To elicit the labor preferences and choices, we 
performed an experiment in which women had to 
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establish their willingness to accept a job given a 
wage, number of hours worked, the cost of child 
care and transportation. For each hypothetical 
scenario, married women needed to take into 
consideration the following: 1) An increasing wage, 
given an increasing number of hours away from the 
home, inclusive of commuting time; 2) A constant 
USD $1.5 cost of transportation; and 3) The cost 
for care and supervision. In the first hypothetical 
round, all of the outside "home jobs" are informal, 
and in the second hypothetical round, all of the 
jobs are formal and include health and pension 
benefits (see Tables 1 to 3). 

 
The process was the following. First we ex-

plained the game, stating that they would have to 
choose between a constant wage of 6 USD per day 
for a low productivity job staying at home (selling 
food, weaving, etc.) or accept a job taking into 

account different scenarios with a constant rate of 
transportation (1.5 US) and increasing price of child 
care (free, or $1.5 US to 3.5 US). The experiment 
was repeated both for an informal and a formal 
job. This process was achieved through each of the 
different salaries offered until the breaking point 
appeared; that is, until each woman said she pre-
ferred to leave the house at a certain income level 
instead of staying at home and earn 6 USD. If the 
breaking point did not appear even at the highest 
possible salary, we considered that she would not 
accept any job. 

 
To simplify the experiment, both formal and 

informal jobs had the same constraints and offered 
the same wage per hour. When starting the formal 
job "offer", it was stated the following: "Now we are 
going to decide whether you want to take a job, but 
this time it is a formal job. This means you would be 

Table 1
EXPERIMENT, SCENARIO WITH FREE CHILDCARE FOR A FORMAL AND INFORMAL JOB

			   Transportation	 Childcare	 Available	  
	 Willingness to accept	 Time outside home	 cost	 cost	 Available money	 Decision

	Work at	 Work outside	 hours	 Hours of 	 Constant	 Scenario	 Staying	 Leaving	 Accept	 why
	 home	 your home	 worked	 transportation		  1/4	 home	 home	

	 6 USD	 6 USD	 4	 2	 1.5 USD	 Free	 6 USD	 4.5 USD 	

	 6 USD	 8 USD	 5	 2	 1.5 USD	      Free	 6 USD	 6.5 USD		

	 6 USD	 10 USD	 6	 2	 1.5 USD	 Free	 6 USD	 8.5 USD		

	 6 USD	 12 USD	 7	 2	 1.5 USD	 Free	 6 USD	 10.5 USD		

	 6 USD	 14 USD	 8	 2	 1.5 USD	 Free	 6 USD	 12.5 USD		

	 6 USD	 16 USD	 9	 2	 1.5 USD	 Free	 6 USD	 14.5 USD
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3 	 EPS refers to the contributory health care system in Colombia and SISBEN to one subsidized. Because of their condition of 
extreme poverty and forced displacement, and the fact of being beneficiaries of Red UNIDOS, these women had access to the 
SISBEN subsidized system.  

Table 2
EXPERIMENT, SCENARIO WITH CHILDCARE = $1.5 USD FOR A FORMAL AND INFORMAL JOB

			   Transportation	 Childcare	 Available	  
	 Willingness to accept	 Time outside home	 cost	 cost	 Available money	 Decision

	Work at	 Work outside	 Hours	 Hours of 	 Constant	 Scenario	 Staying	 Leaving	 Accept	 why
	 home	 your home	 worked	 transportation		  2/5	 home	 home	

	 6 USD	 6 USD	 4	 2	 1.5 USD	 1 USD	 6 USD	 3.5 USD

	 6 USD	 8 USD	 5	 2	 1.5 USD	 1 USD	 6 USD	 5.5 USD

	 6 USD	 10 USD	 6	 2	 1.5 USD	 1 USD	 6 USD	 7.5 USD

	 6 USD	 12 USD	 7	 2	 1.5 USD	 1 USD	 6 USD	 9.5 USD

	 6 USD	 14 USD	 8	 2	 1.5 USD	 1 USD	 6 USD	 11.5 USD

	 6 USD	 16 USD	 9	 2	 1.5 USD	 1 USD	 6 USD	 13.5 USD

Table 3
EXPERIMENT, SCENARIO WITH CHILDCARE =  $3.5 USD FOR A FORMAL AND INFORMAL JOB

			   Transportation	 Childcare	 Available	  
	 Willingness to accept	 Time outside home	 cost	 cost	 Available money	 Decision

	Work at	 Work outside	 Hours	 Total time 	 Constant	 Scenario	 Staying	 Leaving	 Accept	 why
	 home	 your home	 worked	 (back and forth)		  3/6	 home	 home	

	 6 USD	 6 USD	 4	 2	 1.5 USD	 3.5 USD 	 6 USD	 1 USD

	 6 USD	 8 USD	 5	 2	 1.5 USD	 3.5 USD	 6 USD	 3 USD

	 6 USD	 10 USD	 6 	 2	 1.5 USD	 3.5 USD	 6 USD	 5 USD

	 6 USD	 12 USD	 7	 2	 1.5 USD	 3.5 USD 	 6 USD	 7 USD

	 6 USD	 14 USD	 8 	 2	 1.5 USD	 3.5 USD	 6 USD	 9 USD

	 6 USD	 16 USD	 9 	 2	 1.5 USD	 3.5 USD	 6 USD	 11 USD

offered and pay into a pension plan, paid vacation 
days, paid sick leave and health insurance with an 
EPS instead of an SISBEN3." The treatment group, 

women with their husbands, were encouraged to 
talk and negotiate the decision. After each choice, 
we asked why (see Figures 1 and 2). 
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Figure 1
INFORMAL JOB SCENARIOS

Figure 2
FORMAL JOB SCENARIOS

Source: Author's estimations.

Source: Author's estimations.
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2,5%

Prefers informality, more
protection and stability 7,2%

Although this is a hypothetical scenario, it was 
made as close to their real life as possible. First, the 
cost of daily average wages for displaced women 
and women under poverty was calculated from 
the Cali Household Survey (Ministerio de Trabajo, 
2013). Childcare and transportation costs were 

taken from government administrative informa-
tion and from the qualitative work performed 
some months before the experiment4. The price of 
care went from "0" or a subsidized care facility, to 
$1 US per day, which is the prize of the "Madres 
Comunitarias" to $3.5 US, which is the prize of pri-
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vate care in low income neighborhoods5. Women 
had to consider therefore whether they wanted to 
leave their kids in free or paid public or private 
childcare services. 

 
A.	Data and sample characteristics

 
The experiment was created among randomly selec-
ted women beneficiaries of Red UNIDOS. A total of 
255 women participated in the experiment. Among 
these women, 124 were the head of a household, 
123 were married women who had their husbands 
or partners present during the experiment, and 132 
were married women who did not have their hus-
bands or partners present during the experiment. 
All women had to be either married or in a partner-
ship and had children younger than 18 years of age. 

 
As seen in Table 4, women are on average bet-

ween 35 and 37 years old. A high percentage of the 
sample are women displaced by violence (between 
67% and 69% according to the group)6. Wives 

and husbands' education is similar, rounding out 
around basic secondary school (between the 6th 

and 9th grades). We included variables related to 
the number of children and individuals living in 
the household since the economics of care literature 
has proven to be a crucial determinant for women's 
labor participation (Chioda, 2012). Furthermore, 
we considered it important to include whether 
women were participating in the Conditional Cash 
Transfer Program (CCT), Más Familias en Acción, 
since studies have shown that it can negatively 
affect female labor participation (Nunez, 2008). 
Women's education was included since it is also 
considered a key determinant of women's em-
powerment, intra-household bargaining power 
and labor participation (Sen, 1999; Keeber et al., 
2008). Job formality was integrated since women 
with formal jobs might enjoy a greater knowledge 
of labor market wages and therefore make more 
informed decisions. Finally, it was crucial to take 
into consideration whether the husbands were 
working, since the availability of another income 

4 	 Indeed, the idea of this experiment was born during the qualitative work done for the impact Evaluation of Red Unidos. See 
Martinez et al. (2015). During the qualitative work performed some months before the experiment, we asked women what 
kind of informal daycare centers were available to them and what were their prices. This was crucial since this information 
rarely appears on household surveys and prices vary significantly across cities. Most informal or private daycares have a cost 
of 7,000 Colombian pesos per day, or $3.5 US, and are provided by female neighbors that invite children to their own, often 
overcrowded, homes.

5 	 By public care, we refer to services provided by the government through its ICBF, such as Madres Comunitarias. Madres 
Communitarias are only accepting children before they enter primary school between the ages of 5-6. The specific example of 
what care service was free was given during the experiment.  

6 	 This is because Red UNIDOS has a special priority to provide services to people migrating to cities due to violence. Further-
more, this number is higher than the national Red UNIDOS average, due to the fact that Cali is the main receiving city in the 
south west of Colombia.
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Table 4
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

	 Treatment 	 Control
	 Married women 	 Married women
Variables	 with husband	 without husband
 
Displaced by violence	 0.671	 0.663
	 (0.055)	 (0.047)
		
Age (of women)	 35.246	 35.624
	 (1.067)	 (0.757)
		
Number of kids younger 	 2.274	 2.128
than 18	 (0.165)	 (0.121)
		
Number of people in	 4.466	 4.327
the household	 (0.335)	 (0.251)
		
Beneficiary of Más 	 0.931	 0.949
Familias en Acción1 	 0.030	 0.022
		
Education (of women)	 6.205	 6.546
	 (0.470)	 (0.398)
		
Job Informality	 0.493	 0.426
(of women)	 (0.059)	 (0.049)
		
Husband has a job	 0.644	 0.822	*
	 (0.056)
	 (0.038)

Observations	 123	 132

Mean/Std. Error.
Income is codified by using the mean of each of the intervals 
in the questionnaire. The intervals from which women choose 
their income start in between 0 and 20,000 pesos, between 20,001 
and 50,000, etc., up to over a million pesos.
1	 Más Familias en Acción (FEA) is a CCT sponsored by the 

government that helps people with children aged between 
0 and 18 years with monetary transfers conditional to two 
aspects; nutrition and education.

could affect women's or a couple's decision on 
accepting a job at a given income. Husbands' in-
comes and SISBEN scores (socio-economic) were 
not included due to the high number of missing 
observations (40% and 30%, respectively). 

 
The difference in means estimation revealed 

that the only variable with a significant differen-
ce between treatment and control groups was 
whether the husband had a job. This could be 
explained by the compliance challenge we faced 
in husbands assisting with the experiment. Indeed, 
these had perhaps a lower opportunity cost, since 
they were not working or had flexible (informal) 
jobs. It is important to mention that the selection 
of the treatment and control group was randomly 
assigned so that we did not allow for women 
selected under the treatment group to participate 
in the experiment if the husband was not present. 

B. Empirical specification and identifica-
tion strategy

We estimated women's willingness to take a job 
with an Ordered Probit. Outcomes are measured 
in money, and the amount varies according to the 
scenario. The Ordered Probit uses a categorical 
variable, in which the lowest value (1) is given to 
the lowest salary, representing four hours worked, 
and 6 to the highest salary, representing 10 hours 
worked. A value of seven is given to women that 
are not willing to accept any job, expressing the 
highest opportunity cost. 
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The identification strategy using the Ordered Pro-
bit regression has the following form:
 
Pr(y)g=i =Pr(β)_0+β_1 Treati + β_2X + e
 
Where y_g is the dependent categorical variable 
for each of the "g" scenarios. Treat i as each of the 
treatments given to the participants, 1 and 2, and 
X is a vector of covariates related to personal cha-
racteristics of the participant. The two treatments 
that were implemented in the experiment made 
were: women who attended the experiment with 
their husband and did the experiment with them 
in a discussion, as household decisions to be taken, 
versus women who were married but did not go to 
the experiment with their husbands; and women 
who were married and went to the experiment 
with their husbands, versus all of the other women 
who went to the experiment, including married 
women who did not go with their husbands to the 
experiment and women who were not married and 
were heads of the household. 

 
IV. Treatment Effects

As pointed out previously, the treatment group 
constituting the husband as present in the experi-
ment and control group, is composed of married 
women not having their husbands present. We 
measured the difference between their willingness 
to accept a job given that they negotiated the de-
cision with their husband, and given the varying 
scenarios of the cost of child care and job formality. 

Tables 5 to 7 show the informal jobs scena-
rios, and Tables 8 to 10 the formal ones. Tables 5 
to 7 show no significant differences among the 
treatment and control group in their willingness 
to accept an informal job at any given wage and 
regardless of the cost of childcare. It is interesting 
to note that the number of children under 18 has a 
negative effect on a woman's willingness to take a 
job, particularly as the cost of childcare increases, 
working 6 to 7 hours a day. 

Interestingly, the number of children younger 
than 18 also increases the likelihood of not accep-
ting any job at all and staying at home when the 
cost of care is 2 and 3.5 USD per day (Tables 6 and 
7). These results seem to suggest that when offe-
ring an informal job, intra-household bargaining 
doesn't share the effect on labor's choice that the 
cost of child care does. 

On the contrary, Tables 8 to 10 show that wo-
men that negotiated with their husbands were less 
likely to take a job for the lower wage options in 
the formal sector, and were more likely to stay at 
home than their counterparts. Labor preferences 
also vary according to the cost of childcare. For 
example, there are no significant differences 
between the treatment and the control when 
childcare is free, but as the childcare cost increa-
ses from zero to one and to 3.5 USD, women that 
negotiated with their husbands are less likely to 
accept any given job and income unless full time 
(Tables 9 and 10). 
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Interestingly, women who are part of Más 
Familias en Acción have a higher probability of 
choosing not to leave and this decreases the pro-
bability of choosing any of the other possible offers 
the women had. In this case as well, the number 
of kids under 18 in the household has an impact 
in the same direction. 

 
We observed that first, negotiating with their 

husbands impacts women's decision making, 
particularly when considering the quality of a 
job (formal vs. informal) and the cost of childcare 
(free, one dollar vs. three dollars). Second, the 
number of children under 18 also and benefiting 
from a Conditional Cash Transfers affects women's 
willingness to take a job. 

 
How to explain these results? On the one hand, 

these couples might be making better informed 
decisions due to the fact that husbands might be 
more exposed to the labor market and the oppor-
tunity cost of leaving the children with child care 
services they do not trust, is too high. On the other 
hand despite their poverty levels, men's chauvi-
nistic culture could be impeding women to take 
jobs outside their homes with higher incomes since 
that would make them economically independent 
while increasing their domestic bargaining power. 

 
This is consistent with evidence from the qua-

litative component of the impact evaluation of 
Red Unidos among extremely poor and displaced 
women performed by the same authors (Martinez-

Restrepo et al., 2015). Women reveal that their 
husbands or partners think that they will cheat or 
neglect their children and households if working 
outside their homes. Finally women suggest that 
their husbands believe that by working and ha-
ving a greater income, they will gain autonomy 
and more bargaining power, and will no longer 
dependent on them (Martinez-Restrepo at al, 2015). 
According to the traditional family structures and 
roles, women stay at home taking care of children 
and men go to work bringing in money.

 
Table 10, shows the main reasons provided that 

women after stating their choice during the experi-
ment. For the informal job scenarios, it is possible 
to observe that although they both suggested nee-
ding more money, 45.8% of women that negotiated 
with the husbands or partners suggested wanting 
to spend more time in the house compared to 35.9 
of the control group. 

 
Interestingly Figure 2 shows that the main rea-

son to accept or not a formal job was, a preference 
for "formality, protection and stability". The second 
more frequent explanation was "wanting to spend 
more time at home" which would reflect to choice 
of those that stayed at home at did not accept any 
given wage offered. This preference is 15 percentage 
points under the one for an informal job among trea-
ted women and 7 percentage points for the control 
group. Formality seems to matter more than money 
since only 17.7 and 16.2% of the treatment and the 
control groups reported that reason to accept a job. 
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Although the cost of childcare does not seem 
to be a very important reason to accept a job, the 
high cost, the low quality and the lack of trust of 
childcare institutions is often associated with the 
women's preference of staying at home and taking 
care of their own children (Martinez-Restrepo et 
al., 2015). This is consistent with evidence sugges-
ting that the number of hours women dedicate to 
childcare and domestic duties negatively impacts 
women's labor participation (Chioda, 2011; Fer-
nandez, 2013; Duflo, 2012).

Indeed, women interviewed for this study 
mentioned their lack of trust of private childcare – 
basically neighbors taking care of children in their 
living rooms, as well as the "Madres Comunitarias" 
or Communitary Mothers, government provided 
childcare in peoples homes (Martinez-Restrepo et 
al., 2015). Violent deaths among adolescents are 
also a major concern for these mothers living in 
urban slums where children and adolescents are 
exposed to gang violence, drug traffic and drug 
consumption. 

 
Indeed, by 2011, Colombia had the second hig-

hest rate of youth homicide in the world (73.4%), 
ranking just below El Salvador (92.3%) and fo-
llowed by Venezuela (64.2%) (WHOSIS, 2011), 
with Cali reported to be the city with the highest 
number of violent deaths in the country (Ricaurte, 
2011). Consequently, women with children under 
18 prefer to stay at home if possible earning occa-
sional income from work they do there, such as 

selling food, doing laundry, and selling catalogs. 
These activities allow them to manage their time 
while simultaneously looking after their children 
(Martinez-Restrepo et al., 2015). 

 
V.	Policy Implications and Concluding 

Remarks 
 

The integration of women into the labor market and 
increasing their earnings are key (although not the 
only aspect) to the reduction of extreme poverty in 
Colombia. This is why it is crucial to understand 
the intra-household decision-making process to 
adequately assess how labor decisions are made 
and what determines how women under vulnerable 
conditions choose or are constrained to not work or 
to only work just a few hours a day from their home. 

 
In this experiment we elicited the choices that 

women under extreme poverty and forced displace-
ment make regarding a constant daily income from 
working at home in small and low-productivity 
businesses (such as cooking, sewing, and so on) 
against increasing their daily income by working 
outside the home as an employee. This decision is 
subject to the number of hours away from home, 
type of job (formal or informal), and the cost of 
transportation and childcare. 

 
Our results indicate that intra-household nego-

tiation has a strong impact on women's willingness 
to take a job at different earning rates per day, parti-
cularly when it is a formal job with benefits. Results 
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of this laboratory experiment show that women 
with their husbands present during the experiment 
were less likely to take a job with the lower wage 
options in the formal sector, and more likely to stay 
at home than their counterparts without husbands 
present. Very importantly, labor preferences also 
vary according to the cost of childcare. 

 
Although this experiment presents results 

of hypothetical scenarios of women, it provides 
crucial evidence on intra-household bargaining 
of job decisions and formal job preferences, parti-
cularly for families with children facing income, 
transportation and access to childcare constraints. 

Several implications and policy recommen-
dations can be drawn from this study. First, it 
is important to achieve cultural changes, where 
domestic chores and the care of children is shared 
among men and women (Chioda, 2012; Duflo, 
2012). Indeed, currently, studies reveal that on 
average, women under extreme and moderate 
poverty in urban areas dedicate 7.2 hours of the 
day to domestic duties and child-care. Their male 
counterparts only do so for 3.3 hours per day 
(Martinez-Restrepo, 2015). 

Secondly, access to free and high quality child-
care in deprived urban areas that women can trust 

can have a high impact on women's labor partici-
pation and therefore poverty reduction (when mea-
sured solely by income), than for example other 
regulatory policies, or labor matching programs 
offering jobs to these women. In this sense, one 
could wonder if the construction of high quality 
childcare and early childhood development facili-
ties in deprived neighborhoods such as those being 
built currently in Medellin7 "Buen Comienzo" or 
"Good Beginnings", could have a greater impact, 
increasing womens labor participation and wages 
than CCTs. 

Nevertheless, as evidence has pointed out, it 
is not enough to think that care is needed only 
under the age of five until most Colombian chil-
dren enter primary school. Gang recruitment and 
high mortality rates among adolescents due to 
gang wars in ages 13 to 18 remain a barrier for 
women in accepting or looking for jobs outside 
of their homes, as the supervision of teenagers is 
even more challenging than that of children. This 
implies that "Care" must be defined most broadly, 
since teenagers also need supervision after school 
(which in Colombian public schools lasts only 4 
hours per day. Care for adolescents must include 
extracurricular activities and support for sports 
and cultural activities that have demonstrated a 
lower probability of incurring risky behaviors. 

 

7 	 To our knowledge, this is not an impact evaluation about the effects of "Buen Comienzo". For more information see: https://
www.medellin.gov.co/irj/portal/ciudadanos?NavigationTarget=navurl://031784aeee1f3003874306b01391da3a
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Small informal entrepreneurships at home 
remain therefore the best option for these women, 
since they can work while supervising their undera-
ge children. Although income-generating strategies 
(such as microcredits) often reinforce informality 
and precarious jobs, without the necessary access 
to care services, transportation, and changes in 
cultural patterns, it remains the best option that 
women under extreme poverty have. 

 
Further research needs to be done, taking into 

consideration that each woman who participated 
in the experiment answered to all the scenarios at 
once, and this might have caused a response bias 
because women might predict the next scenario 
where wages would increase as well as costs of 
care. This bias might have been overcome due to 

the relationship given to wages and hours wor-
ked. Wages would only increase by working more 
hours, simulating an opportunity cost. 

Ideally, each woman should have answered to 
one scenario only, but this could have considerably 
increased the sample size and therefore the budget. 
The experiment could also be improved by ran-
domly assigning the scenarios using a computer 
program such as the one used by Vyrastekova and 
Garikipati (2005). Nonetheless, it is important to 
take into account that due to security concerns 
in the places where our experiment took place, it 
would have been difficult to have access to com-
puters. In addition, participants declared having 
difficulties operating computers and some of them 
were even illiterate.
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