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Effectively Investing in Girls in Peru: 

The Case for Financial Education 

 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

In Latin America, there is evidence to show that governments are making investments in 
education, which is impacting their most marginalized population, girls. While Latin America is 
on track to reach gender parity in primary and secondary schools, females are still minoritized in 
the formal labor sector. Women are not entering the workforce at the same rates as their male 
counterparts, and there are huge disparities in the labor sector that primarily disenfranchise 
young women, which prevents them from increasing their economic mobility. Within the region, 
Conditional Cash Transfer programs (CCTs) have been used as a policy intervention to reduce 
poverty and increase educational attainment. Although these interventions have reported mixed 
results, they are wildly popular within the region. One key element that is missing from these 
programs is financial education. Financial education can be any knowledge or skill-set that 
allows the consumer to make better financial decisions to improve their overall financial health. 
Since girls are mainly trapped in the informal sector, they do not gain the necessary financial 
education skills that can increase their choice in both education and the workforce. Particular 
attention should be paid to women’s and girls’ possible needs and gaps, including: their 
knowledge, confidence, and interest in dealing with financial matters, their current strategies for 
economic survival, their access to and use of formal financial services. It is necessary to 
implement contextual financial education within conditional cash transfer programs within Latin 
America. In doing so, the next generation of possible beneficiaries, girls, should be targeted. This 
intervention will not only increase girls’ access to education, it will increase their economic 
choice and reduce their need of CCTs in the future.  
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INTENDED AUDIENCE:  

 In order to narrow my focus, I have chosen 
Peru as a country to highlight since it meets all the 
criteria to benefit from adding financial education 
into their CCT program. The government, and 
more specifically the Ministry of Development 
and Social Inclusion, that oversees the Juntos 
program, can benefit the most from this policy 
brief. In a broader context, this brief can be 
adapted for other countries in Latin America that 
want to use this as an informational brief and 
develop it accordingly. 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The Latin American region, and in 
particular Peru, has experienced both 
economic growth as well as a reduction in 
poverty over the past two decades.1 While 
Peru has emerged as an economically stable 
and growing country, the government has 
made sizeable investments in education and 
Peru is on track, with other Latin American 
countries, to reach gender parity in primary 
education.2 There are economic and social 
benefits to educating girls as well as having 
them enter the workforce. Studies have 
shown that within Latin America, 
households dependent on female income are 
associated with better school enrollment 
rates.3 Yet, this increase in education level is 
not reflected in the workplace. There are 
benefits to increasing women’s participation 
in the formal labor sector. 
International policy makers have 
recommended further job creation for 
women in the formal sector an urgent 
necessity.4 Policy interventions must focus 
on closing the financial knowledge gap for 
the next generation of females in the labor 
force. Many education proposals have 
targeted girls, but one practical element is 
missing from these programs: financial 

education. In order for girls to become 
empowered, they must understand how 
money matters impact their lives, in order to 
know their economic rights to deter 
exploitation in local markets and ensure 
positive gains for their financial futures. 

Despite overall economic growth in the 
country, wealth disparity within Peru is still 
vastly unequal. The richest 20% of Peruvians 
hold 43.7% of the GDP wealth, whereas the 
poorest 20% only hold 5%. This disparity 
disenfranchises women over men, and this 
gendered inequality is exacerbated for women 
in the workforce, where on average, women 
receive 33% less income than men.5 

Nevertheless, women’s growing participation 
in the workforce had a major role in poverty 
reduction in Peru. Despite having higher levels 
of human capital, female workers are more 
likely to be in low productive sectors compared 
to their male peers although their contribution 
is crucial. Without their contribution to the 
labor sector, extreme poverty in the region in 
2010 would have been 30% higher.6 However, 
women entering the workforce still encounter 
major challenges. While men usually enter the 
workforce in greater numbers, women do not 
have the financial education skills to negotiate 
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better pay, or take advantage of employment 
opportunities that would better their long-term 
financial health. 

Peru is currently designing a national 
financial education strategy. Based on this 
information, it is clear that the government 
of Peru values the importance of financial 
education by working on a National 
Financial Education Strategy.7 This plan 
needs to address the gender gap that girls 
encounter when entering the workforce. 
Since men enter the formal workforce earlier 
than women, they learn fiscal basics on the 
job. Girls are privy to the same education at 
the same rate as their male counterparts; the 
government needs to address this gap in 
knowledge. In order to create the most 
effective policy intervention, the 
government should add financial education 
into their existing programs, like Juntos, 
their conditional cash transfer program. How 
can the government of Peru play an essential 
role in providing financial education 
programs for girls in rural areas? 

 

 

 
Photo	  Credit:	  Peru	  Odyssey

  
 
BACKGROUND 

The Status of Women and Girls in Peru 

Over the last decade, Peru has experienced 
sustained economic growth and currently is 
ranked an upper middle-income country. 
Poverty was reduced from 58% in 2004 to 
24% in 2013.8 However, this progress is not 
meeting the needs of their most marginalized 
and undereducated population, women and 
girls. Females in Peru represent a minority in 
both numbers and economic rights. The 
majority of poor women and girls are 
undereducated and live in rural areas. Peru is 
characterized by acute regional economic 
inequalities, and the increasing but unequal 
economic development has not brought 
decent work opportunities for the vast 

majority of women. It has been reported that 
many women have emigrated because of 
severe economic hardship.9   

Beginning in the 1990s, women 
gradually entered service industries to replace 
men. Employers had an incentive to hire 
them because they believed that because they 
lacked education to know their economic 
rights, they would not form unions and were 
consequently paid less as a result. During that 
period, labor rights were revoked for female 
employees.10 76% of women work in the 
informal sector. Due to its nature, this work 
can be exploitative. Women face hazardous 
and illegal work conditions, do not receive 
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social security, annual leave, maternity leave, 
and don not receive stable health coverage, 
thus threatening their lives.11 Research shows 
that there is a growing wage disparity 
between men and women in the workforce. 
After controlling for education, age and 
proportion of workers in each occupation 
between 2000 and 2010, there is evidence of 
a persistent wage gap, especially for higher 
income professions.12 

Due to the patriarchal cultural 
attitudes, most women are discouraged to 
exercise their rights in the workplace. In 
addition, many women are not aware of 
equal employment laws, like the right to 
equal wages for equal work.13 Female 
victims of discrimination do not feel 
empowered to take civil action to enforce 
their rights despite laws enacted that state, 
“equal opportunity without discrimination” 
and criminalizes discrimination.14  

Over the past decade, there have 
been policy interventions to address the 
gender gap in education for girls. Within 
Latin America, conditional cash transfers 
have been used as a policy intervention to 
reduce poverty and increase educational 
attainment for girls through conditionality 

measures. Although they have reported 
varied results in terms of reducing poverty 
among women and low-income households, 
these programs are widespread throughout 
Latin America. 
 In Peru, their CCT program, Juntos, 
targets women as beneficiaries, and has 
reported positive outcomes in increased 
education for children and better nutritional 
outcomes for families.15  However, in terms 
of financial educational workshops for the 
women in the program, Juntos only instructs 
users how to use the funds and encourages 
recipients to open savings accounts. The 
program does not include a clear financial 
education component in their platform and 
adding one could have positive long-term 
effects. Teaching girls financial education 
skills will help them become financially 
independent and therefore reduce the need 
for these types of government programs in 
the future.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 

Source:	  OCED	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Photo	  Credit:	  Canva	  	  

4 



Spring, 2015  Bicknell, IEDP Policy Brief 
 

 

Financial Education 

 
Financial education can be vast and include any knowledge or skills that will allow 

consumers to make better financial decisions to improve their financial health and wellbeing. 
This definition could include understanding consumer protection laws and learning how to 
exercise economic rights, to learning the basics of budgeting, based on the cash-economy of a 
community. Financial education is defined as an input to the beneficiary and financial 
literacy is defined by the outcome of what the beneficiary gains and/or learns as a result.16

 
 

 

 
INTERVENTIONS 
 

PERU’S STRATEGY FOR FINANCIAL EDUCATION 

Among the policy tools chosen, financial 
education is playing an increasingly 
important role in Latin America. While 
Brazil has a fully implemented financial 
education strategy, Peru is currently 
designing their plan. In 2011, The Peruvian 
government took action to assess the 
effectiveness of current policies and to set 
evidence-based policy recommendations to 
help influence the design of their own 
National Strategy for Financial Education.17  

Governments see financial education 
policies as both timely and pertinent in order 
to address both the needs of the poorest 
sectors of the population. At the same time it 
can create a positive effect on the 

participation of individuals and households 
in the local economy. However, two 
elements stand out in their design: 
 

1. Policy is not addressing the 
knowledge gap between boys and 
girls in terms of financial educational 
attainment.18  

2. The government is not adding 
financial education in the Juntos 
program to target recipients and 
especially their children—who are 
the next generation of the labor force 
and has the chance to break the 
intergenerational cycle of poverty.

The OECD (2005) defines financial education as, 
 

“The process by which financial consumers/investors improve their understanding of 
financial products, concepts and risks and, through information, instruction and/or 

objective advice, develop the skills and confidence to become more aware of financial 
risks and opportunities, to make informed choices, to know where to go for help and 

to take other effective actions to improve their financial well-being.” 
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Conditional Cash 
Transfers 

 

Conditional Cash Transfer programs 
(CCTs) have been regarded as a way to 
reduce poverty, especially in very 
economically unequal countries like Peru. 
Many argue that in order to reduce poverty, 
eliminating barriers to education must be 
implemented in order to increase human 
capital and rates of return on education.19 
CCTs programs provide low-income 
households with a cash grant, on the 
condition that children are enrolled and 
attend school. The main objectives of a CCT 
program are to combat both short-term 
poverty and reduce intergenerational 
poverty. Research and evaluation of CCT 
programs in other countries, like Brazil’s 
Bolsa program, which was the first country 
in Latin America to apply a CCT program. 
Results showed that when women were the 
beneficiaries of these types of cash transfers 
they invested more in their children, and 
especially their daughters.20 This has been 
key in raising education enrollment rates for 
girls; however, this has not addressed 
dropout rates, which is still a persistent 
gender issue that affects their workforce 
participation. In addition, the impact of these 
programs on women's empowerment and 
intra-household dynamics is under-explored.  

There is evidence to suggest that 
CCTs help preserve human capital 
investments during economic downturns. 
CCTs can enable households to better 
handle fiscal crises, but this will vary greatly 

by country, by the type of economic 
situation, and by the outcome.21 This 
appears to have been the case in in Peru 
during the recession in the late 1980s.  
However, evidence suggests that CCTs are 
not the most effective instrument to respond 
to unique or systemic financial downturns. 
They do not include a clear and relative 
mechanism to give recipients the education 
they need to understand how they can 
mitigate against turbulent economic times. 
This is where financial education could 
make a low cost, high impact for low-
income households.22 
 
Research has found that financial education 
platforms reported to have the most 
successful results retain these elements: 
 

§ They are designed to consider 
their audience and local 
market context23 

• They take into account 
regional and local consumer 
behavioral elements and 
trends24 

§ They make use of innovative 
and alternative delivery 
channels to reach their 
audience25 

§ They consider the spillovers 
of education among peers, and 
increase peer-to-peer learning 
outcomes26
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Juntos 

The Juntos program was enacted in 
Peru in 2005. Juntos targets mothers of 
households as recipients of the grant, and 
has reported positive outcomes in increased 
education for children and better nutritional 
outcomes for families.27 The program uses 
geographic targeting, proxy means testing 
and community validation to identify 
participants. Upon initiation into the 
program, users are given a debit card where 
the funds are deposited. They are shown 
how to use the debit card to retrieve the cash 
transfer, which is given out every three 
months. There is a partnership with the 
government bank (Banco de la Nación) to 
deposit the funds through a bank account.28 
Since many of these recipients are located in 
rural areas where people are less likely to 
own a bank account, there is no individual 
understanding as to how banking could work 

for these users in other ways outside of the 
cash transfer. Understanding credit, saving 
and banking basics are not currently 
incorporated into the 
platform. Workshops that focus on 
contextual financial tips, will address the 
knowledge gap within this population, 
which could help them meet their current 
and long-term needs. 

CCT programs are aid interventions 
focusing on poverty alleviation. However, 
by not including a financial education 
platform within the program, this will only 
ensure future reliance on the program for 
subsequent generations, especially among 
young women. Juntos does not include a 
clear financial education component in their 
platform and adding this element could help 
cultivate higher returns on human capital 
and allow girls to become financially 
independent, thus, reducing the need for 
these types of government programs.

 
 

 

Juntos Program Structure 
Targeting 
Target population: Poor households with children <14 years old 
Targeting method: Geographic targeting, proxy means testing and community validation 
Household Benefits 
Benefit structure: S/.100 ($33) per month 
Payee: Mother of household 
Payment method: Through payee bank account at the government bank and the associated debit card 
Payment frequency: Monthly 
Duration: 4 years 
Additional benefits: None 
Conditions 
Health: Regular house visits for pregnant women and children <5 years old 
Education: School attendance for at least 85% for children 6-14 yr. old who have not completed 
elementary education. 
Other: Participation in the Mi Nombre program by families with children without birth certificates 
and/or are older than 18 yrs. and have no ID card.  
Verification of compliance-frequency: Every 3 months 
Program Costs 
Budget: S/.300 million ($100 million) in 2006 (.11% of GDP) 

Source: World Development Indicators Database  
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Financial Measurement Survey 

In 2011, Peru was the first country 
within Latin America to conduct a financial 
literacy measurement survey. This proactive 
behavior indicates the government is investing 
in initiatives that will help citizens become more 
financially literate. The undertaking was a 
cross-sector collaboration between The 
Superintendence of Banks, Insurance and 
Private Pensions (SBS) in co-operation with the 
University of the Pacific (Universidad del 
Pacifico.)29 The main goal was to understand 
how Peruvian households use financial products 
and to establish a baseline against which to 
make and measure improvements. This study 
focused mainly on six groups: students, single 
workers, married workers, self-employed 
workers, workers approaching retirement age 
and retirees.30                           

The questionnaire used face-to-face or 
telephone interviews, and included questions 
drawn from existing financial literacy 
questionnaires. Core questions within the survey 
cover financial knowledge, behavior and attitudes 
relating to various aspects of financial literacy 
(such as budgeting and money management, short 
and long term financial plans, and financial 
product choice). 
 
The results of the study highlighted key factors 
that need to be addressed:31 
 

§ The most widely used financial products 
are savings accounts. The majority of 
these accounts are opened as a 
requirement of the employer to deposit 
wages, which by and large does not 
include females. 
 

§ There is a link between income and 
education levels. As income and the level 
of education increases, so does access to 
and use of formal financial products.      

           
§ Credit users are typically male, heads of 

households, between 30 and 49 years old. 
They are salaried and independent 
workers, with higher income levels and 
higher levels of education. In general, 
family members do not recognize women 
as the head of a household.  
       

§ The population groups with the greatest 
level of exclusion levels in the use of 
credit are: women that are not heads of 
households, youth, students, and people 
with lower education levels, and the rural 
population.                                             
                   

§ Both sexes have an adverse relationship 
with formal financial institutions, like 
banks. They do not fully understand the 
benefits associated with financial products 
and services. 
 

§ In general, there is a fairly high level of 
distrust of the population towards the 
banking system, with most people 
turning to their friends and family for 
financial advice. 

 
The study finds that women have a lower 

level of financial knowledge than men and 
women show greater risk aversion in terms of 
making financial decisions. Nevertheless, women 
are mainly responsible for household budgets, 
and evidence suggests that women are more 
successful with short-term money management.32 
The government would be most effective at 
implementing financial education into Juntos, to 
target financially undereducated populations. In 
order to decrease the need for CCTs in the future, 
these programs can help meet girls where their 
knowledge is, better understand how they 
interact with their local financial markets, and 
find key indicators that can help them improve 
their economic livelihoods.  
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OECD Latin American Economic Report:  
Outlook 2015

The Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) has 
made projections and recommendations for 
education, skills and innovation for 
development within Latin America. The 
OECD reported that economic growth in 
2015 could be the slowest in Latin America 
in five years. These projections signal the 
end of a decade long period, during which 
Latin America saw higher growth than the 
OECD average.33 Due to this, there are 
recommendations to all sectors within 
countries to support policy reforms to 
strengthen education, skills and innovation 
to foster higher growth potential 
productivity of future workers. It was noted 
that although education investments have 
increased in the region, they are still gender 
disparities that disadvantage girls. Even 
when girls perform as well as boys in 
mathematics, they report less enthusiasm to 
learn the subject and less conviction in their 
own skills.34 This lack of agency has 

negative results on girls, especially in their 
formative years. Drop out rates are higher 
for girls and their participation in the formal 
work sector is dramatically lower than their 
male counterparts.  

The gender gap in favor of boys is 
even greater among the highest-performing 
students. This has serious implications for 
higher education: young women are already 
underrepresented in science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics degrees, as 
well as after graduation, when they enter the 
labor market.35 These identified factors, thus 
create and expand the gender gap in 
education, employment and 
entrepreneurship. Positive attitudes to 
support girls and investment in mathematics 
learning will close this gap. Adding a 
financial education component to 
mathematics and numeracy programs could 
help girls reach higher attainment levels in 
education and have more choice in choosing 
a work sector to pursue.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo	  Credit:	  OECD	  
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CONCLUSION 
 

Government Action Needed to Effectively Invest in Girls 

The Juntos program targets mothers 
in low-income and predominantly rural 
areas. Therefore, the most cost-effective 
intervention is to supplement financial 
education programs into the Juntos program. 
Based on the research and efforts from the 
government to increase financial inclusion 
within Peru, the government has an 
opportunity to innovate the Juntos program. 
These programs should be opened up for 
girls as well, so mothers can benefit in the 
short-run and girls in return can pave the 
way for better financial and social growth in 
the future. These programs are not 
intentionally made to single males out, on 
the contrary. There is a need to educate both 
the sexes about financial education, in order 
to reduce sexist cultural norms and 
traditions. However, since the majority of 
boys follow their fathers by entering the 
formal workforce at a younger age than 
girls, targeting girls in this case will address 
the knowledge gap that exists when women 
enter the workforce. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

As the international community 
argues the social and economic benefits of 
bringing more women into the formal 
workforce, both businesses and the 
government can triumph from implementing 
financial education for girls. There is also 
potential for the next generation of women 
to have more savings, better understanding 
of their local economic markets and 
decrease their dependency on government 
aid interventions, like CCTs. By becoming 
financially literate this will also increase 
formal sector employment opportunities for 
girls since they will be able to learn 
negotiation skills and have higher quality 
jobs. This can expand employment 
opportunities and create more 
competitiveness within the job market. This 
win-win solution can promote better cross-
sector collaboration to increase financial 
inclusion within the whole country of Peru. 
The opportunity is ripe for action. The time 
is now. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Based on the research and current socio-political landscape in Peru and the push 
from international actors to increase women’s participation within the workforce, there are 
several suggestions that can be made.  

 
In order to effectively invest in girls through contextual financial education 
programs the following recommendations should be considered:  

Who? Target the right demographic 
Provide female payees or family members of payees of the Juntos program, 
both current and new members. Specific consideration should be for young 
women 12-20 years old, as these are their formative years.  

 
What? Context is key  

It is best to do research and a needs assessment to understand what type of 
financial education will be most effective to meet the needs of the 
community. In this light, it is imperative to meet the needs of the girls 
where they are, not where policy-makers want them to be. Peru has taken 
the initiative by conducting a survey on financial literacy. The next step is 
to target girls, and focus energy on closing the knowledge gap.  

 
Where? Rural and urbanized areas 

Juntos uses mixed methods to target the populations that are in most need 
of CCTs, therefore there is no additional investment needed to target the 
right demographic, Women in rural and urbanized areas are the most 
under-served, so the focus should be there first with considerations on how 
to iterate on targeting methods in the future for the purpose of this financial 
education program.  

 
When? The time is now 

Peru has made a concerted effort to invest in financial education through 
their agreement to create a national financial education strategy. The 
Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion should leverage the 
momentum of the strategy to garner support to incorporate financial 
education into the existing infrastructure Juntos provides.  
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In building a curriculum, here are some key recommendations:  

 
Incentives 

Just as the Juntos program has conditions in which incentivizes people to 
participate, supplementing financial education into the Juntos program will 
be seamless and will be an added benefit for those that need it most.  

  
Engagement 

Although financial education is important, it needs to be engaging to 
capture the attention of its audience. Technology might be limited in rural 
areas, however innovation is still possible. Using radio to promote financial 
advocacy messages can indirectly teach girls the importance of financial 
education. Using mixed media mediums that are already present in daily 
life can inform both sexes and about important financial education tips. 
This new information could increase women’s economic independence, 
while possibly deterring domestic abuse due to women staying with their 
abusers out of economic necessity. 

 
Innovation 

Innovation does not necessarily require high cost interventions or 
technology. Designing a financial literacy curriculum that can be 
downloaded onto cell phones is another possibility. Peru was the first 
country to enact e-money legislation, to promote more mobile financial 
services. By working with mobile companies, financial education tips can 
be embedded in cash transactions via mobile phones. Due to the 
mountainous terrain of the country, cell reception can be irregular in some 
parts of the country. However, as mobile demand increases new 
infrastructure will need to be developed to strengthen reception. 
Eventually, free text messages can be sent to users to give them quick 
financial tips that they can remember and carry with them through their cell 
phone. They can even pass these tips along to their friends and family to 
increase the benefit of having this information.    

 
Cross-sector collaboration  

Under Peru’s National Strategy for Financial Education, policy makers 
have recommended that in order to achieve financial inclusion within the 
country, more cross-sector collaboration should work together to create an 
effective strategy. This should be considered when implementing financial 
education within the Juntos programs. Businesses could benefit from 
addressing the challenges these under-served populations face by 
developing financial products to serve low-income individuals and increase 
financial inclusion.   
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