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La variable tiempo en el análisis de las transferencias de políticas 
públicas: la experiencia del programa “Manutención” en México
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Abstract
In recent years concepts such as “lesson-draw-
ing”, “policy diffusion” and “policy transfer” 
have become relevant in public policy analy-
sis. As Levi Faur and Vigoda-Gadot point 
out, “Policy lessons are increasingly drawn on 
a cross-national basis rather than on national 
experience” (2006, p. 248). Despite growing 
interest in these fields, few researchers have 
included a time variable in their analyses. 
This means that the results of these research 
projects have been limited to findings at the 
moment of diffusion or transfer, and have 
excluded long-term analysis. This paper ana-
lyzes the “Manutención” program, previously 
the National Higher Education Scholarship 
Program or Pronabes, which address inequal-
ity in access to higher education in Mexico. 
The empirical data shows that a more detailed 
and consistent explanation of a policy trans-
fer process should consider the time variable, 
which is absent in the analysis of authors such 
as Dolowitz and Marsh (2000), Marsh and 
Sharman (2009) or Richard Rose (1991). I pro-
pose the following argument: Including the 
time variable will broaden the frame of analysis 
of the process of diffusion/transfer, resulting in 
the consideration of diverse elements that will 
help to achieve a richer explanation; these in-
clude the different moments in which a transfer 
uses information from international sources, the 

Resumen
En los últimos años, conceptos como “apren-
dizaje”, “difusión” y “transferencia” han to-
mado relevancia en el análisis de políticas 
públicas. Como señalan Levi Faur y Vigoda-
Gadot, “Policy lessons are increasingly drawn 
on a cross-national basis rather than on na-
tional experience” (2006, p. 248). A pesar del 
creciente interés en estos campos de estudio, 
pocos investigadores han incluido la variable 
tiempo en sus análisis. Esto significa que los 
resultados de sus investigaciones se han li-
mitado a los hallazgos en el momento de la 
transferencia o difusión de una política. De 
esta forma, se han excluido análisis de largo 
plazo. Este artículo analiza el programa “Ma-
nutención”, anteriormente Programa de Becas 
Nacionales para la Educación Superior (Pro-
nabes), y que tiene entre sus principales ob-
jetivos la reducción de las desigualdades en el 
acceso a la educación superior en México. La 
evidencia empírica señala que una explicación 
más detallada y consistente del proceso de 
transferencia resulta de considerar la variable 
tiempo. Esta última se encuentran ausente en 
los análisis de autores como Dolowitz y Marsh 
(2000), Marsh y Sharman (2009) o Richard 
Rose (1991). Partimos del siguiente argumen-
to: Al incluir la variable tiempo se amplía el 
marco de análisis del proceso de difusión/trans-
ferencia, como resultado se consideran diversos 
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Between 1958 and 2008 approximately 800 articles were written, more than half in 
the last decade, about the politics of public policies spreading from one government to 
another (Graham, Charles R. Shipan and Craig Volden, 2013, p. 673). Concepts such 
as “lesson-drawing”, “policy diffusion” and “policy transfer” have become relevant in 
public policy analysis. As Levi Faur and Vigoda-Gadot point out, “policy lessons are 
increasingly drawn on a cross-national basis rather than on national experience” (2006, 
p.248). This body of literature has permitted us to understand in greater detail the way 
in which a general understanding of policies, the innovations of policies, programs, ad-
ministrative arrangements or the ideas of a government or political system can be useful 
in developing similar practices, principally in terms of public policy, other governments 
or political systems (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000; Graham, Shipan and Volden, 2013; 
Richard Rose, 1991; Marsh y Sharman, 2009). Thanks to this research we can speak 
of an analytical framework for identifying diverse variables that affect public policy 
transfers: key actors; origin of lessons or transfer; what the transfer is about; degrees of 
transfer; how, when and why these processes happen, etc.

Despite growing interest in these fields, few researchers have included the time vari-
able in their analyses. As Mauricio Dussauge points out, “a key limitation of this litera-
ture has been its lack of attention to the ‘temporal’ dimension”. Although some studies 
have explored its relevance and some refer to it in order to theorize about the develop-
ment of public policy transfers (Dussauge, 2012, pp. 567-568), the majority of studies 
focus exclusively on the variables as mentioned in the last paragraph (e.g. key actors; 
degrees of transfer, how and why these processes happen). By excluding the time vari-
able, these studies may exclude important considerations that can help us better under-
standing the public policy transfer process. In this article we aim to illustrate this last 
assertion. I argue that including the time variable will broaden the frame of analysis of 
the process of diffusion/transfer, resulting in the consideration of diverse elements that 
will help to achieve a richer explanation; these include the different moments in which 
a transfer uses information from international sources, the process of adoption by the 

process of adoption by the recipient institution 
reflected in the operating rules and the reasons 
why the stakeholders chose the transfer . It should 
be noted that the text does not look to affirm 
the existence of a single form in which the 
time variable affects public policy transfers, 
but rather seeks to highlight the importance 
of this variable in this field of research.
 Keywords: policy transfer; time; inequality; 
higher education; Mexico.

elementos que ayudan a enriquecer la explica-
ción, estos incluyen: los momentos en los cuales 
una transferencia utiliza información de fuentes 
internacionales; el proceso de adopción, por parte 
de las instituciones receptoras, reflejado en las re-
glas de operación, y las razones por las cuales los 
actores eligen la transferencia . Cabe señalar que 
este texto no busca privilegiar alguna forma 
particular en que la variable tiempo afecta la 
transferencia de políticas, lo que se pretende es 
subrayar la importancia de esta variable en el 
campo de estudio.
 Palabras clave: transferencia de política pú-
blicas; variable tiempo; desigualdad; educación 
superior; México.
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recipient institution reflected in the operating rules and the reasons why the stakehold-
ers chose the transfer.

It should be noted that the paper does not aim to confirm the existence of a single 
form in which the time variable affects transfers. On the contrary, depending on the 
focus of interest that each author has in the public policy transfer process, the time 
variable can enrich the explanations in different ways, for example: the channels of 
communication in time (Everett Rogers, 200); the timing of the first adoption (David 
Collier and Richard Messick’s 1975); the periods of time required for the transfer (page 
2000); consequences in time (Eleanor Westney, 1987), various ways in which stakehold-
ers participate in the public policy (e.g. “Time tactics”, Pollitt 2008, p. 15 or the rules 
that historically limit or restrict the margin of action of actors, Pierson, 2004), among 
many others. Despite their importance, due to the large number of possible combina-
tions between the different topics and subtopics related to the transfer process of public 
policy and the multiple ways to use the time variable in the analysis, it goes beyond the 
scope of this document review all.

In addition, as I will explain below, because we are dealing with an academic debate 
in process, this paper will not champion a particular conceptualization or use of the 
time variable in the analysis. Despite these limitations, we believe that it is relevant 
to illustrate how that incorporating this variable into the analysis may enrich the ex-
planations in some specific phenomena as: the different moments in which a transfer 
uses information from international sources or the reasons why the stakeholders chose 
the transfer in time.1 In sum, we do not seek to include the multiple issues of public 
policy transfer process and relate them to the time variable in the Pronabes case, but 
to highlight the importance of this variable which most public policy transfers studies 
still exclude. Although we aim to contribute to the academic debate on the systematic 
incorporation of the time variable on the research field, we leave to the research goals of 
each analysis the possibility of including this variable.

This paper is composed of three sections. In the first we present some theoretical con-
siderations about the time variable in public policy studies. In the second we address the 
considerations of the time variable in public policy transfers. Finally, to illustrate our 
argument, we analyze the case of the “Manutención” program, previously the National 
Higher Education Scholarship Program or Pronabes. This program addresses inequal-
ity in access to higher education in Mexico and has functioned in Mexico with relative 
success since 2001.2

1 Even in the case of important topics as the participation of stakeholders or the learning related to policy 
transfer process (and their respective subtopics), we may have a large number of possible combinations 
when they are related to the multiple ways to use the time variable in the analysis. As a result, we chose 
only some cases that we believe help us to illustrate the importance of including the time variable in 
public policy transfer research field.

2 In addition to the relevance of this program to Mexico's educational policy, we look at it because we 
believe that the period of its operation (13 years) allows us to easily demonstrate the incorporation of the 
time variable in public policy transfers. In the relevant section we will look at this in greater depth.
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a) The Time Variable in Public Policy analysis

The inclusion of the time variable in the systematic analysis of public policies is rela-
tively new and there exist different conceptualizations of this variable. Because we are 
dealing with an academic debate in process, this paper will not champion a particular 
conceptualization, but rather it will highlight a few of the key ones in order to later refer 
to their specific relevance in relation to the transfer/diffusion field of study. In agree-
ment with Pierson (2004, p. 6), “examining temporal processes allows us to identify 
and explicate some fundamental social mechanisms”. That is to say, according to this 
view, the analysis should consider the historical sequences in which the present is im-
mersed. It does not mean that actors are insignificant. Nevertheless, the rules that have 
historically defined institutions, limit or restrict the margin of action of these actors. 
According to Pollitt (2008, p. 1), “even if one forgets or chooses to ignore the past, it 
will come back to bite you”. As a result he suggests governing with an eye to the past; 
this is relevant when undertaking innovations or modernizations in the public sector.

We also have to consider temporality when analyzing present decisions in relation to 
the future. In theses cases time can be analyzed as a dependent variable; it is treated as a 
resource. For example, although the past imposes restriction on the present, Pollitt also 
stresses that the future affects the long- and short-term policy strategy planning. In this 
sense he points to different “Time Tactics” which government actors can deal with the 
time variable like “Delaying, Keep waiting”, “Fixing deadlines”, “Agreeing when to act 
in the future”, among others (2008, pp. 15, 176-177).

In the case of Andreas Schedler and Javier Santiso (1998, p. 6), although they state 
that time can be seen as a horizon,3 their analysis of time focuses on time “as a resource 
and a constraint in democratic politics”. In this sense they contribute to the academic 
debate by creating distinctions between different related concepts of the time variable: 
“…time rules (the institutional time constraints democratic politics face), time strate-
gies (the ways political actors handle these constraints), time discourses (the arguments 
they use in order to justify their strategies), and time effects (the consequences time 
bears as a quasi-objective independent variable”.

Additionally, the body of literature produced on this topic presents diverse contribu-
tions from other authors. Jan-Hinrik Meyer-Sahling (2007 pp. 1-2) points out that time, 
timing and tempo have a great relevance for the quality of democracy and policy results. 
Based on his study of governance in Europe, the author looks at the aspects of tempo-
rality which are utilized by organizations and management. He enriches the academic 
debate with six areas of distinction: 1) time as a variable and time as a methodological 
device; 2) time as an independent and dependent variable; 3) various dimensions of tem-
porality; 4) levels or forms of temporality (as time rules and time discourses); 5) concep-
tions of clock time and social time; and 6) theoretical approaches to temporality for the 

3 “Looking forward into the future, looking backward into the past, and looking at the present point of 
seeing” (Andreas Schedler y Javier Santiso, 1998, p. 6)



Revista Mexicana de Análisis Político y Administración Pública. Universidad de Guanajuato. Volumen IV, número 2, julio-diciembre 2015

17

development of causal mechanisms for the explanation of the origins and consequences 
of temporal orders.

Meanwhile, Jacobs (2008, p. 195) points out that theoretical explanations can become 
more robust if we consider the tradeoff calculated by the stakeholders over time. In this 
sense we can understand certain comparative puzzles that demand explanation. This is 
possible because an analysis that uses cross-sectional choices excludes important varia-
tions, for instance the desire of some political actors, but not all, of imposing a cost in the 
present in order to obtain benefits for tomorrow. Therefore we can improve the causal 
understanding of policy change by including the temporal analysis (Jacobs, 2008, p. 195).

Another relevant analysis is the one presented by Goetz (2009) which seeks to re-
spond to the question, in what manner is political time institutionalized in the political 
system of the EU? This author underscores the manner in which governments admin-
ister budgets over time. In this regard Goetz highlights the importance of planning 
cycles, i.e. the way that government decisions are affected by the periods of time in 
which they are made.

Although there are other conceptualization of the time variable (see, for example, 
Meyer-Sahling and Goetz, 2009; Schmitter and Santiso, 1998; Linz, 1998, among oth-
ers), we will make use of the ones mentioned so far as we consider that their theoretical 
contributions serve as a basis for our case study.

b) The time variable in the transfer of public policies

There are few analyses that focus directly on the analysis of the time variable in the 
transfer of public policies (Carroll, 2012; Carroll and Common, 2013, pp. 192-193; Dus-
sauge, 2012). It is, practically, a theme absent in academic literature.

Peter Carroll (2012) conducted an historical overview of the Australian experience 
of public policy transfer over time. With this perspective in mind he highlighted the 
influence that national and international contexts have on the different types of public 
policy transfers over time. In this manner he underlines the relevance of seeing these 
processes of public policy transfer in terms of historical moments or phases during 
which diverse actors interact with their own time contexts. In particular these dynamics 
are relevant for understanding the ways in which countries receive and use the knowl-
edge acquired over time. In this sense it is possible to see diverse stages of public policy 
transfers in the history of a country.

Peter Carroll and Richard Common (2013, p. 192) highlight two issues that arise 
when we limit the analysis of transfers to few a cases and of short periods of time. The 
first is that the possibility to generalize these studies to other countries is limited. The 
second, and directly related with time variable, is that the tendencies of the public 
policy transfers over long period of time are omitted from the analyses and these may 
be different from those that occur over short period of time. “What is true of policy 
transfer today might not have been true in the past, nor might still hold in the future. 
We need a great understanding of the dynamics of transfer over the time”.
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Although briefly, Dussauge (2012a) is the author who has most widely addressed the 
different ways in which the time variable has been consider (or omitted) in the study 
of public policy transfers. While there are few studies that focus on explaining the rel-
evance of the time variable in public policy transfers, Dussauge highlights some of the 
main related points that are to be found in the body of literature. The following table 
summarizes what we consider to be the most important remarks made by this author:

Table 1. The time variable in public policy 
transfers / diffusion / lesson-drawing

Approach References to the time variable Author
Criticism of the  
omission of the time 
variable in the study 
of transference

‘[o]ne criticism that can be leveled at the existing 
literature is that the policy transfer concept is ahis-
torical”.

Diane Stone  
(1999, p. 55)

‘[t]he concept of policy transfer says little about the 
time period’.

Edward Page  
(2000, p. 5)

References to time/
temporal in policy 
diffusion literature 
(closely associated 
with the literature 
about transfers)

‘Diffusion is the process by which an innovation is 
communicated through certain channels over time 
among members of a social system’

Everett Rogers’  
(2003, p. 35)

Importance of “[t]he timing of the first adoption of 
social security among the 59 countries which had 
formal political autonomy with regard to domestic 
policy at the time of the first adoption’

David Collier and  
Richard Messick’s 
(1975, p. 1299)

“Diffusion is therefore not a homogeneous process in 
the sense that the effects of the institutional transfer 
variables are not constant over time.” The processes 
of successive logics of collective action permit diffu-
sion to succeed.

Jacint Jordana et al. 
(2011, p. 1362).

The time variable 
within cross-national 
policy learning  
studies

‘[i]n the transfer of organizational forms across soci-
eties the historical context, or timing, is a critically 
important factor, for it determines the range of mod-
els that have developed in other societies and are 
therefore available to organization-builders’.
She also notes that the process of imitation-innova-
tion “takes time” in order of its development and to 
determine its consequences.

Eleanor Westney 
(1987, p. 9)

‘Time’ and ‘temporal’ 
in ‘Lesson Drawing’.

He notes the teachings and limitations that arise 
from the past more than how past programs and 
institutions can be transferred in the present

Richard Rose’s (1993)

Other approaches  
to the time variable  
in public policy  
transfers.

“[P]olicy transfer may take place over more extended 
time periods”.

Page (2000, p. 5)

The ‘policy stages’ and ‘loops, are part of the process 
by which international organizations spread and 
transfer ‘best practices’ Each loop can occur in short 
or long period of time.

Gill Walt et al.’s  
(2004, pp. 195-196)

Adaptation of local contexts to global norms must 
be understood as a contentious and open-ended 
process.

Heilmann and Schul-
te-Kulkmann’s,  
2011 pp. 639-640

Source: Author based on Dussauge (2012a).
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In addition to the aforementioned studies, some other references to the time variable in 
policy transfer literature can be found. These, however, are also principally commentar-
ies rather than direct and detailed analyses. Dolowitz and Marsh (2000, p.14) consider 
that the evolution over time of a policy transfer can help us understand whether or 
not this process was voluntary or coercive as “[b]y using a continuum, researchers can 
capture some of the subtleties involved in the transfer process, such as if the transfer re-
mained voluntary or transformed into a more coercive process over time, or even varied 
between different political units within the same political system.”

For Marsh and Sharman (2009, p. 14) the diffusion and transfer literature needs to 
pay close attention to how the mechanisms of both processes are related and evolve over 
time, as well as how these have an influence on both. Walker (p. 882-883), meanwhile, 
asks, “why some states adopt innovations more readily than other”, (p. 882). In this 
manner diverse variables related to policy adoption are analyzed. The time, in terms of 
years, becomes an indicator of speed of these adoptions.

E. McCann and K. Ward (2014, p. 10) understand policy mobility as not just a transfer 
from one place to another but also that public policy transfers are reformulated through 
the participation or various actors in time: “the spaces and times of travel are not ‘dead’ or 
unimportant but should be taken seriously as playing a role in shaping policy knowledge”.

In sum, these diverse references indicate the relevance of the time variable in the 
study of public policy transfers. As a result, it is important to address the relation of 
the time variable in the study of public policy transfers in a more systematized, detailed 
and direct manner. In the next chapter we will try to contribute to this by analyzing the 
experience of the Mexican higher education program called “Manutención”.

c) Time variable and public policy transfers: the experience  
of the higher education program “Manutención” in Mexico

In order to highlight the importance that the time variable can have on the study of 
public policy transfers, in the following section we will analyze the case of the “Ma-
nutención” program in Mexico. Our analysis is principally based upon the theoretical 
references mentioned in the previous sections. Dussauge (2012a) has an important posi-
tion in this study as he is the only author mentioned who presents a combination of sug-
gestions that serve as a guide for combining diverse aforementioned conceptualization 
with the aim of directly studying the relationship between the time variable and policy 
transfers. In particular we will take into account his suggestion about using the follow-
ing concepts in policy transfers: A) “Policy transfer and ‘time frames’, which allows us 
to include different moments in which the transfer receives learning; B) Policy transfer 
as ‘things that take time’ which allows us to delve into the process of adoption.

Furthermore, we will include our own considerations based on the ideas of Westney 
(1987) and Jacobs (2008, p. 195). We consider the last author as his approach highlights 
the tradeoffs calculated by the stakeholders of a public police over the time whilst the 
relevant body of literature of policy transfer principally considers the calculations of the 
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actors at the time of the policy transfers. We believe that by applying Jacobs’ approach 
to policy transfers analysis we can have a greater knowledge of the dynamics that cause 
the stakeholders to choose the transfer.4

We should note, without forgetting their differences, that notions like “lesson-draw-
ing”, “policy diffusion” and “policy transfer” are closely associated. We take up the 
concept of policy transfers because, despite various conceptual and semantic criticisms, 
it has becomes a reference in public policy literature (Dussage, 2012b, p. 55). So rather 
than get into a conceptual debate, in this paper we use the concept of transference with-
out ignoring that our analysis may be of relevance for studies of “lesson-drawing” and 
“policy diffusion”. In this vein we start with the following concept based primarily on 
the definition of public policy transfer as suggested by Dolowitz and Marsh (2000, p. 
5): “[t]he process by which knowledge about policies, administrative arrangements, in-
stitutions and ideas in one political system (past or present) is used in the development 
of policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in another political sys-
tem”. It is a definition that may help to point out the importance of the time variable 
in different approaches of public transfer analysis without taking into consideration the 
principal concepts related with this field of study.

The “Manutención” program (PRONABES)

Although we have seen a growth in coverage in the second half of the last century, even 
in recent times, only 5% of the population of the lowest decile of income has access to 
higher education in Mexico; 60% of the highest decile has access (Tuirán and Munoz, 
2010 p.384). For this reason the last decade has seen the implementation of diverse pro-
grams that deal with access equality and retention in education. The most important 
program in terms of resources and coverage is “Manutención”, previously known as the 
National Higher Education Scholarship Program, or Pronabes.5

This program, which has operated since 2001, has had 320,000 recipients of scholar-
ships in 2012 and since is creation till 2012 has given out 2.2 million scholarships. While 
in 2010 it reached nearly 100% of its target population, in 2012 that number reached 
only up to 62%. According to the statistics this decrease may be due to the rapid growth 
in the target population in the last two years (Coneval, 2013, p.7).6 The recipients are 
students of Public Institutions of Higher Education and they receive a monthly scholar-
ship of 750 Mexican pesos in the first year and up to 1,000 Mexican pesos in the fifth 
year (from 52 to 80 US dollars).

4 This is in contrast to concept of adoption that could be much broader to include organizational, insti-
tutional or other variables. Based on Westney (1987, p. 9), as for the term ‘to choose’ we mean the actors 
who through their decision accept or reject a policy.

5 From this moment on we will refer to it as Pronabes, referred to like this throughout the body of litera-
ture due to the name change it experienced in 2013.

6 The target population is defined as that whose family (home) income is equal or less than four mini-
mum salaries per capita monthly.
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The Mexican states and the Federal government principally fund the program. What 
stands out is that the program is quite possibly seeing positive results in terms of some 
the desired objectives: reduce the inequality of access and retention in higher education. 
For instance, the principal destination of the money is school fees. According to program 
evaluations (CIDE, 2012 pp. 47-50; 59-61), 84% of the recipients use the scholarships to buy 
educational materials and/or supplies, 66% for transportation and 57% for tuition (not 
excluding categories). There also exist differences (although these are small) between the 
hours devoted to work and those devoted to studying between recipients of scholarships 
and those who do not receive them. As detailed below, there are several studies that took 
place during the time of application of the program that have reported similar results.

As can be see, we are dealing with a program that has operated in Mexico for more 
than 13 years (a considerable period of time) and is relevant not only in terms of its 
coverage, which includes the majority of its target population, but also because the 
results could have an effect, although limited, on the reduction of inequality of access 
and retention in higher education.7 In short, this case study is useful for our analytical 
purposes as, having been in operation for a considerable amount of time, allows us to 
illustrate —in a relevance program for higher education in Mexico— the incorporation 
of the time variable in the study of public policy transfers. If we were to have looked at 
a much shorter period of time we would have only looked at the moment of transfer of 
the policy, as usually happens in this field of research.

Additionally, as noted by Anthony Orum and Joe R. Feagin, (1991, p. 7), a case study 
methodology allows us to consider information from various sources over a given pe-
riod of time. In this sense it is possible to conduct a more holistic study of actions and 
complex social meanings (like those generated by the incorporation of the time variable 
in the study of transfers).

Amongst the sources looked at, for this current investigation, were a number of di-
verse academic studies on the origins and operation of Pronabes. Additionally, in order 
to verify the way it functions as well as its operating parameters we looked at diverse 
evaluations of the program throughout the course of its application and its rules of 
operation throughout time. Finally, over 50 newspaper articles and comments reviewed 
by Congress were looked at in order to understand the perceptions of public opinion 
and the diverse related stakeholders. Once we present the methodological bases for this 
paper we will continue our case study.

7 It is important to note that this does not mean that the issue of inequality in higher education has been 
resolved. This is a more complex issue and it is not enough to analyze a program to evaluate the results 
of the educational policy in the topic of inequality. As already mentioned, this program is used in order 
to analyze the time variable in policy transfer.
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Policy transfers and ‘time frames’: the different moments in which  
a transfer uses information from international sources

“Time frames” refers principally to the period of coverage of the study and it is prin-
cipally related to the design and methodology of the investigation (Dussage, 2012a). 
As mentioned before, for authors like Westney (1987, p. 9), it is related to the historical 
context and period of time in which the transfer was studied. For example, Westney 
points out that this perspective makes more complex the interaction between involved 
actors within the cross-national policy learning (pp. 2-8).

Let us consider then how one would study the “Manutención” program/Pronabes 
first taking into account the year in which it was started (2001) and then the proceeding 
years of its operations if we extend the time frame from 2001 to 2014.

While there exist various antecedents to the program that served as a base for it, a 
particularly relevant one was the “World Declaration on Higher Education in the 21st 
Century: Vision and Action” from Unesco in 1998 (suggested by Bracho, 2003, p. 132). 
These proposals are reflected in the main objectives of the program. Carolina Hernán-
dez Rodríguez (2013, pp. 4-5) and Miller Flores (2007, pp. 111-112) highlight the impor-
tant of this conference as a key source for the formulation of Pronabes in terms of the 
inclusion of tutors in the program. It is also worth noting that Pronabes was presented 
as one of the principal achievements of the Mexican government in terms of equality 
in higher education at the 47th International Conference on Education of Unesco, 
Geneva, 8-11. September 2004 (Secretaría de Educación Pública, 2004, pp. 23, 34 y 38).

Among the main learning that may have received from the Unesco conference that 
served to inform the program are:

Table 2. Knowledge /Lessons received from UNESCO 
and the “Manutención” program

Unesco declaration Pronabes-Manutención, Secretary 
of Public Education (SEP)

Access  
equality

•   Poses as one government ob-
jective the widening of access 
for more diverse groups of the 
population (equality of access)

•   It further refers to equality of 
access, saying that:

  “access to higher education 
cannot permit any discrimi-
nation based on race, sex, 
language, religion or econom-
ic, cultural or social consider-
ation, nor based upon physical 
disabilities.” (Article 3).*

•   The transition team of the then President-Elect 
Vicente Fox (2000-2006) developed in the Bases of 
a Strategic Plan the primary objective of guarantee-
ing access to quality higher education and retention 
in it for the whole population. It also suggested 
advancing equal educational opportunities for the 
whole population. (Coordination of Educational 
Area of the Transition Team of the President-Elect, 
2000).

•   The National Education Program of 2001-2006 
(Sep, 2001) made diversification of the education 
offered at the higher educational level a priority.

•   Pronabes makes focusing its efforts on achieving 
greater equality in higher education one of its objec-
tives.



Revista Mexicana de Análisis Político y Administración Pública. Universidad de Guanajuato. Volumen IV, número 2, julio-diciembre 2015

23

Table 2. Knowledge /Lessons received from UNESCO 
and the “Manutención” program

Unesco declaration Pronabes-Manutención, Secretary 
of Public Education (SEP)

Priority 
groups

•   It points out that access to 
higher education for vulner-
able groups in the population 
(indigenous communities, 
cultural and linguistic minori-
ties, disadvantaged groups, 
etc.) should be facilitated.

•   The National Education Program of 2001-2006 
(Sep., 2001) indicates that it is giving priority at-
tention the most vulnerable social groups, of which 
indigenous communities are highlighted. Also in 
2001 it proposed to balance the geographical cover-
age of higher education.

•   Pronabes awards scholarships to young people 
whose families have low income, of which those liv-
ing in indigenous zones receive key attention.

Central 
role of the  
student

•   It suggests that decisions 
should be taken on a national 
and institutional level to place 
students and their needs at 
the center of the program's 
concerns.

•   Pronabes primarily serves the financial needs of 
low-income students to facilitate their access and 
retention in higher education.

Relevance  
of higher 
education 
and  
coverage

•   It stresses that the relevance of 
higher education institutions 
is a function of what society 
expects of these institutions 
and what they do.

•   It states that coverage should 
be expanded in the states 
where the registration rate 
is lower than internationally 
accepted norms.

•   Teresa Bracho (2003) notes that based on the above, 
the transition team of Vicente Fox proposed ex-
panding the supply and relevance of academic pro-
grams to meet growing demand.

•   As already noted, the six-year educational program 
also proposed extending coverage to diverse entities 
throughout the country.

•   This is another element that is reflected in Pronabes 
when looking to address the issue of coverage for 
the low-income sector.

Quality 
of higher 
education

It defines it as a multidimension-
al concept that should embrace 
all its functions and activities, 
amongst which the scholarships 
stand out

The government of Vicente Fox set out to address 
from the start of his term the quality of the social 
demand (Coordination of Educational Area Transi-
tion Team President Elect, 2000) in the states, and 
goals included expanding coverage and improving the 
retention rate, amongst others.

* Personal translation Source: Own work based on Teresa Bracho (2003).

While the program is also based on other sources of information and national proposals, 
we consider that this information is sufficient to note that in 2001 a Policy Transfer was pre-
sented as defined above, i.e., a process in which producers or senders are sources of knowl-
edge that serve the policy learning for the recipients . In other words, although this was not 
the only source, it was used as a source of knowledge for basic elements of the program.

We can come across a slightly more detailed explanation if we extend the period of 
study of the transfer from just 2001 till 2014. As a result we can note that there have 
existed other sources of information and influence on the operation of the program over 
this period of time. For example, since 2004 the program received resources from the 
Word Bank (WB), although this funding was meant to increase the number of scholar-
ships, it was also intended to set up a policy framework and supervision (Bracho en 
Miller Flores, 2007, p. 105). As is pointed out by a document from Center for Economic 
Research and Teaching (CIDE by its Spanish acronym: CIDE, 2006, p. 6), since 2004 the 
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Public Education Minister (Secretaría de Educación Pública, SEP by its Spanish acro-
nym) prepared, with technical and financial aid from the WB, the Assistance Program 
for Students in Higher Education (PAEES). Within this framework SEP “pledged to con-
duct an analysis that would permit an estimation of the impact of Pronabes amongst 
recipient students”.8 These evaluations have continued to be conducted up till 2012. SEP 
itself (2014) has recognized the influence of the WB on the program:

Pronabes, together with the World Bank, prepared the Assistance Program for Students in 
Higher Education (PAEES) as part of which this international financial institution has granted 
a loan to the Mexican government… The loan from the World Bank is an opportunity to give 
financial certainty to Pronabes, something that was identified as deficient in the assessments 
made up till now, as well as giving the opportunity to continue supporting a segment of the 
population that, due to its socioeconomic characteristics, has traditionally been marginalized 
in higher education.9

Margarita Noriega Chavez (2010, p. 672) also notes that the WB intends that Pronabes 
“elevates higher education and develops a national regulatory framework for students in 
tertiary education that need financial aid.”10

There could also exist other sources of knowledge and international influence on the 
Pronabes program. For example, Miller Flores (2007, pp. 105-106) picked up on the 
studies conducted by Bracho (2005) and Rubio (2006) to point out that: ““National 
Higher Education Scholarship Program (Pronabes) derives from one of the three major 
strategic aims of Pronae (National Education Program, 2001-2006): the extension of the 
system favoring equality, which had an additional boost in the recommendations from 
the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development)”.11 According to 
the authors, key aspects of the educational policy in which it was framed later received a 
boost post-2001 in the OECD recommendations related to a central part of the operation 
of the program. This claim can be substantiated if we look at Mexican participation in 
international organizations like the OECD and that this participation has introduced new 
terminology into the language of public policy in Mexico like evaluation, performance, 
productivity, efficiency and quality (Miller Flores, 2007, although there are some au-
thors who make reference to this theme, for example Javier Rodríguez Laguna, 2013).

Beyond conducting an exhaustive review on this point, the previous examples help 
us to understand that broadening the “time frame” analysis on public policy transfers 
can result in a more detailed and richer analysis that permits us to better understand the 
process of transfers and the analysis of the policies in questions. In this case we can high-
light different moments in which a transfer uses information from international sources. 

8 Personal translation.
9 Personal translation.
10 Personal translation.
11 Personal translation.
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In other words, if we had only looked at the learning at the moment of implementation 
of the program we would have concluded that it may be based solely on the proposals 
of Unesco. By extending the “time frame” we can, however, see other influences such 
as that of the WB and possibly OECD. It may mean that over time, policy transfer may 
be a more complex learning process that if we only consider the first transfer moment.

Policy transfers as ‘things that take time’: the process of adoption  
by the recipient institution reflected in the operating rules.

The transfer of public policies can be seen as a process that takes more place beyond the 
moment in which the learning from another program is implemented in a country. On 
this point, Dussage (2012a) points out that the transfer can take more time and, return-
ing to Pearson (2004), mentions that it can be seen as a “slow-moving” process. We can 
also look at authors like Page (2003 p.168) that mention that is necessary to analyze 
transfer evolution process or Richard Common (2001, p.38) that also points out that we 
can only understand a policy transfer when we look at the way it changes over the time.

The relevance of transfer evolution can also be seen in the case of the Pronabes program. 
Since its inception Pronabes coincided with diverse approaches by Unesco in relation to 
the widespread increase in access to higher education for vulnerable groups, the question 
of non-discrimination, the central role of the student, amongst others. If we compare the 
objectives of the Program Operation between 2002 and 2012 we see that the program has 
focused its objectives more and more on reducing access inequality and retention in higher 
education. That is to say that over time you can see the development of clearer operating 
rules that make it possible to achieve these objectives. Each year has seen important adap-
tations to the operating rules of the program in many topics such as institutional relations 
among the federal government and states governments, relations between universities and 
governments, rules to participate in the program, organization adaptation, the require-
ments, among others (see for example, UAM, 2010; Miller Flores, 2007).

As Carlos Ornelas pointed out (2004), Pronabes promised more changes since the 
early years of operation. For instance in 2002 there was no criteria for choosing dis-
advantaged students, while in 2012 it was stated that recipients would be members of 
households with incomes that are equivalent or below four minimum wages per capita. 
There exist many other related examples.

Similarly, in the analysis of the program rules over time one could explain certain 
deficiencies in the operation of the program, for instance in the case of the tutors. These 
figures are important since they are related to the retention of students and academic 
performance. Although there have been certain adjustments to this part of the program, 
diverse evaluations that took place over the time, pointed out that there exist ambigui-
ties in the rules: that direct how tutors should track student progress; the institution-
alization of these figures in universities; ambiguities related to other responsibilities, to 
name just un few. (UAM, 2010, pp. 20-25; Miller Flores, 2007, p. 114; López Salazar et 
al., 2013, pp. 72-76).
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In short, although there are many examples in this respect, these examples help us 
to illustrate the difference that comes about when we consider the transfer process in a 
more detailed manner and in relation to the rules that the transfer is adopting in order 
to adapt to the institutional contexts of recipient country. In other words, to analyze 
only the implementation of the program in 2001 would limit the knowledge gained of 
the long-term process of adaptation of the program with its individual context within 
Mexican institutions. The larger picture allows us to learn about the successes and 
shortcomings in the operation of the transfer and the reaching of its goals in the new 
institutional frameworks. It could also help us illustrate with greater ease the possibili-
ties or necessities of adapting these programs to other contexts.

Trade-off consideration by the stakeholders over time

Westney (1987, p. 9) points out that “[i]n the transfer of organizational forms across so-
cieties the historical context, or timing, is a critically important factor, for it determines 
the range of models that have developed in other societies and are therefore available 
to organization-builders”. However, the models do not only depend on the historical 
context but also on the choices made by stakeholders in the country where the adoption 
takes place: “But the availability of models is influenced not only by timing, but by con-
strains on selection: that a potential model exist does not mean that it will be observed, 
or if observed, that can be chosen”. As Westney suggest, the analysis of these choices can 
become much more fruitful if we extend the period under analysis. Returning to Jacobs 
(2008, p. 185), the tradeoffs calculated by the authors over time help us expand the study 
of public policies. In sum, a study of the processes of public policy transfers can benefit if 
we take into account if stakeholders decide to choose the transfer (or don’t) over time as 
a result of tradeoffs calculated and not simply in the moment of transfer (See Graphic 1.).

In the case of Pronabes, we can identify various actors who have taken part in ben-
eficial interchanges with the program. In the next section we will try to point out the 
way that the tradeoffs calculated by them have had good results. As has been mentioned 
from the outset, the National Education Program 2001-2006, as well as the “Bases for 
the Education Sector Program 2001-2006” had amongst their main objectives ones that 
are similar to and agree with those of Unesco related to improving equality in access 
and retention in higher education.

Over time, although different proposals for improvement have been proposed, both 
the OECD and the WB have positively evaluated the program.12 It is worth noting that 
the various evaluations that have been done of the program over time (Bracho 2003, 
Bracho 2005, Coneval, 2010-2011; CIDE, 2012, Coneval, 2013) also agree on the different 
achievements of the program in relation to its principal objectives. The same is true of 

12 In the case of the World Bank, we have already mentioned that since 2004 it began funding program 
evaluations (Sep, 2014). See also OECD (2004, p. 115), which states in conjunction with other policies the 
Pronabes has been adequate but slow.
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the diverse academic analyses that, whilst still proposing changes and criticizing diverse 
themes, in general are positive about the results of the program (see for example, Miller 
Flores, 2007; Rubio, 2006, p.167-175; UAM, 2010, González, 2006, amongst others).

In terms of public opinion, over the 13 year period during which this program has 
been in operation, a great number of positive comments about the program have ap-
peared and no comment was found that demanded the termination of the program. 
There exists a lot of criticism of its operation, its coverage, the time of payment of the 
scholarships and the educational model, but in general it seems that the program has 
been received positively by public opinion (For example look at Martín, 2014; Rojas, 
2013; Algarín, 2014; Rivera, Gabriela, 2013; Martínez, , 2007, among others). Similarly, 
the students who applied for the program, both those accepted as well as those rejected, 
show high levels of acceptance of this program (Coneval, 2012, p.3).

As for civil society organization and political actors like the opposition to the govern-
ment, little evidence has been found of them demanding the termination of the program. 
In terms of civil society organizations, the only organized criticism found relates to 
groups of students who organized themselves in opposition during those moments when 
the scholarship payment was delayed, but the program still received overall positive eval-
uations from them (see Solano 2014; Cuevas, 2010; Barrientos, 2012; Gaxiola,2014; Díaz, 
2014, among others). In the case of opposition politicians there have been criticisms of 
Pronabes, but only as a whole criticizing the educational system in general, when related 
to delays in the payment of scholarships or in terms of demands for increased coverage 
of the program (For example, look at: Redacción “a tiempo”, 2014; Boletín Legislativo, 

Graphic 1. Time, transfer and Trade-off consideration by the stakeholders
Source: Own work.
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2014; Muñoz, López y Sánchez, 2014; Aguilar, 2010; Lozano, 2013, among others). Ba-
sically it seems that the program was accepted by the opposition during the period of 
2000-2006 and then in 2006-2012, periods during which the same party was in the 
Mexican federal government (Party of National Action, PAN). As Carlos Ornelas pointed 
out (2004), the opposition political parties were not contrary to this project. Similarly, 
there is little to indicate a change in tendency or opinion during the present administra-
tion (2012-2018) during which the Institutional Revolutionary Party is in government.

Another major player in the operation and acceptance of Pronabes are local govern-
ments. It is worth noting that the federal government shares with them the responsibil-
ity for the funding and operation of the programs. Thus, local governments are also 
perceived in these evaluations as responsible for the program. In other words the evalu-
ations points out that they are also perceived to be responsible for a program for which 
there is a consensus of positive opinions.

For all that has been hitherto mentioned, Pronabes has been shown off on a number 
of occasions as one of the federal and local governments’ achievement in terms of educa-
tion policy. Both governments have given political visibility to the program, as can be 
shown by the multiple events organized to announce new developments: an increase in 
the number of scholarships, improvements in the rules of operations, results or simply 
the launch of an annual announcement for the program. This last point has happened 
even with some governors from opposition parties (see for local governments: Redac-
ción-Informativo del Sur, 2007; Redacción-El Sol de Zacatecas, 2014; Redacción-la Jor-
nada, 2013); García, 2014; Redacción-La Voz de Durango, 2012. For cases related to the 
federal government see: Agencias–Sipse, 2014; Avilés, 2009; El Informador.mx, 2012a; 
El Informador.mx, 2012b; Zambrano, 2013). As already mentioned, in the case of the 
federal government Pronabes has remained in operation even after the political party in 
power has changed. The new administration (2012-2018) has basically just changed the 
name and some parts of its norms of operation. It has also pointed out the success of the 
program and has participated in various scholarship handover ceremonies in different 
institutions in the country (see for example Jaime Zambrano, 2013).

As noted so far, everything seems to indicate that the results of Pronabes have gen-
erated a tradeoff that is convenient enough for the principal government stakeholders 
who have the ability to choose this program (in different degrees the same may apply 
to other stakeholders in society). It doesn’t just reach desirable objectives for nearly all 
political forces of the country in terms of dealing with inequality in higher education. 
It additionally is a politically profitable program for both the federal and local govern-
ments who take advantage of the program through various events to project themselves 
as successful administrations as well as socially responsible ones.

If we were to only look at the moment of transfer it would be difficult to estimate 
and analyze the tradeoffs that the different stakeholders hoped from their investment in 
the program. More importantly, it could also be difficult to figure out if these tradeoffs 
were met and under what dynamics they were met if the transfer does not reveal yet its 
implications. In this sense it is possible to establish a link between the time variable, 
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transfers and the calculus of the stakeholders because, as noted already, a study of the 
processes of public policy transfers can benefit if we take into account if stakeholders 
decide to choose the transfer (or don’t) over time as a result of tradeoffs calculated and 
not simply in the moment of transfer.

In order to summarize this section, the case of Pronabes helps us illustrate this point 
as the principal actors in the government seem to have obtained a favorable tradeoff in 
terms of what they invest into the program and the results in terms of program objec-
tives as well in the political visibility they receive. It was possible to corroborate this 
information from multiple evaluations of this program that have been made over a long 
period of time that reveal that that the program has reached its objectives. Similarly, 
there have been many expressions of the political visibility that the governments have 
received that have occurred over the medium term. The same is true of the benefits ob-
tained by other stakeholders in society. It is possible to point out then that this type of 
assessment of the benefits received by the stakeholder of Pronabes and its specific char-
acteristics would have been much harder to see if we had only looked at the moment of 
transfer in 2001. It is worth noting that the information that has been presented dates 
from after 2001 and corresponds to the 13 years of the program’s existence. Thus, the 
analysis of transfers over longer periods of time may help us to get to know in greater 
richness the dynamics that affect whether or not the stakeholders would chose, reject or 
even legitimize these programs, as seems the case Pronabes.

Before addressing the conclusions, the following table presents some of the major points 
made in the preceding sections:

Table 3. Expansion of the analytical framework of the processes 
of transfers when the time variable is considered

Time Variable 
Consideration in 
Transfers analysis

Pronabe/Manutención 
Transfer analysis

 without Time Variable

Pronabe/Manutención 
Transfer analysis

using Time Variable
‘Time Frames’ We would just have seen the uses 

information from international 
sources, in the Pronabes case if 
we had only considered Unesco 
as a source.

By expanding the “Time Frame” 
the uses information from inter-
national sources of the transfer 
becomes more complex, in the 
case of Pronabes we can see that it 
received additional learning from 
the WB and probably the OECD.

‘Things that take 
time’

We could only observe the  
operating rules of Pronabes at 
the time of its transfer for short 
period of time.

By seeing transfers as ‘Things that 
take time’, it permits us to see a 
variety of steps that took place 
in the operating rules towards 
Pronabe's adoption by Mexican 
institutions.
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Table 3. Expansion of the analytical framework of the processes 
of transfers when the time variable is considered

Time Variable 
Consideration in 
Transfers analysis

Pronabe/Manutención 
Transfer analysis

 without Time Variable

Pronabe/Manutención 
Transfer analysis

using Time Variable
Trade-off consid-
erations by the 
stakeholders over 
time

If we had only looked at the mo-
ment of transfer of Pronabes we 
would have learnt little about the 
process in which the stakeholders 
chose the program and made it 
operate for 13 years.

It allows us to understand the 
choice of Pronabes made by the 
stakeholders thanks to the ben-
eficial tradeoffs received over the 
long term.

Source: Own work.

Conclusion

In this paper we have analyzed the Mexican government “Manutención” program that 
after diverse evaluations and perceptions comes out positively. Besides this, it has stayed 
in operation for over 13 years, which allows us to do a long-term study of it. Based upon 
empirical evidence we can see that the time variable allows us to extend the analytical 
framework of the processes of diffusion/ transfer and to consider diverse elements that 
help us explain in greater depth processes like the different moments during which a 
transfer uses information from international sources, the process of adoption by the 
recipient institution reflected in the operating rules and the dynamics for which the key 
actors chose the transfer in the first place.

When analysis policy transfers using expanded ‘time frames’ we can get a broader 
and richer analysis that helps us to better understand the process of transfers and analy-
sis of the policy in question. In the case of the “Manutención” program it was possible 
to understand that the transfer may be informed not only by Unesco like was initially 
indicated by the analyses from 2001, but also by the WB and probably the OECD. That 
is to say, we are dealing with a learning process that is in fact more complex than was 
initially believed if we only looked at it from the perspective of its adoption.

If we understand policy transfers as “things that take time” it is also possible to ap-
preciate the process of policy transfers in a more detailed manner. In our case study it 
was possible to see a variety of steps towards adoption and the process of institutional-
ization of the operating rules. In other words, this perspective is useful for considering 
important elements regarding the successes and shortcomings in the operating rules of 
the transfer and its reaching of its objectives within the new institutional frameworks.

Finally, by including tradeoffs calculated by the actors over longer periods of time 
can help us to get to know in greater depth the dynamics because of which stakeholders 
chose, or rejected, the transfer. In the case of Pronabes, the principal actors in the gov-
ernment seem to have obtained a favorable tradeoff in terms of what they invest into the 
program and the results in terms of program objectives as well in the political visibility. 
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These points, however, would have been much harder to see if we had only looked at 
the moment of transfer in 2001. Much of the evidence found confirms that we would 
only have been able to see the nature of the tradeoffs and the various benefits that the 
stakeholders receive if looked at from a longer-term perspective

As has been already indicated, this does not look to affirm the existence of a single 
form in which the time variable affects transfers, but rather seeks to highlight the im-
portance of this variable to the field of research. As mentioned, our study confirms that 
the time variable allows us to extend the analytical framework of the transfers. This 
occurred in the cases already pointed out by Dussauge (2012a): the t́ime frameś  and 
policy transfers seen as ‘things that take time’. I also propose the calculations of the 
stakeholders over time.

Since this is an academic debate (transfers and time variable) in its very initial stages 
there are limitations to the possibility of comparing this study with other similar ones. 
In this sense, it would be of great relevance to corroborate the results of this paper with 
more empirical data in other cases. It is a major challenge due to the state of the art of the 
academic debate, however, It also presents an area of opportunity for new research look-
ing deeper into the many ways that the time variable might enrich the study of transfers. 
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