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Abstract
The state’s reach across societal groups is often uneven. Lacking documents
that provide official proof of age and identity, many elderly people in countries
of the Global South have long resided in the blind spot of states, especially if
they are poor, indigenous, live in rural areas, and have labored outside the
formal sector. How can states go the last mile and build informational capacity
by incorporating particularly marginalized groups? What induces marginalized
elders to register their births decades after the fact? Based on cross-national
analyses, case studies of Mexico and Bolivia, and a series of difference-in-
difference designs, we show that bureaucratic social welfare policies can
incentivize identity documentation among hard-to-reach populations. The
rollout of social pensions prompted previously unregistered elders to finally
obtain birth registration and certification, making invisible elders legible and
enhancing the informational capacity of the state.
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Introduction

Legibility is a key component of state-building (Brambor et al., 2020; Lee &
Zhang, 2017; Nistotskaya & D’Arcy, 2018; Sánchez-Talanquer, 2020; Soifer,
2013; Suryanarayan & White, 2021). As Scott et al. (2004, p. 10) highlight,
the “modern state —by which we mean a state whose ideology encompasses
large-scale plans for the improvement of the population’s welfare —requires
at least two forms of legibility to be able to achieve its mission. First, it
requires the capacity to locate citizens uniquely and unambiguously. Second,
it needs standardized information that will allow it to create aggregate sta-
tistics” about the population. Both types of information are derived from civil
registries, which record key events in the life trajectories of individuals, such
as birth and death. Birth certificates, which ensue from birth registration,
document a person’s name, parentage, date and place of birth. They are
stepping stones to establishing legal identity, and thus the state’s ability to
identify individuals based on specific characteristics (Harbitz & Kentala,
2015). Civil registration and vital statistics (CRVS) also generate the ag-
gregate information necessary for governance.

Yet widespread deficiencies persist in civil registries. According to the
latest estimates, 850 million people lack legal identity documents (Clark et al.,
2022). This is identified as a pressing and persistent policy problem, including
in the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals Agenda, which establishes “legal
identity for all, including birth registration” as an explicit target (SDG 16.9).
With millions of people unable to prove their age or identity (Interlandi, 2023;
Setel et al., 2007; World Bank, 2019), many countries are unable to fulfill the
promise of modern welfare states to protect groups regarded as particularly
vulnerable, typically those at the beginning and end of their lives. Indeed, the
state’s reach continues to be markedly uneven not only across territories but
also social groups (Garbe et al., 2024; Lee & Zhang, 2017; Migdal, 1988;
O’Donnell, 1999).

If birth registration is not universal, who is left out? Poverty, illiteracy, and
rural residence are prominent risk factors for the lack of legal identity doc-
uments (Adair & Li, 2024; Bhatia et al., 2019; Dhiman & Harbers, 2024;
World Bank, 2019). These risk factors pertain disproportionately to older
cohorts. In some countries, systems of civil registration and vital statistics did
not exist when today’s elders were born or remained deficient in formative
phases of their lives (HelpAge International, 2011, p. 2).
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Concerns about the costs of illegibility for marginalized populations have
risen as states have significantly expanded the range of goods and services
they provide. Because legibility is a precondition for public goods provision
(Brambor et al., 2020; Muralidharan et al., 2016; Nistotskaya & D’Arcy,
2018; Scott, 1988; Szreter, 2007), states are unable to effectively protect low-
legibility groups even in crisis situations and if they have the will to do so
(Charnysh, 2022). In other words, “[m]odern states are ‘Information States’,
and without information on citizens they would cease to function” (Higgs,
2004, p. vii). How then do states close existing gaps and generate more
inclusive profiles of legibility?

The central question we probe concerns how states “go the last mile” and
build informational capacity about hard-to-reach groups by registering and
documenting them. A crucial aspect of this question requires considering
when marginalized populations are willing to make themselves known to the
state and surmount the myriad hurdles associated with obtaining legal identity
documents. We argue that citizens actively seek registration – exposing
themselves to extraction and even surveillance – if goods they value are
conditional on legal identity documents. Our analysis conceptualizes civil
registration as an informed decision whereby citizens weigh the costs and
benefits for themselves or their children. Through social policy the state can
thus indirectly build informational capacity. States with limited capacity rely
on a certain amount of voluntary compliance to enforce their policies (Migdal,
1988). Social policy can serve as a powerful motivator for citizens to register
with the state, and thus to advance the legibility of marginalized groups.

We examine the introduction of non-contributory old age pensions and
their impact on delayed birth registration among highly marginalized elders in
Mexico and Bolivia. Supported by the World Bank, social pensions emerged
in the 1990s to ensure basic income security in old age.1 This innovation,
which unfolded first in Latin America and later spread to other areas of the
Global South (Böger & Leisering, 2020), succeeded a previous policy model
that prioritized social insurance for urban and middle-class citizens over
policies targeting the poor (Dı́az Cayeros et al., 2016; Dion, 2010; Holland,
2018; Huber & Stephens, 2012). That truncated model bifurcated society into
documented citizens—who were legible to the state and able to claim age and
identity-based entitlements —and undocumented citizens, who lacked any
formal income source in old age and depended instead on discretionary, often
clientelistic social provisioning. As non-beneficiaries of state programs, the
latter had little reason to endure the bureaucratic burdens and pay the costs of
registration.

Starting in the 1990s, the extension of the welfare state, however mini-
mally, to the informal sector raised the issue of prospective beneficiaries not
having identity documents. Simultaneously, requiring legal identity docu-
ments for enrollment became a condition of World Bank and Inter-American
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Development Bank lending for all social protection programs.2 And thus, the
advent of non-contributory pensions introduced a paradox by making eli-
gibility conditional on age verification in contexts where those who most
needed the benefit had not been incentivized to obtain official documents
establishing age and identity.

Would the introduction of social pensions disrupt the legacy of unequal
legibility across societal groups in Mexico and Bolivia? Previewing our
findings, the nutshell answer is ‘yes.’ These programs motivated “last mile”
groups to acquire birth registration and official age-confirming documents.
The prospect of receiving a pension mobilized elderly Mexicans and Bo-
livians to participate in the implementation of the policy, which in turn
contributed to strengthening the informational capacity of the state. Notably,
the Mexican and Bolivian states were not explicitly trying to build legibility in
the last mile. At the time of the pension rollouts, the UN’s “Legal Identity for
All” had not acquired salience as a development goal. Moreover, there is no
evidence of coordination between the pension and civil registration agencies.
Any documentary incorporation of pension-seeking marginalized elders
should therefore be regarded as an unintended consequence of the social
policy itself.

The unique contribution of our study inheres in the social group we ex-
amine (marginalized elders) and the potential policy motivator for individuals
of late-in-life registration (non-contributory pensions). Focusing on the state
or supply side, previous literature would not predict meaningful gains in
legibility among this group. Slater and Kim, for example, argue that legibility
is likely to remain low for populations the state considers “too risky or
unimportant to govern” (2015, p. 27). Meanwhile, Bowles (2023) contends
that states prioritize groups from whom they can extract resources. Based on
society or demand side factors, we explore the possibility of an alternative
pathway to the registration of marginalized groups that do not challenge the
state or hold resources for extraction, namely, through universal policies based
on age eligibility. Age was a crucial organizing principle for earlier welfare
state development (Lindvall & Rogers, 2023; Lynch, 2006) and is becoming
increasingly important across the Global South.3

Whereas numerous recent studies examine the effects of conditional cash
transfers on getting parents to register their children’s births (Harbers, 2020;
Hunter & Brill, 2016; Lund, 2012), elders form a much harder test of the
proposition that social policy can be a powerful incentive for identity doc-
umentation. For one, undocumented elders are almost exclusively poor,
unschooled, rural, indigenous, and out of touch with modern state services and
technology. Moreover, it is extremely hard to reconstruct the necessary facts
surrounding their births several decades after the fact. It is therefore not
obvious that registration will improve even upon the introduction of a tangible
social benefit.
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Moreover, while early childhood has become a focus of recent docu-
mentation campaigns in the context of SDG 16.9, elders have remained a
substantial, although often overlooked, low-legibility group. Focusing on
marginalized elders leads us to conclude that if states create policies that are
universal for age-eligible cohorts, then even hard-to-reach groups will take
action and register despite hurdles. Uneven legibility goes back to truncated
welfare states, not to people trying to evade the state. Social policy can be a
powerful tool in overcoming non-registration and for building state capacity.
In this respect, our work supports historically oriented scholarship that
highlights how “policies transform or expand the capacities of the state”
(Skocpol, 1992, p. 58; Skocpol & Amenta, 1986). It also echoes T.H.
Marshall’s (1965) seminal claim about social policy being crucial for the
incorporation of new groups as citizens. Unregistered groups may not be all
that hard-to-reach if they are made eligible for meaningful policies. With this
insight our study contributes to understanding how a key challenge for de-
velopment and state-building can be met.

We proceed as follows. We begin by laying out the theoretical and em-
pirical issues that our research engages, and explain why registering mar-
ginalized elders is particularly difficult.We then draw on cross-national data to
demonstrate that the relationship between age and ID possession is curvi-
linear: younger and older cohorts are less likely to have official identity
documents. Thereafter, we investigate the unfolding of social pensions in
Mexico and Bolivia. Through a series of difference-in-difference analyses, we
demonstrate that social pensions led to an increase in birth registration among
eligible cohorts. Our analysis shows that social pensions led elders to seek
registration, which in turn enhanced the informational capacity of the state.
The conclusion sums up our main argument: that legibility is a precondition of
effective and well-targeted policy implementation as well as a product of
policy intervention itself.

Legibility and the Challenge of Going the Last Mile

Throughout history most people did not know their exact ages (A’Hearn et al.,
2009; Manzel et al., 2012) and age awareness continues to be uneven across
many countries in the Global South. The centrality of age and identity for
social protection implies that “the salience of age should increase with the
density of state-society interactions” (Lee & Zhang, 2017, p. 122) and more
precisely that “people learn their own exact ages when the state provides
incentives for them to do so” (2017, p. 122).4 As age-based social protection
became institutionalized in early welfare states, policy makers came to believe
that “age ought to be a fact which could be quickly and finally established”
(Pearson, 2021, p. 176) and civil registration records became the authoritative
way to determine age (e.g. Higgs, 2001, pp. 184–5). The introduction of social

312 Comparative Political Studies 59(2)



pensions raises the potential for age to become salient for marginalized elders
in the Global South in an unprecedented way. Being able to document “official
age” to prove age-eligibility promises the kind of tangible welfare benefits that
had generally eluded this group throughout their lives.5

Yet, from a theoretical perspective, state incentives are stacked against the
registration of last mile elders. While states may have a diffuse interest in
rendering their populations legible, their motivation for gathering information
about specific groups has been tied to two conditions: the ability to extract
resources, which is less likely with low income groups (e.g. Bowles, 2023),
and to minimize challenges to authority (e.g. Slater & Kim, 2015). Elders
belonging to minoritized populations in remote areas are unlikely to be a
major target of resource extraction. Nor are they likely to mobilize to
challenge the state. Whereas registering children allows states to make future
taxpayers and soldiers legible, documenting elders can hardly be sold as a
long-term investment in extraction, human capital or pacification of the
population. Moreover, states reduce their financial burden by maintaining
elders’ inability to make claims based on proving age and identity.6 In short,
the low legibility of marginalized elders can be viewed as aligning with state
interests and is consistent with expectations derived from authors focusing on
the state or supply side. We therefore might expect such last mile groups to
remain in the state’s blind spot even after the introduction of social pensions.

Moreover, welfare administration and civil registration are independent
functions carried out by different state agencies. That the bureaucratic agency
tasked with implementing the pension and that charged with documenting
delayed registrants are separate from one another decreases the probability
that both tracks will come together. For officials in charge of the civil registry,
the state’s material interest cut against universal registration. The financial and
logistical resources required to go the last mile and include undocumented
elders can be multiple times that of making inroads into more accessible
population segments.7 In addition, the restructuring of social protection across
the Global South was at least partially driven by the need to reduce spending,
which is precisely why neoliberal welfare provisioning introduced strict ID
requirements to prevent fraud and political discretion. Under these conditions,
states lacked incentives and resources to actively seek out hard-to-reach
groups, such as marginalized elders. If anything, to prevent the large-scale
“leakage” of funds, technocrats designing and implementing social programs
accepted as unfortunate but necessary that some of those eligible would be
unable to enroll because they lacked documentation.8 Officials in charge of the
pensions were therefore not centrally concerned with securing identity
documents for prospective beneficiaries or increasing legibility.

All this suggests the need to look to the demand side. If states are unlikely
to reach out, marginalized elders would have to take the initiative to make
themselves known to the state. As with the state side, however, there are strong
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theoretical reasons to expect elders to remain reluctant to take action. In-
fluential research in the anarchist tradition has argued that marginalized
citizens, especially those belonging to minoritized and indigenous groups,
seek to evade the coercive grasp of the state (e.g. Scott, 2009). This per-
spective would view low legibility as the outcome of a conscious strategy to
remain off the state’s grid.

Yet, even setting aside a fundamental reluctance to engage with the state, it
is difficult to overstate the logistical and psychological barriers that elders
would have to overcome to obtain documents verifying their ages and
identities. Existing research on birth registration, which mainly examines
children, suggests that the more difficult and costly the bureaucratic process,
the less likely marginalized citizens will make it through (Pelowski et al.,
2015; UNICEF, 2019, p. 25). Delayed registration among sixty year-olds is
magnitudes more difficult than the late registration of six year-olds. Many
undocumented elders were delivered at home, leaving little trace of the vital
information and proof needed to register and certify a birth. Reconstructing
the basic facts of one’s birth can be next to impossible, especially in the case of
migration or displacement.9 For the marginalized demographic that concerns
us, navigating the bureaucracy and paying the fines typically involved in late
registration are beyond what many can muster. Needing to traverse long
distances to visit registration offices, often with mobility issues and limited
means of transportation, poses additional challenges.

Moreover, from a psychological perspective, of all the groups who might
be expected to shy away from the state, impoverished elders may be par-
ticularly reluctant. Generally having low expectations of government, they
might simply not initiate registration. Stated powerfully by Alisha Holland,
the poor in Latin America “receive less, expect less, and demand less from the
welfare state” (2018, p. 556). If the state has granted them few entitlements in
the past, what faith would they put in promises of change? A lack of trust in
public authorities — stemming either from cynicism that benefits will be
forthcoming or that the state will use the information in nefarious ways against
them— bodes poorly for citizen action. Furthermore, the time period in which
social pensions unfolded in Mexico and Bolivia – during a significant
transition from more corporatist to neoliberal citizenship regimes – was tu-
multuous (Yashar, 2005, pp. 64–67). Given how advanced corporatist and
clientelist arrangements were in Bolivia and Mexico, the move away from
communal to individual modes of interest mediation and welfare provisioning
may have further eroded people’s trust in the state. Given that documentation
gives individuals the possibility of enjoying a direct relationship to the state,
traditional intermediaries in both countries may have also discouraged the
establishment of this connection.

To sum up, although on the one hand there are reasons to think that mar-
ginalized elders would respond to the incentives unleashed by a non-contributory
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pension and overcome life-long barriers to identification, compelling
countervailing factors or trade-offs also exist. These factors form the basis
of leveraging non-contributory old age pensions as a hard test of the
argument that social policy can mobilize members of low-legibility groups
to make themselves known to the state.

Legal Identity Among Elders in
Comparative Perspective

While there is considerable qualitative evidence that older cohorts in many
countries are less likely to have had their births registered and to possess
official ID documents than those born more recently (see HelpAge
International, 2014), quantitative and especially cross-national evidence
about the under-registration of elders is hard to come by. As outlined above,
marginalized elders have long resided in a blind spot, and international efforts
to monitor access to legal identity in the context of SDG target 16.9 have
focused almost exclusively on young children.10 To highlight the global scope
of the problem and to underscore the urgency of understanding the conditions
under which elders are included in the state’s official record, we leverage data
from the 2017 FINDEX survey on financial inclusion commissioned by the
World Bank (Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2018). Since a lack of identity documents
constitutes a common barrier for accessing financial services, respondents
were asked whether they possess a national ID card. To our knowledge, this is
the only dataset that systematically evaluates legal identity among adults in
comparative perspective. The FINDEX survey provides us with nationally-
representative data on ID possession for 80,957 respondents from 82 lower-
and middle-income countries.11

We explore the relationship between age and legal identity through logistic
regression analysis with ID possession as the dependent variable. As diag-
nostics indicate that the effect of age on legal identity is non-linear, we include
age, age squared as well as country fixed-effects and gender as controls.
Because women live longer on average than men, and are also less likely to
possess ID documents, the gender composition of older cohorts might oth-
erwise influence the results (World Bank, 2019b). We restrict the analysis to
respondents 21 and older, the age of legal adulthood in many countries.
Figure 1 visualizes the likelihood of ID possession by age. The relationship is
curvilinear, which aligns with qualitative findings that the elderly are par-
ticularly likely to lack official ID. What accounts for this pattern? Low
legibility among marginalized elders is partially driven by “cohort effects,”
since the coverage of civil registries in many countries was even lower at the
time of their births and throughout formative years. For instance, some co-
lonial administrations did not grant registration to native populations
(HelpAge International, 2011, p. 2). There are also important “period effects,”
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such as the generally low contemporary legibility of marginalized groups
(UNICEF, 2013). “Life-cycle effects” further cut against undocumented elders
because they are less likely to encounter novel circumstances, like schooling
or employment, that would prompt registration. Nor are they likely to be the
target of government outreach in the context of SDG 16.9.

In a first step to understanding the role of social policy for the inclusion of
elders, we analyze how welfare benefits mediate the relationship between age
and ID. The FINDEX survey asks respondents whether they received any type
of pension or other financial support from the government in the past
12 months. Pensions generally benefit the elderly (or widows/widowers)
while benefits such as unemployment or welfare may be more relevant for
younger respondents. Figure 2 visualizes the relationship, and points to two
important results.12 First, respondents who receive financial support are more
likely to be in possession of a national ID regardless of their age. Second, and
particularly relevant for our purposes, the curve for those receiving support is
flatter than for those not receiving support. The gap between the two lines in
the figure widens among older cohorts, indicating that the decline in ID
possession among the elderly is halted by pensions or other direct government
support for this group. Yet, since the survey does not ask about social pensions

Figure 1. Likelihood of ID Possession by Age. Note: Predictive margins with 95%
confidence intervals. Full results of the logistic regression model on which predicted
probabilities are based are reported in Table A1 the appendix. Data come from the
2017 FINDEX survey.
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specifically, we cannot disentangle contributory from non-contributory
welfare benefits with these data. Part of what we are picking up are differ-
ences between elders who worked in the formal sector and now receive
contributory pensions, and those who worked in the informal sector without
subsequent entitlement to social insurance schemes. While this cross-sectional
analysis suggests that the legibility of elders is a concern across the Global
South, our cross-sectional results do not lend themselves to causal claims. To
examine whether the introduction of a social pension can increase identity
documentation among elders in countries with deficient civil registries, the
next section analyzes the rollout of social pensions in Mexico and Bolivia.

Registration and the Introduction of Social Pensions

Bolivia and Mexico launched social pension programs in the 1990s and the
2000s respectively, years before “Legal Identity for All” acquired salience as a
development goal in 2015, and thus prior to the advent of international aid
programs to increase ID coverage. In both countries, the new programs were
introduced into societies with a share of unregistered elders who would lack

Figure 2. Likelihood of ID Possession by Age and Inclusion in Welfare Schemes.
Note: Predictive margins with 95% confidence intervals. Full results of the logistic
regression model on which predicted probabilities are based are reported in Table
A1 in the appendix. Data come from the 2017 FINDEX survey.
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eligibility in the absence of age-confirming identity documents. Even though
civil registration has long been mandatory in both countries, de facto com-
pliance has been uneven. Mexico and Bolivia meet our scope conditions of
states with limited capacity and resources to enforce policies (Soifer, 2016,
pp. 11–15; Hanson & Sigman, 2021, p. 1504). Mexico is an upper middle
income country, while Bolivia (the poorest country in South America) is
classified as lower middle income.13 Poverty head count ratios and human
development levels reflect corresponding challenges, with Bolivia falling
behind Mexico on most indicators. In 2021, Mexico’s life expectancy at birth
was 70 versus 64 for Bolivia. Notably, however, people who reach age 60 can
expect to survive for many more years. Life expectancy at 60 is 81.8 years in
Mexico and 78.6 years on average in Bolivia.14

We analyse the effect of social pensions on legibility and birth registration
in each country in turn. Our analysis proceeds in several steps. Based on age
reporting in the census, we explore the characteristics of those without legal
identity documents. We then leverage CRVS data to show that the introduction
of social pensions promoted an increase in birth registration among eligible
cohorts. Overall, the case studies of Mexico and Bolivia provide support for
the argument that social pensions can mobilize members of low-legibility
groups and increase their legibility.

Mexico

Since the 1990s poverty alleviation strategies in Mexico have shifted away
from clientelistic and discretionary to formula-based programs. The most
prominent among these technocratic programs was the conditional cash
transfer program Progresa, launched in 1997 and later expanded under the
name Oportunidades (Dı́az Cayeros et al., 2016; Dion, 2010). Conditional
cash transfers target families, especially mothers, and provide financial
support to poor families under the condition that children within the household
attend school and receive health check-ups. Since they constitute a cost-
effective way of providing poverty relief and, simultaneously, investing in
human capital development, such programs became a key pillar of neoliberal
welfare policy. However, because of their focus on households with children,
they did little to alleviate the increasingly pressing problem of poverty among
the elderly. Given Mexico’s truncated welfare state, a growing group of elders
had not paid into contributory pension schemes and lacked income in old age.

Efforts to address this problem emerged first at the subnational level. In
2001, the government of the Federal District of Mexico City —headed by
Andrés Manuel López Obrador —introduced the country’s first universal
social pension for elders above the age of 70 residing in the city (Medrano,
2022). Other states followed, creating a patchwork of subnational pension
schemes.15 In January 2006, the federal government added an elder
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component to Oportunidades, introducing a cash payment to seniors above
the age of 70 residing in enrolled households. Ayear later the administration of
President Felipe Calderón of the center-right Partido Acción Nacional (PAN)
rolled out the first nationwide social pension 70 y más, which was more
generous than the Oportunidades top-up. The program’s initial targeting was
geographic and focused on seniors in small rural localities (up to 2500 in-
habitants). Given the rapid uptake—the program exceeded the projected total
number of potential beneficiaries within a few months —it was rapidly ex-
panded to larger localities and urban areas.16 In line with the technocratic
nature of these programs, applicants had to provide documents to demonstrate
individual identity and age-based eligibility. Indeed, early impact evaluations
of the program identified potential beneficiaries’ lack of birth certificates as an
important barrier for enrollment.17

Age recall and the legibility of elders. Who were the unregistered at risk of
exclusion? One challenge for studying the characteristics of people without
legal identity documents is their low legibility not only to the state but also to
researchers. Direct data generally do not exist, especially those that would
allow for comparison over time. To make the unregistered visible, researchers
therefore rely on proxies, such as the extent to which people are able to recall
their exact age. In the absence of artefacts establishing age, such as birth
certificates and IDs, respondents are prone to guessing round numbers (i.e.
70 rather than 69 or 71). This translates into age heaping in the census, or
spikes in the age distribution that are implausible from a demographic per-
spective (Charnysh, 2022; Lee & Zhang, 2017; Pearson, 2021). If respondents
have access to artefacts establishing exact ages, such as birth certificates, the
percentage of those guessing goes down and the reported age distribution
mirrors actual demographic patterns more closely.

We draw on age reporting in the census before and after the introduction of
social pensions to shed light on the characteristics of those who do not know
their exact ages. Specifically, based on a 10% random sample of census micro
data for 2000 and 2010 (Minnesota Population Center, 2020), we explore the
determinants of reporting a “heaped” age, that is, one ending in the digits zero
or 5. Without guessing, the digits zero and 5 should be no more prevalent than
other digits, and thus make up about 20% of all final digits in the age dis-
tribution. As more people guess, the prevalence of ages ending in zero or
5 increases. We restrict our analysis to adults between the ages of 40 and 79 at
the time of the 2000 census. This group has already passed many milestones
that induce registration, such as schooling, military service and entry into the
labor force.

Table 1 shows that illiterates, women, people who speak an indigenous
language and those living in households without access to services such as
electricity, water or sewage are more likely to report a “heaped” age.
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Moreover, the indicator for “decade of life” indicates that older adults are
more likely to guess their age.18 Elders, especially those without access to
public infrastructure and services, therefore constitute a low legibility
group. In 2000, the likelihood that an indigenous woman in her 40s who is
illiterate and lives in a rural area as well as in a household without access to
essential services, reports an age ending in zero or 5 is 36%, which is well
above the roughly 20%we would expect across the population. The likelihood
increases to 39, 41 and 43% if she is in her 50s, 60s, and 70s, respectively. If
we reexamine the same cohort at the time of the 2010 census, after pension
rollouts, members of the cohort are now more likely to recall their exact ages.
For a woman with the same characteristics, the likelihood of reporting an age
ending in zero or 5 is now 33, 35, 37 and 39% if she is in her 50s, 60s, 70s, or
80s, respectively. This reduction in age heaping and increase in legibility is
remarkable, as this cohort had already passed many important milestones for
registration by the time of the 2000 census.

In Figure 3, we compare the proportion of respondents who reported an age
ending in zero or 5 in the age-eligible cohort to the proportion among those
who were still ineligible for 70 y más in 2010. While heaping decreased across
the board, the graph shows that it decreased more among those eligible for the
pension.19 Yet, even though the analysis of census data indicates that the
legibility of elders increased between 2000 and 2010, we cannot rule out that
changes in the composition of the cohort are (partially) responsible for the

Table 1. Mexico: Determinants of Reporting “Heaped” Ages.

2000 2010

Logit Logit

(Intercept) �1.51 (0.01)*** �1.52 (0.01)***
Illiterate 0.13 (0.00)*** 0.02 (0.00)***
Speaks indigenous language 0.20 (0.00)*** 0.15 (0.00)***
Female 0.02 (0.00)*** 0.01 (0.00)***
Decade of Life (consistent) 0.10 (0.00)*** 0.10 (0.00)***
No electricity 0.12 (0.01)*** 0.14 (0.01)***
No piped water 0.06 (0.00)*** 0.07 (0.00)***
No sewage 0.07 (0.00)*** 0.05 (0.00)***
Rural �0.04 (0.00)*** �0.05 (0.00)***
AIC 2597584.03 2356580.57
BIC 2597697.40 2356693.23
Log likelihood �1298783.01 �1178281.29
Deviance 2597566.03 2356562.57
Num. obs 2183927 2016501

***p < .001;**p < .01; *p < .05.
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over-time improvement.20 Mortality rates may be higher among the most
vulnerable, for instance, so that those who survive until 2010 are more likely
to know their ages.

Social pensions and birth registration among elders. We leverage subnational
variation in the rollout of social pensions and differences across cohorts to
determine whether the introduction of noncontributory programs prompted
unregistered elders to make themselves known to the state. We draw on
official CRVS data to conduct a series of difference-in-difference analyses that
allow us to probe the direct causal effect of pensions on birth registration.
Anonymized datasets for all births registered in a given year are compiled on
the basis of state-level data by the Ministry of Public Health as part of the
Subsistema de Información sobre Nacimientos (SINAC). For each individual
registration record, the dataset contains demographic information about the
date of birth, date of registration, and geographical identifiers. These highly
disaggregated data allow us to track the number of registrations over time as
well as by age and location.

We first examine the effect of a subnational pension. One of the early
movers was the state of Veracruz, which introduced a pension of 714 pesos per
month (about US$100) for seniors above the age of 70 in February 2005
(Aguila et al., 2011; Willmore, 2014). The primary “control group” for our
difference-in-difference analysis is the neighboring state of Hidalgo, which

Figure 3. Mexico: Age Heaping among Older Adults in the 2000 and 2010 Censuses.
Note: Proportion heaped reflects the share of respondents per cohort that report
an age ending in zero or 5. Higher values above the 20% baseline indicate that more
members of the cohort do not know their exact age and therefore guess round
numbers.
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did not introduce a pension. Veracruz and Hidalgo are considered highly
marginalized by the National Population Council (CONAPO), ranking fourth
and fifth respectively among Mexico’s 32 states on an index of marginali-
zation, and both were still under firm conservative PRI control in 2005. Both
states also score decidedly below the national average in terms of civil
registration coverage (Harbers, 2020), suggesting that these are states likely to
contain undocumented elders.

Our analysis of the effect of the pension on birth registration proceeds in
two steps. We first compare the monthly number of registrations by those who
report being between 70 and 80 years old at the time of registration in Veracruz
and Hidalgo. We expect to see an increase in registrations in Veracruz fol-
lowing the ‘treatment’ (i.e. the introduction of the pension), but not in Hi-
dalgo. This is indeed what the positive and significant diff-in-diff coefficient in
Model 2 in Table 2 shows.21 To ensure that the effect can be attributed to the
pension, and not some other Veracruz-specific intervention, we conduct a
placebo test and re-run the analysis for the cohort just below the age cut-off,
that is those who reported being between 60 and 70 years old at the time of
registration, and thus ineligible for the pension (see Gertler et al., 2016,
p. 137). In this analysis, the diff-in-diff coefficient is not significant, indicating
that among the age-ineligible cohort registrations in Veracruz did not increase
following the introduction of the pension compared to “untreated” Hidalgo. If
the increase in the analysis of 70-to-80-year-olds had been caused by
something other than the pension, such as a campaign to promote delayed
registration in Veracruz, this would also have affected the age-ineligible
cohort. Overall, the results of the placebo test increase our confidence that
the increase in Veracruz among the age-eligible group is indeed caused by the
pension (Table 2).

Table 2. Mexico: Difference-In-Difference Analysis of Veracruz and Hidalgo.

Model 1 Model 2

Cohort: 60 - 70 Cohort: 70 - 80

(Intercept) 160.64*** (28.90) 126.91*** (22.31)
Veracruz (treatment) 371.36*** (40.88) 243.91*** (31.55)
Pension (time) �95.89* (40.01) �70.16*
diff-in-diff (treatment x time) �29.78 (56.59) 94.51* (43.68)
R2 0.81 0.82
Adj. R2 0.79 0.80
Num. obs 46 46

***p < .001;**p < .01; *p < .05.
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Moving from the subnational to the national level, we now examine the
effect of the nationwide rollout of noncontributory programs for elders. For
this, we track the annual number of registrations at the state-level for the
21 states that had not introduced a subnational pension prior to 2007.22 For
each state, we calculate the number of registrations for two age-eligible groups
(70–80, 80–100) and two ineligible control groups (50–60, 60–70). The unit
of analysis is the state-cohort-year, and we draw on the estimation (and R
package) developed by Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021) for multiple groups.
We set 2006 as the start of the treatment, since this is the year the first federal
non-contributory program aimed at elders was introduced through Oportu-
nidades. Figure 4 visualizes the results and indicates no significant difference
between control and treatment groups in the years prior to the treatment
(2004 and 2005), which provides support for the parallel trends assumption.23

There is no significant difference in the time-trends of eligible and ineligible
cohorts prior to the treatment. In 2006 registrations rise among eligible cohorts
and this effect increases in the two following years when 70 y más was
introduced and its geographic coverage expanded. Overall, these results are
consistent with a substantial causal effect of social pensions on the inclusion of
unregistered elders.24 We now turn to Bolivia, where we find strikingly similar
effects.

Figure 4. Mexico: Difference-in-Difference Analysis of the Federal Noncontributory
Programs. Note: For each state-year, the dependent variable is the number of
registrations for two eligible and two ineligible cohorts.
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Bolivia

In Bolivia, the first social pension was introduced as part of a contentious
package of neoliberal reforms in the 1990s. Conservative president
Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada (1993–1997 and 2002–2003), commonly
known as Goni, launched the Bonosol pension scheme in 1997 amidst
internal strife and conflict with international financial institutions. As
Katharina Müller (2009, p. 164) explains, “the introduction of the benefit
was not motivated by social policy considerations but by the desire to
privatise state-owned enterprises and pensions.” Amid this neoliberal
orientation, the president intended for the Bonosol to counter criticisms
and make pension privatization more politically acceptable (Weyland,
2007, 77 and 120–121). Payments started in May 1997, and
364,261 Bolivians of age 65+ received a benefit of US$248 per annum,
equivalent to 42% of the yearly minimum wage and 27% of Bolivia’s per
capita income (Müller, 2016, p. 14). Although the Bonosol was technically
universal, in effect it was poorer Bolivians who sought it out. In line with
the shift towards technocratic social policy and a desire to curb leakage of
funds or fraud, recipients had to demonstrate individual identity and age-
based eligibility to receive payments. Hugo Banzer, Goni’s successor in
office (1997–2001), decried the newly implemented pension as unsus-
tainable given the country’s financial woes, and replaced the Bonosol with
the meager Bolivida, which attracted fewer recipients and made much
smaller pay outs (US$60.00). The number of pension beneficiaries did not
return to the 1997 level until 2003, when Goni returned to power and
reintroduced the Bonosol (Müller, 2016, p. 8).25 In light of the short-lived
nature of the Bonosol, which initially made payments for less than a year,
this program constitutes a particularly hard test for the idea that social
pensions can spur registration.

To understand the difficulties of registration, it is also worth considering
some of the hurdles that elders needed to overcome to get registered, which
were in many ways even more profound than in Mexico. Cultural and lan-
guage barriers were prominent, and many unregistered seniors were wary of
state officials, most of whom did not speak an indigenous language. Out of
distrust, many were reluctant to have their photographs taken.26 Furthermore,
communal authorities in various locations appeared hesitant to allow state
officials to establish a direct connection with people under their purview,
especially women.27 To the extent that the state had previously provided small
indigenous communities with social programs (e.g. Acción Cı́vica of the
Armed Forces or the community development programs of the Ministerio de
Asuntos Campesinos), these efforts were not individual entitlements that
demanded identity documents of recipients, but communal programs that
granted significant local autonomy (Crespan Hidalgo, 2018, p. 136). Direct
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payments to individuals—reflecting the shift from a corporatist citizenship to
a neoliberal citizenship regime (Yashar, 2005, Ch. 5) thus constituted a
profound change in a society where mediated social policy had been the norm.

Age recall and the legibility of elders. We again explore the characteristics of
those without legal identity documents before and after the introduction of the
Bonosol on the basis of age reporting in the census. The analysis in Table 3
draws on a 10% random sample of census micro data for Bolivia (Minnesota
Population Center, 2020). It shows the determinants of reporting a “heaped”
age ending in zero or 5 among those between 40 and 79 in 1992 and between
49 and 88 in 2001. As in Mexico, the analysis reveals that marginalized
citizens are less likely to recall exact ages, and thus to possess identity
documents. In 1992, illiteracy, female gender, rural residence and the absence
of services such as electricity, piped water or sewage are associated with a
higher than average likelihood of reporting an age ending in zero or 5.
Ethnicity is not measured consistently in the census, but in 2001, when data
are available, those speaking an indigenous language were more likely to
report a “heaped” age. There is also a substantial effect of old age. In 1992, an
illiterate woman in her 40s who resides in a rural area in a household without
access to essential services has a 30% likelihood of reporting an age ending in
zero or 5, which is well above the expected 20% baseline. This goes up to 34,
38, and 41% if she is in her 50s, 60s, or 70s, respectively. If we re-examine the

Table 3. Bolivia: Determinants of Reporting “Heaped” Ages.

1992 2001 2001

Logit Logit Logit

(Intercept) �1.94 (0.03)*** �1.78 (0.04)*** �1.80 (0.04)***
Illiterate 0.24 (0.02)*** 0.19 (0.02)*** 0.18 (0.02)***
Female 0.06 (0.01)*** 0.03 (0.01) 0.03 (0.01)
Decade of life (consistent) 0.16 (0.01)*** 0.12 (0.01)*** 0.12 (0.01)***
No electricity 0.12 (0.02)*** 0.07 (0.02)** 0.07 (0.02)**
No piped water 0.07 (0.02)*** 0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)*
No sewage 0.11 (0.02)*** 0.05 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)*
Rural 0.16 (0.02)*** 0.08 (0.02)*** 0.07 (0.02)***
Speaks indigenous language 0.05 (0.02)**
AIC 145687.93 124640.01 124633.82
BIC 145765.42 124716.73 124720.12
Log likelihood �72835.96 �62312.01 �62307.91
Deviance 145671.93 124624.01 124615.82
Num. obs 118973 107922 107922

***p < .001;**p < .01; *p < .05.
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same cohort at the time of the next census, heaping decreases across the board,
but especially among older adults. The likelihood of reporting a “heaped” age
by ascending decade of life is now 27, 29, 32 and 34%, respectively.28

Figure 5 illustrates the steeper decline in heaping among those age-eligible
when Bonosol was first introduced in 1997 compared to those who were still
too young to enroll.29

Social pensions and birth registration among elders. Did the Bonosol mobilize
elders to seek delayed birth registration and make themselves known to the
state? To analyze the causal effect of the pension on registration, we again
conduct a difference-in-difference analysis. Disaggregated data on civil
registration in Bolivia are extremely difficult to obtain. We filed an access to
information request with the Servicio de Registro Cı́vico (SERECI) for annual
data on the number of registrations by department and age group (45–49, 50–
54, 55–59, 60–64, 65+). Our data cover the period between the two census
years (1992 and 2001), and reflect the number of registrations for four in-
eligible age groups (45–49, 50–54, 55–59, 60–64), and one age-eligible group
(65+) at the level of Bolivia’s nine departments. Given the short-lived nature
of the Bonosol, we expect an uptick in registration by the age-eligible group
across departments in 1997, but not in other years. Figure 6 shows that prior to
the introduction of the pension, there is no significant difference between
treatment and control groups. The confidence intervals span the axis,

Figure 5. Bolivia: Age Heaping among Older Adults in the 1992 and 2001 Censuses.
Note: Proportion heaped reflects the share of respondents per cohort that report
an age ending in zero or 5. Higher values above the 20% baseline indicate that more
members of the cohort do not know their exact age and therefore guess round
numbers.
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indicating support for the parallel trends assumption. However, this changes
dramatically with the introduction of the Bonosol in 1997, when we see a
substantial and significant treatment effect. The number of registrations
among the “treated group” —that is those 65 or older and thus eligible for the
pension —is much higher than among those not eligible. The effect is not
present in subsequent years, when social pension enrollment was essentially
on hold.

Our analysis indicates that the Bonosol attracted marginalized people to
present themselves to state authorities, advancing civil registration and
legibility in the last mile. Indeed, our analysis suggests that as many as 13% of
the 1997 Bonosol recipients may have obtained documentation due to the
program.30 In the words of one state official, “The pensions are the main
incentive for the elderly to document themselves. In all cases, if it weren’t for
the pensions, they wouldn’t sign up” (Órgano Electoral Plurinacional
(SERECÍ) & UNICEF Bolivia, 2019, p. 219).31 The takeaway is that in
South America’s poorest country, those among the most marginalized pop-
ulation segments overcame difficult obstacles and registered their births
decades after the fact. Eligible seniors allowed themselves to be put on the
state’s administrative map by taking steps to enter the civil registry. In doing
so, previously undocumented elders became transformed into legible Bolivian
citizens with a full legal identity.

Figure 6. Bolivia: Difference-in-Difference Analysis of the Introduction of Bonosol.
Note: For each department-year, the dependent variable is the number of
registrations for four ineligible cohorts and one eligible cohort.
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Conclusion

The broad issue that motivates this study concerns the potential of social
policy to make marginalized segments of society legible and build the in-
formational capacity of the state. The identity registration of older margin-
alized groups is posed as a hard test for received theoretical propositions
because the immediate benefits to states of rendering these groups legible are
quite low and the costs to marginalized groups of becoming legible to the state
are rather high. How then do previously invisible citizens become known to
the state? Put somewhat differently, how does the state enhance its capacity to
“see” previously excluded groups? Our nutshell answer is through the
concrete and immediate incentive provided by social policy. An important
implication of our research is that this indirect road to building legibility may
be the best way for states to go the last mile. Rather than trying to get highly
marginalized populations to register out of abstract laws or principles, pro-
viding a meaningful concrete reason for them to do so may well prove more
fruitful.

The research presented here is, to our knowledge, the first systematic
analysis of the effects of social pensions on delayed birth registration among
the elderly. We began by presenting cross-national evidence that establishes
elders as being less likely than younger age cohorts to possess a legal identity
document. Based on difficult-to-collect comparable data from Mexico and
Bolivia, we then analyzed the two cases in parallel fashion. After describing
the demographic characteristics of the unregistered, we leveraged initial
pension rollouts in both countries as a hard test of the social policy propo-
sition. Comparing the same cohorts pre and post-intervention, we found that
age heaping declined and legibility increased among age-eligible cohorts over
a relatively short time period: ten years in Mexico and nine years in Bolivia.
We then show that birth registration was the mechanism through which
accurate age knowledge increased, together with the corresponding rise in
legibility.

Following studies that establish the positive impact of family cash transfer
programs on the registration of children’s births (Harbers, 2020; Hunter &
Brill, 2016; Lund, 2012), we thus determine that strikingly similar effects hold
for a much harder-to-reach cohort in two parallel contexts. These findings fit
within a broad tradition of scholarship that highlights the importance of social
policy in linking groups to the state and for building state capacity (Ansell &
Lindvall, 2020; Higgs, 2004; Lindvall & Rogers, 2023; Marshall, 1965;
Skocpol, 1992). More specifically, our confirmation of the downstream effects
of social policy on registration and recognition reinforces arguments advanced
by Lee and Zhang (2017) and Lindvall and Rogers (2023) and casts in doubt
the view that the marginalized will try to stay off the state’s administrative
radar screen (e.g. Scott, 2009). That state and society came together to
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enhance legibility in Mexico and Bolivia recalls the notion of a social contract
between rulers and subjects that historian Edward Higgs (2004) wrote about in
relation to the development of information capacity in the UK, together with
Brambor et al.’s (2020) finding that investment in information capacity often
followed suffrage expansions in Europe.

There is a lot at stake for citizens and states with the matters treated here.
From the vantage point of citizens, the prospect of receiving bureaucratic
welfare provisions is a powerful motive to overcome the costs of registration,
including a reluctance to expose oneself to any perceived downsides of state
contact. Registering and certifying one’s birth, even late in life, is empowering
in a world in which documentation is necessary to carry out a range of basic
transactions. After all, everything from securing health care, conducting basic
banking, and owning a mobile phone rest on having a legal identity. And, it
has long been recognized that it is necessary to have a legal identity to inherit
property (Brambor et al., 2020; Higgs, 2001). In short, the benefits reaped
from registration and recognition go well beyond receipt of a pension alone.

At the same time, the advantages of greater legibility to the state are notable.
Possessing identifying information about individuals and statistical information
about society more broadly are crucial aspects of state capacity. Birth registration
data are used to create statistics that help governments allocate resources well.
Effective public provisioning, seen recently in how states responded to COVID-19,
serves as a powerful reminder of these benefits. Rolling out individually targeted
relief schemes would have been less possible without the ability to readily find
marginalized citizens.32 Death registration is also vital for states and having in-
sufficient identifying information from birth registration complicates death regis-
tration. Among other purposes, death registration helps states track disease patterns,
establish public health policies, and craft responses to public health crises. It is also
used administratively by states to stop payments of social programs.

Insights from our research hold promise for understanding other instances of
states that implement policies that call for birth registration and legal identity to
enroll beneficiaries. Given that an estimated 850 million people in the world still
lack legal identity documentation, there is a long way to go in achieving universal
legibility. As welfare policies implemented initially in Latin America diffuse to
other regions of the Global South where rates of civil registration tend to be even
lower among the poor, it will be interesting to see if their experiences follow our
findings and confirm a central implication of our study: in the long and winding
road to universal birth registration, a temporary turnoff that introduces a
meaningful social policy may be the best way to successfully travel the last mile.
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Notes

1. Social pensions are also known as non-contributory pensions, old age allowances,
or guaranteed minimum pensions.

2. Mia Harbitz, former lead specialist at the Inter-American Development Bank,
underscored in personal communication with the authors how rigorously the
development banks observe rules for procurement and disbursements. Minimizing
duplication and fraud motivates their interest in requiring beneficiaries of donor
funded programs to show unique identity documents.
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3. With few exceptions (e.g. Arza, 2015; Carnes & Mares, 2014) academic analysts
have not fully appreciated the importance of this innovation for changing the
nature of state-society interactions.

4. Studying the global history of registration, historians Simon Szreter and Keith
Breckenridge argue that “large systems of registration, whether of people or of
things, tend to work only when they provide an obvious benefit to the people being
targeted” (2012, p. 16).

5. Informal methods of age and identity verification, such as testimonies by family
members or village elders used to be commonplace. Alternatives to official age
verification included baptismal or school records, and even interviews to deter-
mine people’s recall of well-known national or local events or of developments
within their families, providing the existence of age benchmarks (HelpAge
International, 2011, pp. 8–9; Lee & Zhang, 2017, p. 122). Some of these same
age-verification techniques are still used by civil registry officials to arrive at
people’s official ages when registration is delayed, but they are not themselves
considered authoritative.

6. Rinehart and McGuire (2017), Porisky et al. (2023) and Petrozziello (2023) show
how demanding proof of age and identity can lead to the exclusion of marginalized
groups from social benefits.

7. Problems associated with making inroads into the most inaccessible stretches of
the population are the subject of The Reach Project at the University of Toronto
(see Wong, Skead, et al., 2016; Wong, Slim, et al., 2016).

8. Researchers of income transfers in Brazil observed this same outlook. They write,
“Despite knowledge of gaps in registration, technocrats committed to having the
poor benefit from having a well targeted and fraud free programme charged
forward with the identification requirements” (Hunter & Sugiyama, 2018, p. 408).

9. This is also true even in the United States. As late as 1940, sixteen U.S. states had a
birth registration rate of less than 90% (Rosenwaike & Hill, 1996; Shapiro, 1950).
At particular risk of going unregistered and therefore of not receiving benefits were
African Americans born in the Deep South who later migrated North.

10. The indicator for SDG 16.9 tracks the proportion of children under age five whose
births have been registered with a civil authority. There is no comparable effort to
gather data on adults, much less elders.

11. The list of countries is available in Table A1 in the appendix, which reports
regression results of the cross-national analyses. Replication materials for all tables
and figures are available at (Harbers & Hunter, 2025).

12. Predicted probabilities are based on a logistic regression model with a triple
interaction term between age, age-squared and a dummy indicating whether re-
spondents received financial support from the state. The model also includes
country dummies and gender.

13. Mexico had a per capita income of US$11,091 versus Bolivia at US$3523 in 2022.
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.LE00.IN.
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14. See https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.DDAY?locations=MX-BO and
https://platform.who.int/data/maternal-newborn-child-adolescent-ageing/
indicator-explorer-new/MCA/life-expectancy-at-age-60.

15. For an overview of subnational programs see Aguila et al.(2011) and Willmore
(2014).

16. On the basis of a 2005 population survey (Conteo de Población y Vivienda) the
expected number of total beneficiaries in eligible localities was about one million
(Secretaria de Desarrollo Social, 2007).Within a fewmonths, however, enrollment
had substantially exceeded that number and was estimated to be 119% of the target
population (Gobierno Federal, 2008, p. 31). One likely reason for this was that
verifying residence within specific localities was difficult, which would explain
why the geographic targeting was quickly abandoned. Nevertheless, it also
suggests that the quality of official data on the elderly was poor, and that there may
have been an undercount of elders in the survey. The estimated size of this cohort
was lower in the survey than in the 2000 and 2010 census (see Table B1 in the
Appendix).

17. See program documentation and impact evaluation for more information (e.g.
Secretarı́a de Desarrollo Social & Instituto Nacional de Salud, 2010a, 2010b).

18. Descriptive statistics are reported in the appendix.
19. Regression analyses following a difference-in-difference setup reported in Table

B4 in the appendix suggest that the negative effect of pension-eligibility on age
reporting is statistically significant. Given the large sample size, confidence in-
tervals included in Figure 3 are not visible. Figure B1 in the appendix shows the
increase in legibility among the eligible cohort with the Myers Blended Index,
which offers a more comprehensive assessment of age heaping in a population
than aggregating ages ending in zero and 5 (see Aburto et al., 2022).

20. Table B1 in the appendix shows the decline in cohort size between 2000 and
2010 for each group.

21. Figure B2 in the appendix graphs the monthly number of registrations in Veracruz
and Hidalgo among eligible and ineligible citizens to visualize the time trend. Our
analysis starts one year prior to the introduction of the pension and ends before the
introduction of the first federal program in January 2006.

22. Some states, such as Chiapas, introduced a pension with a lower eligibility age
than the federal pension in 2007 alongside the federal pension. We also exclude
these cases. The states in the analysis are Aguascalientes, Baja California, Baja
California Sur, Campeche, Coahuila, Durango, Guanajuato, Hidalgo, Jalisco,
México, Michoacán, Morelos, Nayarit, Oaxaca, Puebla, Querétaro, San Luis
Potosı́, Sinaloa, Tamaulipas, Yucatán, and Zacatecas.

23. Full results are displayed in Table B5 in the appendix.
24. Specifically, our analysis suggests that around 28,812 elders (Conf.low 3973;

Conf.high 53,634) registered because of Oportunidades and 70 y mas between
2006 and 2008 in the 21 states that did not have a subnational pension. This equals
roughly 2.2% of pension beneficiaries in these states in 2008 (Gobierno Federal,
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2008, p. 29). Since this does not account for various subnational programs, the
cumulative effect of all social pensions on inclusion is likely much higher.

25. The Bonosol was eventually transformed into the more generous Renta Dignidad
under Evo Morales. We focus on the initial rollout of the Bonosol here since this
was the first program, which enables us to identify the causal effect of the in-
tervention. Throughout the 2000s, benefit levels and eligibility requirements of
subsequent programs changed regularly. For more on the trajectory of pensions in
Bolivia see Müller (2009, 2016).

26. Personal communication, David Dávila, Director of operations for the national
identity document. June 25, 2015. La Paz.

27. Personal communication, Sergio Pasten and Jimena Tito, Child protection spe-
cialists, World Vision, La Paz, June 23, 2015.

28. Predicted probabilities are based on the 2001 model without the indigenous
language dummy for better comparability. Descriptive statistics are reported in the
appendix. Note that because there are only 9 years between the 1992 and
2001 census, the youngest members of each decade are still in the same “decade of
life” (i.e. those who were 40 in 1992 are 49 in 2001).

29. Regression analyses following a difference-in-difference setup reported in Table
C4 in the appendix suggest that the negative effect of pension-eligibility on age
reporting is statistically significant. Figure C1 in the appendix shows the increase
in legibility among the eligible cohort with a Myers Blended Index.

30. Estimating the average treatment effect for the country as a whole suggests that
roughly 46,734 elders registered because of the Bonosol (Conf.low 19,289;
Conf.high 72,179). This equals 12.8% of the 364,261 beneficiaries in 1997. If we
look at the raw numbers from 1996 and 1997, the number of registrations by those
age-eligible jumped by 140% from 30,022 to 72,320.

31. Author translation.
32. For example, when it came to preventing mass immiseration during the height of

the pandemic, Bolivia outperformed its overall development level and responded
on par with Latin American countries that rank higher on most other measures of
state capacity (Blofield et al., 2023, p. 57).
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Órgano Electoral Plurinacional (SERECÍ) & UNICEF Bolivia. (2019). Encuesta
nacional para identificar los avances y las brechas del registro de nacimiento en
niños, niñas y adolescentes. Editorial Quatro Hermanos.

Pearson, S. J. (2021). The birth certificate: An American history. The University of
North Carolina Press.

336 Comparative Political Studies 59(2)

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/29/magazine/birth-death-tally.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/29/magazine/birth-death-tally.html
https://doi.org/10.1086/688053
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12715
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0289.2011.00605.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0289.2011.00605.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12863
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12863
https://doi.org/10.18753/2297-8224-62
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.20141346


Pelowski, M., Wamai, R. G., Wangombe, J., Nyakundi, H., Oduwo, G. O., Ngugi,
B. K., & Ogembo, J. G. (2015). Why don’t you register your child? A study of
attitudes and factors affecting birth registration in Kenya, and policy suggestions.
Journal of Development Studies, 51(7), 881–904. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00220388.2015.1010156

Petrozziello, A. J. (2023). Birth registration as bordering practice [Doctoral dis-
sertation. Wilfrid Laurier University].

Porisky, A., Mohamed, T. S., & Muthui, P. M. (2023). Kenya’s ‘universal’ social
pension: The politics of registration in Marsabit county. World Development,
164(1), 106164. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2022.106164

Rinehart, C. S., & McGuire, J. W. (2017). Obstacles to takeup: Ecuador’s conditional
cash transfer program, the Bono de Desarrollo Humano. World Development,
97(1), 165–177. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.04.009

Rosenwaike, I., & Hill, M. E. (1996). The accuracy of age reporting among elderly
African Americans: Evidence of a birth registration effect. Research on Aging,
18(3), 310–324. https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027596183003

Sánchez-Talanquer, M. (2020). One-eyed state: The politics of legibility and property
taxation. Latin American Politics and Society, 62(3), 65–93.

Scott, J. C. (1988). Seeing like a state: How certain schemes to improve the human
condition have failed. Yale University Press.

Scott, J. C. (2009). The art of not being governed: An anarchist history of upland
Southeast Asia. Yale University Press.

Scott, J. C., Tehranian, J., & Mathias, J. (2004). Government surnames and legal
identities. In C. Watner & W. McElroy (Eds.), National identification systems:
Essays in opposition (pp. 11–54). McFarland & Co.

Secretaria de Desarrollo Social. (2007). Acuerdo por el que se emiten y publican las
Reglas de Operación del Programa de Atención a los Adultos Mayores de 70 años
y más en zonas rurales, para el ejercicio fiscal 2007. Diario Oficial de la
Federación.

Secretarı́a de Desarrollo Social & Instituto Nacional de Salud Pública. (2010a). Primer
seguimiento a la evaluación de impacto del Programa de Atención a Adultos
Mayores de 70 años y más en zonas rurales (Programa 70 y más)—Estudio
cualitativo del impacto percibido por los beneficiarios y de los factores culturales
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