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Abstract 

This paper aims to contribute to understand the mechanisms underlying the complex 

exclusion process of indigenous people in Peru, by analysing the role played by aspirations in 

the investment in education of indigenous children. To address these issues, the paper relies 

on a very rich data set, the Young Lives data, and use an original instrument that allow to cast 

light on the causal relation between aspiration and educational outcomes. We find that 

aspiration failure is a channel of inequality persistence between indigenous and non-

indigenous people, but that aspiration failure do not takes the form of a lack of aspiration. 

Indigenous children do not have internalized racial schemas about occupation or about their 

opportunities. However, the gap between their aspiration and their current socio-economic 

status is too large, in so far as it has a disincentive effect on forward-looking behaviour.   
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1. Introduction 

Since the last decade, Peru has experienced dramatic poverty alleviation, in both rural and 

urban areas and for various dimensions of poverty. Although incidence of poverty among 

indigenous people also decreased, it has not reduced in relative terms. The gap between 

indigenous and non-indigenous people remains as high as it was 10 years ago. Hence, the 

monetary poverty rate among indigenous people is 1.6 times higher than among non-

indigenous people in 2010, reaching 42.5% compared to 25.8% for non-indigenous people, 

while it was 1.3 times higher in 2004 (INEI 2011).  

Intergenerational poverty trap for indigenous people is widely acknowledged and documented 

in Peru (Escobal and Ponce 2007; Cueto et al. 2009; Trivelli 2005; Figueroa 2006; Barrón 

2005; Ñopo, Saavedra and Torero 2004; Mac Isaac 1994). These studies lead to the conclusion 

that exclusion, understood as discrimination in access, is the main driver of inequality. In 

addition, exclusion mechanisms operate mostly when individuals are acquiring skills. While 

discrimination in the labour market seems to be low, coming from an indigenous family is an 

important predictor of low educational outcomes, in terms of repetition, dropout or attainment 

(Cueto 2007, Escobal and Ponce 2007). Barrón (2008) estimates that partial reductions of 

exclusion in the access to education would reduce inequality as much as the complete 

elimination of discrimination. Pasquier-Doumer (2002) stress the structural dimension of the 

inequality in access to education between indigenous and non-indigenous people, as the gap 

in access to secondary or high education between the two groups has widened throughout the 

second half of the twentieth century.  

However, very little is known on how the exclusion mechanisms of indigenous people 

operate. Cueto et al. (2009) show that poverty status, geographical localization, or other 

characteristics of indigenous households only explain a marginal portion of the low 

educational achievement of indigenous children, while educational process and peer effects 

play a crucial role. But many unanswered questions remain on how the educational process 

and the clustering effect lead to the exclusion of indigenous children. 

This paper aims to contribute to understand the mechanisms underlying the complex 

exclusion process of indigenous people in Peru, by analysing the role played by aspirations. In 

a common definition, aspiration is a desire or ambition to achieve something. This concept 

suggests that some effort would be exerted to realize the desired aim or target. Following 
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Bernard and Tafesse (2012), “aspirations combine or summarize the preferences maintained, 

the beliefs held, and possibly the constraints acknowledged by an individual about aspects of 

the future” (p.3).  

Studying aspiration as a channel of intergenerational transmission of inequalities results of a 

long tradition in psychological and sociological literature.
 1

 In particular, a strand of research 

focuses on the shaping of aspirations for ethnic minorities and analyses what is the effect of 

aspiration of ethnic minorities on their outcomes (Kuvlesky and Patella 1971, Cosby and 

Picou 1973, Kao and Tienda 1998; Qian and Blair 1999; Goldenberg et al. 2001; St-Hilaire 

2002; Bigler, Averhart and Liben 2003, Glick and White 2004, Zhang et al. 2011). Most of 

these studies conclude that ethnic belonging is a strong predictor of aspirations, which in turn 

influence outcomes. Results are more controversial when socio-economic status is properly 

taken into account. However, all of these studies are conducted in the USA and related to 

Black-, Hispanic- or Asian-American minorities.  

More recently, a growing economic literature addresses the relationship between poverty, 

inequality and aspirations. This strand of research, inspired by behavioural economics, aims to 

overcome the neo-classical analysis of poverty in which decision-making is only shaped by 

structural constraints that poverty imposes. As stressed by Duflo (2006) “what is needed is a 

theory of how poverty influences decision-making, not only by affecting the constraints, but by 

changing the decision-making process itself” (p.378). Recent theoretical developments and 

some evidences support the idea that aspirations is of principal concern for poverty reduction 

and equality of opportunity. 

 

While some authors as Piketty (1998) introduced prospect for future social status in the 

formalization of the dynamic of inequalities, the concept of aspiration as such is introduced 

for the first time in the economic literature by Ray (2006). Inspired by the work of the 

anthropologist Appadurai (2004) on ‘the capacity to aspire’, Ray defends the idea that poverty 

and the failure of aspirations are reciprocally linked in a self-sustaining trap. For these 

authors, aspirations are socially determined. Ray defines the concept of ‘aspirations window’ 

that one forms from lives or achievement of ‘similar’ or ‘attainable’ individuals. The effect of 

aspiration on behaviour is then channelling by the ‘aspiration gap’, defined as the difference 

                                                           
1
 In line with Marxist sociology, Reissman (1953) intended in a pioneer work to formalize the link between aspiration and 

social class. In the 1970’s, various social psychology studies are conducted to understand how aspiration affect child 

development and attainment.  
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between the standard of living that is aspired to and the standard of living that one already 

have. In case of very small or very wide aspiration gap, individuals have little incentive to 

raise standards, because the distance to fill the gap is too small or too large. Ray adds that for 

a polarized society such as that of Peru, the aspiration gap of poor people will be too large if 

the poor do aspire to be like the rich or too small if they do not include the rich in their 

aspiration window.  

Along similar line, Page (2005) offers a formalization of the causal link between aspirations 

and educational behaviour using the notion of reference point from prospect theory. In a 

model of human capital accumulation, Mookherjee, Napel and Ray (2010) emphasize 

aspirations formation as a key factor of accumulation incentives. By introducing local 

complementarities in the aspirations formation -social interactions with skilled neighbours 

raise parental aspirations for their children-, they are able to explain inequality persistence 

without hypothesis of capital-market imperfection or spatial mobility of agents. As argued by 

the authors, social networks based on ethnicity can play a role analogous to those of one’s 

physical neighbours in their model.    

Beside theoretical developments, recent evidences related to developing countries suggest that 

integrating aspiration formation in the understanding of poverty trap and inequalities 

persistence is of principal concern. Bernard, Dercon and Tafesse (2011) observe a small 

aspiration gap in rural Ethiopia, which goes hand in hand with low self-efficacy. Aspiration 

gap is measured as one’s belief that she could become as successful as her role model within 

five years. In addition, aspiration failure and low self-efficacy correlate with underinvestment 

as they lower demand for long-term credit and the productive use of this credit. Relying on 

qualitative and quantitative data, Camfield et al. (2012) find evidence of an adaptation process 

in Thailand, which leads the poor to stop aspiring to what they cannot achieve. As argued by 

the authors, this aspiration failure could explain why objective poverty does not affect 

people’s satisfaction with their lives in Thailand. With qualitative interview in Egypt, Ibrahim 

(2011) highlights intergenerational transmission of aspirations’ failure for poor people, which 

could be a channel of inequality persistence. In Peru, Dercon and Krishnan (2009) explores 

the relationship between material poverty and educational aspiration of children using the 

Young Lives data. They find a strong and positive correlation between material circumstances 

and educational aspirations.  



6 
 

However, these studies fail to address two main questions. First, what are the mechanisms by 

which aspirations are shaped in developing countries? Are aspirations culturally or socially 

determined as argued by Ray (2006), Appadurai (2004), or as suggested by Sen (2004), who 

defends the idea that culture plays a major role in value formation? Or are aspiration shaped 

by external constraints through an individual adaptation process? In other words, do 

aspirations differences between two groups result from cultural differences between the two 

groups or do they only reflect different level of constraint? The first hypothesis will be called 

the ‘internal channel hypothesis’ later on, and the second one the ‘external channel 

hypothesis’. To clearly distinguish these two channels, let’s quote Rao and Walton (2004): 

“an economist may find it helpful to think of this internalization of the perceived possibility of 

success or failure as a constraining preference that interacts with exogenous constraints to 

affect human action (…). The incest taboo, for example, is a feature of most human societies. 

Most people would not consider breaking it, not just because of fear of social sanctions, but 

simply because the taboo is so deeply ingrained within their psyches. Thus the taboo is 

simultaneously an inherent preference against incest and a social constraint.” (p.15).   

Getting back to our main concern, how ethnic group can shape aspirations? Following the 

‘internal channel hypothesis’, being indigenous may lead to an aspirations failure if 

indigenous people have internalized the discriminatory values of the ‘criolla’
2
 elite, and then 

their objective chances of attaining a “high” socio-economic status. This idea is supported by 

a recent literature that highlights the link between current inequality and the colonial past of 

Latin American countries through a ‘path dependence’ process (Acemoglu, Johnson and 

Robinson 2002, Mahoney 2003, Engerman and Sokoloff 2005). Internalization of 

discriminatory value is also observed by Hoff and Pandey (2006) in India. Relying on an 

experiment, they show that making caste salient hurt low caste performance. In Peru, the 

symbolic prestige of being ‘white’ is widely acknowledge as a legacy of the colonial era 

(1514-1821). Some evidences show that it generates racism and socio-racial discrimination, 

and that indigenous people have internalized these discriminatory values (Portocarerro 1993, 

Henríquez 1995, Ames 2012). Thus, this process defined by Bourdieu (1997) as "symbolic 

violence" may limit the aspiration window of indigenous people and perpetuate inequalities.  

On the other hand, being indigenous is also associated with other characteristics, such as 

being poor or living in a rural environment. These characteristics or ‘external constraints’ may 

                                                           
2
 ‘Criolla’ or ‘criollo’ refers to people who is Spanish descent but is born in Spanish-America.  



7 
 

be the main determinant of an aspiration failure, as they limit access to information or 

opportunity to invest in the future. As instance, following the ‘external constraints’ 

hypothesis, the children may not aspire to be a doctor because they know that their parents 

would not have the funds to pay their studies. With the ‘internal channel hypothesis’, they will 

not aspire to be a doctor because they think that a doctor has to be ‘white’ or that they are not 

smart enough to succeed at medical school. In the line of the ‘external channel hypothesis’, 

some authors highlight major transformations of the Peruvian which allowed some indigenous 

people to relax their constraints and to consequently benefit from economic success (De Soto 

1986, Golte and Adams 1987, Adams and Valdivia 1991, Hubert 1997, Mendoza 1997). 

These transformations are the integration of indigenous people to the democratic process
3
, the 

huge development of education, and the massive migration to urban areas. 

The policy implications of the ‘internal channel’ and ‘external channel’ hypothesis are 

dramatically different. In the latter case, ‘leveling the playing field’ for indigenous people –to 

quote the metaphor that Roemer (1998) used to define equality of opportunity-  would be 

enough to reduce the persistence of inequalities. In other words, proving equal access to 

human and physical capital to indigenous people, by alleviating the exogenous constraints 

they face, would be efficient. In the former case however, these policies will not be sufficient 

to break the vicious circle of poverty for indigenous people.  

Second, another gap in the existing literature is that the causal effect of aspiration on forward-

looking behaviour is not well established. Most of the studies linking aspiration and poverty 

rely on cross-sectional data, and consequently are not able to address the endogeneity issue 

due to reverse causality and unobserved variables. Indeed, unobserved characteristics may 

jointly determine aspiration and forward-looking behaviour, and aspiration may be adjusted to 

outcomes of looking-forward behaviour. Studying the causal impact of aspiration on 

educational choices, Page, Levy Garboua and Montmarquette (2007) overcome the 

endogeneity problem by using an experiment. However, their experiment may seem very far 

from the purpose they aim to analyze. It consists of asking individuals to solve a given 

number of anagrams. Individuals are reward if they reach different levels of difficulty. Indeed, 

in this experiment, time and money investments to perform the task are proxy of educational 

choices and the expected gains of the game relative to an initial sum reflect the aspiration gap. 

In addition, their experiment is conducted in France. The link between aspiration and 

                                                           
3
 The 1979 Constitution provided for universal suffrage and allowed illiterate people to vote, knowing that the 

bulk of indigenous people was illiterate. 
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behaviour may be different in Peru than in France, because of a high constraint level for the 

poor due to market imperfection, and because the social stratification is partly shaped by the 

colonial past of Peru.   

 

Based on these perspectives, this paper investigates first whether aspirations of indigenous 

people differ from the ones of non-indigenous people in Peru, and if so, through which 

mechanisms. It seeks to identify the respective relevance of the ‘internal channel hypothesis’ 

and the ‘external channel hypothesis’ in the Peruvian context, using a dynamic approach of 

aspiration formation. Then, the paper aims to cast light on the causal relation between 

aspiration and educational success. It encompasses the question whether aspiration failure 

leads to underinvestment in education. To tackle these issues, the paper relies on a very rich 

data set, the Young Lives data.  

 

Section 2 presents the data, and defines the concepts used in the paper. Section 3 describes the 

aspirations and the aspiration gap of the children, and their dynamic. Section 4 examines the 

determinants of aspirations and the role of ethnic group. Section 5 analyses the causal link 

between aspiration failure and educational outcomes. Section 6 summarizes and concludes. 

 

2. Data, concepts and definitions 

The data 

We used survey data of the Young Lives project. Young Lives (YL) is a longitudinal study of 

childhood poverty for understanding its causes and consequences, and in order to influence 

the formulation of public policies. It is led by a team in the Department of International 

Development at the University of Oxford. In association with other partners, the data are 

collected in four countries: Ethiopia, India (Andhra Pradesh), Peru
4
 and Vietnam. It follows 

over 15 years two cohorts of children, the Younger cohort and the Older cohort, born in 2001-

02 and 1994-95 respectively. They were first surveyed in 2002, and then every four years. So 

far, the data are available for three rounds: 2002 (R1), 2006 (R2) and 2009 (R3). 

 

                                                           
4
 In Peru, the project is implemented by three institutions: Instituto de Investigacion Nutricional (INN), Grupo de 

Analisis para el desarrollo (GRADE) and Save the Children UK. 
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The YL data are unique among developing countries. Indeed, through interviews with large 

cohorts of children and their caregiver, a wealth of information are collected in a dynamic 

way, not only about the material and social circumstances of the children, but also about 

perspectives on their lives and aspirations for the future, as on the environmental and social 

realities of their communities. In particular, for the older cohort, children are interviewed on 

their educational and occupational aspiration at each round. 

 

In Peru, the two cohorts of children were selected using a multi-stage, cluster-stratified and 

random sampling, and with a pro-poor bias, ensuring that the sample represents 95% of the 

population excluding children in the richest 5%. YL households are found to be very similar 

to the average household in Peru, although they may have better access to some services 

(Escobal and Flores 2008). In this paper, we use the post-stratification proposed by Escobal 

and Flores (2008), to minimize the potential bias.  

 

In this paper, we focus on the older cohort, surveyed at 8, 12 and 15 years old. This cohort 

includes 714 children in 2002, 685 children in 2006, and 678 children in 2009. The low 

attrition rates between the three rounds (5% between 2002 and 2009) are a key factor of 

quality of these data as well.  

 

How do we define indigenous people? 

Ethnic group is a complex and controversial concept. It is multidimensional, as an ethnic 

group is a group of people whose members share some common characteristics which could 

be both cultural, as language or religion, and geographical as a place of origin or a territory. It 

is a moving concept in time and space also. Therefore, it is problematic to define ethnic 

belonging with only one criterion. In Peru, the term indigenous commonly refers to the people 

belonging to Andean ethnic groups Quechua and Aymara, and the Amazonian ethnic groups. 

However, the huge transformations experienced by the Peruvian society, as mestizaje and 

migration, have made this concept quite fuzzy, as stressed by many authors.  

 

In the YL data, ethnic group can be defined by self-identification or by ascription. Self-

identification measure does not reduce the definition of ethnic group to one dimension. But it 

is widely acknowledged that self-identification underestimates the size of indigenous 

population in the Peruvian context (Ñopo, Saavedra, and Torero 2004), where discriminatory 
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values against indigenous people are internalized, as already stressed. However, in the YL 

data, it has been asked to the caregiver to define her ethnic group and the one of her child, by 

choosing one answer from the following list: “White, Mestizo (include Andean indian), 

Native of Amazon, Negro, Asiatic, other”. Following this definition, 97% of the population is 

indigenous. The unclear boundaries of the Mestizo concept and maybe the willing to avoid 

this sensitive question may explain that the bulk of interviewed people defines herself as 

mestizo. In any case, this variable seems not reliable to define indigenous people here.    

 

The language is the criterion most widely used in the empirical literature for identifying 

indigenous people. Beyond the fact that it is easy to define and measure, language is a central 

element of a culture and process of social cohesion. According to the United Nations, 

language, and especially the mother tongue, is a key variable for identifying ethnic groups. 

More than 40 indigenous languages are spoken in Peru, most in the Amazon and with a 

relatively small number of speakers. Quechua is the most frequent indigenous language and is 

spoken widely in the Andes. Aymara is the second most frequent indigenous language, 

spoken mostly in the Southern part of the Peruvian Andes. However, the language criterion 

not only reduces ethnic belonging to one dimension, it also underestimates the indigenous 

population as shown by Ñopo, Saavedra, and Torero (2004), mostly because of migration to 

urban areas that reinforce learning Spanish. To mitigate these limitations, we widen the 

definition to the grandparents tongue. Children are defined as indigenous if the first language 

of one of their parents (mother, father or caregiver) learned as a child is Quechua, Aymara or 

a language of the Amazon.
 
Following this definition, 48% of the children are indigenous in 

our sample.  

 

How do we define aspirations of the children? 

The concept of aspirations is multidimensional. As recalled by Bernard and Tafesse (2012), 

aspirations span multiple and potentially interrelated dimensions. Individuals may have 

wealth or income aspirations, educational aspirations, social status aspirations, or aspirations 

about others such as their children. However, the vast majority of studies that address the 

issue of aspirations restrict the definition of aspirations to one dimension. The reason for this 

is mainly the difficulty to aggregate various dimensions of aspirations into a single indicator. 

The dimensions most frequently tackled are income aspirations and educational aspirations. 

Both have the advantage that they can be measured by an ordered indicator.  
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In this paper, we prefer to focus on occupational aspirations of the children for two main 

reasons. First, it is widely acknowledged that the division of labour is a key factor of social 

inequality. Occupation reflects very closely the social status, which integrates the notion of 

wealth, but also of power and prestige in its Weberian conception. Occupation is therefore a 

more multi-dimensional concept than income or education. The second reason for studying 

occupational aspirations is that educational aspirations are very high in the context of Peru, 

whatever the characteristics of the families. This phenomenon is well known in Peru as the 

“education myth”. Ansión et al. (1998) highlight that in Lima, 95% of parents want that their 

children attain a grade higher than secondary. In the YL survey, around 90% of the 12 aged 

children want to reach a post-secondary level and 77% want to complete university. Because 

of this lack of variance, it seems not appropriate to use educational aspirations in the Peruvian 

context to understand the determinants of aspirations.  

 

In the first two rounds of the YL’s survey, children have been asked what they want to be 

when they grow up. In the R1, children had to choose an occupation from a list of seven 

modalities but could also add another one. Because a quarter of children listed an occupation 

out of the list, a total of 40 different occupations have been mentioned.  In the R2, the list was 

larger, including 32 modalities. At the end of the day, 43 occupations have been proposed in 

the R2. Unfortunately, the wording of the question has been changed in the R3, to capture 

children expectation rather than children aspiration. For this reason, the R3 is not used in this 

paper to measure aspiration. It will be only used to measure educational outcomes.  

 

How do we classify aspirations? 

The difficulty of conducting quantitative analysis based on occupation is to classify them in 

an ordered way. To face this difficulty, we use a measure of socio-economic status that is 

commonly used in sociology. Indeed, recognizing that occupation is the main dimension of 

social stratification, stratification researchers have developed ways to derive status measures 

from information on occupations. We adopt the same approach as Ganzeboom and Treiman 

(1996) to calculate the International Socio-Economic Index of occupational status. In this 

approach, scores are created by computing a weighted sum of socioeconomic characteristics 

related to each occupation, usually education and income. It has been widely acknowledged 
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by sociologists that this approach allows capturing the basic parameters of the process of 

stratification.  

 

First, occupational aspirations have been recoded using the 3-digit International Standard 

Classification of Occupation 2008 (ISCO-08). In a second step, we assign a score to each 

occupation, which is a linear combination of the average level of education required by the 

occupation and the average income it generates. To compute this score, we use the Encuesta 

Nacional de Hogares (ENAHO), a representative survey of the Peruvian population carried 

out in 2006, with around 62.000 individuals. The average level of income and the average 

years of education of one occupation have been standardized and added up with the same 

weight, as the various procedures used in the literature to derive the weights conclude all to 

more or less the same weight for education and income (Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996).  

 

The scores of the occupation that children aspire to are used as a metric measure of the social 

status the children aspire to, which is ordered according to education and income criteria. 

Let’s denote it as   . As a robustness check and to take into account non-linear effect, we 

also use an ordered-categorical measure of aspiration, denoted    , which is calculated by 

aggregating occupations into four groups, defined as the quartiles of the score from all the 

occupations listed by the children in R1, and R2.     takes the values 1 to 4.  Table 1 

presents the average income, the level of education and the standardized score for each group 

and Table 2 gives the composition of each group in terms of occupations. The most 

representative occupation for the low aspirations group (     ) is “agricultural worker”, 

while it is “driver” or “mechanic” for the intermediate aspirations group (     ), “teacher” 

for the high aspirations group (     ) and “medical doctor” or “engineer” for the very high 

aspirations group (     ).  

 

[Tables 1 and 2 here] 

 

How do we measure aspiration gap? 

Following Ray (2006) aspiration gap is defined as the difference between the social status that 

is aspired to and the social status that one already have. As the social status that the children 

aspire to is measured by the score of occupational aspirations    , we would like to use the 

occupation of the parents to measure the actual social status of the children in a comparable 
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way. Unfortunately, only sectors of activity of the parents are collected in the YL data. That 

the reason why we choose to use the education of the parents and the consumption of the 

household to approximate the education required and the income provided by the occupation 

of the parents. More precisely, the score of actual social status of the household, denoted as 

  , is a linear combination of the level of education of the most educated parent and the 

consumption per capita of the household. As for the score of aspiration, these two variables 

have been standardized and added up with the same weight. The aspiration gap is denoted as  

  , and is then defined as:  

 

                 (1) 

 

 

3. Which occupations do Peruvian children aspire to? 

At 8 years old, the most desired occupation is teacher, as 31% of the children want to become 

teacher (Table 3). Medical doctor ranks second. This result is consistent with the results of 

Benavides et al. (2006), whose find that Peruvian children mainly aspire to become teacher 

and doctor in rural area. Frequent interactions with doctors and teachers and the respect 

inspired by these professions may explain this result, as found by Oluigbo (1976) in the 

context of Nigeria. Fire-fighter and policeman are desirable occupation as well and ranks 

third, ahead of engineer and farmer. At 12 years old, teacher is still the most popular 

occupation, ahead of engineer, doctor, nurse and lawyer. Farmer is among popular occupation 

at age 8 but becomes unpopular as children grow up (7% of the children 8 years want to 

become farmer, compared to less than 3% when they are 12 old). Medical doctor and engineer 

are among the most desirable occupations for all ages. The desire to become a doctor is rather 

stable with age, although decreasing slightly, as the one to become nurse or fire-fighter or 

policeman. Engineer, accountant and lawyer become more attractive as children grow up.  

Finally, the number of listed occupations increases with the age of the children.
 
Taken 

together, these results suggest that the aspiration window of the children get wider as they 

grow up. They enrich their knowledge on the labour market, on the living standards provided 

by these occupations, but they may also change their criteria to evaluate an occupation. 

 

[Table 3 here] 
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Another interesting result from Table 3 is the discrepancy between genders as far as the 

choice of the desired occupation is concerned. Girls 8 years aspire to become nurse when 

boys want to be fireman or policeman. At 12 years old, secretary is among the top five 

favorite occupations for girls, while boys prefer to become a mechanic or a lawyer. In 

addition, girls tend to aspire to a narrower range of occupations than boys. This evidence is 

well documented in the psychologist literature, where it is argued that girls believe many jobs 

are unsuitable for girls, whereas boys have a greater occupational understanding and see more 

occupational opportunities than girls (Reid and Stephens, 1985). However, this difference is 

reduced if we take into account the lower number of girls in the sample, and if we suppose 

that the number of listed occupations must be proportionate to the number of children 

answering to this question.   

 

Moving to the emphasis of this paper, comparison of aspirations of indigenous and non-

indigenous children shows that the top five favorite occupations of both groups are almost the 

same at 8 and 12 years old (Table 3). However, the ranking differs between the two groups. 

At 8 years old, the most desired occupation is teacher for indigenous children (41%) while 

non-indigenous children most often aspire to be a doctor (31%). These preferences stand for 

both sexes. At 12 years old, teacher is the preferred occupation for both groups, but the 

proportion of children declaring this occupation is nearly twice higher among indigenous 

children (31 against 18%). Another result is that the number of occupations mentioned is 

smaller among indigenous children. But the difference is not significant anymore when we 

relate this number to the proportion of indigenous children in the sample. 

   

By ordering the occupations mentioned as aspiration, and then by aggregating them in four 

groups of aspirations, as defined above, the differences between indigenous and non-

indigenous children remains rather small (Table 4). First, the average aspiration score of 

indigenous children does not significantly differ from the one of non-indigenous children, 

although it is slightly lower at age 8. Second, indigenous children do not show more often low 

or intermediate level of aspirations. On the other hand, the share of children whose aspire to a 

“very high” occupation is significantly lower for indigenous children at ages 8 and 12, and 

indigenous children aspire significantly more often to a “high” occupation in contrast.  

 

 [Table 4 here] 
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The few differences between the two groups of children at two points in time may hide large 

differences in the changes of the levels of aspirations as children grow. We therefore examine 

the level of aspiration in a dynamic way. Table 5 compares the rate of upward mobility, 

downward mobility and immobility between age 8 and 12 for indigenous and non-indigenous 

children. Here again, the differences between indigenous and non-indigenous children are 

small. Indigenous children lower less often their aspirations than non-indigenous children as 

they are growing up, and revise their aspirations upwards more frequently, but the differences 

are not significant.    

[Table 5 here] 

In contrast, indigenous children differ tremendously according to their aspiration gap (Table 

4). The aspiration gap is nearly two times higher for indigenous children than for non-

indigenous children. This is mainly due to the lower current social status of indigenous 

children. Following Ray (2006), the very large distance to fill the gap may impede indigenous 

children to adopt forward-looking behaviours. But at this stage, it is difficult to have a 

normative view on what it is a “too wide” aspiration gap.   

 

4. How are aspirations shaped?  

We now examine the channels by which aspirations are shaped, focusing on the role of ethnic 

group in this process. In particular, we aim at testing the ‘internal channel hypothesis’ which 

stipulates that ethnic belonging determines specific behaviour as a result of a ‘path 

dependence’ process. Following this hypothesis, we expect that being indigenous is a 

significant determinant of the aspiration shaping, once external constraints are taking into 

account, because of an internalization of the discriminatory values conveyed by the elite since 

the colonial past.  

 

Empirical strategy 

The first step of our empirical strategy involves estimating the level of aspiration by 

introducing the ethnic group and proxies of external constraints as explanatory variables, 

following the equation (2): 

 

                                  (2) 
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where          
      

   is the level of aspiration of the child i  at the time t measured by the 

score of aspiration, but also by the group of aspiration to take into account potential non-

linear relationship between aspiration and ethnic group;     is a dummy that takes the value 

one if the child is indigenous;      is a vector of variables which approach the external 

constraints of the child;      is a vector of control variables;     is the residual term and 

         the coefficients.  

 

If indigenous children incorporate lower opportunities in shaping their aspiration due to racial 

discrimination or internalize discriminatory values concerning their ability to reach some 

occupations, we expect that the coefficient of being indigenous   is significant and negative. 

    includes economics and informational constraints. Economic constraint is measured by a 

wealth index
5
. Information constraint is measured by a dummy taking the value 1 if the child 

lives in a rural area, as we suppose that access to information is more limited in rural than in 

urban areas. Education of the parents captures both economic and information constraint, as it 

is highly correlated with the occupation of the parents and it determines the cultural 

environment of the child. Education of the parents is measured by the number of years of 

education of the most educated parent. We also introduce the sex of the child and the sex of 

the household head as control, because many studies show that aspirations are gender oriented 

(McMahon and Patton 1997).  

 

Models 1 to 4 estimate the score of aspiration by using an OLS specification at age 8 (models 

1 and 2), and at age 12 (models 3 and 4), first without control variables (models 1 and 3), and 

then with all control variables (models 2 and 4). Models 6 to 9 estimate the probability of 

aspiring to one of the four occupational groups, by using ordered probit models. This 

probability is estimated at age 8 (models 6 and 7), and at age 12 (models 8 and 9), with and 

without controls (models 7 and 9, models 6 and 8 respectively).  

 

Secondly, following the psychologist literature, we consider that the development of 

occupational orientation and aspiration is a dynamic process. It occurs over the life course, 

through interaction with the social environment. It is based on growing knowledge of self and 

of occupations, and the reasoning about the relationship between the two that occurs with 

cognitive development. Gottfredson (1981) defines four stages in the development of 

                                                           
5
 For more details on the wealth index, refer to Escobal et al. 2003. 
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occupational aspirations. Around ages 9-13 years, children enter the third stage, called the 

stage of orientation to social valuation, “when the more abstract self-concepts of social class 

and ability become important determinants of social behaviour and expectations” (p.549). 

Children begin to recognize prestige differences among jobs as well as social class. Some 

sociological studies confirm that differences by social origin in shaping aspiration grow with 

age, and that the awareness of social class goes hand in hand with the awareness of the ethnic 

discrimination (Jacobs et al. 1991). Aspirations tend to decline as children grow and 

understand the constraints imposed by their choices and the environment, such as ethnic 

barriers. Consequently, they adjust their aspirations to feasible possibilities. This phenomenon 

is also known as adaptive preferences in the economic literature (Elster 1985). We then 

estimate the equation (3): 

                                   (3) 

Where      measures downwards adaptation of aspirations with {
                   

                   
  

If the ‘internal channel hypothesis’ is true, we expect that indigenous children lower more 

their aspiration between ages 8 and 12 than non-indigenous children, and then that   is 

positive and significant (models 5 and 10). Table 6 presents the results of the estimations of 

models 1 to 10.   

  

Results 

At age 8, being indigenous has a significant and negative effect on the level of aspiration, but 

this effect does not hold when the socio-economic background of the children is introduced 

(models 1, 2, 6, and 7). At age 12, we find no significant effect of the ethnic group on the 

level of aspiration, except in the non-linear specification (models 3, 4, and 8). But this effect 

disappears once controls are introduced (model 9). Hence, being indigenous is not a 

significant factor of the aspiration level, once the level of external constraints is controlled 

for. In addition, we do not find that indigenous children lower more their aspiration between 

ages 8 and 12 than non-indigenous children. On the contrary, we find a negative effect of 

being indigenous on the probability to lower aspiration between age 8 and 12. This effect is 

significant as far as the aspiration level is measured by the group of aspiration (model 10). 

Indigenous children do not are more aware of racial discrimination when they grow up. 

Compared to non-indigenous children with the same external constraints, they tend to revise 

upward their aspiration more often.   
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Economic and education background has a significant effect on the aspirations level on the 

other hand (models 2, 4, 7, and 9). The wealth of the household has the main effect on 

shaping the aspiration. This effect is positive, as the one of the education of the parents. 

Children who have less educated parents or who are poor lower their aspiration, whatever 

their age. They may exclude some prestigious occupations because they think that these 

occupations are out of their reach, given their actual status, or because they do not know that 

such occupations exist. When growing up, the role of wealth becomes more important in 

shaping aspiration. The children may be more conscious of the financial resources needed to 

pursue jobs that require high level of education while getting older. This adaptive process to 

economic constraint is confirmed by the negative and significant effect of the wealth index in 

the estimation of the probability of lowering her aspiration between age 8 and age 12 (models 

5 and 10).  

[Table 6 here] 

 

Living in a rural area has a negative effect on the level of aspiration as well, in particular at 

age 8 (models 2, 4, 7, and 9). This result can be interpreted as a limited access to information 

on occupations in rural areas, as fewer occupations are represented there, in particular in 

remote areas. By growing up, children have easier access to media and consequently increase 

their knowledge on occupation and partially enlarge their aspiration window. Unlike to other 

previous research related to developed countries, we do not find that girls restrict their 

aspiration when compared to boys because they believe many jobs are not adequate for girls 

(McMahon and Patton 1997). We find, on the contrary, that girls have higher level of 

aspiration at age 8, other things being equal (models 2 and 7), but this effect disappear when 

girls grow up (models 4 and 9), as girls lower more their aspiration between age 8 and 12 than 

boys (model 5). 

 

Taken together, these results call for the rejection of the ‘internal channel hypothesis’ which 

would lead to a lack of aspiration for indigenous children. It appears that indigenous children 

do not have internalized racial schemas that incorporate beliefs about occupation or about 

their opportunities.  
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5. The effect of the aspiration gap on educational attainment  

Following Ray (2006), individuals have little incentive to raise standards in case of very small 

or very large aspiration gap, because the distance to fill the gap is too small or too large. The 

question we address in this section is then whether the aspiration gap for indigenous children 

is too large, in so far as indigenous children becomes discouraged from providing effort at 

school. It may append if the effort needed to reach the education level that is required for the 

occupation they aspire to are too costly. “The overall journey is too long, and therefore not 

worth undertaking in the first place” (Ray 2006, p. 412). We then estimate the causal effect of 

the aspiration gap at age 8 on the school performance between age 8 and 15. Following the 

psychologist literature, we expect that the aspiration gap could have a different effect on the 

educational performance while children grow up, as children are more aware of the education 

level required for the occupation they aspire to. For this reason, we also estimate the effect of 

the aspiration gap at age 12 on the school performance between age 12 and 15.  

 

Children’s educational performance is measured by the number of repetitions between age 8 

and 15, and between age 12 and 15. We choose this variable rather than the score in language 

or in mathematics at age 12 and age 15, because it better reflects the evaluation by the school 

of the progress of the child, and consequently is more linked to the rewarding of the effort by 

the society. The repetition rate is higher among indigenous children than non-indigenous 

children (40% versus 31% between ages 8 and 15, and 22% versus 14% between ages 12 and 

15). 

 

The difficulty of establishing the sense of causality between aspirations and educational 

attainment lies in two potential sources of endogeneity due reverse causality and unobserved 

characteristics of the children. In the first case, children may adapt their aspiration to their 

performance at school. If they are successful at school, they may target higher educational 

attainment and more prestigious occupation. On the contrary, school failure may lead to 

downward revision of their aspiration. In the second case, aspiration levels may depends on 

unobserved variables that also affect educational attainment. One of these unobserved 

variables is ability, as children may adapt their aspiration to what they feel they are able to 

reach, and ability is a main factor of the educational performance. 
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To address this difficulty, we rely on two strategies. First, we use the longitudinal dimension 

of the data to face the reverse causality problem. We observe the aspiration gap before the 

educational performance. We also control by the perception of the parents on the relative 

position of their child in her class when the child is 8 years old: “How would you rate your 

child’s school performance? Good, average or bad?”, supposing that a large part of the self-

perception of the children on their ability and their past academic progress when they are 8 

years old is captured by this variable. To estimate the performance of the children between 

age 12 and 15, we control by the score in mathematics at age 12, which is supposed to capture 

the school performance of the children before they are 12 years old.   

 

We rely then on instrumental variables estimation to tackle the endogeneity issue due to 

unobserved characteristics. We have at our disposal an instrument that could be correlated to 

aspirations and independent of school performance. It is the share of the employed labour 

force in the district where the child is living, that has an occupation providing a low socio-

economic status. More precisely, the instrument is the share of the employed labour force in 

the district that has an occupation which score S belongs to the group 1 (    ) defined in 

the section 2. To compute this instrument, we use the 2007 Population Census (Censos 

Nacionales 2007 XI de Población y VI de Vivienda), where people are asked about their main 

job. For each district where children of Young Lives survey are living, we impute a score to 

each worker following the same methodology as in section 2, that allow us to define to which 

group of    the worker belongs.
6
 This instrument reflects the concept of aspiration window 

defined by Ray and consequently is supposed to shape the aspiration gap. On the other hand, 

it is independent from repetition, at repetition rate is supposed to be not correlated with 

district characteristics because it well acknowledged that the teacher adapted to the level of 

the classroom when evaluating the pupils in such a way as to maintain approximately the 

same normal distribution of marks from year to year (De Landsheere 1980). Repetition 

reflects then the effort of the children relatively to her classmate, and then it independent from 

the context at the district level.  

 

We also partially control for unobserved ability by introducing the score of Raven test at age 

8. This test is an intelligence test, not an achievement test, and it does not rely on language to 

determine cognitive abilities. We also introduce an anthropometric measurement of the child 

                                                           
6
 These groups are the same than for aspiration. It means that they are defined as the quartiles of the score from 

all the occupations listed by the children in R1, R2 and R3 when they are asked about their aspirations.  
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at age 8 to control the health status of the child. This variable takes the value 1 if the child is 

malnourished (height-for-age z-< -2). The other controls of the models are the same than in 

model (2).   

 

The equations we estimate are then: 

                                   (4) 

                              (5) 

where     is the educational outcome of child i at time t,         is the instrumental variable. 

Models 11 to 13 estimate the probability of repeating at least one year between age 8 and age 

15 by the aspiration gap at age 8 and controls defined earlier. Models 14 to 22 estimate the 

probability of repeating at least one year between age 12 and age 15 by the aspiration gap at 

age 12 and controls defined earlier. Models 11, 12, 14, and 15 rely on a probit. Models 112 

and 14 introduce interaction between the aspiration gap and the ethnic dummy to test whether 

the effect of the aspiration gap is different for the indigenous children than for the non-

indigenous children. Models 13 and 16 are based on instrumental variables. Table 7 shows the 

results of these estimations.  

 

In all the models, the aspiration gap has a significant effect on the probability to repeat a class, 

with the exception of the model 14. However, the sense of the effect differs according to the 

models. It is negative in the model 11 based on a probit specification without interaction, 

meaning that children who have very high aspiration compared to their current social status 

have a lower probability to repeat, other things being equal. However, looking at the results of 

models 12 and 15 which include interactions, it appears that this negative effect is driven by 

the effect of aspiration gap for non-indigenous children. Indeed, aspiration gap has a reverse 

effect for indigenous and non-indigenous children. For indigenous children, the highest the 

aspiration gap, the highest the probability to repeat a year. However, the positive effect of 

aspiration gap on the probability to repeat is significant only between ages 12 and 15 (model 

15). It means that indigenous children may not associate an educational level to the 

occupation they aspire to in their early age.  

 

Moving to the models 13 and 16, which are best designed to limit the endogeneity bias, the 

results shows a positive and significant effect of the aspiration gap on the probability to 

repeat. This result is consistent with the ones of the others models as far as we consider the 
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local average treatment effect (LATE). As highlighted by Imbens and Angrist (1994), 

instrumental variables gives the effect of the aspiration gap on repetition for those whose 

aspiration gap is impacted by the share of workers in the district who have an occupation 

providing a low socio-economic status, or in other words, for those who integrate in their 

aspiration window people who are on at the bottom of the social ladder. And indigenous 

children are more likely to do it than non-indigenous children, as shown by the results of the 

regression of the aspiration gap on the instrument (share of workers in the district with low 

socio-economic status) and interaction between ethnic dummy and the instrument (not 

reported).  

 

To conclude, our estimates suggest that a large aspiration gap at age 12 has a negative impact 

on the educational outcomes of indigenous children. Consequently, the highest distance for 

indigenous children to fill the gap between the occupation they aspire to and their current 

socio-economic status appears to discouraged them from providing effort at school, as the 

effort needed to reach this occupation are too costly.  

 

6. Conclusion  

In this paper, we examine whether aspirations failure is one of the mechanisms of 

intergenerational poverty trap for indigenous people. To address the question, we rely on the 

longitudinal Young Lives data, focusing on the older cohort, surveyed at 8, 12 and 15 years 

old, in 2002, 2006 and 2009 respectively. We find that aspiration failure is a channel of 

inequality persistence between indigenous and non-indigenous people. Indeed, in addition to 

highest economics constraints, we show that indigenous children face an aspiration failure 

that affects their decision-making process and leads to underinvestment in education.  

 

The aspiration failure do not takes the form of a lack of aspiration. Aspirations of indigenous 

children are quite similar to those of non-indigenous children once the level of external 

constraints is controlled for. However, indigenous children differ tremendously according to 

their aspiration gap, that measure the distance between the socio-economic status they aspire 

to reach and their current one. The distance they have to cover to fill this gap is nearly two 

times higher than non-indigenous children. But the difference is driven by the highest external 

constraints of indigenous children. This result calls for the rejection of the hypothesis that 

indigenous children have internalized racial schemas that incorporate beliefs about occupation 
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or about their opportunities, and which would lead to a lack of aspiration for indigenous 

children.  

 

In addition, this paper shows that large aspiration gap impede indigenous children to adopt 

forward-looking behaviours, such as investment in education. This paper adopts an original 

strategy to identify the causal effect of aspiration gap on educational outcomes. It relies on an 

instrumental variable calculated using the Population Census, that is the proportion of the 

workers with low socio-economic status in the district where the child is living. Our estimates 

suggest that the aspiration gap for indigenous children is too large, in so far as it has a positive 

effect on the probability to repeat a grade. The disincentive effect of large aspiration gap on 

the effort provided at school becomes more important while the indigenous children grow up, 

as they may be more aware of the distance between their aspiration and their current status.  

 

Consequently, policy that aims at alleviating the exogenous socio-economic constraints faced 

by indigenous people will contribute to bridge their aspiration gap, and therefore will have an 

incentive effect on the effort they provide to improve their social-economic status. The 

reduction of the aspiration gap then has a multiplier effect on policy which seeks to break the 

vicious circle of poverty for indigenous people. 
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Table 1: Characteristics of the groups of occupational aspirations 

  

# Occu-

pations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Low aspirations (     )           

Average income (S/.) 14 5000 2197 1964 10286 

Average years of education 14 8.0 1.2 5.2 9.4 

Standardized score    14 -1.91 0.46 -2.93 -1.40 

Intermediate aspirations (     )         

Average income (S/.) 14 7150 2382 4155 11798 

Average years of education 14 10.9 1.5 8.6 13.4 

Standardized score     14 -0.85 0.46 -1.35 0.05 

High aspirations (     )           

Average income (S/.) 14 12564 2523 8836 16051 

Average years of education 14 14.0 1.1 11.9 15.7 

Standardized score    14 0.49 0.31 0.06 1.16 

Very high aspirations (     )         

Average income (S/.) 13 29051 18242 12569 71724 

Average years of education 13 16.2 0.5 15.0 16.9 

Standardized score    13 2.44 1.31 1.22 5.63 

Source: Young lives R1, R2 surveys, ENHAO 2006. Authors’ calculation. 
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Table 2: Distribution of occupations within aspirations groups (%) 

At 8 years old At 12 years old 
Low aspirations (group 1) 12.2 100 Total 4.7 100 

Retail trader   1.2 Cook   1.2 

Stall saleperson   4 Retail trader   9.5 

Agricultural worker   53.5 Agricultural worker   47.3 

Fishery worker   0.5 Animal producer   5.3 

Handicraft worker in textile   4.5 Taylor   1.8 

Backer   0.5 Domestic   26.3 

Taylor   0.5 Construction unskilled worker   8.5 

Bricklayer   3.7 

 
    

Street vendor   0.5 

 
    

Domestic   19.4 

 
    

Cleaner   4.9 

 
    

Construction unskilled worker   7       

Intermediate aspirations (group 2) 5.4 100 Total 13.7 100 

Receptionist   1.1 Decorator   3.3 

Sport player   15.4 Sport player   10.3 

Secretary   11 Secretary   25 

Mechanic   9.4 Waiter   0.4 

Carpenter   5.6 Hairdresser   0.4 

Construction worker   2.2 Mechanic   40.6 

Driver   54.3 Electrician   3.8 

Unskilled worker in mining   1.1 Painter   1.7 

      Carpenter   1.9 

      Construction worker   0.9 

      Driver   8.5 

      Transport worker   3.2 

High aspirations  (group 3) 51.6 100 Total 43.3 100 

Armed forces   0.8 Military officer   0.1 

Chief executive   1.4 Armed forces   1.2 

Teacher   59.5 Teacher   55.2 

Journalist   0.2 Journalist   0.7 

Artist   4 Artist   4.4 

Religious professional   0.5 Designer   0.4 

Designer   0.1 Information technician   0.1 

Information technician   0.8 Nursing professional   25.4 

Nursing professional   11.9 Accounting associate   0.6 

Fire-fighter Police officer   20.7 Guide   0.7 

      Fire-fighter Police officer   11.2 

Very high aspirations  (group 4) 30.8 100 Total 38.3 100 

Physicist   0.2 Business manager   2.9 

Architect   0.2 Physicist   1.1 

Engineer   22 Architect   2.5 

Biologist   0.2 Engineer   35.1 

Medical doctor   70.7 Biologist   1.2 

Veterinarian   3.3 Medical doctor   30.3 

Accountant   0.2 Veterinarian   3 

Lawyer   2.6 University teacher   0.7 

Economist   0.3 Accountant   3.7 

Aircraft pilot   0.4 Lawyer   16.8 

      Economist   2.2 

      Psychologist   0.5 

      Aircraft pilot   0.2 

Total 100   Total 100   

N obs 615   N obs 615   

 Source: Young lives R1, R2. Authors’ calculation. 
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Table 3: Distribution of occupational aspirations by age, sex and ethnic group (%) 

  At 8 years old 
 

At 12 years old  

  All I NI G B All I NI G B 

Armed forces 0,4 0 0,8 0 0,8 0,6 0 1,1 0 1,1 

Business manager 0 0 0 0 0 1,1 0,8 1,4 0,5 1,7 

Leader 0,9 1,1 0,8 0 1,9 0 0 0 0 0 

Physicist, biologist 0,2 0,1 0,1 0,1 0,1 0,9 0,1 1,6 0,3 1,5 

Architect  0,1 0 0,1 0,1 0 0,9 0,6 1,2 1,2 0,7 

Engineer 6,8 8,9 4,8 2,9 10 13 14 13 8,7 18 

Medical doctor 22 12 31 28 16 12 7,9 15 13 10 

Veterinarian 1 0,2 1,8 0,2 1,7 1,1 1,1 1,5 1,9 0,7 

Teacher 31 41 21 38 24 24 31 18 28 21 

Accountant 0,2 0 0,3 0,3 0 2,5 2,2 2,8 1,6 3,4 

Lawyer 0,8 0,9 0,7 0,8 0,8 6,5 6,5 6,4 4,6 8,2 

Journalist 0,1 0 0,2 0 0,2 0,3 0 0,6 0,1 0,5 

Artist 2,2 3,1 1,3 2,6 1,8 2,6 2,2 2,8 4,2 0,9 

Computer operator 0,4 0 0,8 0 0,8 0,1 0 0,1 0,1 0 

Aircraft pilot 0,1 0,1 0,1 0 0,2 0,1 0 0,1 0 0,1 

Nurse 6,1 7,4 5 11 2 11 15 7,3 21 2,1 

Sport player 0,8 0,6 1 0,1 1,5 1,4 0,8 1,9 0 2,7 

Secretary 0,6 0,7 0,5 1,2 0 3,4 1,6 5,1 7,1 0 

Guide, waiter 0,1 0 0,1 0,1 0 0,4 0,5 0,2 0,8 0 

Cook 0 0 0 0 0 0,1 0 0,1 0 0,1 

Hairdresser 0 0 0 0 0 0,1 0 0,1 0,1 0 

Fire-fighter 
Policeman 11 7,9 13 3,9 17 4,9 5 4,8 3,3 6,3 

Retail trader 0,7 0,8 0,6 1 0,4 1,7 0,3 0,6 0 0,9 

Agricultural 
worker 6,6 5,9 7,1 2,5 10 2,5 1,8 3,2 1,2 3,7 

Handicraft worker 0,7 0,5 0,8 1,4 0 0,1 0 0,2 0,2 0 

Mechanic 0,5 0,4 0,6 0 1 5,6 5,3 5,8 0 11 

Construction 
worker 0,9 1 0,8 0 1,7 1,1 0,6 1,7 0 2,2 

Driver  2,9 2,8 3 0 5,7 1,6 1,5 1,7 0 3,1 

Domestic, cleaner 3 3 2,9 6 0,2 0,4 1,2 1,3 1,9 0,6 

Labourer 0,9 1,5 0,3 0,1 1,6 0 0,3 0,5 0,2 0,6 

Student 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 
10
0 

10
0 

10
0 

10
0 

10
0 100 

10
0 

10
0 

10
0 

10
0 

Number of 
observations 

61
5 

23
7 

37
8 

28
5 

33
0 615 

23
7 

37
8 

28
5 

33
0 

Number of 
occupations 40 26 35 24 28 43 26 42 25 35 

Source: Young lives R1, R2 surveys. Authors’ calculation. 

Note: I: Indigenous; NI: Non Indigenous; B: Boys; G: Girls. Number of occupations is the number of 

different occupations listed by the children and recoded using the 3-digit International Standard 

Classification of Occupation 2008 (ISCO-08). 
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Table 4: Distribution of occupational aspirations and average aspiration gap, by age and ethnic group  

  At 8 years old At 12 years old 

  I NI Diff I NI Diff 

Average aspiration score 0.7 0.8 NS 1.0 1.0 NS 

Aspirations groups (%)             

Low 12.0 12.2 NS 3.6 5.8 NS 

Intermediate 5.2 5.6 NS 10.4 16.7 * 

High 60.5 43.3 *** 53.2 34.1 *** 

Very high 22.2 38.8 *** 32.8 43.3 ** 

Total 100 100   100 100   

Average aspiration gap 1.5 0.8 *** 1.8 1.0 *** 

N obs 237 378   237 378   

Source: Young lives R1, R2 surveys. Authors’ calculation. 

Note: I: Indigenous; NI: Non Indigenous; Diff column tests the significance of the differences between 

the I and NI proportion/mean; NS means that the difference is non-significant, *, **, *** that the 

difference is significant at the 10, 5, and 1% levels, respectively.    

 

Table 5: Indicators of aspirations mobility between age 8 and 12 and age 8 by ethnic group  

  Mobility from age 8 to 12 

(%) Score differential Group differential 

  
I NI Diff I NI Diff 

Upward mobility 42.4 40 NS 31.6 28.4 NS 

Downward mobility 31.5 40 NS 19 29 NS 

Immobility 26.1 20 NS 49.4 42.6 NS 

Total 100 100   100 100   

Source: Young lives R1, R2 surveys. Authors’ calculation. 

Note: See table 4.    
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Table 6: Estimation of the scores of aspiration and the groups of aspiration at ages 8 and 12  

Source: Young lives R1, R2 and R3 surveys. Authors’ calculation. 

 

  

Dependent   

variables 

Score of aspiration         

Age 8 

Score of aspiration           

Age 12 

Down-

ward 

score 

between 

ages 8 

and 12 

Group of aspiration 

Age 8 

Group of aspiration 

Age 12 

Downwar

d group 

between 

ages 8 and 

12 

Models (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

Independent 

variables OLS OLS OLS OLS Probit 

Ordered 

probit 

Ordered 

probit 

Ordered 

probit 

Ordered 

probit Probit 

Indigenous 

child -0.186* 0.050 -0.138 0.106 -0.092 -0.283*** -0.086 -0.141* 0.117 -0.237* 

  (0.116) (0.119) (0.105) (0.109) (0.113) (0.092) (0.100) (0.091) (0.102) (0.123) 

Years of edu 

of the    0.038*   0.056*** 0.005   0.045**   0.046*** 0.008 

most 

educated 

parent   (0.022)   (0.021) (0.020)   (0.018)   (0.017) (0.021) 

Rural   -0.361**   -0.258* -0.172   -0.297**   -0.245* -0.208 

    (0.166)   (0.159) (0.150)   (0.129)   (0.134) (0.158) 

Wealth index   0.750**   0.824** -0.714**   0.688**   1.080*** -1.246*** 

    (0.336)   (0.380) (0.316)   (0.292)   (0.324) (0.338) 

Girl   0.507***   -0.057 0.262**   0.356***   -0.017 0.118 

    (0.105)   (0.100) (0.105)   (0.093)   (0.092) (0.113) 

Household 

head     -0.284**   -0.008 -0.042   -0.196*   0.025 -0.104 

is a female   (0.138)   (0.129) (0.134)   (0.118)   (0.121) (0.148) 

Constant 0.953*** 0.033 1.192*** 0.266 -0.075         -0.032 

  (0.069) (0.262) (0.069) (0.292) (0.232)         (0.245) 

Constant cut1 
        

 
-1.420*** 

-

0.618*** 

-

1.812*** 

-

0.916***   

          
 

(0.082) (0.212) (0.100) (0.258)   

Constant cut2 
        

 

-1.123*** -0.297 

-

0.982*** -0.040   

          

 

(0.074) (0.208) (0.075) (0.248)   

Constant cut3         

 

0.192*** 1.111*** 0.004 1.019***   

          

 

(0.063) (0.208) (0.064) (0.248)   

Observations 609 609 609 609 609 609 609 609 609 609 

R-squared 0.004 0.101 0.003 0.092 

 

          

log likelihood -1055.03 -1023.78 -1020.66 -992.24 -391.42 -678.12 -646.15 -681.69 -643.81 -327.85 

pseudo-R-

squared . . . . 0.016 0.007 0.054 0.002 0.057 0.029 
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Table 7: Estimation of repetition between ages 8 and 12 and between ages 12 and 15 

Dependent   variables 
Repetition between ages 8 and 15 Repetition between ages 12 and 15 

Models (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) 

Independent variables Probit Probit IV probit Probit Probit IV probit 

Aspiration gap age 8 -0.079** 

 

0.458***  

 

  

  (0.031) 

 

(0.133)  

 

  

Aspiration gap age 12   
 

  0.008 
 

0.565*** 

    

 

  (0.049) 

 

(0.104) 

Indigenous child -0.118 -0.308** -0.137 -0.060 -0.317* -0.177* 

  (0.127) (0.142) (0.098) (0.139) (0.171) (0.095) 

Nind*Aspiration gap   -0.154***     -0.041   

    (0.042)     (0.048)   

Ind*Aspiration gap   0.052     0.155**   

    (0.053)     (0.070)   

Raven score age 8 -0.022*** -0.025*** -0.022*** -0.016* -0.017* -0.008 

  (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) 

Parent's perception of 

attainement 
0.350*** 0.346*** 0.245** 0.017 0.028 0.115 

(0.096) (0.096) (0.113) (0.108) (0.109) (0.077) 

Girl -0.125 -0.122 -0.275*** -0.204 -0.199 -0.024 

  (0.116) (0.117) (0.089) (0.126) (0.127) (0.115) 

Years of edu of the  -0.061*** -0.053** 0.085* -0.021 -0.011 0.104*** 

most educated parent (0.023) (0.024) (0.047) (0.026) (0.026) (0.031) 

Rural -0.333** -0.328** 0.162 -0.461** -0.452** -0.003 

  (0.161) (0.162) (0.225) (0.191) (0.190) (0.206) 

Household head   0.084 0.091 0.049 0.132 0.134 -0.046 

is a female (0.151) (0.151) (0.116) (0.159) (0.161) (0.131) 

Wealth index -1.298*** -1.374*** -0.176 -0.791** -0.914** -0.261 

  (0.344) (0.342) (0.574) (0.362) (0.367) (0.365) 

Malnourished 0.071 0.057 -0.074 0.132 0.122 -0.012 

  (0.138) (0.139) (0.113) (0.148) (0.150) (0.108) 

Score in maths at 12   
 

  -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

    

 

  (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Constant 0.727** 0.821** -1.134* 0.429 0.377 -1.596*** 

Second stage equation (0.350) (0.357) (0.644) (0.474) (0.470) (0.521) 

Shape of low status 

occupation in the 

district 

  
 

    
 

  

  

 

-0.586*   

 

-0.514* 

Constant   

 

(0.356)   

 

(0.296) 

    
 

3.417***   
 

3.559*** 

athrho   

 

(0.482)   

 

(0.422) 

    

 

-1.303*   

 

-1.417** 

ln(sigma)   

 

(0.679)   

 

(0.657) 

    
 

0.544***   
 

0.457*** 

    

 

(0.088)   

 

(0.092) 

Observations 586 586 586 586 586 586 

log likelihood -319.920 -315.055 -1468.454 -254.914 -252.065 -1352.304 

 

 



Aspiration failure: A poverty trap for 
indigenous children in Peru?

This paper aims to contribute to understand the mechanisms 
underlying the complex exclusion process of indigenous people in 
Peru, by analysing the role played by aspirations in the investment in 
education of indigenous children. Aspirations of indigenous children 
are quite similar to those of non-indigenous children when comparing 
children with the same socio-economic status. However, indigenous 
children differ tremendously according to their aspiration gap, that 
measure the distance between the socio-economic status they aspire 
to reach and their current one. The distance they have to cover to 
fill this gap is nearly two times higher than non-indigenous children. 
But the difference is driven by the highest economic constraints or 
more limited access to information of indigenous children. This result 
calls for the rejection of the hypothesis that indigenous children have 
internalized racial schemas that incorporate beliefs about occupation 
or about their opportunities, and which would lead to a lack of 
aspiration for indigenous children. 

In addition, this paper shows that large aspiration gap impede 
indigenous children to adopt forward-looking behaviours, such as 
investment in education. This paper adopts an original strategy to 
identify the causal effect of aspiration gap on educational outcomes. 
It relies on an instrumental variable calculated using the Population 
Census. Our estimates suggest that the aspiration gap for indigenous 
children is too large, in so far as it has a positive effect on the 
probability to repeat a grade. The disincentive effect of large aspiration 
gap on the effort provided at school becomes more important while 
the indigenous children grow up, as they may be more aware of the 
distance between their aspiration and their current status. The results 
lead us to conclude that aspiration failure is a channel of inequality 
persistence between indigenous and non-indigenous people. Indeed, 
we show that indigenous children face a large aspiration gap that 
affects their decision-making process and leads to underinvestment in 
education. 
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