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More than a third of the labor force in Latin America works in the informal sector, which is 

characterized by low wages, occupations that require little qualifications, and lack of social 

security protection. Moreover, unemployment and informality are more prevalent among 

young people, hindering their transition from school to work and the accumulation of skills 

that could improve their labor market prospects. Also, the quality of employment and other 

adults’ wellbeing indicators are closely related not only to the acquired level of “cognitive” 

skills but also to “non-cognitive” abilities, as has been recently emphasized in the literature 

(Heckman and Kautz, 2014).  

The situation in Latin America regarding average levels of cognitive (e.g., as measured in PISA) 

and non-cognitive abilities (Desconectados, IADB 2012) is worrisome. Importantly, high levels 

of non-cognitive skills have proven to be very valuable for employers while low levels seems to 

be closely related to engagement in risky behaviors such as criminal activity or unhealthy 

habits. Therefore, the development of these skills may be crucial for work and life success. 

The accumulation of cognitive and non-cognitive abilities takes time, resources, and it starts 

early in life. It is now an established fact that early investments entail large gains for the 

future, in particular in terms of labor market outcomes. These gains can be stimulated by 

means of certain interventions, such as high-quality early stimulation. Several studies report 

the impacts of such interventions on different adult outcomes (crime, health and income) after 

15 or 30 years, showing that early investments yield returns relatively late but that gains are 

really large. Moreover, a novel contribution to this literature says that these long-run impacts 

are mostly explained by the greater accumulation of non-cognitive skills (Heckman, et al. 

2013).  

Despite the large returns to early interventions, the window of opportunity to invest in skills 

remains open after childhood. Empirical and interdisciplinary research (e.g., neuroscience) 

suggests that abilities, in particular non-cognitive, are malleable even until adulthood. 

Moreover, the factors that affect its development may vary at different stages of life. While in 

early stages an appropriate nutrition, a pollution-free environment, or an adequate 

stimulation may be critical, during adolescence factors such as social interactions may be 

important for skills in general, and for non-cognitive skills in particular.  

These results are encouraging but at the same time they challenge the way in which policies 

aimed at improving education, employment, health and social cohesion are designed and 

implemented. The redefinition of the role of schools, the analysis of youth employment 

opportunities, the study of alternative social and cultural activities (music, theater, or sports) 

that take place at the community or neighborhood levels are all issues that deserve more 

attention in Latin America.  

 

 



We are now inviting researchers to submit research proposals intended to address issues like: 

 Relationship between health and the development of cognitive and non-cognitive 

abilities. 

 Medium and long-run effects of nutrition improvement along the life-cycle (early 

childhood, toddlerhood and adolescence) 

 Peer effects in the formation of skills (at school, the neighborhood, or the workplace). 

 Teacher’s quality and students’ performance. Selection, training and retention of 

talented teachers.  

 Pedagogical innovations, incentives and class management skills to improve learning.  

 Determinants of students’ learning effort.  

 The effect of sports and cultural activities on the physical and emotional development 

of children and adolescents. 

 Impacts of reforms of length of school day. 

 Contributions of Neuroscience to the understanding of skills formation. 

 Effects of training programs focused on strengthening socio-emotional skills of 

adolescents and young adults. Design of appropriate strategies for individuals with 

different needs and in different contexts (family, school, community or neighborhood). 

  Barriers to decent employment for youth. Importance of first job experiences for the 

subsequent career path.  

 Effects of technical training and apprenticeship programs. 

 Jobs of the future: Which abilities will firms demand? 

 Effects of financial education programs. 

 

Although suggestive, this list is not exhaustive. Any other well posed question of relevance 

to the topic of skill formation (in any stage of life) in Latin America will also be considered. 

Proposals should be sent to investigacion@caf.com no later than January 30, 2015. 

Winners will be notified by February 16, 2015 and will have until June 30, 2015 to submit a 

preliminary draft of the paper. In mid-July we will host a seminar in a still to be determined 

city in the region where authors of selected papers will be invited to present. Each 

proposal (up to four) will receive USD 15,000 to finance the research. Final papers will be 

part of CAF's working paper series, but authors will be free to publish them in academic 

journals. 

There is no specific format for the proposals, or a limit to their extension. The key 

components are a clearly defined question and details on the methods and data to be used 

in answering it. Proposals that exploit a novel dataset and/or that have a credible 

identification strategy will be favored. The selection committee will include Pablo 

Sanguinetti, Lucila Berniell and Dolores de la Mata (CAF) as well as Felipe Barrera-Osorio 

(Harvard University), Raquel Bernal (Universidad de los Andes) and Sergio Urzúa 

(University of Maryland). While evaluating the proposals the committee may ask the 

author/s for clarification or further information if they consider it necessary. 

 


