
Comments

Gerardo Esquivel: Hildebrandt and McKenzie study the impact of migration
on child health indicators in rural Mexico. They use a 1997 nationally repre-
sentative survey that contains information on both household members’ past
migration decisions and children’s health outcomes. To address the likely
endogeneity of migration, they use historic migration patterns as instruments
for current migration. The paper finds that children in households with
migrants have lower infant mortality rates and a lower probability of being
underweight than do children in nonmigrant households. It also finds that one
of the channels through which migration seems to influence children’s health
is an increase in their mothers’ health knowledge, as proxied by her knowl-
edge of ten different contraceptive methods. Somewhat paradoxically, the
paper also finds that children in households with migrants have a lower prob-
ability of being breast-fed, of having received all relevant vaccinations, and of
having visited a doctor at least once during their first year of life.

The issues addressed in this paper are important not just for Mexico, but
for any country with substantial emigration. Understanding the effects of
migration on sending countries is at least as important as studying its effects
on receiving ones. The former line of analysis has received little attention,
however, and this paper helps to fill the gap. The authors also develop an esti-
mation strategy to address the endogeneity problem that pervades this type of
study. In fact, they suggest that the difference between their results and those
in a couple of sociological papers arises precisely from the correction for
endogeneity and self-selection into migration. The authors are also careful in
demonstrating the robustness of their conclusions.

In general, I like the paper very much and find its approach quite appeal-
ing. At the same time, I am not entirely comfortable with the authors’ posi-
tion on what appears to be conflicting evidence on the effect of migration on
child health. For example, how do they explain the fact that that migration
increases mothers’ health knowledge but that children in migrant households
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are less likely to have a complete set of vaccinations and less likely to visit a
doctor in their first year of life? These results seem odd. I hope the subject
will be addressed in future research, so that the literature can eventually reach
more conclusive results on the net impact of migration on child health.

I am also somewhat skeptical about the magnitude of some of the estimates
presented, particularly the estimates of the effect of migration on infant mor-
tality rates. The authors conclude that children in a household with migrants
are between 3.0 and 4.5 percent less likely to die in their first year of life,
depending on the estimation method, than children born in a household with-
out a migrant member. These estimated effects seem high given that a child’s
unconditional probability of dying in his or her first year of life is only about
2.7 percent and that the marginal effects on a probit estimation are in absolute
and not in relative terms. This problem ultimately reflects the fact that the
effects are calculated assuming a discrete change in the instrumented variable
(in this case, the migrant household variable; see the note in table 5). However,
when this variable (or any unbalanced binary variable—that is, one with many
more zeros than ones) is instrumented, the range in which the estimated vari-
able moves is shortened significantly owing to the nature of the first-step esti-
mation when we have an endogenous binary variable. This problem is not
easily solved, and it has been overlooked in the empirical and theoretical lit-
erature on instrumental variables with an unbalanced endogenous binary
variable. One should therefore be careful in interpreting this type of result.

All in all, I think Hildebrandt and McKenzie make a very important contri-
bution to the growing literature on the impact of migration on the sending
economy. I praise them for being among the first authors to engage in such an
important line of research and for their methodological contributions, which
should definitely be taken into account in future studies.

Ernesto Schargrodsky: This paper analyzes the effects of migration on child
health in the sending country, in particular, the effect of migration to the United
States on infant mortality and birth weight of migrant households in rural Mex-
ico. The identification of the health effects of migration is complicated because
migrants are not randomly drawn from the general population. The authors
address endogeneity problems using historic state-level migration rates as
instruments for current migration, since the development of migration networks
in the early 1900s lowered the cost of further migration from the same areas.

The first-stage results presented by the authors show the strength of this
instrument. A potential concern with this strategy is that historic migration
rates depended on the pattern of arrival of railroads into Mexico, and original
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railroad development could be correlated with current health infrastructure.
The results, however, are robust to the inclusion of health infrastructure and
other state-level controls.

Using this identification strategy, Hildebrandt and McKenzie show that
children in migrant households have lower infant mortality rates and higher
birth weights than children in nonmigrant households. They also find that chil-
dren in migrant households enjoy lower child mortality rates (deaths of chil-
dren aged one to four), and are more likely to be delivered by a doctor.
Children in migrant households receive less preventive health care, however,
perhaps because of the higher opportunity cost of time or the absence of
migrant parents. Children in migrant households are less likely to be breast-
fed, fully vaccinated, or taken to a doctor in the first year of life. The identi-
fication of these different effects of migration on child health in the sending
country constitutes an important contribution of this article.

The paper then explores the mechanisms through which migration affects
child health, perhaps overstressing the importance of a nonmonetary knowl-
edge channel. The evidence supporting the relevance of this mechanism can
be questioned. First, mothers’ health knowledge is measured by the principal
component of a set of questions on contraceptive methods, which may relate
weakly to knowledge of child care. Second, the effect of migration through
health knowledge is likely to depend on which member of the family migrated
and his or her relationship to the children. As the authors discuss, households
endogenously decide who migrates, and the database does not provide a suit-
able instrument to address this selection issue. Third, the coexistence of higher
health knowledge and less preventive child care in migrant households seems
puzzling. Fourth, the migrant families in the sample include households
whose family members migrated to the United States and had not returned by
the time of the survey. It is difficult to understand how the health knowledge
mechanism operates in those cases. Fifth, the wealth infrastructure index,
which proxies for wealth—the alternative explanation—may underestimate
wealth for migrant relative to nonmigrant households. For example, if migrant
households are considering a permanent migration to the United States, they
may invest less in housing infrastructure. Finally, the attempt to compare the
relative contribution of the health knowledge and the wealth infrastructure
indexes only explains approximately one-sixth of the estimated overall migra-
tion impact on child health outcomes.

In summary, the paper convincingly shows beneficial effects of migration
for child health in the sending country, and it contributes the first steps toward
understanding the channels through which the reported effects are generated.
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