
Moretti, Enrico

Article

Social returns to human capital

NBER Reporter Online

Provided in Cooperation with:
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), Cambridge, Mass.

Suggested Citation: Moretti, Enrico (2005) : Social returns to human capital, NBER Reporter
Online, National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), Cambridge, MA, Iss. Spring 2005, pp.
13-15

This Version is available at:
http://hdl.handle.net/10419/61881

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your
personal and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the documents publicly, to make them
publicly available on the internet, or to distribute or otherwise
use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open
Content Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you
may exercise further usage rights as specified in the indicated
licence.



NBER Reporter Spring 2005 13

Harvard School of Public Health, 1996. 
2 U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Mental Health: A
Report of the Surgeon General —
Executive Summary, Rockville, MD: U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services,
Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration, Center for Mental
Health Services, National Institutes of
Health, National Institute of Mental
Health, 1999.
3 C. Martins and E.A. Gaffan, “Effects of
Early Maternal Depression on Patterns of
Infant-Mother Attachment: A Meta-analytic
Investigation,” Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 41 (2000),
pp. 737-46.
4 R.C. Kessler and R.G. Frank, “The
Impact of Psychiatric Disorders on Work
Loss Days,” Psychological Medicine, 27
(1997) pp. 861-73; P.K. Alexandre and
M.T. French, “Labor Supply of Poor
Residents in Metropolitan Miami, Florida:
The Role of Depression and the Co-morbid
Effects of Substance Use,” Journal of
Mental Health Policy and Economics,
4 (2001) pp.161-73; R. Frank and P.
Gertler, “An Assessment of Measurement
Error Bias for Estimating the Effect of

Mental Distress on Income,” Journal of
Human Resources, 26 (1991), pp. 154-
64; R.C. Kessler, C. Barber, H.G.
Birnbaum, R.G. Frank, P.E. Greenberg,
R.M. Rose, G.E. Simon, and P. Wang,
“Depression in the Workplace: Effects on
Short-term Disability,” Health Affairs, 5
(1999), pp. 163-71; S. L. Ettner, R.G.
Frank, and R.C. Kessler, “The Impact of
Psychiatric Disorders on Labor Market
Outcomes,” Industrial and Labor
Relations Review, 51 (1997), pp. 64-81.
5 J. Klick and S. Markowitz, “Are Mental
Health Insurance Mandates Effective?
Evidence from Suicides,” NBER Working
Paper No. 9994, September 2003.
6 R.W. Maris, A.L. Berman, J.T.
Maltsberger, and R.I. Yufit, eds.
Assessment and Prediction of Suicide,
New York: The Guilford Press, 1992.
7 U.S. Public Health Service, The Surgeon
General’s Call To Action To Prevent
Suicide, Washington, DC, 1999.
8 S. Markowitz, P. Chatterji, R. Kaestner,
and D. Dave, “Substance Use and Suicidal
Behaviors Among Young Adults,” NBER
Working Paper No. 8810, February 2002,
and “Alcohol Abuse and Suicide Attempts
Among Youth — Correlation Or

Causation?” NBER Working Paper No.
9638, April 2003, published as “Alcohol
Abuse and Suicide Attempts Among
Youth,” Economics and Human
Biology, 2, 2 (June 2004), pp. 159-80.
9 S. Markowitz, P. Chatterji, and R.
Kaestner, “Estimating the Impact of Alcohol
Policies on Youth Suicide,” Journal of
Mental Health Policy and Economics,
6, 1 (March 2003), pp. 37-46.
10 A.E. Cuellar, S. Markowitz, and A.
Libby, “The Relationships Between Mental
Health and Substance Abuse Treatment and
Juvenile Crime,” NBER Working Paper
No. 9952, September 2003, published as
“The Effects of Mental Health and
Substance Abuse Treatment on Juvenile
Crime,” Journal of Mental Health
Policy and Economics, 7, 2 (June 2004),
pp. 59-68.
11 S. DosReis, J.M. Zito, D.J. Safer, and
K.L. Soeken, “Mental Health Services for
Youths in Foster Care and Disabled Youths,”
American Journal of Public Health, 91
(2001), pp. 1094-9.
12 P. Chatterji and S. Markowitz, “Does
Length of Maternity Leave Affect Maternal
Health?” NBER Working Paper No.
10206, January 2004.

My research focuses on different
areas in applied microeconomics. One
of these areas is the economics of
education. My work on this area cen-
ters on the issue of social returns to
human capital. After 40 years of
research on the relationship between
education and earnings, economists
now have a solid understanding of the
private benefits of schooling. But much

less is known about the social returns to
education, even though economists
have speculated about the possibility
of human capital externalities for at
least a century. Theory predicts that
increases in the overall level of educa-
tion can benefit society in ways that are
not fully reflected in the wages of edu-
cated workers. Human capital
spillovers may increase productivity
over and above the direct effect of
education on individual productivity.
Furthermore, increases in education
also may reduce criminal participation
and improve voters’ political behavior.

The possibility that the social
return to human capital differs from its

private return has tremendous practical
importance. For example, the magni-
tude of the social return to education is
a crucial tool for assessing the efficien-
cy of public investment in education,
since state and local governments subsi-
dize almost all direct operating costs of
primary and secondary educational
institutions. In fact, much of the argu-
ment for public education is based on
the recognition that education not only
rewards the educated individual, but
also creates a variety of benefits that are
shared by society at large.

Despite the significant policy
implications and a large theoretical lit-
erature that assumes the existence of
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spillovers from education, empirical
evidence on the magnitude of these
spillovers is limited. My papers in this
area try to fill this gap.

Education, Productivity,
and Wages

In three related papers, I focus on
the effect of changes in the overall
level of human capital on productivity
and wages. A large body of theoretical
literature in macroeconomics and
urban economics has argued that pro-
ductivity spillovers are important
determinants of economic growth.
These spillovers arise if the presence
of educated workers makes other
workers more productive. In this case,
an increase in aggregate human capital
will have an effect on aggregate pro-
ductivity that is quite different from
the effect of an increase in individual
education on individual productivity.

Using a unique firm-worker
matched dataset, obtained by combin-
ing the Census of Manufacturers with
the Census of Population, I assess the
magnitude of productivity spillovers
from education in U.S. cities by esti-
mating plant-level production func-
tions.1 While other studies have
attempted to measure spillovers by
looking at cross-city differences in
wages, this is the first study to measure
spillovers by directly focusing on
firms’ productivity. I find that the out-
put of plants located in cities that
experience large increases in the share
of college graduates rises more than
the output of similar plants located in
cities that experience small increases in
the share of college graduates.
Furthermore, I find that spillovers
between industries that are in the same
city and economically (or technologi-
cally) close are larger than spillovers
between industries in the same city but
economically (or technologically) dis-
tant. For example, I find that aggregate
human capital in the high-tech sector
of the city matters more for high-tech
plants than aggregate human capital in
the low-tech sector of the city; and
aggregate human capital in the low-
tech sector matters more for low-tech
plants than aggregate human capital in
high-tech plants. Notably, this result
generalizes when I use three alternative
measures of economic and technolog-

ical distance: input-output flows, tech-
nological specialization as measured by
distribution of patents across tech-
nologies, and frequency of patent cita-
tion. Importantly, the estimated pro-
ductivity differences between cities
with high and low levels of human
capital appear to match differences in
labor costs between cities with high
and low levels of human capital
remarkably well. Consistent with a
model that includes both standard
general equilibrium forces and
spillovers, the productivity gains gen-
erated by human capital spillovers are
offset by increased labor costs.

In a related paper,2 I estimate pro-
ductivity spillovers from college educa-
tion by comparing wages for otherwise
similar individuals who work in cities
with different shares of college gradu-
ates in the labor force. This is one of
the first studies (together with
Acemoglu and Angrist, 2000) to
account for the non-random distribu-
tion of human capital across cities in
estimating human capital spillovers. I
use longitudinal data to estimate a
model of non-random selection of
workers among cities and account for
unobservable city-specific demand
shocks using an instrumental variable
strategy. I find that a percentage point
increase in the supply of college grad-
uates raises high school drop-outs’
wages by 1.9 percent, high school
graduates’ wages by 1.6 percent, and
college graduates’ wages by 0.4 per-
cent. The effect is larger for less edu-
cated groups, as predicted by a con-
ventional demand and supply model.
But even for college graduates, an
increase in the supply of college grad-
uates increases wages, as predicted by a
model that includes conventional
demand and supply factors as well as
spillovers.

In a third paper,3 I try to present
a unified equilibrium framework with
productivity spillovers. The framework
indicates that geographically local pro-
ductivity spillovers can be identified
either directly — by comparing the
productivity of firms in cities with dif-
ferent overall levels of human capital,
holding constant firms’ individual
characteristics — or indirectly, using
factor prices (wages and land prices).
My framework also clarifies the rela-
tionship between the estimates

obtained from these two empirical
strategies. I use this framework to
interpret and evaluate the existing liter-
ature on human capital spillovers.

Education and Crime

Economists have long hypothe-
sized that education may reduce the
probability that an individual will
engage in activities that generate nega-
tive externalities. Crime is one such
negative externality with enormous
social costs. If education reduces
crime, then schooling will have social
benefits that are not taken into account
by individuals. In this case, the social
return to education may exceed the
private return. Given the large social
costs of crime, even small reductions
in crime associated with education may
be economically important. Despite
many theoretical reasons to expect a
causal link between education and
crime, the empirical research to date is
far from conclusive, since previous
studies have failed to account for the
potential endogeneity of schooling.

Lance Lochner and I analyze the
effect of schooling on incarceration
using changes in state compulsory
attendance laws as an instrument for
schooling.4 Changes in these laws have
a significant effect on educational
attainment, and we reject tests for
reverse causality. We find that school-
ing significantly reduces the probabili-
ty of incarceration. Differences in edu-
cational attainment between black and
white men explain 23 percent of the
black-white gap in incarceration rates.
We corroborate our findings on incar-
ceration using FBI data on arrests. We
find that education has a larger impact
on murder, assault, and motor vehicle
theft than on other types of criminal
activity. We also examine the effect of
schooling on self-reported crime in the
National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth and find that our estimates for
imprisonment and arrest are caused by
changes in criminal behavior and not
educational differences in the proba-
bility of arrest or incarceration condi-
tional on crime.

Calculating the social savings
from the crime reduction associated
with high school graduation is crucial
for deriving policy implications. We
estimate the savings to be about
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$1,170-$2,100 per additional high
school graduate, or 14-26 percent of
the private return. This suggests that a
significant part of the social return to
completing high school comes in the
form of externalities from crime
reduction. A single percent increase in
the high school completion rate of all
men ages 20-60 would save the United
States as much as $1.4 billion per year
in reduced costs from crime incurred
by victims and society at large.

Education and Health

Higher levels of education may
also result in better health for educated
individuals and their children. If
parental education indeed improves
child health, then conventional esti-
mates of the returns to education that
focus only on wages may understate
the total benefits of human capital
accumulation. Moreover, to the extent
that healthier children go on to be
more productive and more educated
adults, there will be important inter-
generational spillovers that analyses of
wage effects alone will not capture.

Janet Currie and I examine the
effect of maternal education on birth
outcomes for children in the United
States.5 We also assess the importance
of four channels through which mater-
nal education may improve birth out-
comes: use of prenatal care, smoking,
marriage, and fertility. We use unique
self-collected data on college openings
to build an instrument for maternal
education. We find that higher mater-
nal education improves infant health.
It also raises the probability that a new
mother is married, reduces fertility,
increases her use of prenatal care, and
reduces the chances that she smokes.
Hence, our results add to the growing
body of literature that suggests that
estimates of the returns to education
focusing only on increases in wages
may significantly understate the total
return.

We are continuing to examine
issues related to the inter-generational

transmission of human capital in cur-
rent research, using matched mother-
child vital statistics records from
California. In a new series of projects,
we use confidential information on
mother’s name and child date of birth
to link mothers across deliveries and
with their own birth certificate. The
result is one of the first large-scale
multigenerational, longitudinal samples
of women. We are currently using this
dataset for three projects on the inter-
generational effects of improvements
in women’s health.

Education and Voting

Educators and politicians often
argue that a more educated electorate
enhances the quality of the democratic
process. If this is true, then education
has social benefits over and above the
private return, and Pigouvian subsidies
for education may produce more effi-
cient human capital acquisition deci-
sions. Interestingly, this argument is
raised not only by those who support a
larger role for the government. The
same argument resonates with noted
advocates of a limited role for govern-
ment. For example, Adam Smith and
Milton Friedman have argued for pub-
lic subsidies to education on the
grounds that a better-educated elec-
torate makes better decisions on policy
issues affecting the economy. Yet, the
existing empirical evidence on educa-
tion and citizenship is generally not
very informative, as it ignores the
potential endogeneity of schooling.

Kevin Milligan, Philip Oreopoulos,
and I test whether schooling improves
civic participation in the United States
and the United Kingdom, as measured
by the probability of voting, accounting
for the endogeneity of schooling.6 We
also test whether more educated voters
have better information on candidates
and campaigns. More informed voters
are arguably better voters. We find a
strong effect of education on voting in
the United States. The effect appears to
be largely attributable to differences in

voting registration across education
groups. Results from the United
Kingdom, where people are legally obli-
gated to vote and are actively assisted in
registering, show little effect of educa-
tion on voting. We also find strong and
persistent effects of education on civic
behavior in both the United States and
the United Kingdom. Notably, better-
educated adults are more likely to fol-
low election campaigns in the media, be
aware of candidates’ platforms, discuss
politics with others, and associate with a
political group.
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