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Introduction 
 
The last several decades have seen growing global interest in the potential for public investments 
in early childhood care and education (ECCE) to improve the development of young children, 
especially those from socially disadvantaged groups (Choi 2004; Kirp 2007; Nores, 2010; OECD 
2006).  This interest is based on evidence of the importance of environmental influences on early 
cognitive and social development, the human and economic costs of poor developmental 
trajectories for children in poverty, and the potential for early interventions to alter those 
developmental trajectories (Barnett 2008a; Cunha et al. 2006; Engle et al. 2007; Engle et al. 
2011; Herrod 2007).  The body of research establishing the importance of investing in education 
in the first five years of life has grown substantially in recent years providing a basis for 
optimism, but also cautions regarding the specific circumstances under which high economic 
returns can be produced in practice on a large scale (Choi 2004; Engle et al. 2011; Nores & 
Barnett 2010; OECD 2006).   
 
Research from the United States on the importance of early environment for cognitive 
development goes back to the 1930s, and research indicating that intensive, high-quality ECCE 
has direct and persistent effects on cognitive, social, and emotional development dates from the 
1960s (Barnett, 2008b; Blau & Currie 2005; Camilli et al. 2010; Heckman & Masterov 2007).  
Randomized trials find short- and long-term effects on intelligence, subject matter knowledge 
and skills, pro-social and anti-social behaviors, executive functions, delinquency, crime, and 
mental health including depression.  As discussed below, here are clear economic consequences 
of these long-term effects including increased earnings in the labor force for the children 
participating in these programs and, in some cases, their mothers.  These randomized trials have 
studies a wide range of ECCE interventions including part-day preschool at ages 3 and 4, full-
day educationally rich child care from the first year of life five, and home visitation with parents 
beginning prenatally. 
  
Outside of the United States, studies in countries spanning the entire range of economic 
development have also revealed positive impacts of ECCE on learning and development.  
Substantial positive effects have been found for cognitive development, school success and 
achievement, health, and social behavior (Engle, et al 2011, Nores & Barnett 2010).  These 
impacts are long-term as well as short-term and demonstrate remarkable consistency with each 
other and with the evidence from the United States across very different social and policy 
contexts.  There is some evidence that investments in early childhood development that directly 
provide ECCE to children are more effective for improving cognition and schooling outcomes 
than those that solely focus on nutrition or health or that provide cash transfers to families (Nores 
& Barnett 2010).   
 
While there is increasing agreement about the value of public investments in ECCE in general, 
there is less agreement about the most effective and efficient programs and policies.  Effects are 
likely to vary to some extent with the children and families served, program practices, and the 
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broader social and policy context despite the evidence that effects are fairly robust with respect 
to variations in these circumstances.  Sorting out variations in outcomes (and economic returns) 
with variations in population, program, and context requires cross study comparisons and 
systematic planned variation studies.  However, few studies have been conducted specifically to 
provide such information, and many of the studies that have been conducted have focused on 
either highly intensive models or relatively weak, low-cost programs with less attention to high-
quality large scale programs (Agüero et al. 2006; Engle et al. 2007; Nores & Barnett 2010).  A 
key limitation of existing research is that little empirical information is available to assess the 
hypothesis that earlier investments within the first five years of life are more productive than 
those at ages three to five. 
 
There is more research on the mechanisms through which lasting effects are produced that 
contributes to knowledge of what works, but policy and practice must still informed as much by 
theory as evidence.  Suggested pathways to adult economic outcomes include snow-balling 
effects of early success on motivation and effort, effects on meta-cognitive abilities and 
executive function, and lasting impacts of family responses to children’s early performance 
(Raizada & Kishiyama 2010).  Multiple pathways clearly are implicated, but the best way to 
influence these pathways is still a matter for research (Barnett et al. 2008; Diamond et al. 2007; 
Reynolds & Ou 2011).  The bottom line is that we must be modest about the extent to which 
research can inform policy and practice with respect to details and emphasize the need for 
ongoing monitoring and evaluation to ensure that programs produce the desired benefits. 
 
Research estimating the economic returns to early childhood interventions is rare among studies 
outside the United States (Nores and Barnett, 2010).  Several studies have found positive impacts 
of ECCE on maternal employment and on children’s subsequent adult earnings.  For low and 
middle-income countries, Engle et al. (2011) estimate that increasing pre-K enrolments from 25 
to 50 percent would have a benefit-to-cost ratio between 6 and 17 to one based solely on 
earnings increases due to increased educational success.  Benefit-cost analyses in the United 
States have estimated the economic benefits from a multiplicity of ECCE effects in addition to 
earnings.  These include reduced inefficiencies in the provision of education through lower rates 
of failure and grade repetition, reduced need for expensive special education services, reduced 
costs of support for indigents, reduced crime and criminal justice systems costs, and reduced 
health care costs.  Estimated benefit-cost ratios in the U.S. range from 2:1 to 16:1 (Karoly, et al, 
2005).  The U.S. results together with research on program impacts from elsewhere indicate that 
estimates of economic returns based solely on earnings benefits could omit the majority of 
economic benefits. 
 
In addition to studies that explicitly estimate economic returns, a substantial number of studies 
estimate the magnitudes of the various effects of ECCE that underlie benefit estimates. This 
much larger body of evidence is critical for understanding the economics of ECCE.  It helps to 
also assess the question of differences in return by types of programs and between high- and 
middle- or low-income countries.  These studies also provide a basis for recommendations 
regarding how to design programs and policies that will replicate the results of smaller scale 
efforts and produce substantial economic returns to society on a large scale across a wide range 
of contexts. 
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Economics of ECCE 
  
From an economic perspective, the primary rationale for public investments in ECCE (rather 
than private) is found in the large externalities associated with private investments in ECCE, as 
evidenced by the literature.  Externalities are benefits that accrue to society (social benefits) 
beyond those captured by the child and family.  Private benefits include increased school success 
and educational attainment, improved health, and increased after-tax earnings.  Examples of 
social benefits related to ECCE are decreased costs of public education, improved classroom 
climate and learning from peers (because some children are better behaved, and children learn 
from each other), decreased health care costs, reduced crime and violence, increased tax 
revenues, increased economic growth due to productivity enhancements, and the value of 
decreased social and economic inequalities.  Some of these social benefits depend on the extent 
to which government introduces differences between private and social benefits due to taxation 
and provision of education, health, and social services.  Others occur regardless of government 
policy.  Also providing a rationale for public investment are: incomplete altruism when parents 
act for their children, difficulties parents have discerning quality differences in ECCE, and the 
greater risk associated with any individual parental investment in children compared to societal 
investments.  All of these lead to less than optimal private investment in ECCE. Much like 
investments in infrastructure for public health (such as clean water and malaria/tuberculosis 
eradication), the externalities associated with early childhood programs are large.    
 
One externality that economists sometimes neglect is the value of decreased inequalities.  This is 
one benefit from ECCE as an element of a poverty eradication strategy.  ECCE programs tend to 
produce larger benefits for economically disadvantaged children and families.  In addition, to the 
direct value of decreased inequality to a nation’s citizens, decreased inequality can contribute to 
greater social cohesion and economic stability.   In addition, there are financial benefits to the 
public from a decreased need to provide assistance to families in poverty.  Although ECCE alone 
will not completely eliminate poverty even over several generations, it can be one element of a 
broader strategy for improving current incomes and the income of future generations for 
disadvantaged populations.  
 
Benefits of ECCE 
 
As mentioned earlier, an international body of evidence finds that high quality ECCE improves 
children’s cognitive and social development, immediately and long-term (Barnett 2011; Blau & 
Currie 2005; Boocock 1995; Engle et al. 2007; Heckman & Masterov 2007).  Much of the 
evidence is from U.S. studies, but there is a substantial global research base including rigorous 
randomized trials, some with long-term follow-up (Kagitcibasi et al. 2009; Nahar et al. 2012; 
Raine et al. 2003; Walker et al. 2006).  The evidence of positive effects from high quality ECCE 
is remarkably consistent regardless of context, taking into account that quality of ECCE must be 
judged relative to conditions in the home (Barnett 2008b; Burger 2010).  Meta-analyses by 
Camilli et al. (2010) and by Nores and Barnett (2010) provide quantitative summaries of the 
evidence.   
 
Studies of the effects of ECCE on maternal employment are mixed.  Most studies find positive 
effects on maternal employment, though the estimated magnitude varies considerably across 
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studies (Lefebvre et al. 2011; Paes de Barros et al. 2011; Ruhm 2011).  A few studies do not find 
positive effects, and the extent to which increased public investments may lead to a switch from 
informal or privately paid child care to other forms of child care that are publicly subsidized 
without increasing maternal employment is debated (Havnes and Mogstad 2009; Ruhm 2011). 
Certainly this possibility must be considered in designing ECCE policies to have whatever 
effects on maternal employment are intended.  Differences in outcomes across studies seem 
likely to be influenced by differences in family structure, local labor market conditions, 
government family policies more generally, and the design of public child care policy.  
 
U.S. Studies 
 
Camilli and colleagues analyze the results from 123 U.S. studies conducted since 1960 in which 
at least one year of ECCE was provided prior to age 5.  The authors find average effect sizes of 
about .50sd on cognitive development at age five, and long-term effect sizes on cognitive 
development of about .20sd.  When limiting the analyses to better designed ECCE programs, 
they find initial effect sizes on cognition as high as .90sd with long-term effect sizes approaching 
.50sd.  The study also finds that intentional teaching and individualization are ECCE program 
features associated with larger gains.  The decline in cognitive effects over time is a consistent 
finding in the U.S. literature (Gorey 2001; McKey et al. 1985; Nelson et al. 2003; White & Casto 
1985).   
 
The “fade-out” of initial cognitive gains is sometimes interpreted to mean that ECCE has no 
meaningful persistent cognitive benefits.  If the initial benefits are quite small, as is the case for 
ECCE of low educational quality, this is likely true.  However, as erosion of cognitive effects 
after children leave ECCE is only partial, ECCE that produces large initial gains can have 
substantial permanent impacts (Barnett 2011).  As a rule of thumb, effects about half the size of 
initial effects should be expected to continue throughout the school years and into adulthood 
(Camilli et al. 2010).  Some of the “weakening” in cognitive effects found in the literature 
appears to be the consequence of greater compensatory efforts by public schools for children 
who did not benefit from high quality ECCE (Barnett, 2011).  This partial offset of the initial 
gains from ECCE by later compensatory efforts for children who did not attend high-quality 
ECCE is, in fact, what accounts for much of the education cost savings documented by benefit-
cost analyses.  
 
In the social and emotional domain, estimated effects have been somewhat smaller, but still 
average about 0.33 sd (Camilli et al. 2010; White & Casto 1985).  One explanation for smaller 
average effects in this domain may be that many of the studied ECCE programs were not 
designed to enhance social and emotional development.  Randomized trials addressing this 
question indicate that alternative curricula can have similar effects on cognitive development 
while having very different effects on social and emotional development (Schweinhart & 
Weikart 1997; Barnett et al. 2007). It appears that the specific approach to teaching and learning 
matters for social and emotional development at least as much as for cognitive development.  
This need not involve any tradeoff across these domains, however, as balanced approaches can 
succeed in enhancing cognitive and socio-emotional development equally well.     
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In addition to the cognitive and socio-emotional child development dimensions, studies have 
sometimes evaluated the effects of ECCE on children’s later educational progress, which has 
implications for the cost of education.  Various studies provide evidence of effects on school 
success into the elementary school years and beyond (Aos et al. 2004; Barnett 2008b; Karoly et 
al. 2005).  Recent meta-analyses show significant lasting effects on classroom behavior, grade 
repetition, special education placement, and high school graduation (Aos et al., 2004; Camilli et 
al. 2010).  Estimated effects on school success are modest, in the neighborhood of 0.15sd.   
 
Finally, some U.S. studies find small positive effects of large scale ECCE programs on children, 
including a few that find negative effects for subsidized child care (Barnett 2008b; Herbst & 
Tekin 2010; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2010; Vandell et al. 2010).   These 
findings are consistent with the findings of the meta-analyses and other studies regarding the 
program characteristics associated with strong positive outcomes.  Moderate quality is associated 
with modest positive short-term effects and small positive long-term effects.  Low quality has no 
positive effects and has been found to have small negative effects.  
 
Broader International Evidence 
 
Overall, international evidence on ECCE is highly consistent with the evidence from the United 
States (Burger 2010; Engle et al. 2007; Schady 2006; Vargas-Baron 2009; Vegas & Santibañez 
2010).  Engle et al. (2011) and Baker-Henningham and Lopez-Boo (2010) find positive impacts 
in a wide range of lower income countries across all aspects of child development including 
health.  In high income countries, positive long-term effects include increased cognitive abilities 
and educational achievement, and increased adult earnings (Anders et al. 2012; Burger 2010; 
Dumas & LeFranc 2010; Felfe & Lalive 2010; Havnes & Mogstad 2011; Sylva et al. 2011).  
Null or negative effects are found in higher-income countries where quality of ECCE is 
relatively low (Gupta & Simonsen 2011; Sylva et al. 2011).  Some studies find larger effects for 
disadvantaged and migrant children in higher income countries (Burger 2010; Esping-Andersen 
et al. 2012).   
 
In a meta-analysis of studies in both higher and lower income countries, Nores and Barnett 
(2010) find average effects of comparable size to those in U.S. studies across multiple domains.  
ECCE effect sizes were on average 0.35sd for cognition, 0.27 for social development, 0.23 for 
health and 0.41 for schooling outcomes.  Average effect sizes across all types of outcomes were 
0.26sd for lower income countries versus 0.32sd for higher income countries.  This does not 
imply that ECCE has smaller effects in lower income countries as this comparison does not 
equate for quality of ECCE across studies or for outcome domains.  Effects of ECCE are larger 
for schooling and cognition, which are more likely to be the outcomes measured in higher 
income countries. 
 
Further Details for Key Studies 
 
The strongest demonstration of the economic benefits of ECCE is provided by randomized trials 
with broad measures of outcomes and very long-term follow-up.  These seminal studies have 
stimulated both public policy changes and additional research.  They also provide scaffolding for 
the interpretation of results from other studies, helping to knit together studes that are limited in 
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duration (perhaps a single point of follow-up) or measure only one or two benefits. In the United 
States these include the Perry Preschool Project, the Carolina Abecedarian Program, the Infant 
Health and Development Program, the Milwaukee Project, and studies of the national Early 
Head Start and Head Start programs (Barnett, 2008a).  Noteworthy studies from other countries 
include the Jamaican study of psychosocial stimulation, Mauritius Preschool Study and Turkish 
Early Enrichment Project.  Although these studies demonstrate what is possible, a common 
limitation is that they are small scale and not subject to implementation problems that plague 
public policy in “real life.”  The knowledge base is further enhanced by studies that depend on 
statistical controls, but provide evidence on the impacts of ECCE when provided a very large 
scale as a matter of public policy (Barnett 2008b; Burger 2011; Engle et al. 2011; Havnes & 
Mogstad 2011).   
 
Among the ECCE studies mentioned above, the Perry Preschool study probably is the most 
widely reported.  Participants were economically disadvantaged 3- and 4-year-olds randomly 
assigned to treatment and control groups in the early 1960s.  The intervention group attended a 2 
½ hour per day, intensive educational program with highly qualified teachers in small classes for 
up to two years.  The 123 low-income children in the study have been followed through age 40 
(Barnett 2000; Schweinhart et al. 2005).  Positive effects on cognitive test scores were observed 
from ages 3 through 27.  Also, the intervention group evidenced better classroom and personal 
behavior, lower youth misconduct and crime, fewer special education years, and a higher rate of 
on-time high school graduation.  Adult outcomes include increased earnings, decreased welfare 
dependency, reduced arrests and decreases in risky behavior that could lead to poorer health 
outcomes (Schweinhart et al. 2005; Belfield et al. 2006). 

A second well-known randomized trial is the Abecedarian study which followed 111 children 
through age 30 (Campbell et al. 2012).  In this study children from economically disadvantaged 
families were randomized at birth.  The treatment group attended center-based, educational child 
care for a full work day, year-round through the age of five.  Positive effects were observed on 
IQ and on reading and math achievement in the short and long-term.  Children who attended the 
program had lower rates of grade retention and special education and increased rates of higher 
education attainment.  Positive effects were also found for health-related behaviors and for 
symptoms of depression (Barnett & Masse 2007; Campbell et al. 2012). 

Also well-known is a longitudinal study of the Chicago Child-Parent Centers, which provided 
part-day early education through the public schools to disadvantaged children on a large scale 
(Reynolds 2000; Temple & Reynolds 2007).  Effects were estimated by comparisons to children 
in similar neighborhoods where the program was not available (Reynolds et al. 2011).  Although 
providing less certainty than a randomized trial that no bias has entered into the estimates, it 
measures the effects of a program under more typical conditions and at a cost consistent with 
public schooling in the United States generally. The patter of effects is remarkably similar to 
those in the Perry and Abecedarian studies, though effects tend to be somewhat smaller. In 
addition to increased test scores there were reductions in grade repetition and special education 
as well as increases in high school completion and decreases in arrest rates.   
 
Two other studies that demonstrate what can be accomplished in lower income countries 
standout.  A small scale randomized trial in Mauritius compared high-quality ECCE at ages 3 to 
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5 with typical ECCE of minimal quality and found positive early cognitive effects and reductions 
in later conduct disorders (Raine et al.  2003).  The most malnourished children benefited most. 
In Jamaica, a small scale randomized trial of cognitive stimulation and nutritional supplements 
from 9 to 24 months found long-term increases in cognitive abilities, higher levels of educational 
attainment and decreased rates of depression and violence (Walker et al. 2011).  These long-term 
effects in Jamaica were attributable to stimulation only and not to nutritional supplementation.  A 
preliminary report finds large increases in earnings as a result of the Jamaican program in a 20 
year follow-up (Gertler et al. 2012).  
 
Other studies of large scale ECCE policy implementation outside the United States provide 
evidence that similar benefits can be obtained from public ECCE initiatives.  In Argentina 
expansion of preschool education increased school participation, achievement, self-control (e.g., 
attention and behavior) and maternal labor supply through third grade (Berlinski & Galiani 2007; 
Berlinski et al. 2008).  In Uruguay, preschool education increased educational attainment and 
decreased dropout rates (Berlinski et al. 2007).  Studies in high income countries indicate that 
quality of the ECCE services provided by government matter.  In the U.K. a study of more than 
3000 children found that higher quality ECCE was associated with larger gains in achievement 
and social behavior at least through age 11 (Sylva et al. 2011).  In Canada, a study of universal 
child care of minimal quality in Quebec found strong effects on maternal labor supply, but 
negative consequences for child development (Baker et al. 2008).  
 
Returns to early childhood interventions 
 
Relatively few studies have calculated the economic value of the benefits from ECCE.  As 
described above, few studies have comprehensively assessed all of the benefits from ECCE, a 
prerequisite for a full accounting of benefits.  The studies that do provide comprehensive 
estimates of benefits provide a solid core of evidence.  Further support derives from additional 
studies that estimate the monetary value of either increased maternal earnings or increased adult 
earnings of the children who participated in ECCE.   As we have discussed earlier, this economic 
evidence is then best interpreted in the context of the larger body of evidence regarding the 
effects on children and parents that underlie by economic benefits.  
 
Three of the U.S. studies discussed in detail above provide cost-benefit analyses through 
adulthood.  The costs of the two model programs are quite high relative to the costs of ECCE 
programs that have actually been implemented by governments in the United States, reflecting 
their greater intensity.  The cost of the Chicago program is similar to that of the stronger state 
initiatives and the federal Head Start program (though Head Start is required to provide many 
additional social services and spends much less in the classroom).  Returns for these three 
programs have been estimated between $16 dollars and $2.5 dollars per dollar invested, with the 
two half-day preschool programs both returning benefits an order of magnitude higher than their 
costs (Barnett & Masse 2007; Belfield et al. 2006; Temple & Reynolds 2007).   
 
Engle and colleagues (2011) estimated economic returns from earnings increases produced by 
ECCE in middle and low income countries to be between 6:1 and 18:1.  Their estimate leaves out 
most of the potential economic return, if we extrapolate from the three U.S. studies.  Policy 
makers should recognize that even the more comprehensive benefit-cost analyses do not take 
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into account all benefits. Some externalities are difficult or impossible to measure from current 
studies. Benefits that have been observed but not included in the dollar value of benefits include 
reductions in substance abuse and mental illness and lower child mortality (Karoly 2012).  In 
addition, the intergenerational links between earnings and education are strong (Bowles et al. 
2005). Barnett and Belfield (2006) find strong evidence in favor of positive educational and 
earning effects on subsequent generations, although the size of these effects is elusive.  Finally, 
the value to a nation from decreased inequalities whether from the intangible value to all citizens 
or from increased political stability has never been estimated. 
 
Also not to be neglected is the potential impact of ECCE on gender equality and the well-being 
of women.  Barnett and Masse found evidence of effects on long-term earnings of mothers in the 
one U.S. randomized trial where ECCE provided full day care over many years.  In addition, 
Nores (2010) highlights the potential for increased school participation and educational 
attainment of older female siblings in lower income countries as a result of publicly supported 
child care.  The considerable variation in estimates of maternal labor force response to free or 
reduced cost child care leads to wide variation in the financial benefits (Ruhm 2011).  In some 
circumstances, the costs of publicly provided child care can exceed the value of increased 
maternal earnings (Clavet & Duclos 2011; Paes de Barros et al. 2011).  However, is should be 
remembered that ECCE impacts on employment are only one potential benefit, and a well-
designed ECCE program will benefit child development, as well (Havnes & Mogstad 2010). 
 
How ECCE Program Design Matters 
 
Differences in ECCE service design affect the types and magnitudes of outcomes, and as a 
consequence, the economic returns.  Camilli and colleagues (2010) found that when ECCE 
emphasized intentional teaching, individualization and small group instruction effects on 
cognition were larger.  Provision of comprehensive services was associated with smaller effects. 
In the U.S. context, the negative association with comprehensive services may reflect efforts to 
do too much with too little. They did not find significant associations between effect sizes and 
age at start, duration, or whether the intervention targeted economically disadvantaged children.  
However, most studies focused on disadvantaged children so this was not a strong test of 
differences in effects by economic background of the children served.  Reynolds and Temple 
(2007) also find that the U.S. evidence does not support claims of higher economic returns from 
programs that begin before age three.  Looking at studies mostly from low and moderate income 
countries, Nores and Barnett (2010) found that ECCE providing education and nutrition had 
larger effects on cognition and school success than other types of early interventions, including 
nutritional supplementation alone.   
 
Three recent reviews conclude that intensity, quality, and support for continuous improvement 
are critical for the success of ECCE programs (Baker-Henningham & Lopez-Boo 2010; Engle et 
al. 2011; Pianta et al. 2009).  Important aspects of quality include curriculum, training and 
professional development, and monitoring and supervision.  As the quality differential between 
an ECCE intervention and the environment parents can otherwise provide is likely to larger for 
disadvantaged children, it follows that disadvantaged children are likely to obtain the largest 
benefits (Esping-Anderson et al. 2012; Gupta & Simonsen 2010).  This principle also can 
account for differences in the contribution of nutritional components across studies. 
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One of the greatest threats to replicating the results of demonstration programs is that large scale 
ECCE may often be of insufficient quality. Frede (1998) highlights specific ECCE teaching 
practices and program features found in studies where programs produced large gains for 
children.  These include reflective teaching practices, intensity and continuity, strong emphasis 
on language development, and a school-like discourse pattern including initiation-reply-
evaluation sequences and categorization among other things.  These features are consistent with 
those identified by meta-analysis and broader reviews (Camilli et al. 2010; Pianta et al. 2009).  
The information provided by research does not provide a complete and detailed guide to how to 
design and implement a program that produces high returns.  The best guidance may be to follow 
a program that has proven effective as closely as possible, and where departures from proven 
practice occur to evaluate these carefully. 
 
Unfortunately, there are many reasons that public ECCE programs may fail even if they are 
designed optimally.  There is a great temptation to allocate to little funding to implement the 
program as designed or to modify the design so that it is less costly without attending to impacts 
on effectiveness.  Even with adequate resources the public sector may fail to adequately 
implement ECCE programs.  Implementation failure can be due to political corruption or other 
malfeasance as well as a lack of oversight or poor incentives for performance.  At a minimum 
there must be financial controls and other monitoring of program implementation to ensure that 
ECCE programs actually receive the resources allocated, teachers teach, and children attend.  
Beyond this it is advisable to add to the monitoring and accountability system a continuous 
improvement system that provides data on the quality of implementation and key outcomes so 
that progress can be assessed (Pianta et al. 2009; Frede, 2012).  This information can then be fed 
back into efforts to improve practice over time, both with respect to improving teacher practices, 
and with respect to program design features that have large effects on cost (e.g., teacher 
qualifications and group size), but for which optimal specifications for each specific country are 
unknown. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Public investments in high-quality ECCE can yield high economic rates of return.  These returns 
may be highest when programs provide for both the educational needs of children and child care 
needs of parents.  In contexts where child care needs are already met for most parents through 
other private or public options, the primary advantage of new public investments will be from 
improvements in child development.  Even where there are substantial benefits from increased 
parental employment, policy makers should give strong consideration to the potential benefits to 
children. The economic value of the child development gains from quality ECCE is large relative 
to care benefits for parents, and poor quality ECCE may even harm children’s development.  
Well-designed policies avoid harm and produce benefits. 
 
From a societal perspective, large scale public investments in ECCE are warranted on purely 
economic grounds.  In addition, ECCE investments can reduce economic inequalities across society 
and reduce gender inequalities within families.  High returns are possible in lower income as well as 
higher income nations.  Judging from the estimated earnings returns, it is possible that returns are 
highest in low income countries, just as they are higher for disadvantaged children within higher 
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income countries. Returns will be particularly high where there are low rates of maternal labor force 
participation due to lack of access to child care and high rates social problems due to inadequate 
child development that contributes to primary and secondary school repetition and dropout, risky 
behaviors that adversely affect health, violence and crime, and low productivity in the work force.  
Public investments in ECCE are not a luxury to be enjoyed only by higher income countries.  For 
lower income countries they can be a key part of an economic investment strategy that boosts a 
country’s income and reduces the costs of government while also helping to attract additional 
investors, both domestic and international.  Public investments in effective, high-quality ECCE 
contribute to economic growth through improvements in workforce quality, political stability, and 
public safety. 
 
We recognize that there is still much to be learned about the precise ECCE policy and program 
designs that yield the greatest returns.  Optimal design depends on local context and needs of the 
population to be served.  However, few nations seem to risk overestimating the desirable level of 
ECCE quality, while many risk erring in the opposite direction.  Given the uncertainties, and the 
many ways in which implementation may fail, evaluation of the impacts of ECCE programs 
policy on program quality, child development, and maternal employment is essential.  Such 
evaluations should not be thought of as one-time studies, but as on-going systems used to 
monitor and fine-tune policy and practice from the local level on up to the national.  
 
Obviously, there is much that additional research could help policy makers learn about the 
design of optimal policies. Among the most important is how early in life public investments in 
ECCE outside the home should begin.  Although such unanswered questions are important, they 
should not delay policy makers from investing in ECCE policies and programs about which 
much is already known.  Some may find it useful to phase-in increased public investment in 
ECCE by gradually moving downward from primary school entry.  At the same time, very early 
interventions beginning with improvements in the child’s prenatal environment and continuing 
thereafter are strongly supported by research on brain development, particularly when there is 
severe malnourishment without intervention.  As beginning at either end can have high returns, it 
is more important to start well than where one chooses to start.  Policy makers should avoid the 
temptation to try to do too much with too little and focus on what can be done well with high 
returns.    
  
Sound economic policy that supports economic growth is especially in low to moderate income 
countries.  The long time required for child development gains to translate into economic growth 
can make other policies that appear to produce faster results seem more attractive.  However, 
rapid economic growth often leads to increased inequality.  Well-designed ECCE policies 
present policy makers with an opportunity to increase economic growth and at the same time 
reduce inequality.  This makes investment in ECCE an important component of a larger 
economic strategy that produces more balanced and, therefore, more sustainable growth.  
Moreover, public investments in ECCE also can generate short-term economic gains as well, 
when there is potential for substantial increases in parents’ labor force participation. Such gains 
can offset much of the cost until the longer term gains begin to accrue.  And, societies should 
never forget that benefits to children will be immediately seen by parents as morbidity and 
mortality decline, and abilities and behaviors improve.  As a result, parents will be the earliest 
and strongest supporters of successful ECCE policies once they have been launced. 
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