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Investments in the Future Workforce

For every $1 allocated for early childhood development interventions, the 
return on investment can be as high as $13.1 Pregnancy to age three are the 
most formative years in a child’s development with more than 80% of the 
child brain being formed during this critical state of development.2 Early 
childhood is a seminal development stage which requires safety, proper 
nutrition, and a nurturing evironment in order to promote positive outcomes 
later in life. While countless research endorses the long-term benefits of 
effective early child support, socio-economic status is a key determinant 
in a child’s health, access to quality education, and social mobility. While 
there have been significant strides to ameliorate poverty, 37% of all children 
in the U.S. will live in poverty during some point in their lifetime.3  In fact, 
children living in poverty are at a greater risk of experiencing chronic illness, 
delayed development, poor social emotional relationships, and psychological 
difficulties. 4 

V A L I D A T I N G  T H E  N E E D  F O R  E A R LY 
C H I L D H O O D  E D U C A T I O N

The research is clear: children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds 
who attend quality preschool programming have long-term positive outcomes. 
These benefits include increased academic performance, greater financial 
security, reductions in juvenile incarceration and dropout rates, and the 
need for public assistance into adulthood. 5 In the 60 year logintudinal study 
of the Perry Preschool Project, respondents who participated in ECE were 
more likely to exercise and less likely to be diagnosed with adverse health 
effects such as diabetes, or engaged in high risk behaviors such as substance 
abuse. 6 In addition, during years of peak career productivity (26-40) male 
ECE participants exhibited higher employment rates of 42% and earned on 
average $181,500 more compared to their non-ECE counterparts.7,8 Research 
concludes that the U.S.’s economic vitality is contigent upon the creation of 
opportunities for upward social mobility and the establishment of a well 

Economists have calculated the return on investment of quality  
child care, finding that high-quality early care and learning  
programs can yield a $4 to $12 return per dollar invested.
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educated workforce: both of which are positively impacted when children have 
quality ECE. 9

 I N V E S T M E N T S  I N  E A R LY  C H I L D H O O D 
A R E  A  S T R O N G 
D R I V E R  F O R  
L I F E L O N G  S U C C E S S
Expanding ECE programming in the U.S. 
has residual advantages. Within recent years, 
financial investments for ECE programming 
have increased with states spending $7.4 
billion in 2016 to support early education 
for nearly 1.5 million 3- and 4-year-olds.10 

Nevertheless, the progress made as a result of 
these fiscal allocations are in juxtaposition 
to the approximately 6.4 million children 
receiving special education services, and 
of those 250,000 are retained each year, 
culminating in per pupil expenditures for 
special education and retention at $8,000 
and $12,000, respectively.11  The long-term 
economic ramifications are even more exorbitant considering that 373,000 
students in the U.S. drop out of high school annually resulting in an estimated 
$689,000 reduction in lifetime earnings and a $262,000 deficit to the larger 
economy. 12 Subsequently, these factors indicate the increased investments in 
ECE may curtail fiscal strains, ameliorate inequities, and improve educational 
outcomes.

The Takeaway 
Investments in child care and early learning is an investment in the future. 
Just as positive experiences can lead to long lasting positive outcomes for 
young children, negative early childhood experiences can lead to deficits in 
capabilities, decreased productivity, and increased in social costs. To maintain 
a competitive economy and reduce societal debts, the United States must invest 
in the future, beginning with quality early child care and education. Such care 
fosters employment success and reduces social deficits creating economic 
growth for families, communities, and the nation.

Quality early childhood 
programs yield a 7% to 13% 
return on investment per 
year through better school 
and career outcomes 
and reduced spending on 
remedial education, health 
issues, and the criminal 
justice system.222



3

Endnotes

1.	 World Health Organization, United Nations Children’s Fund, World Bank Group. 
Nurturing care for early childhood development: a framework for helping children 
survive and thrive to transform health and human potential. Geneva: World 
Health Organization; 2018. Available at: https://www.who.int/publications/i/
item/9789241514064.

2.	 Ibid.

3.	 Council on Community Pediatrics. Poverty and Child Health in the United States. 
Pediatrics. 2016;137(4):e20160339. doi:10.1542/peds.2016-0339. Available at: https://
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26962238/.

4.	 Ibid.

5.	 Bakken, L., Brown, N., & Downing, B. (2017). Early childhood education: The long-term 
benefits. Journal of research in Childhood Education, 31(2), 255-269. Available at: https://
eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1136161

6.	 Heckman, J. J., & Karapakula, G. (2019). The Perry Preschoolers at late midlife: A study in 
design-specific inference (No. w25888). National Bureau of Economic Research. Available 
at: https://www.nber.org/papers/w25888.

7.	 Ibid.

8.	 Børing, P. & Grøgaard, J. B. (2021). Do older employees have a lower individual 
productivity potential than younger employees? Journal of Population Ageing, 1-29.   
10.1007/s12062-020-09323-1. Available at: https://hdl.handle.net/11250/2723505.

9.	 Heckman, J. J. (2012). Invest in early childhood development: Reduce deficits, 
strengthen the economy. The Heckman Equation, 7, 1-2. Available at: https://
heckmanequation.org/resource/invest-in-early-childhood-development-reduce-
deficits-strengthen-the-economy/.

10.	 Barnett, W. S., Friedman-Krauss, A. H., Weisenfeld, G. G., Horowitz, M., Kasmin, R., 
& Squires, J. H. (2017). The state of preschool 2016: State preschool yearbook. New 
Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research. Available at: https://
eric.ed.gov/?id=ED595313.

11.	 U.S. Department of Education. (2015). The condition of education 2015 (NCES 2015-
144), public school expenditures. Washington, DC: National Center for Education 
Statistics. Available at: https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2015144.

12. 	 McCoy, D. C., Yoshikawa, H., Ziol-Guest, K. M., Duncan, G. J., Schindler, H. S., 
Magnuson, K., ... & Shonkoff, J. P. (2017). Impacts of early childhood education on 
medium-and long-term educational outcomes. Educational Researcher, 46(8), 474-487. 
Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0013189X17737739.

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241514064
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241514064
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26962238/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26962238/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1136161
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1136161
https://www.nber.org/papers/w25888
https://hdl.handle.net/11250/2723505
https://heckmanequation.org/resource/invest-in-early-childhood-development-reduce-deficits-strengthen-the-economy/
https://heckmanequation.org/resource/invest-in-early-childhood-development-reduce-deficits-strengthen-the-economy/
https://heckmanequation.org/resource/invest-in-early-childhood-development-reduce-deficits-strengthen-the-economy/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED595313
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED595313
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2015144
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0013189X17737739

