
The Effect of a Universal Preschool Programme on Long-Term Health Outcomes: Evidence from Spain
Laia Bosque Mercader 1

1Department of Economics and Related Studies, University of York

Introduction

Early life experiences are considered to be key cornerstones of the brain

architecture accountable for determining long-term cognitive and non-

cognitive skills and physical and mental health [1] and have persistent ef-

fects on later-life child human capital development [2].

Evidence has shown that early childhood education programmes can in-

fluence child outcomes both in the short and long run [3].

Research has mostly focused on programmes targeted at disadvantaged

children, while few studies analysed the impacts of universal early educa-

tion programmes, especially on (long-term) health.

Objective

The objective of this study is to evaluate the causal effect of a universal

preschool programme on long-term health and healthcare outcomes.

Spanish universal preschool reform (LOGSE) −→ large-scale expansion of

full-time high-quality public preschool for three-year-olds in 1991/92.

Three main contributions:

First study analysing the effect of the LOGSE on children’s health in

the long run (at ages 11-27).

Study examines young adults’ health and healthcare instead of

short-term health outcomes.

New evidence of universal preschool programmes that crowded

out family care. Previous evidence focused on universal childcare

programmes that crowded out informal care [4, 5, 6].

Potential mechanisms

Universal preschool programmesmight affect long-term health through [6]:

Competences learnt in preschool which may affect the evolution of

health capital [7].

Early detection of diseases and changes in child’s environmental

surroundings [8, 9] −→ the hygiene hypothesis [10].

Increases in educational attainment [11] or parental employment

[12].

Enrolment rates for three-year-olds

Figure 1. Enrolment rates for three-year-olds

Source: Spanish Ministry of Education and Vocational Training.

Methods and data

Figure 2. Geographic distribution of initial increase in public enrolment rates

Sources: Spanish Ministry of Education and Vocational Training and National Statistics Institute.

Difference-in-differences strategy −→ compare long-term health outcomes

of cohorts aged three before to those aged three after the start of the

programme, across individuals residing/born in regions with varying initial

intensity of three-year-old public preschool implementation.

Data sources −→ three-year-old enrolment rates from the Statistics of non-

university Education (1987/88-2002/03) and long-term health outcomes

from the Spanish National Health Survey (2003 and 2006), the Hospital Mor-

bidity Survey (1999-2018), and the Death Registries (1999-2018).

Main results

Table 1. Main results

Health Outcomes Asthma Hospitalisations

Intention-to-treat Effect -0.0029 0.0135

(0.0000)*** (0.0000)***

[0.0088]*** [0.0223]**

{0.0880}* {0.1120}

Mean Pre-reform Cohorts 0.073 5.658

Observations 4,461 1,560

Note: P-values of standard errors clustered at region level are in parenthesis, wild-bootstrapped are

in squared brackets, and adjusted for multiple hypotheses testing are in curly brackets. *p < 0.10,
**p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

The probability of being diagnosed with asthma decreases by 39.7% and

hospitalisation rates rise by 2.4% for individuals aged three post-policy

when intensifying the initial expansion of public enrolment rates by 10p.p.

No effect on health status, chronic allergy, mental disorders, consumption

of medicines, visits to doctor/hospital/emergency services, and deaths.

Heterogeneous analysis by gender, diagnosis, and parental education

↑ hospitalisations greater for males and pregnant females.
↓ consumption of medicines and ↑ visits to emergency services for
children with at least one parent having secondary education.

Conclusion

Early childhood education policies might be designed to impact education

andmaternal employment, but policymakers should keep inmind that these

can also have spillover effects on long-life outcomes such as wages, non-

cognitive skills, health, etc.
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