
HOW DOES HEALTH IN CHILDHOOD IMPACT LABOR 
MARKET EARNINGS OVER THE LIFE COURSE?

RESEARCH PROBLEM & DATA 

The relationship between health and socioeconomic status is a well-established socio-
logical fact. A growing body of work demonstrates that those who experience poor 
health early in life go on to complete less schooling, hold less prestigious jobs, and 
earn less than their healthier childhood peers. However, previous studies have not 
investigated how childhood health affects earnings over the entire work history. The 
authors investigate how the effects of poor childhood health unfold over the life course 
by estimating differences in life course earnings in relation to childhood health status. 
They then determine if differences in earnings result from reduced educational attain-
ment, the early onset of chronic health problems, or exit from the labor market. This 
study uses a unique combination of prospective and retrospective data from the Health 
and Retirement Study (N = 6,155), a nationally representative sample of the U.S. adult 
population born between 1931 and 1941, linked with administrative data on earnings 
from the Social Security Administration.

KEY FINDINGS
• Those who experience poor childhood health have substantially diminished 

labor market earnings over their entire work histories.
• The effect of childhood health varies substantially by gender. Among men, 

earnings differentials grow larger up until midlife and then slow down and 
begin to converge as workers near age 50. Among women, earnings 
differentials emerge later and show no evidence of convergence.

• Part of the childhood health earnings differential is accounted for by 
diminished educational attainment, the earlier onset of chronic disease in 
adulthood, and, for men, reduced labor force participation.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS
The findings suggest that earnings 
inequality results in part from 
differences in early life health 
status. Therefore, policy interven-
tions designed to improve the 
health of all children and to reduce 
disparities in childhood health can 
have large spillover effects on 
adult earnings success that persist 
over the entire work career. 
Investments that reduce childhood 
health disparities will not only 
improve the health of the nation 
and reduce future health care costs 
but also will improve economic 
productivity and reduce social 
inequality.
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Men’s Predicted Earnings Differential Associated with Poor 
Childhood Health
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Women’s Predicted Earnings Differentials Associated with 
Poor Childhood Health


