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Background

Health disparities by education level remain substantial in
both developed and developing countries

A policy-relevant question is whether the relationship between
education and health is causal

Inconclusive empirical evidence: education found to affect
individuals’ own health outcomes, including mortality, obesity,
and health behaviors, only in some contexts (see Galama et al.,
2018; Xu et al., 2021)
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Background

However, even in the absence of direct health effects, society
could benefit from its members’ educational attainment
through the spillover effects on others’ health

Recent evidence on a causal relationship between individuals’
education and their parents’ later-life health (Lundborg and
Majlesi, 2018; De Neve and Fink, 2018; Ma, 2019; Cornelissen
and Dang, 2022).
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This study

We aim to ‘kill two birds with one stone’ by presenting
quasi-experimental evidence on:

Direct health effects of years of education
Upward intergenerational effects of education on parental
health

Finnish full-population register data containing information on
individuals’ mortality and mental health problems and those of
their mothers and fathers
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This study

Plausibly exogenous variation in years of education due to the
opening of new universities and the geographical expansion of
the Finnish university system between the late 1960s and the
late 1970s

Two alternative instruments previously used by Suhonen &
Karhunen (2019)

Distance to university
Gravity-model measure of access to university
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This study

Main takeaway: education found to have positive effects on
individuals’ mental health and their parents’ longevity

Main contribution: previous quasi-experimental evidence
mainly from compulsory schooling reforms, whereas we present
evidence on the health consequences of education induced
through establishing and expanding regional universities
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Life expectancy and education
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Life expectancy by level of education and gender
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University expansion in Finland

In the 1950s, Finnish university system was small and
geographically concentrated

Growing demand for higher education and decentralization
policies led to expansion and university openings in 1959–79

The university openings had significant positive impacts on
educational attainment close to the new university sites
(Suhonen & Karhunen, 2019)

Men’s educational attainment increased only through a higher
participation in VET, likely because of local spillovers across
the educational sectors

We focus on the later wave of university openings: Vaasa
(1968), Joensuu (1969), Lappeenranta (1969), Kuopio (1972)
and Rovaniemi (1979)
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University expansion in Finland
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Data

Full-population data on Finnish children born in 1948-61

Larger number of cohorts (1946–63) used in event study
analyses
Parent-child link fully representative for most cohorts

Health data over the period 1970-2018

Dates and causes of death
Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (THL): inpatient
hospitalization spells due to dementia, schizophrenia, other
non-effective psychosis, bipolar disorder, depressive disorder,
anxiety/stress-related/neurotic disorder, alcohol-use- or
substance-use-related MH problem
Social Insurance Institution of Finland (KELA): reimbursed
purchases of psycholeptics, antipsychotics, antipanic agents,
sleeping pills, psychoanaleptics and antidepressants
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Instruments

Access to university at age 19 based on parent’s municipality
of residence in 1970 (cohorts 1948–52) or in the year of the
individual’s 18th birthday (cohorts 1953–61)

Primary instrument based on reductions in distance to the
nearest university in 1968, 1969, 1972 and 1979 due to the
university openings

For more precise estimates, we use a gravity-model measure
for access to university (Suhonen & Karhunen, 2019):
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Summary statistics: Individuals
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Summary statistics: Parents
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Event study analysis

TWFE event study specification: the effect of a decrease in
distance to university r years since the 19th birthday of
individual i with parent j , municipality m and cohort c :

yijmc = α+
r∑

r=r

βrdm,c+19−r + γm + δc + ϵijmc (2)

Two alternative treatment indicators based on the university
openings in 1968–79

Binary: distance to university decreases to < 100 km
Continuous: any decrease in distance to university assuming a
linear relationship

Results highly similar when using the non-parametric approach
of Callaway & Sant’Anna (2021) instead of TWFE
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Event study results: Individuals
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Event study results: Parents
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Instrumental variables estimation

We estimate the effect of individual’s years of education on
her or her parent’s outcome yijmc using

Healthijmc = β0 + β1Educijmc + θm + µc + ϵijmc (3)

Educijmc = α0 + α1Accessm,c+19 + γm + δc + ϑijmc (4)

In robustness and validity checks parents’ education and
income used as covariates and placebo outcomes
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First-stage results
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Individuals’ long-term outcomes
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Parents’ survival and mental health
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Results by parent’s and child’s gender
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Additional parental outcomes
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Conclusions

Two types of evidence on the health effects of education:

Positive cumulative effects on individuals’ mental health by
middle age, while mainly insignificant effects on their early
mortality
Positive effects on parents’ longevity, while no significant
impact on parents’ mental health

Daughter’s education found to have stronger effects on
parental survival than son’s education

Possible mechanisms: remaining geographically close to
parents and later-life earnings

Unclear whether the negative effect on mobility holds more
generally
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Conclusions

Effects smaller in compulsory schooling reforms → higher
education expansion might have larger overall health benefits
than expansion at the lower levels

Spillover effects of education on others’ health an important
factor to be accounted for in educational policy

Offspring’s education seems to matter even in a country with
supportive social security and services available for the aging
population
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