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Background / Introduction

Each of us is endowed with a unique set of skills that we use in all aspects of our everyday life. If we were
asked to name the skills that we thought were valuable, we would find ourselves enumerating a never-
ending list of attributes. Nevertheless, when describing the determinants of economic or social outcomes -
or even the learning process - economists often have a very simplified view of skill. Failure to take into
account the fact that skill is intrinsically a multidimensional object may misguide both research and the design
of social policy.

In this paper, the authors analyse the consequences and determinants of cognitive and non-cognitive
(social) skills at age 11, using data for Great Britain from the National Child Development Survey (NCDS).
They document the importance of these skills for schooling attainment, labour market outcomes and social
behaviours at various ages, and analyse the role of family background and the home learning environment in
the formation of these skills.

Key Findings / Recommendations

• Non-cognitive skills are important determinants of schooling and labour market outcomes - both
directly and indirectly (through their effect on educational attainment).

• Poor non-cognitive skills are very strong predictors of engagement in risky behaviours – for example,
involvement in crime or exclusion from school - which impose costs not only for the individual, but
also for society as a whole.

• Both cognitive and non-cognitive skills are strongly dependent on family background and other
characteristics of the home learning environment. This is due to both genetic and environmental
reasons.



Methodology

The authors use the National Child Development
Study (NCDS) to analyse the consequences and
determinants of cognitive and non-cognitive
(social) skills at age 11. The NCDS comprises
detailed longitudinal records for all children born in
Great Britain in a single week in March 1958.
There have been eight sweeps, the first of which
was carried out at birth, with follow-ups at ages
7, 11, 16, 23, 33, 42 and 46. The authors make
use of background characteristics for both the
child and their family at birth and age 7, of social
and cognitive test results at ages 7 and 11, and of
various schooling, behavioural and labour market
outcomes at ages 16 and 42.

The authors then use a regression analysis to
determine the impact of cognitive and non-
cognitive skills on a series of education, labour
market and social outcomes. Within this analysis
they control for a range of child, parental and local
characteristics.

Other Findings

The authors find that an overall measure of non-
cognitive skill is important for a host of outcomes,
including whether or not an individual stays on at
school beyond the age of 16, whether they have
obtained a degree by age 42, employment status
at age 42, work experience between ages 23 and
42, wages at age 42, smoking at age 16, truancy
before age 16, exclusion from school, teenage
pregnancy, involvement with crime (ages 16 and
42), and health at age 42.

Furthermore, the impact of this measure of non-
cognitive skill does not differ in any systematic
way across particular subgroups of interest
(including those defined according to parental
education, or father’s socioeconomic status).

The authors then split this measure of non-
cognitive skill into twelve different domains. For
example, they find that “inconsequential
behaviour” at age 11 (for example, misbehaviour
in class) is associated with a reduction in the
probability that an individual will stay on at school
beyond age 16, a reduction in their wages at age
42, an increase in the likelihood that they will be a
heavy smoker at age 16, and an increase in the
probability that they will have played truant or
been involved in crime by age 16.

They also find that depression at age 11 is
associated with a reduction in the probability that
an individual will have obtained a degree by age
42, an increase in the probability that the individual
will be a heavy smoker at age 16, an increase in

the likelihood that they will have been excluded
from school, and an increase in the probability that
they will report symptoms of depression at age
42.

Conclusions and Implications

These findings demonstrate the importance of not
viewing skill as ait clear a one-dimensional object.
It is important to examine both the cognitive and
non-cognitive side.

The authors show that both cognitive and non-
cognitive skills are strongly dependent on family
background and other characteristics of the home
learning environment.

The research suggests that social skills may be
more malleable than cognitive skills, which – if true
– suggests that there may be greater scope for
education policy to affect social skills rather than
cognitive skills.
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