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Abstract:
Human Capital theory considers education as an investment. Thus, those

individuals which invest in education, will have a higher productivity that
somehow will imply higher job incomes. For the Spanish case, from the early 90s
to the end of the twentieth century, there exist several works which analyse the
returns to high education. However, during the last decade, there are practically
any works on the subject, a fact that encouraged us to initiate the present work.
Thereby, the objective of this article is to evaluate the returns to high education
in Spain. For this purpose we make use of the Continuous Sample of Working
Lives which contains information of the working life of more than 1.2 million
people resident in Spain for a given year. The sample provides a large quantity
of information related to the individual characteristics of the worker, to the job-
contract and the nature of the job, and to the employer’s characteristics. The use
of this sample implies an advantage against previous work on the subject, given
the large sample size and the information availability. The estimation of the
returns to high education is done on the basis of the model proposed by Mincer
(1979), and we apply to different estimation methods: Ordinary Least Squares
and quantile regression methods. The analysis is carried out not only for the
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whole sample of workers, but also we distinguish by sex, firm size and by
economic activity. Our results suggest that the wage of workers with high
education is approximately a 53% higher than the wage of the rest of workers.

Key words: human capital, high education, wages, education returns, quantile
regression, Continuous Sample of Working Lives.

Resumen:
La Teoría del capital humano considera la educación como un bien de

inversión. De este modo, aquellos individuos que invierten en educación, verán
incrementada su productividad, lo que se traducirá en un futuro aumento de sus
rentas procedentes del trabajo. Para el caso de España, desde la década de los
90 y hasta finales del siglo XX existen diversos trabajos que analizan la tasa de
rendimiento asociada a distintos niveles de educación. El objetivo de este artículo
es evaluar la tasa de rendimiento asociada a la educación superior en España.
Para ello, empleamos la Muestra Continua de Vidas Laborales que contiene la
vida laboral correspondiente a más de 1,2 millones de personas residentes en
España El uso de dicha muestra supone una ventaja frente a los estudios
empíricos previos, dado el tamaño de la muestra y la gran cantidad de
información disponible. La estimación de la tasa de rendimiento se realiza a partir
del modelo propuesto por Mincer (1979) utilizando Mínimos Cuadrados
Ordinarios y Regresión cuantílica. El análisis se realiza no solo para el total de
trabajadores/as, sino que además se distingue por género, tamaño de empresa y
sector de actividad. Los resultados obtenidos muestran que el salario percibido
por los trabajadores/as con educación superior es de aproximadamente un 60%
superior que el del resto de trabajadores/as.

Palabras Clave: capital humano, educación superior, salarios, tasa de
rendimiento, regresión cuantílica, Muestra Continua de Vidas Laborales.

Introduction

Human capital plays a crucial role in economic growth and development.
The economic models which analyze the relationship between human
capital and economic growth suggest that knowledge and skills acquired
by workers increase their productivity and their capacity to develop new
technologies which, along with other factors, promote economic growth
(Romer, 1989; Aghion, P and Howitt, P.1998; Lucas,1988).
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From a theoretical point of view, human capital is related to workers
skills, abilities, attitudes and knowledge, which improve their contribution
to the economic production process. The contribution of human capital
to an economy, and in general to a society, is a multidimensional
phenomenon which affects both the development of individuals and the
development of the society as a whole. In this paper we analyse the effect
of human capital on individuals, and more specifically on the returns to
education. In this context, human capital is an intangible and
nontransferable individual active, and given its qualitative nature, it must
be measured using variables which incorporate one or several features
of the human capital definition. One of the most used variables to proxy
for an individual’s human capital is the educational level, since it is
assumed that during the educational process, the individuals develop their
skills, abilities, etc, and acquire the knowledge which allows them to
increase their contribution to the production process. On the basis of this
definition, the theory of human capital was developed in the works,
among others, of Becker (1962, 1964), Mincer (1958, 1974) and Schultz
(1960,1963). In the theory of human capital, education is considered as
an investment, and thus, those individuals which invest on human capital
via education, will benefit from increased productivity and higher wages.

In this context, the present paper evaluates the economic returns to
college education1 or the skill premium in Spain, defined as the difference
between the wage of a worker with college education and a worker with
a level of education below college. This topic has been a matter of
increased concern both, in the economic literature and in the political
agenda, in a context where the number of people attending college
education is largely increasing. Nevertheless, it remains a complex
phenomenon since, eventhough a higher level of education is considered
from a political point of view as a key issue to facilitate employability
and employment prospects, there exist widespread skill mismatches
among workers with college education in the Spanish labor market
(Felgueroso, Hidalgo and Jiménez-Martín, 2010). Against this background,
this paper presents several important features. First, the dataset use for
our empirical analysis comes from the Continuous Sample of Working
Lives (Muestra Continua de Vidas Laborales, hereinafter MCVL) which
provides several pieces of information suited for our research, related to
the workers’  individual characteristics, to the job-contract and the nature
of the job, and to the employers’ characteristics for over 1.2 millions of
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(1) Along the paper, we consider workers with high education, as those with college education or above. Thus
hereinafter we refer to workers with a high level of education as workers with college education.



workers. Thus, it offers solid guaranties for the representativeness of the
results. Specifically we use the MCVL 2009 wave. While the dataset is also
available for 2013, the selection of the 2009 wave is determined by two
main reasons: on the one hand, although the effects of the international
financial crisis beginning in 2008 on the Spanish labor market, mainly on
unemployment, were already visible on 2009, their magnitude were not
as high as on the years afterwards. On the other hand, the individual
decision to invest on college education implies a cost-benefit analysis,
where the benefit is the future expected economic returns. In this sense,
the persistence of the economic crisis and the increase in the
unemployment rate largely decreased the opportunity cost of attending
college education and the expected economic returns to college
education. Thus, once more, 2009 may be a more plausible year to analyse
the economic returns to college education. Second, from an econometric
point of view, we estimate the rate of return to college education from
the specification of a traditional mincerian wage equation, which is
estimated not only by Ordinary Least Squares (OLS), but also by quantile
regression methods. This last methodology, allows us to obtain detailed
information on the change of the rate of return to college education along
different points of the wage distribution. Third, we also estimate the rate
of return by gender, by firm size and by economic activity sector.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The second section
presents a brief literature review of previous empirical works for the
Spanish case. The third section presents a description of the database and
a description of the sample. The fourth section shows the econometric
results. The fifth section concludes. 

Empirical literature review

The empirical works which estimate the rate of return to human capital
for Spain are relatively recent, as compared to the existing international
empirical literature, mainly due to the lack of appropriate databases for
the analysis. The first empirical works for the Spanish case appear in the
middle 80s, and the number of works has largely increased as new
appropriate databases were available.

Table I shows the main characteristics of those empirical works which
estimate the rate of return to human capital for Spain since the midd 90s.
In each case we present the sample period, the group of workers under
study, the database used in the analysis, and those variables included in
the estimated model, where the variable in bold is the one used to
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estimate the rate of return to human capital. Also we present the
estimated rates of return. As it can be appreciated there are two variables
used to estimate the rates of return to human capital. The first variable is
the number of years of education. In this case the rate of return must be
interpreted as the wage increase, expressed as a decimal, associated to
an additional year of education. For example, the estimated rate of return
by Alba and San Segundo (1995) for the whole sample of workers (0.083)
suggests that and additional year of education implies a wage increase of
8.3%. The second variable is a dummy variable which takes value one if
the worker attended to college and zero otherwise. In this case the rate
of return must be interpreted as the wage differential, expressed as a
decimal, between a worker with college education and a reference worker
with a certain level of education different from college. Usually, the
reference workers are those with no education. For illustrative purposes,
the rate of return estimated by Pijoan and Sánchez (2010), implies that
the wage of a worker with college education is a 157% and a 147% higher
than the wage of a worker without education for the period 1985-96 and
for the year 2000 respectively.

Although the estimated rates of return in the different works are not
fully comparable, as a consequence of methodological differences and
the different databases used, it is possible to obtain some interesting
common results. First, and as it can be appreciated, the estimated rates
of return to college education suggest that the expected wage of a worker
with college education may be twice the expected wage of a
worker without education, after controlling for other factors that may
explain wage differentials. Moreover, an additional year of education
implies a wage increase between a 6% and 8%. Second, the rate of return
to college education varies by gender. Specifically, the rate of return is
higher for females than for males (Alba and San Segundo, 1995; Lassibille,
1998; Marcerano and Navarro, 2005). Third, there are also differences in
the rate of return to college education among workers from the public
and the private sector. Nevertheless, the only two works which analyse
this differences obtain mixed results (Alba and San Segundo, 1995;
Lassibille, 1998). Lastly, among the group of works which analyse the
evolution of the rate of return along different time periods, the obtained
results suggests that the rate of return to human capital have decreased
mainly due to the large increase in the number of workers with high
levels of education during the last decades (San Segundo , 1997; Abadie,
1997; Hidalgo, 2010; Pijoan and Sánchez, 2010).
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TABLE I. Previous empirical literature on the rate of return to human capital.

Source: own elaboration
Notes: ECPF = Continuous Survey of Households Budgets. EPA = Active Population Survey. EPF = Basic Survey of Housholds
Budgets. MCVL = Continuous Sample of Workig Lives. PHOGUE = European Union  Households Panel. PIAAC = Programme
for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies.  
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Database and sample description

The Continuous Sample of working lives and simple selection 

The Continuous Sample of Working Lives (MCVL), provided by the
Spanish Ministry of Labor and Social Security, is a micro-level dataset built
upon Spanish administrative records. By means of a simple random
sampling system, it consists of a representative sample (4% - 1.2 million
individuals) of the population registered with the Social Security
administration over the sampling year (2009 in our case). The sample
includes workers, but also pension earners, and recipients of
unemployment benefits. 

The identification process of those workers with college education
was carried in two steps. First, and attending to the available information
from the census data in the sample for the level of education, we
selected all individuals with college education or a higher level of
education. However, the information on education from the census data
may be outdated in some cases, so that a particular worker with college
education may appear with a lower level of education. Thus, in a second
step, and attending to the available information from the contribution
group of each worker, we selected all those individuals from group 1
(Engineers, Graduates and Senior Management), independently from
their educational level in the census to correct the downward bias in
the educational attainment level.

The variables used in the estimation process of the rate of return to
college education are the following:

Individual characteristics: gender, age, Autonomous Community
(NUTS 2 region) and country of birth.
Job and firm characteristics: type of work contract, job length, firm
size and age, economic sector, public or private sector.
Wage2: gross annual wage.

In order to obtain an homogeneous sample, we selected only
employed individuals with a full-time contract, aged between 16-64 years
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(2) We have considered only, monetary perceptions of employees. The MCVL database provides wage data for
the Common Tax System Territory, and thus, there is no available data on wages for workers residing in
the Autonomous Community of Navarra and Vasque Country.



and enrolled in the general regime of the social security administration3.
Since wage data comes from the fiscal dataset4 attached to the MCVL, we
discarded self-employed workers due to the lack of information on
income. Also, we only included in the sample those workers that were
able to maintain a unique job along 2009 and that earned an annual labor
income above the national minimum wage in Spain (8,376 €). Moreover,
we discarded workers from the agricultural sector and workers residing
in the autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla, due to their low
representativeness in the sample.

After applying the above filters, and deleting records with missing data,
our final sample consists of a total of 248,427 workers, of which 34,407
are workers with college education (13.8%) while the rest of workers have
a level of education below college. This percentage is similar to the ones
observed in the Spanish Active Population Survey (EPA) from the National
Institute of Statistics, where for 2009, a 14.8% of employed workers had
a college education or above.

Sample description

Table II and III present the individual and job characteristics of the
workers in the whole sample respectively. We also present these
characteristics dividing the sample in two groups: workers with college
education and workers with a level of education below college.

As it can be appreciated, females represent a 38% of the total sample.
In the sample of workers with college education, females represent a 45%
and a 36.9% in the sample of workers with a level of education below
college. Attending to the sample distribution by age, a high percentage
of workers with college education (45.7%) are between 30 and 39 years
old. Also, the percentage of workers with college education increases with
age, reaching a maximum value for the group of workers between 35 and
39 years old, after which the percentage of workers with college
education decreases and remains stable in the groups of workers between
55 and 59 years old and 60 to 64 years old.
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(3) More then 80% of workers in Spain are enrolled in the general regime.
(4) The fiscal dataset reports the total annual taxable labor income per worker.



TABLE II. Individual characteristics of workers in the sample, (2009)

Notes: (1) number of observations (2) percentage over total distribution by column, (3) percentage over total distribution by
row, (4) foreign nationality excluding those individuals from the European Union, United States and Canada. 
Source: own elaboration on the basis of the MCVL 2009.  

Attending to the data on job length, there are not significant
differences in the distribution of workers between those with college
education and those with a level of education below college (see Table
III). However there exists a positive relationship between the firm size
and the share of workers with college education. Thus, the percentage of
workers with college education is larger in large firms. In very small firms
(micro-firms), the percentage of workers with college education is only
of 8.8%, while in large firms the share of workers with college education
is 20.2%.
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TABLE III.  Job and firm characteristics, (2009).  

Notes: (1) number of observations (2) percentage over total distribution by column, (3) percentage over total distribution by row,
, (4) micro-firm= 1-10 workers, small firm = 11-50 workers, Medium firm = 51-250 workers, Large firm = more than 100 workers.
Source: own elaboration on the basis of the MCVL 2009.
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Figure I plots the gross annual wage distribution for the workers of
the sample. The wage distribution for workers with college education is
presented in blue while the wage distribution for workers with an
educational level below college is presented in red. As it can be observed
from the figure, the wage distribution of workers with a level of education
is skewed right while the wage distribution of workers with college
education is wider and more spread out. As expected, the distribution of
workers with college education presents a larger dispersion and higher
median values. Specifically, the median of the wage for workers with
college education and for workers with a level of education below college
is 36,744 euros and 19,811 euros respectively. Thus, the annual wage of
a worker with college education is a 54.1% higher than the annual wage
of a worker with a lower level of education

Also, the interquartile range, defined as the difference between the
upper and lower quartiles, is  29,111 euros and 11,585 euros for the sample
of workers with college education and for the sample of workers with
education below college respectively, indicating the large differences in the
dispersion of the wage distribution between both groups of workers.

FIGURE I. Gross annual wage distribution by level of education, 2009. 

Notes: blue = workers with college education, red = workers with education below college.
Source: own elaboration on the basis of the MCVL 2009.
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Econometrics results

In this section, and on the basis of human capital theory, we estimate the
rate of return to college education in Spain, in order to study how
the Spanish labor market values a high level of education.

Our first specification to estimate the rate of return to college
education is the following wage equation, based on the traditional model
proposed by Mincer (1979):

where Wi is the gross anual wage of worker “i”, CEi is a dummy variable
that takes value 1 if worker “i” has college education and zero otherwise,
and ui is the error term which is normally distributed as N(0,su

2). The
variables Agei and Age2

i are measured in years, and are included in order
to proxy for the effect of labor experience on wages, and to control for a
possible convexity effect. Our coefficient of interest ß1 measures the
relative difference, expressed as decimals, between the expected wage of
a worker with college education and the expected wage of a worker with
a level of education below college. That is, if the expected annual wage
for a worker with a level of education below college is WBC, the expected
annual wage  for a worker with college education and with similar
characteristics would be:

Since we can state that exp{ß1} » 1+ß1 for values of ß1 near zero, the
relative difference in expected wage between workers with different levels
of education can be calculated as follows:
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The rate of return to college education

The estimation results by OLS of equation (1) are shown in Table IV,
where besides the variables previously mentioned, we include other
explanatory variables that may be relevant to explain wage differences.
The inclusion of these variables tries to avoid the presence of estimation
bias as a consequence of omitted relevant variables. The included
variables are gender, age, job length, nationality, economic sector, firm
size, type of contract (permanent or temporary), public or private sector,
and the Autonomous Community where the worker lives.

All estimated coefficients are statistically significant at the 5% level and
have the expected sign. The level of education and the labor experience,
proxied by age, have both a positive effect on wages and there is
convexity in the labor experience and wage relationship, given the
negative and significant parameter on the age squared variable.

Table V shows the estimation results of equation (1) using quantile
regression methods, for the 50th quantile. This methodology presents at
least two advantages over the OLS estimation method. First, it allows us
to estimate the rate of return to college education at different points of
the wage distribution and not only at the mean, and to study whether
there exists significant differences in the rate of return to college
education at the extreme points of the wage distribution. Second, the
quantile regression allows us to obtain more robust results. On the one
hand the estimation results are not affected by atypical values. On the
other hand, it is a solution to the possible presence of heteroscedasticity
in the wage equation, due to the fact that wage dispersion may be higher
for higher levels of education and labor experience, in which case the
estimation by OLS may present problems of inconsistence.

The estimation results reveal several interesting issues. First, the results
on Table IV show a high goodness-of-fit for the estimated models. The
coefficient of determination (R2) suggests that the model accounts for a
relatively high proportion of the variability in wages. Specifically, the
model explains a 43% and a 39% of the wage variability in the male and
female specification respectively. Second, the estimated rate of return to
college education is lower when the equation is estimated by quantile
regression methods. In fact, the estimation results by OLS for the rate of
return to college education indicates that the expected wage of a worker
with college education is a 53% higher than the expected wage of a
worker with a level of education below college. For males and females,

Castro Núñez, R.B., Fernández Martínez, P. and Martín Barroso, V. AN ANALYSIS OF THE ECONOMIC RETURNS TO HIGH EDUCATION IN SPAIN

Revista de Educación, 370. October-December 2015, pp. 87-109
Received: 15-01-2015    Accepted: 07-05-2015

99



the estimated rate of return is 58% and 45% respectively. The estimation
results by quantile regression methods for the 50th quantile indicate that
the rate of return to college education for the whole sample of workers
is 51%. For males and females, the estimated rate of return is 56% and
46% respectively5.

TABLE IV. Wage equation estimation results, OLS.

Notes: an asterik (*) indicates that the parameter is not statistically significant at the 5% level. s.t. = standard errors robust to
heteroscedasticity. F-statistics = test statistic for the null hypothesis that all estimated parameters are equal to zero. Breusch-
Pagan =  test statistic for the null hypothesis of homoscedasticity, Breusch and Pagan (1979). All regressions include  regional
dummy variables to control for  the Autonomous Community (NUTS2 region) of the workers residence. 
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(5) These results are consistent with the results obtained by previous empirical works for the Spanish case,
eventhough they are not directly comparable. In our case, the estimated rate of return to college education
indicates the difference between the expected wage of a worker with college education and the expected
wage of a worker with a level of education below college. In the previous empirical works, the estimated
rate of return to college education indicates the difference between the expected wage of a worker with
college education and the expected wage of a worker with no education.



TABLE V. Wage equation estimation results, quantile regression (50th quantile). 

Notes: an asterik (*) indicates that the parameter is not statistically significant at the 5% level. s.t. = standard errors robust to
heteroscedasticity, through bootstrap. F-statistics = test statistic for the null hypothesis that all estimated parameters are equal to
zero. Breusch-Pagan =  test statistic for the null hypothesis of homoscedasticity, Breusch and Pagan (1979). All regressions include
regional dummy variables to control for  the Autonomous Community (NUTS2 region) of the workers residence.

Figure II plots the estimated rates of return to college education at
different points of the wage distribution. As it can be noted, there exists
a positive relationship between the rate of return to college education
and the wage level, since the rate of return increases for higher quantiles
of the wage distribution. This positive relationship suggests a larger wage
dispersion among workers with college education than for those with a
lower level of education. The expected wage of a male worker with
college education is a 36.5% higher than the expected wage of a male
worker with an educational level below college in the lower tail (10th
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quantile) of the distribution, and increases considerable to a 74.6% in the
upper tail (90th quantile) of the distribution. For females, the relative
difference in expected wages between females workers with college
education and the rest of female workers is 30% in the lower tail of the
distribution (10th quantile) and increases to 54.7% in the upper tail of
the wage distribution (90th quantile). Also, the rate of return to college
education shows some convexity along the wage distribution. For higher
wage levels, the relative difference in expected wages for workers with
similar characteristics but a different educational level incresases, but in a
lower magnitude. Lastly, it can be appreciated that differences in the rate
of return to college education by gender are larger for higher wage levels.

FIGURE II. The rate of return to college education (%) along the wage distribution.

For the rest of explanatory variables included in the wage regression,
the firm age, having a permanent or open-endend contract, working in
the public sector and the firm size show a positive relationship with
wages. However, those workers with foreign nationality have a lower
expected wage once we control for other worker and firm characteristics.
The parameter on permanent contract suggests a wage difference of 0.05
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log points between a worker with a permanent contract and a worker
with a temporary job. This difference is larger for males than for females
workers. The parameter estimates on the public sector variable indicates
a wage difference of 0.06 log points between a worker from the public
sector and a worker from the private sector. This difference is far larger
for females workers than for males workers. For females, the estimation
results suggest a wage difference of 0.13 log points between a female
worker from the public sector and a female worker from the private
sector, a difference that is almost six times the observed difference for
males. Attending to the firm size, an additional worker implies a wage
difference of 0.06 log points for the whole sample of workers, and a
difference of 0.07 and 0.05 log points for the males and females sample
respectively.

The rate of return to college education by firm size and economic
activity sector

In order to analyse the differences on the rate of return to college
education by firm size, we specify the following equation:

where again, CEi is a dummy variable that takes value 1 if worker “i” has
college education and zero otherwise, MIFi, SFi, MFi and LFi sare dummy
variables that take value one if worker “i” is employed by a micro-firm
(1-10 workers), a small firm (11-50 workers), a medium firm (51-250
workers) and a large firm (more than 250 workers) respectively, and zero
otherwise.

Additionally, equation (5) allows us to estimate the rate of return to
college education by economic activity sector:
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where MAi, CONSi, MSi and NMSi are dummy variables that take value on
if worker “i” works in the industry and manufacturing sector, in
construction, in market services and in non-market services respectively
and zero otherwise. In both equations, ui is the error term which is
normally distributed as N(0,su

2).
In equation (4), the estimated parameters β5, β6, β7 and β8, indicate

the relative difference, expressed as decimals, between the expected wage
of a worker with college education and the expected wage of a worker
with an educational level below college in the four different firm sizes
considered respectively. Similarly, in equation (5) the estimated
parameters β5, β6, β7 and β8, indicate the relative difference, expressed as
decimals, between the expected wage of a worker with college education
and the expected wage of a worker with an educational level below
college in the four different economic activity sectors  respectively. The
estimation results of equation (4) and (5) are presented in Table VI and
VII respectively.

Attending to the results in Table VI for the whole sample of workers,
a positive relationship is observed between the rate of return to college
education and the firm size. For micro-firms, the estimated rate of return
to college education is 49%, a percentage that increases to 56% for large
firms. This positive relationship is also observed for the sample of
female workers. For micro-firms, the estimated rate of return to college
education of female workers is 41%, and increases to 55% for large firms.
However, for the sample of male workers the relationship between the
rate of return to college education and firm size is not at all clear. For
micro-firms, the rate of return is almost 59%. For small and medium
firms the rate of return is 61%, while for large firms the rate of return
is 57%. In general terms, the estimation results show evidence of a
positive relationship between the expected wage of a worker with
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college education and the firm size6. This result corroborates the
presence of the so called employer size-wage effect as detailed in Brown
and Medoff (1989). Also, a similar result for the Spanish case can be
found in the work of Bover et al (2001). These authors point out the
presence of several factors behind the employer size-wage effect.
Specifically the authors suggest that larger firms tend to employ a larger
number of workers with college education, are more capital intensive,
pay higher wages in order to reduce monitoring costs, etc.

TABLE VI.  Wage equation estimation results by firm size, OLS. 

Notes: an asterik (*) indicates that the parameter is not statistically significant at the 5% level. s.t. = standard errors robust to
heteroscedasticity.  
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(6) From equatio (4), the expected wage of a worker with college education in a micro-firm, small firm, medium
firm and large firm, can be calculated respectively as: exp{β1+β5} , exp{β2+β6} , exp{β3+β7} , exp{β4+β8}.



TABLE VII. Wage equation estimation results by economic activity sector, OLS. 

Notes: an asterik (*) indicates that the parameter is not statistically significant at the 5% level. s.t. = standard errors robust to
heteroscedasticity.  

The reported estimation results in Table VII, indicates that the
expected wage of a worker with college education is higher in the
industry and manufacturing sector, followed by the construction sector
and the market services sector. However, for females workers with college
education, the expected wage is notably higher in the market services
sector than in construction. The rate of return to college education for
male workers is higher in the construction sector, followed by the industry
and manufacturing sector, the market services sector and the non-market
services. For females workers with college education, the highest rate of
return is found in the industry and manufacturing sector.

Conclusions

The present article analyses the rate of return to college education in
Spain, making use of the Continuous Sample of Working Lives (2009
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wave) which contains information of the working life of more than 1.2
million people resident in Spain for a given year. The estimation of the
rate of return is based on the traditional wage model proposed by Mincer
(1979), a model that we estimate by OLS and by means of quantile
regression methods. The analysis is carried out for the whole sample of
workers and by gender, firm size and economic activity sector.

From the previous literature review for the Spanish case, and as we
corroborate in this paper, it is obvious that college education has a clear
positive effect on wages. However, this positive relationship has changed
over time (San Segundo , 1997; Abadie, 1997; Hidalgo, 2010; Pijoan and
Sánchez, 2010), and the evidence suggests the presence of important
differences by gender, wage level, economic activity sector, firm size, etc.

The econometric results show, that the rate of return to college
education in Spain implies that the expected wage of a worker with
college education is a 53% higher than the expected wage of a worker
with an educational level below college, after controlling for several
factors that may influence wages. This result corroborates the findings of
previous empirical works, where a positive relationship is observed
between the level of education of a worker and its expected wage, as
suggested by Human Capital Theory (Becker 1962 and 1964); Mincer 1958
and 1974; Schultz 1960 and 1963). Contrary to the findings in several
previous works (Alba and San Segundo, 1995; Lassibille, 1998; Marcerano
and Navarro, 2005), our results suggest that the rate of return to college
education is higher for males (58%) than for females (46%), eventhough
the share of working women with college education (16.4%) is higher
than the share of working males with college education (12.3%). However,
these differences by gender in the rate of return to college education,
could be explained by differences in the labor market participation rate
between males and females, and other factors that we were unable to
control for in our econometric specifications. The estimation results by
quantile regression methods, suggest that the rate of return to college
education is lower in the lower tail of the wage distribution (34%, 10th

quantile) than in the upper tail of the distribution (66%, 90th quantile).
Moreover, the differences in the rate of return to college education by
gender, increase along the wage distribution. We also found a positive
relationship between the rate of return and the firm size, measured by
the number of workers.
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Lastly, from the economic activity perspective, the highest rate of
return to college education is found in the industry and manufacturing
sector for the whole sample of workers, followed by the construction
sector, the market services sector and the non-market services sector. For
female workers, the highest rate of return to college education is found
in the industry and manufacturing sector, while the lowest rate of return
is found in the construction sector. In contrast, for male workers the
highest rate of return to college education is found in the construction
sector, while the lowest rate of return is found in the non-market services.

Our results highlight the important role of education on expected
wages. Other works and several databases for the Spanish labor market
show also the relevance of education on employability. Nevertheless, the
reform of the employment training system in Spain, requires better
policies for anticipating and matching labor market and skills needs, in
order to avoid the so called phenomenon of overqualification and to
improve the relatively poor results of the actual system.

References

Abadie, A., (1997). Changes in spanish labor income structure during the
1980`s: a quantile regression approach. Investigaciones Económicas,
vol. XXI, nº 2, 253-272.

Aghion, P. and Howitt, P (1989). Endogenous Growth Theory. Cambrige,
MA: MIT press.

Alba, A. and San Segundo, M.J.  (1995). The returns to education in Spain.
Economics of Education Review. vol. 14, nº 2, 155-166.

Becker, G.S. (1962). Investment in Human Capital: A Theoretical Analysis.
Journal of Political Economy, nº 70, 9-49.

Becker, G.S. (1964). Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis
with Special Reference to Education. New York: National Bureau of
Economic Research, Columbia University Press, (2ª edición 1975).

Bover, O., Bentolila, S. and Arellano, M. (2001). The distribution of
earnings in Spain during the 1980s: the effects of skill, unemployment,
and unión power. Discussion Paper Nº 2770, Center for Economic
Policy Research.

Breusch, T. S., and Pagan, A.R. (1979). A simple test for heteroscedasticity
and random coefficient variation. Econometrica, vol. 47, 1287-1294.

Castro Núñez, R.B., Fernández Martínez, P. and Martín Barroso, V. AN ANALYSIS OF THE ECONOMIC RETURNS TO HIGH EDUCATION IN SPAIN

Revista de Educación, 370. October-December 2015, pp. 87-109
Received: 15-01-2015    Accepted: 07-05-2015

108



Brown, C. and Medoff, J. (1989). The employer size-wage effect. Journal
of Political Economy, vol. 97, 1027-1059.

Felgueroso, F., Hidalgo, M. and Jiménez-Martín, S. (2010). Explaining the
fall of the skill wage Premium in Spain. Annual Monograph
Conference Talent, Effort and Social Mobility, Fedea.

Heckman, J.J. (1979). Sample selection bias as a specification error.
Econometrica, vol. 47, 153-161.

Hidalgo, M.A. (2010). A demand-supply analysis of the Spanish education
wage premium. Revista de Economía Aplicada, vol. XVIII, nº 54, 57-
78.

Hanushek, E. Schwerdt, G.,  Wiederhold, S and Woessmann, L. (2014)
Returns to Skills around the World: Evidence from PIAAC. European
Economic Review, forthcoming. 

Lassibille, G. (1998). Wage gaps between the public and private sectors
in Spain. Economics Of Education Review, vol. 17, nº 1, 83-92.

Lucas, R. (1988). On the mechanics of economic development. Journal of
Monetary Economics, vol. 22, nº 1, 3-42.

Marcerano, O.D. and Navarro, L. (2005). Nueva evidencia sobre el
rendimiento del capital humano en España. Revista de Economía
Aplicada, vol. XIII, nº 37, 69-88.

Mincer (1958). Investment in Human Capital and Personal Income
Distribution. Journal of Political Economy, vol. 66, nº 4, 281-302.

Mincer, J. (1974) Schooling, Experience, and Earnings. New York:
Columbia University Press.

Mincer, J, (1979). Schooling, experience and earnings. New York,
Columbia University Press.

Pijoan, J. and Sánchez, V. (2010). Spain is different: falling trends of
inequality. Review of Economics Dynamics, vol. 13.

Romer, P.M. (1989). Human capital and growth: theory and evidence.
NBER Working Paper Nº w3173.

San Segundo , M.J. (1997). Educación e ingresos en el mercado de trabajo
español. Cuadernos Económicos de ICE, nº 63, 105-123.

Schultz, T.W. (1960). Capital Formation by Education. Journal Political
Economy, vol.68, nº 6, 571-583.

Schultz, T.W. (1963). The Economic Value of Education, Columbia
University Press, New York.

Contact address: Víctor Martín Barroso. Universidad Rey Juan Carlos, Facultad
de Ciencias Sociales y Jurídicas, Economía Aplicada I. Paseo Artilleros s/n, 28032,
Madrid, España. E-mail: victor.martin@urjc.es

Castro Núñez, R.B., Fernández Martínez, P. and Martín Barroso, V. AN ANALYSIS OF THE ECONOMIC RETURNS TO HIGH EDUCATION IN SPAIN

Revista de Educación, 370. October-December 2015, pp. 87-109
Received: 15-01-2015    Accepted: 07-05-2015

109




