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		Abstract

		The Mincer earnings function is the cornerstone of a large literature in empirical economics. This paper discusses the theoretical foundations of the Mincer model and examines the empirical support for it using data from Decennial Censuses and Current Population surveys. While data from the 1940 and 1950 Censuses provide some support for Mincer's model, data from later decades are inconsistent with it. We examine the importance of relaxing functional form assumptions in estimating internal rates of return to schooling and in accounting for taxes, tuition, nonlinearity in schooling, and nonseparability between schooling and work experience. Inferences about trends in rates of return to high school and college obtained from our more general model differ substantially from inferences drawn from estimates based on a Mincer earnings regression. Important differences also arise between cohort-based and cross-sectional estimates of the rate of return to school. In the recent period of rapid technological change, widely used cross-sectional applications of the Mincer model produce dramatically biased estimates of cohort returns to schooling. We also examine the implications of accounting for uncertainty and agent expectation formation. Even when the static framework of Mincer is maintained, accounting for uncertainty substantially affects rate of return estimates. Considering the sequential resolution of uncertainty over time in a dynamic setting gives rise to option values, which fundamentally changes the analysis of schooling decisions. In the presence of sequential resolution of uncertainty and option values, the internal rate of return - a cornerstone of classical human capital theory - is not a useful guide to policy analysis. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Mincer Model, Earnings Regressions, Returns to Schooling

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: C31

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Heckman,  James J. and Lochner,  Lance and Todd,  Petra, Fifty Years of Mincer Earnings Regressions (May 2003). IZA Discussion Paper No. 775,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=412480 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.412480 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						James J. Heckman

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of Chicago - Department of Economics  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					1126 East 59th Street
Chicago, IL  60637
United States
773-702-0634 (Phone)
773-702-8490 (Fax)

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					1050 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA  02138
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: American Bar Foundation]
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				American Bar Foundation 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					750 N. Lake Shore Drive
Chicago, IL  60611
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA)]
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA) 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					P.O. Box 7240
Bonn, D-53072
Germany

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: CESifo (Center for Economic Studies and Ifo Institute)]
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				CESifo (Center for Economic Studies and Ifo Institute) 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Poschinger Str. 5
Munich, DE-81679
Germany

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Lance Lochner

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of Western Ontario - Department of Economics  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					London, Ontario N6A 5B8
Canada

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					1050 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA  02138
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Petra Todd (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of Pennsylvania - Department of Economics  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Ronald O. Perelman Center for Political Science
133 South 36th Street
Philadelphia, PA  19104-6297
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					1050 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA  02138
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: IZA Institute of Labor Economics]
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				IZA Institute of Labor Economics 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					P.O. Box 7240
Bonn, D-53072
Germany

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      715

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    7,153

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   51,195

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        4 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       65 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    IZA Institute of Labor Economics Discussion Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                IZA Institute of Labor Economics Discussion Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            7,205

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           16,413

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Klaus F. Zimmermann at Global Labor Organization (GLO), Marco Caliendo at University of Potsdam

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Labor: Supply & Demand eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Labor: Supply & Demand eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              668

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,285

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















    
        
            Recommended Papers

            	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Orchestrating Impartiality: The Impact of "Blind" Auditions on Female Musicians

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Claudia Goldin
                                     and 
                                
                                    
                                    Cecilia E. Rouse
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Fifty Years of Mincer Earnings Regressions

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    James J. Heckman, 
                                    
                                
                                    
                                    Lance Lochner, ...
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Are Emily and Greg More Employable than Lakisha and Jamal? A Field Experiment on Labor Market Discrimination

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Marianne Bertrand
                                     and 
                                
                                    
                                    Sendhil Mullainathan
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    


                    
                        	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Are Emily and Greg More Employable than Lakisha and Jamal? A Field Experiment on Labor Market Discrimination

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Marianne Bertrand
                                         and 
                                    
                                        
                                        Sendhil Mullainathan
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Sex Discrimination in Restaurant Hiring: An Audit Study

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        David Neumark, 
                                        
                                    
                                        
                                        Roy J. Bank, ...
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            On the Rationality of Black Youth Unemployment

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Harry J. Holzer
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Is it Sex or Personality? The Impact of Sex-Stereotypes on Discrimination in Applicant Selection

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Doris Weichselbaumer
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Instructional Manipulation Checks: Detecting Satisficing to Increase Statistical Power

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Daniel M. Oppenheimer, 
                                        
                                    
                                        
                                        Tom Meyvis, ...
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Education and Investment in Human Capital

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Burton A. Weisbrod
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        



            
            
                 
            
        

    

				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.156 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
