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Head Start’s Return On Investment 
 

Head Start generates a Return On Investment (ROI) that could make hedge fund managers envious.  For 
every $1 invested in Head Start, America reaps a ROI ranging from $7 to $9.1 James Heckman, a Nobel 
Laureate in Economics at the University of Chicago, recommended to the National Commission on Fiscal 
Responsibility and Budget Reform, ―Early Head Start and Head Start are programs on which to build 
and improve—not to cut.‖2 Investing in early childhood education programs, such as Head Start, yields 
a higher rate of return to society than spending money on secondary education and job training 
programs (see Chart 1). 
 

While in the short-run Head Start programs provide a range of education, health, nutrition, and family 
support services that benefit children and their families, Head Start yields its Warren Buffett-like ROI 
from its long-term educational, health, economic, and social impacts on vulnerable children and families. 
These impacts contribute to a better economy, improved government finances, and health care savings 
for small businesses and hardworking Americans. At the same time, Head Start is an efficiently run 
program. 
 

Head Start Improves the Economy 
Head Start graduates are more likely to graduate from high school. High school graduates contribute 
more to federal, state, and local economies than high school dropouts do because these graduates earn 
$9,000 more each year than dropouts.3 
 

Head Start Improves Federal, State, and Local Budgets 
Head Start saves our hard-earned tax dollars by decreasing the need for children to receive special 
education services in elementary schools.4 For example, data analysis of a recent Montgomery County 
Public Schools evaluation found that a MCPS child receiving full-day Head Start services requires 62 
percent fewer special education services.  This saves taxpayers $11,000 annually for every child in special 
education.5 States can save the $29,000 per year for each prisoner that they incarcerate because Head 
Start children are 12 percent less likely to have been charged with a crime.6  
 

Head Start Generates Health Care Savings 
Head Start programs reduce health care costs for employers and individuals because Head Start children 
are less obese,7 more likely to be immunized,8 and 19 to 25 percent less likely to smoke as an adult.9  
 

Head Start Is an Efficiently-Run Program 
Compared with other early childhood programs that have generated high ROIs, a Harvard economist 
calculated that Head Start provides 80 percent of the benefits of small model early childhood programs 
at 60 percent of the cost. In other words, Head Start is operated more efficiently than these model early 
childhood programs.10  
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