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What We Do in this Research

(1) We build a new historical database on public expenditure and its
components, and particularly human capital expenditure (% GDP)
covering 57 core territories (48 main countries + 9 residual regions)
over the 1800-2025 period

Including public and private education and health expenditure

+ other human and social capital expenditure
(general public services (justice, police, administration, roads, etc.)
+ research/culture/ community services/environmental protect./etc.)
(this presentation mostly focus on education + health)



(2) We find a large rise of education and health expenditure (as %
GDP) in every world region in the long run

We also find very large and persistent inequality in access to
education and health between poor and rich countries, with little
improvement in recent decades

E.g. per-school-age-individual public education expenditure in
Subsaharan Africa ≈ 3% of Europe/North America level in 2025 in PPP
terms (vs 6% in 1980 and 4% in 1950) (gap is even worst in MER)



(3) We also discuss the implications of our historical
findings for the future

We find a large impact of education/health on productivity
growth 1800-2025 (especially for public education, and
especially for poor countries) and we show that increased
expenditure could lead to global productivity convergence
by 2100 (around 100€/hour in all world regions)

See forthcoming GJP scenarios for more detailed analysis of
future trajectories (taking into account within-country
inequality, structural transformation between sectors, etc.)



Relation to the Literature
(i) Large literature on public expenditure in the long run
Mostly focuses on Western countries
Lindert 1994, 2004, 2021 on rich countries since 1800

(ii) Recent historical work covering more & more countries in &
outside the West
Bharti and Yang 2024 on China and India since late 19c
Gethin 2024 at global level since 1980

But no attempt so far to provide consistent historical estimates at
the global level: key contribution of this paper, using new
budgetary sources and archival material































































Simple linear specification 1800-2025:  git = g0 + a hit + ϵit
with: git = (yit - yit-1)/yit-1 = growth rate of labor productivity yit
hit = human capital expenditure as a fraction of GDP
(public + private education and health expenditure) 

→ a≈0,1 (as high as 0.2+ for poor countries & public education) 
E.g. if h↑ from 10% to 11%, then g ↑ by 0.1% (say from 1% to 
1.1%/year). 
Consistent with micro studies: 10% return to education 

Human capital hit: key driver of productivity growth git































Conclusion & research perspectives
• In spite of large historical increase in education and health

expenditure, access to education and health remains
extremely unequal between South and North

• E.g. per-school-age-individual public education expenditure in
Subsaharan Africa ≈ 3% of Europe/North America level in 2025
in PPP terms (vs 6% in 1980 and 4% in 1950)

• With higher human capital expenditure in global South since
1900 or 1950, global productivity convergence would already
be achieved in 2025. If we start now it can be achieved by 2100.



• Human capital expenditure has a huge a positive impact on
productivity growth, especially public education, and especially in
the poorest countries

• Real-world governments may not be perfect, but as they stand
they appear to be more efficient in the South than in the North
in order to transform human capital expenditure into productivity

• A large global justice fund aimed at financing human capital
expenditure can deliver global productivity convergence, with
productivity around 100€/hour in all world regions by 2100

• To be further analyzed in GJP scenarios, together with within-
country inequality of income and wealth, structural
transformation across sectors, planetary habitability etc.
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