
Who Leads? Relative Age Effects on Social Capital

Matthew Jacob Mike Bailey
Harvard Meta

June, 2026

1 / 14



Kindergarten entry cutoffs induce variation in relative age
Hypothetical September 1st kindergarten entry cutoff

Sep 1: Ri = 0

July 1 July 15 Aug 1 Aug 15 Sep 15 Oct 1 Oct 15 Nov 1︸ ︷︷ ︸
Relatively Younger: Ri<0

︸ ︷︷ ︸
Relatively Older: Ri>0

2 / 14



Relative age affects short and long-term outcomes
Du et al. (2012), Fukunaga et al. (2013), Layton et al. (2018), Muller and Page (2016), and Thompson et al. (1999)
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Our contribution

1. We show that relative age affects social capital. Relatively older boys have
larger social networks, and are more likely to become school leaders.

2. These social capital effects persist into adulthood, and are replicated across
countries with different school starting ages and education systems.

3. Consistent with a social capital mechanism, relatively older men sort into
social occupations. This holds true for the typical worker, not just the right-tail.
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Data and identification

We use data on 33 million US Facebook users born between 1983–1997 who
are active on the platform and attended school in a state with a uniform cutoff.

For each user, we observe their self-reported date of birth, gender, schools
attended and occupation, as well as their social network and on-platform activity.

Estimand: Intent-To-Treat (ITT) effect of being relatively old for one’s cohort
using a fuzzy regression discontinuity design and donut-hole.

McCrary Test Balance
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Relatively older boys make more FB friends in HS...
1983-1997 birth cohorts, adjacent-cohort Facebook friends
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...and they are 40% more likely to be Class President
1983-1997 birth cohorts, leadership proxied by high school FB groups
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Effects on social capital persist into adulthood...
1983-1997 birth cohorts, cumulative Facebook friends at ages 27-39
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...and are replicated in most OECD countries
1983-1997 birth cohorts, cumulative Facebook friends at ages 27-39

A: Japan (School Start = 6 y.o.)
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B: Finland (School Start = 7 y.o.)
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Relatively older men sort into social occupations
1983-1997 birth cohorts, 2-digit SOC occupation based on Facebook profile information
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Takeaways

We find that relative age has broad and persistent effects on social capital
formation, especially for boys.

These effects can help to rationalize relative age differences in leadership
attainment and labor market success, which have been shown in prior work.

Our findings reinforce the importance of social capital/skills in childhood as a
key determinant of long-term outcomes.

11 / 14



Appendix
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McCrary Density Test
1983-1997 birth cohorts, excluding Jan 1st and major holidays
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Covariate Balance
Sample RD Estimates

All Males Females Control Mean ITT
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Days Active in Last 28 Days 24.341 23.759 24.842 24.371 0.049
(7.551) (8.039) (7.065) (0.025)

Relationship Status Listed 0.837 0.831 0.843 0.836 0.004
(0.369) (0.375) (0.364) (0.001)

Current City Listed 0.842 0.851 0.834 0.844 -0.001
(0.365) (0.356) (0.372) (0.001)

Hometown Listed 0.821 0.827 0.816 0.821 0.000
(0.384) (0.379) (0.388) (0.001)

Occupation Listed 0.312 0.294 0.328 0.309 0.003
(0.463) (0.456) (0.469) (0.001)

Sum of Fields Listed 2.671 2.676 2.667 2.673 0.001
(0.903) (0.899) (0.906) (0.003)

Observations 27.128 M 12.565 M 14.563 M
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