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Abstract

A woman’s ability to choose if and when to become a mother has a direct im-
pact on her and her offspring’s health and well-being. Contraception can delay
pregnancies in young women at increased risk of health problems and death
from early childbearing, reduce unwanted births in older women, and decrease
sexually transmitted diseases. Yet, an estimated 222 million women in devel-
oping countries would like to delay or stop childbearing but are not using any
method of contraception because they lack appropriate knowledge on birth
control methods. In this paper we explore the role that schooling might play
in the acquisition of contraceptive knowledge and use of contraceptives. One
the one hand, schooling has the potential of augmenting knowledge through
formal sex education. On the other hand, schooling might make women better
able to acquire and process the birth control information that is often dissem-
inated via national family planning programs. In both cases, schooling might
increase the likelihood of contraceptive use during the first sexual encounter.

We analyse data from Mexico’s National Survey of Demographical Dy-
namics 2009 and estimate instrumental variable (IV) models to identify the
causal effect of schooling on contraceptive knowledge and use. Our identifica-
tion strategy exploits temporal and geographic variation in the construction
of lower secondary (grade 7 to 9) schools in Mexico following the extension
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of compulsory education from 6th to 9th grade in 1993. We show that the
education reform succeeded in increasing school completion after 6th grade
by 2.45 percentage points. Our results suggest that the returns to complet-
ing at least one grade of lower secondary education include an increase in
contraceptive knowledge. Relative to women who finished elementary educa-
tion, women who completed at least one grade of lower secondary education
know at least 2.5 more birth control methods and are more likely to use con-
traceptives during the first sexual encounter. This evidence indicates that
conventional estimates of the returns to education that focus only on labour
market outcomes understate the total benefits of human capital accumulation.
More importantly, increased contraceptive knowledge and the associated po-
tential improvements in maternal and child health can lead to improved living
standards and poverty reduction in developing countries.
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