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The University of Chicago’s Center for the Economics of Human Development (CEHD) is supporting the launch of a landmark evaluation of the Preparing for Life (PFL) program — one of the few experimental early childhood interventions to follow participants into adolescence. This rigorous, randomized controlled trial evaluates the sustained effects of a prenatal-to-school-entry home visiting program in a disadvantaged community in Dublin, Ireland. The Age 14 follow-up offers unique evidence on the long-term benefits of early intervention.
About Preparing for Life (PFL)
PFL provided bi-weekly home visits from pregnancy to age 5, delivering parenting supports, developmental tip sheets, and early learning materials. Additional components included baby massage classes and the Triple P Positive Parenting Program. The program targeted behavioral and informational frictions to promote parenting knowledge and skill development in low-income households.
Why This Study Matters
1. Rare Long-Term Evidence: Most home visiting programs have limited long-term data. PFL is one of the only randomized studies globally to track children into mid-adolescence with rigorous assessment.
1. Enduring Cognitive Gains: At Age 14, the program demonstrates sustained cognitive improvements—children in the treatment group scored 0.70 standard deviations higher on general cognitive ability tests compared to controls, with strong results across verbal, non-verbal, and spatial domains.
1. Executive Function: PFL children also showed higher working memory scores (0.52 SD), a critical foundation for learning and decision-making.
1. Better Educational Expectations: Participants reported greater academic confidence and aspirations, reflecting stronger human capital formation.
1. Modest Physical Health Effects: Treatment children had lower waist-to-height ratios—a predictor of better cardiometabolic outcomes.
1. Minimal Socio-Emotional Gains: While most socio-emotional indicators did not differ between groups, treatment youth reported fewer attention problems.
Key Statistics
1. Sample Size at Age 14: 99 adolescents (43% of original cohort)
1. Gender Balance: No significant differences across groups
1. Effect on Cognitive Scores (General Conceptual Ability): +0.70 SD
1. Working Memory: +0.52 SD
1. Above Norm Cognitive Scores (Spatial): 17% of treatment group vs. 4% of control
1. Waist-to-Height Ratio Risk (>0.5): 38% (treatment) vs. 44% (control)
1. Attention Problems: 41% (treatment) vs. 63% (control)
Research Lead
The Age 14 Follow-up is led by Professor Orla Doyle, The Geary Institute, University College Dublin, in collaboration with CEHD’s interdisciplinary research network on skill formation and early investment.
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