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A commentary on
 “How Much is that Player in the Window? The One with the Early Birthday?” Relative Age Influences the Value of the Best Soccer Players, but Not the Best Businesspeople

by Furley, P., Memmert, D., and Weigelt, M. (2016). Front. Psychol. 7:84. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00084



Fuelled by Gladwell's (2008), researchers have expanded their gaze beyond sports for evidence of the Relative Age Effect (RAE; Barnsley et al., 1985): that something as arbitrary as the month you were born in has important consequence for later life success. In line with Furley et al. (2016), we agree that any RAE outside of sports deserves closer scrutiny, but unlike Furley et al., we argue that we should not expect to find evidence of RAE for labor market outcomes in the first place, because there is not sufficient evidence of uniform age cut-offs in school.

To begin, Furley et al. (2016) investigate the RAE (data from Poli et al., 2015a), and among the 100 richest billionaires (data from Forbes). Loffing (2016) critiques Furley et al. for comparing the soccer players' birthdate distribution to a uniform distribution to find evidence of RAE; this critique should also apply to the analysis on billionaires1. In this commentary, we draw attention on one different aspect of Furley et al.'s analysis of billionaires: we believe it to be a priori invalid, because it assumes uniformity of school-age cut-off dates that simply does not exist. If we assume that education is the key mechanism of wealth—as does Furley et al.2—the correct interpretation of any RAE requires first a clear establishment of the uniform age cut-offs in the given population.

Furley et al. (2016) do not state but implicitly assume that all the businesspeople in their data were educated under the same cut-off date and that this date was January 1st (i.e., the school year equals the calendar year). If such a uniform cut-off existed, it is easy to imagine why it might matter—the maturation gap would mean that the youngest students likely perform worse and/or face lower wellbeing than their older classmates (Bedard and Dhuey, 2006; Schwandt and Wuppermann, 2016) This, it follows, will be mirrored by poor labor market outcomes (Plug, 2001; Black et al., 2011) and wellbeing (Thompson et al., 1999; Matsubayashi and Ueda, 2015). Furley et al. cite no such evidence of RAE for the billionaires.

For a true test of RAE for the billionaires, two conditions should be satisfied. First, individuals in the sample would have to experience the same cut-off dates for school enrollment; if not, for each individual in the data set, the school year has to be adjusted so that the first day corresponds to the cut-off date of the place where the individual was educated (Bedard and Dhuey, 2006). Second, because some billionaires in the Forbes list are foreigners and thus not raised in the US education system, there should be documentation on cut-off dates for their respective country of origin3.

While it is generally safe to assume that January 1st is a unique international cut-off date for soccer youth categories (Poli et al., 2015b), this is not true for education. For example, in the US, January 1st is the current cut-off date for only a few states (10 states); moreover, the cut-off date changed several times in some states (6 states), it can change from year to year depending on when lessons start (1 state), and it can change within states as established by local authorities (5 states) (Bedard and Dhuey, 2006). Therefore, people born in the same state, in the same month of the calendar year, but in different years, might belong to different months of the school year4. Similar concerns apply to other countries; for information on international cut-off dates refer to Bedard and Dhuey (2006) and the Eurydice website5. Therefore, we caution that analyses based on unclear age cut-offs simply do not represent RAE research.

The same attention to cut-off dates should be paid in the sports context as well. Although most countries share the same cut-off date, this was/is not universal. For example, in soccer, Belgium and Germany adopted a January 1st cut-off date in the mid-90's (Helsen et al., 2000; Ashworth and Heyndels, 2007), while Great Britain's cut-off date is still September 1st (Bryson et al., 2014); most countries and US' states apply January 1st as the cut-off date for youth hockey categories, while Minnesota applies August 31st (Fumarco et al., 2016).

We encourage data sharing and the RAE debate more generally. This allows for the RAE scholarship to advance. We hope to add to the debate by reminding scholars of one necessary criteria of RAE research—more detailed information of age cut-offs. In the case of Furley et al., the study should have cited evidence for appropriate cut-off dates before engaging in RAE analyses. Although we agree with Furley et al.'s conclusion that there seems to be no evidence of RAE among billionaires, we offer a different reason why: there is no reason to expect it in the first place.
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FOOTNOTES

1See Delorme and Champely (2015) for more details.

2Also this assumption is questionable, for two reasons: (i) billionaires might have inherited much of their fortune; (ii) evidence suggests that RAE in education declines over time (Solli, 2012; Larsen and Solli, in press). We are grateful to a reviewer for this insight.

3There is also one interpretational problem. The RAE varies with a number of characteristics of the developmental system (in education, Bedard and Dhuey, 2006; Sprietsma, 2010; in sports, Wattie et al., 2015); when we do not account for these characteristics, the interpretation of the RAE is considerably nuanced.

4For example, in Arizona 1978, January 1st was the cut-off date; thus, the 1st month of the school year was January, while the last was December. December born pupils who started school in that year were the youngest in their class. In 1979, the state changed cut-off date to December 1st. The 1st month of the school year became December 1979, while the last became November 1980. December born pupils who started school that year were the oldest in their class.

5http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/index_en.php

REFERENCES

 Ashworth, J., and Heyndels, B. (2007). Selection bias and peer effects in team sports the effect of age grouping on earnings of German soccer players. J. Sports Econom. 8, 355–377. doi: 10.1177/1527002506287695

 Barnsley, R. H., Thompson, A. H., and Barnsley, P. E. (1985). Hockey success and birthdate: the relative age effect. Phys. Health Educ. J. 51, 23–28.

 Bedard, K., and Dhuey, E. (2006). The persistence of early childhood maturity: international evidence of long-run age effects. Q. J. Econ. 121, 1437–1472. doi: 10.1093/qje/121.4.1437

 Black, S. E., Devereux, P. J., and Salvanes, K. G. (2011). Too young to leave the nest? the effects of school starting age. Rev. Econ. Stat. 11, 455–467. doi: 10.1162/rest_a_00081

 Bryson, A., Gomez, R., and Zhang, T. (2014). All-Star or Benchwarmer? Relative Age, Cohort Size and Career Success in the NHL. Bonn: IZA. IZA Discussion Paper, 8645.

 Delorme, N., and Champely, S. (2015). Relative age effect and chi-squared statistics. Int. Rev. Soc. Sport 50, 740–746. doi: 10.1177/1012690213493104

 Fumarco, L., Gibbs, B., Jarvis, J., and Rossi, G. (2016). The Relative Age Effect Reversal among NHL Elite. Munich: MPRA. MPRA Paper, 75691.

 Furley, P., Memmert, D., and Weigelt, M. (2016). How much is that player in the window? the one with the early birthday? relative age influences the value of the best soccer players, but not the best businesspeople. Front. Psychol. 7:84. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00084

 Gladwell, M. (2008). Outliers: The Story of Success. New York, NY: Little, Brown and Co.

 Helsen, W. F., Starkes, J. L., and Van Winckel, J. (2000). Effect of a change in selection year on success in male soccer players. Am. J. Hum. Biol. 12, 729–735. doi: 10.1002/1520-6300(200011/12)12:6<729::AID-AJHB2>3.0.CO;2-7

 Larsen, E. R., and Solli, I. F. (in press). Born to run behind? persisting birth month effects on earnings. doi: 10.1016/j.labeco.2016.10.005

 Loffing, F. (2016). Commentary: “how much is that player in the window? The one with the early birthday?” Relative age influences the value of the best soccer players, but not the best businesspeople. Front. Psychol. 7:620. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00620

 Matsubayashi, T., and Ueda, M. (2015). Relative age in school and suicide among young individuals in Japan: a regression discontinuity approach. PLoS ONE 10:e0135349. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0135349

 Plug, E. J. (2001). Season of birth, schooling and earnings. J. Econ. Psychol. 22, 641–660. doi: 10.1016/S0167-4870(01)00060-5

 Poli, R., Ravenel, L., and Besson, R. (2015a). Transfer Values and Probabilities. CIES Football Observatory Monthly Report. Neuchâtel: CIES Football Observatory.

 Poli, R., Ravenel, L., and Besson, R. (2015b). Relative Age Effect: A Serious Problem in Football. CIES Football Observatory Monthly Report. Neuchâtel: CIES Football Observatory.

 Schwandt, H., and Wuppermann, A. (2016). The youngest get the pill: ADHD misdiagnosis in germany, its regional correlates and international comparison. Labour Econ. 43, 1–45. doi: 10.1016/j.labeco.2016.05.018

 Solli, I. F. (2012). Left Behind by Birth Month. Stavanger: University of Stavanger. UiS Working Papers in Economics and Finance, 2012/8.

 Sprietsma, M. (2010). Effect of relative age in the first grade of primary school on long-term scholastic results: international comparative evidence using PISA 2003. Educ. Econom. 18, 1–32. doi: 10.1080/09645290802201961

 Thompson, A. H., Barnsley, R. H., and Dyck, R. J. (1999). A new factor in youth suicide: the relative age effect. Can. J. Psychiat. 44, 82–85.

 Wattie, N., Schorer, J., and Baker, J. (2015). The relative age effect in sport: a developmental systems model. J. Sports Med. 45, 83–94. doi: 10.1007/s40279-014-0248-9

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2017 Fumarco and Gibbs. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
’ frontiers
in Psychology

Commentary: “How Much is that
Player in the Window? The One
with the Early Birthday?” Relative
Age Influences the Value of
the Best Soccer Players, but
Not the Best Businesspeople









OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers
in Psychology





