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Abstract
College rankings have evolved a great deal since the 1870s. What started as a
measurement of school resources transformed into an assessment of outcomes associated with
attending and then into an evaluation based on reputation. Rankings have now become a
combination of all three. U.S. News & World Report’s Best Colleges was one of the first
undergraduate college ranking publications, and although it started as purely reputational in
1983, it now includes components of resources and outcomes. As college tuition rose over time,
rankings received more attention since higher ranking schools were expected to have greater
returns to human capital investment. Nevertheless, this ranking methodology has been repeatedly
criticized (Myers and Robe; Meredith; Jaschik 2007), bringing into question the vulnerability of
U.S. News to new competitors with different algorithms.
This paper replicates part of a 1999 study (Monks and Ehrenberg) which found that U.S.
News rankings did have a significant impact on selective schools’ yield rates. The same
conclusion is reached in this study, which examines the years 2004-2017. In particular, moving
up to a more coveted rank was found to increase a school’s expected yield for the incoming
class. This study expands on Monks and Ehrenberg’s to include analysis of binding early
decision policies. These were also a significant predictor of yield, as taking a larger percent of an
incoming class through the early decision process led to higher expected yield rates. Lastly,
average endowment per student was found to be a significant predictor of yield, as wealthier
schools saw greater expected attendance from admitted students.
To try to assess U.S. News’ vulnerability to competing rankings, a dichotomous year
variable was included as a proxy for the exit of schools from participating in the peer evaluation
survey necessary for U.S. News’ ranking methodology (“President’s Letter”). The
responsiveness of a specific school’s yield rate to its ranking potentially explains the time
dependent relationship with when some schools initially chose to not take part in the peer
evaluation. This effect then levels off as the publicity related to these actions dwindled (Google
Trends). Although weak, this evidence does point to the possibility of the growing influence of
other college ranking systems such as The Princeton Review and Forbes over U.S. News.
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Introduction
Every year, students at elite universities eagerly await the release of U.S. News and
World Report’s Best Colleges ranking to see if their school has been assigned a more coveted
spot than in the previous year. Upon the online release of scores, a flurry of social media posts
and texts from peers clutter students’ phones boasting about their school pride. The September
release of these rankings comes at the same time high school seniors are selecting where to apply
and attend college. While U.S. News is not the only set of college rankings, it still draws the
most attention from being the first major publication to rank undergraduate universities. A study
done in 1999 by Monks and Ehrenberg found that a one spot change in rank can change a
university’s acceptance rate by almost half of a percent, yield rate by one sixth of a percent, and
affect the amount of financial aid offered to students. Over the years there has been a lot of
criticism surrounding these rankings and their methodology; however, even with this, university
administrators continue to provide the statistics asked for by U.S. News, as they know the
potential of where they fall in the rankings.
In 2007, however, a group of liberal arts colleges presidents decided to sign a letter
indicating they would no longer fill out the peer school assessment survey that makes up roughly
a fourth of the overall U.S. News ranking and to no longer use rankings as a selling point to
prospective students. Originally 12 presidents signed this letter, but the count is up to over sixty
now, as noted in Appendix 1 (“President’s Letter”). While previous studies have looked at the
role ranking has played on admission statistics and financial aid, this paper will attempt to see if
general dissatisfaction with rankings in recent years has played a role in the effect rankings have
on yield rates.

5

First, this paper will provide the historical background of college rankings as well as the
critiques of them. Next, it will review the literature analyzing how student college enrollment
decisions are made. It will then update and expand on parts of a study done by Monks and
Ehrenberg (1999) to evaluate how student decision making may have changed in more recent
years. The model specification will then include additional independent variables to help better
explain yield rates at selective schools, and the empirical results will be analyzed. Lastly,
implications of key findings, limitations of the analysis, and recommendations for further
research will be presented.

History & Literature Review
The History of Ranking Colleges
While U.S. News published its first edition of Best Colleges in 1983, organized statistics
of colleges date back to the 1870s in reports by the United States Bureau of Education (Amsler
and Bolsmann; Meredith; Myers and Robe). In these reports, universities were listed by state and
included information such as date of charter, number of faculty, number of students, and
breakdown of courses offered (United States Bureau of Education). Appendix 2 contains an
excerpt from the 1872 report by the Bureau of Education. The report also incorporated the
number of each type of degree conferred in the past year at each institution. This included the
number of bachelors, masters, and PhD degrees, among others, conferred. Some of this data
would eventually be used as inputs to algorithms designed to determine college rankings, such as
U.S. News’ Best Colleges.
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A few decades later, in 1910, the first ordered ranking of colleges used outcome data- a
measurement of professional attainment- rather than resource-based statistics to compare
institutions.
Exhibit 1: Cattel’s 1910 Rankings of Scientific Strength with Gain/Loss from 4 Years Prior

This directory, written by James McKeen Cattell, was published in American Men of Science
and comprised of biographies of roughly four thousand accomplished scientists 1, aged anywhere
from twenty-five to ninety, who “represent work that has contributed to the advancement of pure

“The names are included because they are supposed to represent work that has contributed to the advancement of
pure science or because they are found in the membership lists of certain national societies. All the members of the
following societies who filled in the blank sent them are included: The National Academy of Sciences, fellows of
the American Association for the Advancement of Science, the American Society of Naturalists, the Association of
American Anatomists, the Association of American Geographers, the Association of American Physicians, the
American Association of Pathologists and Bacteriologists, the Astronomical and Astro- physical Society of
America, the Botanical Society of America, the Geological Society of America, the American Mathematical
Society, fellows of the American Ornithologists' Union, the American Philosophical Association, the American
Physical Society, the American Physiological Society, the American Psychological Association, the American
Society of Bacteriologists, the Society for the Promotion of Agricultural Science, the Society for Experimental
Biology and Medicine, the Society of Horticultural Science, the Society for Plant Morphology and Physiology, and
the American Society of Zoologists.” (Cattel)
1
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science” (Cattell). The top thousand men2 were ordered according to the importance of their
contributions and the institutions they attended received a score based off how many men
attended the school, weighted by where within the top thousand men they fell. For example,
among the top 100 men, the top 25 were assigned a weight of 4, the next 25 were assigned a
weight of 3, and the lower 50 a weight of 2.5. The weights then trickled down by groups of 100
men with the bottom 400 men receiving a weight of 1 (Cattell).
Exhibit 1 shows the ranking created in 1910 by Cattel, consisting of the weighted
number each school received and how that number had changed from four years ago. An
institution received credit if the man received any type of degree there, bachelors or more
advanced. Moving forward, undergraduate and graduate degrees were evaluated separately.
A similar approach was used during 1930-1951 by Beverly Waugh Kunkel and Donald
Prentice. Institutions were ranked by the number of their baccalaureate-earning alumni that
appeared in “Who’s Who in America”, a publication which lists biographical data of over 29,000
influential men and women in the United States (Prentice and Kunkel). This was almost 30 times
the number used in creating Cattel’s ranking. Authors of “Who’s Who” write that those included
in the publication were “selected as a matter of judgment for which no rule can be established”
(Leonard). Compared to Cattel’s earlier version, this approach included successful women as
well as men, but solely looked at where one’s bachelor’s degree was obtained rather than
graduate degrees as well. On top of this, there was no precise way of defining what success

“These are the thousand students of the natural and exact sciences in the United States whose work is supposed to
be the most important. In each of the twelve principal sciences the names were arranged in the order of merit by ten
leading students of the science. The average positions and the probable errors were then calculated, so that in each
science the order of merit was determined together with its validity. The names were then combined in one list by
interpolation, the numbers in each science being taken approximately proportional to the total number of workers in
that science. The thousand are distributed among the sciences as follows: Chemistry, 175; physics, 150; zoology,
150; botany, 100; geology, 100; mathematics, 80; pathology, 60; astronomy, 50; psychology, 50; physiology, 40;
anatomy, 25; anthropology, 20.” (Cattel)
2
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meant to be included in the “Who’s Who” publication, leaving some to question the basis of the
ranking.
These outcomes-based rankings, which focused on performance of men and women after
attending a given institution, began to fall in popularity in the 1950s as a more formulaic-based
alternative, known as reputational rankings, expanded. Reputational rankings focused comparing
institutions based on how others perceive a particular school or program. Previous ranking
methodologies were not very transparent and, thus, appropriately questioned; reputational
rankings, while subjective, were much more transparent. Reputational rankings were first
published in 1925 by Miami University professor Raymond Hughes in A Study of Graduate
Schools of America. Hughes had his faculty rate 20 disciplines at 36 schools on a scale of 1 to 5.
He then created an ordered list of best institutions for each discipline based on the number of top
ratings received (Myers and Robe). Hughes went on to repeat this study in 1934 for the
American Council of Education, expanding its scope to 35 disciplines and using a more diverse
set of respondents. It wasn’t until the Cartter Report in 1966, however, that reputational rankings
took off in popularity. In Allan Cartter’s Assessment of Quality in Graduate Education (Cartter
Report), 29 disciplines were ranked from 1-5 in terms of “quality of graduate faculty” and
“rating of doctoral training program” at 106 different institutions by polling both scholars and
department chairpersons. This publication received more attention than any previous reputational
studies had, selling over 26,000 copies, and was applauded for its comprehensive methodology
by both higher education officials and magazines such as Time and Science (Myers and Robe).
Several other notable reputational rankings included Keniston’s Graduate Study and Research in
the Arts and Sciences at the University of Pennsylvania in 1959, Roose and Andersen’s A Rating
of Graduate Programs in 1970, and the National Academy of Sciences’ Assessment of Research-

9

Doctorate Programs in the United States in 1982 (Myers and Robe). Reputation rankings often
were criticized for being biased towards the sponsoring university and generally focused on
departments at the graduate level (Meredith). It is important to note that reputations of
departments within graduate schools are much more tied to outcomes than reputations of
undergraduate institutions. This is likely why reputation rankings for undergraduate schools were
not in large demand until later on.
Throughout the 20th century, Americans were increasingly obtaining undergraduate
degrees. College was an investment that would enable the recipient to produce other valuable
goods and services over time. By investing in a college education, one would be able to receive
greater returns to their investment in human capital over their work life, such as new job
opportunities and/or higher salaries. Between 1939 and 1979, college enrollment increased by
674% (“US College Enrollment”). Appendix 3 and Appendix 4 show the overall number of
college undergraduates as well as the percent of Americans attending 4 years of college rising.
On top of this, in 1965, college graduates were earning 25% more than high schools graduates, a
percentage that would continue to increase throughout the rest of the century (Taylor, et al).
One of the first publications that focused on undergraduate rankings was The Gourman
Report by Jack Gourman in 1967. These rankings gave 1,187 schools, roughly 50% of
institutions at the time, a rating between 200-800 claiming to use an average of inputs such as
student-faculty ratios, faculty salaries, library quality, and the ratings of several academic
departments. (Myers and Robe; McCracken). Criticism arose as the methodology behind
measuring more qualitative factors was never revealed. Experts expressed many concerns about
these rankings, due partly to the lack of transparency, but also claiming the point differences
based on their scoring system did not seem feasible, regardless of what the inputs were. Despite
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expert disapproval, the Gourman ratings still were used by scholars in studies as a proxy for
college quality through the late 1980s (Myers and Robe; Ehrenberg; Hattendorf).
While the Gourman Report was first published in 1967, increased demand for national
undergraduate rankings didn’t appear until the 1980s. Previously, students weren’t interested in
traveling far from home for school, however, this changed as undergraduate tuition rose 60%
from 1980-1990 (Ma, et al). Appendix 6 highlights the rise in tuition that occurred in the 1980s
and continued to present day. With the greater cost now associated with obtaining a bachelor’s
degree, a new premium was put on attending an elite university (Eide, et al). Certain institutions
were better known and connected, resulting in a higher expected return on investment compared
to others, and prospective students wanted to know how to differentiate among potential
institutions. This desire for information coincided with the first release of the U.S. News Best
Colleges rankings in 1983. The first edition asked 1,300 school presidents, slightly over a third
of total colleges at the time, to name the top schools from a list of universities similar to their
own based on quality of courses, professors, students, and the overall academic atmosphere.
Roughly half of the school presidents responded, and a ranking was then created using this
survey data. Stanford took the top spot of this inaugural ranking of 14 universities shown in
Appendix 7 (Boyington). By 1988, U.S. News switched their format to include both reputational
survey data and objective data including college’s rejection rates, SAT/ACT scores, studentfaculty ratio, per-student instructional budget, endowment per student, freshmen retention rate
and 4-year graduation rate (Meredith; Owings-Edwards). Since then, the U.S. News
methodology has continued to tweak weights assigned to different inputs in order to address
various concerns regarding statistical practices and perverse incentives for the participating
universities. For example, in 2004, U.S. News stopped including yield rate in their methodology
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as schools could easily manipulate this number using early decision policies. The 2017
methodology used by U.S. News can be found in Appendix 8.
U.S. News has been the most prominent undergraduate ranking system in the past,
primarily because it has been around the longest. While U.S. News is the most highly studied, it
is unclear whether U.S. News will monopolize the undergraduate ranking field in the future.
Forbes, the Princeton Review, Vault, and countless others all have separate ranking systems for
U.S. schools with different methodologies. A 2014 study discovered that being listed in certain
Princeton Review top 20 lists resulted in significant changes to number of applicants, meaning
these other rankings are drawing noteworthy attention (Atler). A comparison of what goes into
the aforementioned ranking methodologies is displayed in Appendix 9. Each algorithm places
different weights on factors including resources, outcomes, experience, graduation/ retention
rates, and selectivity.
It is assumed that students see college as an investment in their human capital3 that will
have both pecuniary and non-pecuniary returns over their lifetime. In particular, they are
choosing a college to maximize this investment. In this paper, we will define utility U for
individual i attending a given school j as the following equation (1.1).
Uij= fi(xj, yj, zj)

(1.1)

3

The human capital model, attributed to Becker, can be described by the following equations (Borjas) representing
the present value of earnings for a high school graduate (PVHS) versus a college graduate (PVCOL).
𝑤𝐻𝑆
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−
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4
5
(1 + 𝑟) (1 + 𝑟)
(1 + 𝑟)
(1 + 𝑟)
(1 + 𝑟)
(1 + 𝑟)46
In these equations, wHS represents the wage a high school graduate receives, wCOL represents the wage a college
graduate receives, H represents the direct and indirect costs of attending colleges (including tuition, fees, and
opportunity costs), and r represents the worker’s rate of discount. This model assumes a person retires at age 64. A
graph of the difference of returns can be seen in Appendix 10.
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Here, xj represents the resources available at school j, yj represents outcomes associated
with attending school j, and zj represents the overall quality of life or experience a student would
have during their time at school j. The importance of each factor x, y, and z to overall utility is
dependent on the importance of each to a given student, as represented by function fi.
Reputation, which rankings such as U.S. News attempt to measure, can also be viewed as
a function of the same inputs, seen in equation (1.2).
Wj=gj(x,y,z)

(1.2)

In this equation, Wj represents the reputation of school j using the same inputs x, y, and z.
The problem with rankings is that fi gj. The weights that rankings place on factors in their
methodologies are not one size fits all. Thus, students should acknowledge that factors important
to them may carry different weight than what are used in ranking systems, yet rankings have
been shown to have significant impact on how students decide where to apply and attend college.
While comparisons of schools started with resource-based statistics found in government
reports, then moved on to outcomes-based approaches, and then on to reputation-based ordering,
ranking platforms now, such as U.S. News’ Best Colleges and the Princeton Review, are
different combinations of all three of these approaches. Moving forward, a more in-depth
analysis will be taken of the effects college rankings have had over time.

The Impact of College Rankings
College rankings have been scrutinized over the years in an attempt to understand their
purpose and impact on both students and institutions. To appreciate the role rankings play for
students, we must look at how the college decision process has changed over the past 70 years.
In 1949, 93% of undergraduates attended college in the same state they attended high school
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(Hoxby and Terry) compared to only 72% in 2014 (McLachlan). Over a similar time period, the
percent increase in earnings of college graduates compared to high school graduates increased
from 25% in 1965, to 47% in 1986, and to 63% in 2013 (Taylor, et al). Rational choice resulted
in more students being willing to leave their home state, which greatly expanded number of
potential universities they could attend. This required them to narrow down their options in a
relatively short period of time. Rankings provide one way to do this. In 2013, a study done by
UCLA found that 18.2% of students considered a school’s ranking in a national magazine to be
“very important” (Morse) up from 10.5% in 1998 (McDonough). The percentage of students
using rankings at all in their decision process has risen from 54% in 1995 to 72% in 2016 (Hesel,
et al).
One way a student’s college decision making process may be affected by rankings
without their knowledge is through their parents. In a 1995-1997 poll4 done by the Art & Science
Group about different sources of obtaining college information, a Net Value Index 5 was created
which had a range of possible scores from -1 to 1 (Betterton, et al 1995; Betterton, et al 1997). A
Net Value Index score of 1 meant that 100% of respondents cited the information source as
“extremely valuable” and a score of -1 meant that 100% of respondents cited the information as
“not valuable at all.” The value students placed on their parents as a resource had a net index
value of 0.70. As a comparison, the index value placed on rankings was 0.33 for students, but
0.59 for parents. From this, we can see that although students may claim they don’t care about

4

Findings reported come from 500 high school seniors with SAT scores above 1,000 (before recentering) and about
to enroll in four year colleges in the fall of 1995. Data on parents came from parents of 400 high school seniors with
a re-centered SAT score of over 1,050 and who enrolled in four year colleges in the fall of 1997.
5
The equation for Net Index Value is as follows: (Net Index Value) i = (∑𝑛𝑗=1 𝑉𝑖𝑗 )/n where i represents the
information source, such as rankings, and j represents the individual respondent, and n represents the total number of
respondents. Vij can take on the following values: 1 if the respondent believes the information source is extremely
valuable, ½ if the respondent believes the information source is somewhat valuable, or -1 if the respondent believes
the information source is not valuable at all. Scores were calculated for both students and parents separately.
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the rankings, they do value their parents’ opinions, so they are likely influenced by rankings
indirectly through their parents. Parents placed roughly the same value on rankings as they did
teachers and counselors, which had a net index value of 0.61. Admission representatives
provided both students and parents with the highest value rating, 0.76 for parents and 0.75 for
students. Among the ranking systems, parents were most familiar with the U.S. News Ranking in
1997 and two-thirds of parents found the U.S. News rankings very helpful in evaluating the
quality of colleges (Betterton, et al 1995; Betterton, et al 1997).
Along with parents, counselors are other authority figures that can play into students’
decision-making processes. A report done in May 2011 found that over 50% of public and 35%
of private high school counselors agree or somewhat agree that rankings are a helpful resource
for students and families interested in college information (Caruso, et al). On top of this, the
overall percentage of students that reported discussing rankings with college guidance counselors
was 30% in 2016 (Hesel, et al). Thus, students are often indirectly influenced by rankings though
various family members and advisers.
Regardless of students, parents, and counselors’ views of the rankings, it is commonly
agreed upon that rankings in the past have affected application numbers and matriculation
decisions. A 1999 study on how rankings influence admission statistics of private schools
showed that moving up one spot to a more favorable ranking resulted in a decrease in acceptance
rate by .4% (Monks and Ehrenberg). Studies done in 2014 and 2004 have also looked at the
impact of being on the first page of the U.S. News ranking, which requires being ranked in the
top 25, and have shown that making the first page is related to an increase in applications by 610% (Atler) and a drop in acceptance rate by 4% (Meredith).
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Another key area of study within the college ranking field is its relationship with
financial aid. The few studies that have been done on the issue in 1999 and 2004 both agree that
a less favorable rank leads to lower expected self-help amounts and more generous financial aid
grants (Monks and Ehrenberg; Meredith). To put in numbers, in 1999 it was found that dropping
in the rankings by 10 spots reduced aid-adjusted tuition by about 4% (Monks and Ehrenberg). A
less favorable rank requires schools to offer more incentives such as financial aid to attract
students to attend. On the other hand, more favorably ranked schools do not need to offer these
types of incentives to get students to attend, potentially making them less accessible to low
income students. This can be seen through the fact that, in 2004, the number of Pell eligible
students decreased when a school’s rank within the top 25 became more favorable (Meredith).
Pell grants have now become a sign of diversity and something schools boast about, causing
these results to have changed since then (Addo).
While the U.S. News rankings are most commonly studied with respect to admissions
and financial aid, their effects run much deeper. For one, the U.S. News rankings have been
proven to have a significant impact on future peer assessment scores (Bastedo and Bowman
2010) which made up 22.5% of the U.S. News ranking in 2017. In other words, this causes
previous rankings to significantly affect future rankings when they should be unbiased. U.S.
News rankings are also important to schools not only to attract top students, but also to maintain
their research and development funding, which has been shown to drop in conjunction with a fall
in rank (Bastedo and Bowman). As a result of rankings’ effects, schools feel pressure to keep up
their reputation, and unfortunately do so by focusing more on how they compare in the rankings
to close competitors than the overall academic quality they provide students (Fowles).
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Student Matriculation Decisions and Yield Rates
One key factor school administrators care about is the school’s yield rate. A yield rate is
the percentage of admitted students who enroll at the university. In 2017, of the Consortium of
Financing Higher Education (COFHE)6 schools, Harvard boasted the highest yield rate of 82.8%
compared to Trinity College with the lowest at 30.1% (Common Data Sets). This data point is
important to schools because it not only can be used as another measure for how their school’s
reputation compares to others, but also because it is key to predicting enrollment. For the classes
entering in fall of 1995, Yale had 1,415 freshmen enroll, even though they had aimed for a class
of 1,335. Similarly, Princeton saw their largest entering class ever at 1,100 entering students and
had to build new dorms and set up mobile homes to fit the influx of students (Che and Koh).
Being able to better predict yield would help avoid situations like the ones above at Yale and
Princeton but has recently gotten much more challenging as students have increasingly been
applying to more schools (Eagan, et al).
While student college choice with respect to college rankings has only been studied more
recently, previous studies looked at a combination of predictors of college enrollment, often
including some kind of proxy for academic quality. A summary of key literature is found in
Exhibit 2.
Predicting enrollment decisions and yield rates is very important to universities and many
different factors have been analyzed to determine their relationship with a student’s decision to
attend or not. One variable often looked at is distance from home. While mentioned earlier that
students in more recent years are more willing to leave their home state for college, distance
from home often still is a significant predictor in college enrollment. In 1990, Trusheim, et al

6

The Consortium of Financing Higher Education is a group of private national universities and liberal arts colleges
that will be examined in this paper. For more information see the Data section.
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Exhibit 2: Key Findings of Reviewed Literature

Source

Dependent
Variable

Data

Key Findings

Trusheim, et al
(1990)

Enrollment

1,286 admitted students to
University of Delaware between
1987 and 1988

Parker and
Summers (1993)

Enrollment

Weiler (1996)

Enrollment

Monks and
Ehrenberg (1999)

Yield

82 liberal arts colleges over the
1988 to 1990 period, compiled by
the Higher Education Data
Sharing (HEDS) Consortium7
1993 survey of 987 students in the
top half of the admitted class of a
private research institution
30 COFHE schools between
1988/89-1998/99

Distance from home (-), quality of
academics (+), general reputation (+),
athletic facilities (+), and quality of
programs (+)
Tuition (-), costs (-)

Avery and Hoxby
(2004)

Enrollment

3,240 students from 396 high
schools in 44 states in 2000

Griffith and Rask
(2007)

Enrollment

Nurnberg, et al
(2011)

Enrollment

Colgate Admitted Student
Questionnaire 1995-2004 (~1,200
survey completed/year)
Regular Decision admitted students
of Williams College classes of
2008, 2009, 2010, 2011 and 2012

Housing (+), recreational options (+),
availability of majors (+), cost (-)
Lagged U.S. News Ranking (-),
Average Endowment/ Student (+)
Tuition (-), grants (+), loans (+), work
study (+), selectivity of college (+),
legacy status (+), mean SAT below
theirs (-)
Rank (-). Females, minorities,
financial aid students less sensitive to
rank.
Standardized tests scores (-), high
school GPA (-), minority status (-),
distance from home (-), religious (+),
full tuition payer (+)

found that for admitted students at University of Delaware, distance from home was negatively
related to enrollment at the university. Similarly, in 2011, looking at admitted students to
Williams college, students living within 10 kilometers of Williams were much more likely to
attend than those living more than 1000 kilometers away (Nurnberg, et al). However, in a study
done by Avery and Hoxby in 2004, distance from home was not found to be a significant factor
in enrollment decisions of high school seniors from across the country. One possible explanation
for this is that Avery and Hoxby focused on high achieving students, which was defined as being
within the top 10% or 20% of their senior class depending on whether they attended public or

7

HEDS collects and shares institutional data, public data sets, third-party survey data, and data from HEDS surveys.
HEDS also sponsors opportunities for representatives from member institutions to collaborate on using data.
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private school, respectively. High achieving students are more likely more concerned with the
quality of education over how far they will be from home, resulting in distance not significantly
impacting their decision making.
Other variables often analyzed are tuition and financial aid. For the most part, as tuition
increased, likelihood of enrollment decreased (Parker and Summers; Avery and Hoxby; Weiler).
On the reverse side, the larger the financial aid package, the likelihood of enrollment increased.
However, some variations to these general rules exist. For example, at Williams College, a full
tuition payer was more likely to enroll than one receiving financial aid (Nurnberg, et al). In terms
of financial aid packages, not all were found to be created equal. Avery and Hoxby found that
lower income students responded more positively to higher grants and, overall, students were
more likely to attend due to increased work study over loans and grants.
Academic factors influencing matriculation decisions included perceived quality of
academics and availability of majors. Both of these factors were found to be positively correlated
with decision to enroll (Trusheim, et al; Weiler). Having a higher SAT score than the school
average was found to significantly reduce the likelihood of a student attending (Avery and
Hoxby). For every percentile that a student’s SAT score exceeds the institution’s mean SAT
score, their probability of attending falls by 5%. Similarly, at Williams College, the higher a
student’s standardized test scores and GPA, the lower the probability they would attend. This
relates to the finding that students are much more likely to enroll in the school that is most
selective out of schools admitted to (Avery and Hoxby).
Many nonacademic factors played significant roles in enrollment decisions as well.
Recreational facilities proved to have a significant impact on enrollment in multiple studies.
Having better quality housing options and athletic facilities was found to increase the likelihood

19

of enrollment in studies done in both 1990 and 1996 (Trusheim, et al; Weiler). Average
endowment per student was expected to lead to higher yield rates among COFHE schools
(Monks and Ehrenberg). Being a legacy at a school was found to result in a greater likelihood of
attendance (Avery and Hoxby). At Williams College specifically, being religious resulted in a
higher probability of matriculating and being a minority reduced the probability of matriculating
(Nurnberg, et al).
Factors relating to reputation came up in multiple previous studies as well. Perceived
general reputation of schools by students was found to be positively related to enrollment
decisions (Trusheim). A study done in 1993 by Parker and Summers tested U.S. News’ impact
on enrollment decisions and found being included in U.S. News’ top 25 was positively related to
enrollment, however due to small sample sizes this relation was determined to be insignificant.
In later years, when explicit U.S. News ranking numbers where included in analysis, studies
found rank to be negatively related to enrollment in both 1999 and 2007 (Monks and Ehrenberg;
Griffith and Rask). Monks and Ehrenberg found in 1999 that a better ranking of one point was
associated with a .167% increase in yield. Thus, it would take about a 6 place change in rank to
change yield by 1%. While this effect is not large, it is significant and shows choices students
attend are affect in some way by rankings.
Other findings related to rankings from the literature presented in Exhibit 2 were that
females, minorities, and students qualifying for financial aid were significantly less sensitive to
rankings than males, non-minorities, and full pay students (Griffith and Rask). For the aided
sample, likelihood of matriculation increases by .15% with a one point change to a more
favorable ranking within the top 20 compared to a .45% increase for the full pay sample.
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One point Nurnberg discusses in his study of Williams College is the decision making
process a student goes through to choose the best school for him/her (Appendix 11). This is a
similar approach to the human capital and utility model outlined earlier (page 9). While we have
seen the increase in earnings of college graduates compared to high school graduates, Appendix
12 shows exactly how much this changed over previous generations.
Our interest in this paper is to examine the extent to which students use rankings to
influence their college decisions and if this has changed over time. Students have been observed
to base decisions off of rankings in the past, even though that decision may not maximize an
individual’s overall utility to the extent he/she assumes it will. This is because of the assumption
that individual returns to a specific school are not equal to U.S. News’ weighting scheme, thus
figj from equations 1.1 and 1.2 (page 9). We will use a reduced form equation to evaluate the
impact that rankings have on college yield rates.
This paper will build upon the existing literature by focusing on how rankings have
affected yield rates at selective schools in the most recent 14 years. In particular, this paper will
replicate part of what Monks and Ehrenberg did in 1999 and add variables in attempt to more
accurately predict yield and investigate whether the influence of school rank has become more or
less important over this dataset of years compared to findings of previous studies.

Data and Methodology
In this paper, we focus on a group of competitive national universities and liberal arts
colleges that make up the Consortium of Financing Higher Education (COFHE). These are
schools that are all ranked within the top 50 of their respective categories and are widely known
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as prestigious schools to attend. The paper will be looking at 288 of the 31 members who have
been a part of COFHE during the 2004-2017 timeframe. We picked this time frame as previous
studies haven’t examined the most recent years, and yield was taken out of the U.S. News
ranking methodology in 2004, allowing us to avoid unwanted correlation between variables.
Thirteen of our schools are liberal arts colleges and the remaining fifteen are national
universities. The rankings of schools in our data set for 2017 range from Princeton University
and Williams College, both ranked 1, to Trinity College, ranked 38 in best liberal arts colleges.
The mean ranking and yield rate across all years and institutions were 11.9 and 47.4%,
respectively, with standard deviations of 9.7 and 14.2%. Since COFHE schools are highly ranked
and private, results found have no bearing on the effect of rank on public institutions or schools
ranked outside the top 50. With 28 schools over 14 years, we create a panel with 392
observations. The rankings of these 28 schools from 2004-2017 can be found in Appendix 13.
Data on institutions’ yield rates and undergraduate enrollment was collected from
individual schools’ published Common Data Sets. In the event that this data was not publicly
available, it was obtained from the university’s board of institutional research. Endowment
information was gathered from financial reports published by the school each year and rankings
were collected from the print editions of U.S. News Best Colleges from 2003 to 2017. Data
released in common data sets is self-reported by each school and is used in the creation of the
U.S. News rankings.

8

The 28 institutions within the dataset include Amherst College, Barnard College, Brown University, Bryn Mawr
College, Carleton College, Columbia University, Cornell University, Dartmouth College, Duke University,
Georgetown University, Harvard University, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Mount Holyoke College,
Northwestern University, Oberlin College, Pomona College, Princeton University, Rice University, Smith College,
Stanford University, Swarthmore College, Trinity College, University of Pennsylvania, Washington University in
St. Louis, Wellesley College, Wesleyan University, Williams College, and Yale University.

22

U.S. News Best Colleges collects data across 7 different categories to determine an
institution’s rank. These 7 categories include graduation and retention rates, undergraduate
academic reputation, faculty resources, student selectivity, financial resources, graduation rate
performance versus predicted, and alumni giving rate. Appendix 8 helps summarize the
methodology used in the 2017 rankings. As previously mentioned, U.S. News will occasionally
change their methodology slightly, resulting in changes in certain schools’ ranks without a
change in true academic quality. The most apparent evidence of this was seen between the years
1989 to 1990 when Bryn Mawr College dropped from 5th in the rankings to 23rd. Changes to the
rankings since 2000 are described in Appendix 14.
The methodology U.S. News uses for its rankings has largely been criticized over the
years for not truly measuring an institution’s academic quality. While defining academic quality
has still not been perfected, the rankings incentivize schools to become more like what the
rankings measure and focus less on important issues such as equity and diversity (Sponsler). This
has been seen in the fact that some institutions, like Baylor, explicitly state their goals to improve
their standing in the rankings (Farrell and Van Der Werf) and that over 90% of colleges believe
there is a pressure to invest in maintaining their rank (Caruso, et al). As a result of this, schools
have been found to publish inaccurate data (Adams), accept only candidates that exceled in
categories measured by U.S. News, and use the peer assessment survey to score themselves
above their competitors (Lederman).
While these concerns regarding the U.S. News Best Colleges rankings have been around
since the inception of the publication, it wasn’t until 2007 that a group of school presidents
banded together to boycott the reputational survey administered by U.S. News. There were 12
original schools who signed the “President’s Letter” which asked signing members to make
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commitments to “refuse to fill out the U.S. News and World Report reputational survey” and
“refuse to use the rankings in any promotional efforts on behalf of your college or university, and
more generally, refuse to refer to the rankings as an indication of the quality of your college or
university”, but now the count of signatures is upwards of 60 (“Presidents Letter”). Appendix 1
contains the list of school presidents who have boycotted the reputational survey. Of the schools
that have signed, the majority are liberal arts colleges, none of which rank higher than 25 on in
the U.S. News rankings. Trinity College is the only COFHE school that has signed the letter.
While many more prominent, higher ranked schools weren’t willing to give up using their
ranking as a marketing tool, this didn’t necessarily mean they weren’t questioning the validity of
the rankings and its peer assessment score component. Thus, this paper will determine if the
impact of rankings on matriculation decisions has changed over the years, using the boycotting
of the peer reputation score as a proxy for disenchantment with the U.S. News rankings.

Model
There are two models that will be used in this paper. The first will be a replication of a
regression run by Monks and Ehrenberg in 1999 but using an updated data set. This first model
(2.1) will represent an institution’s yield rate as a function of the previous year’s U.S. News rank
and average endowment per student. This model will also include institutional dummy variables
and year dummy variables.
Yk,t= 1*Rankk,t-1+ 2*AvgEndk,t+1*Yeart+2*Institutionk

(2.1)

Where:
Yk,t represents yield rate for a given institution k and year t;
Rankk,t-1 represents the previous U.S. News rank for institution k;
AvgEndk,t represents the average endowment per student at institution k in year t;
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Yeart is a dummy variable set equal to 1 in year t, 0 otherwise;
Institutionk is a dummy variable set equal to 1 for institution k, 0 otherwise.
While the primarily goal of this paper was to understand the relationship between yield
and rank, average endowment per student was included to control for differences in institutions’
ability to spend outside the revenue brought in from tuition.
The regressions include year dummy variables in order to account for changes in student
college applications that would affect all universities in a given year. For example, if the average
student applied to 10 schools instead of 5 one year, yield rates would decrease greatly; however,
the changes to yield rates would be uncorrelated a schools U.S. News rank and average
endowment per student.
A similar reasoning is applied for using institution dummy variables. There are many
factors of schools not accounted for in this model. Having a dummy variable for each institution
helps identify how much the yield rate depends on intrinsic characteristics of given institution
versus the factors we are testing.
In attempt to further explain yield rate, we use model (2.2) which included additional
explanatory variables such as a 2 year U.S. News rank lag and the percent of incoming class
taken early decision.
Yk,t= 1*Rankk,t-1+ 2*Rankk,t-2+ 3*AvgEndk,t + 4*EarlyDeck,t +1*Yeart+2*Institutionk (2.2)
Where:
Yk,t represents yield rate for a given institution k and year t;
Rankk,t-1 represents the previous U.S. News rank for institution k;
Rankk,t-2 represents the U.S. News rank for institution k two years prior;
AvgEndk,t represents the average endowment per student at institution k in year t;
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EarlyDeck,t represents the percent of students in the incoming class for year t that institution k
takes under a binding early decision program
Yeart is a dummy variable set equal to 1 in year t, 0 otherwise;
Institutionk is a dummy variable set equal to 1 for institution k, 0 otherwise.
An additional ranking variable is added to see if there is any lasting effect of a U.S. News
rank from 2 years prior. With the rise of early decision programs in more recent years we also
included the percent of incoming class taken early decision as this policy significant affects
reported yield ranks.

Results
All the data from U.S. News’ print editions, along with schools’ Common Data Sets and
Financial Reports, was combined to get 392 unique observations over 14 years. Descriptive
statistics for the variables can be found in Table 1.
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics
Variable
Yield
U.S. News Rankingt-1
U.S. News Rankingt-2

Obs
392
392
392

Mean
47.4%
11.9
11.7

Std. Dev.
14.2%
9.7
9.5

Min
22.1%
1
1

Max
85.3%
45
45

Average Endowment Per Student
Percent Early Decision

392
392

1,104,914
29.8%

1,190,128
16.9%

59,890
0.0%

5,667,772
57.7%

From Table 1, we can see that yields range from 22.1% to 85.3%, which come from the
schools Trinity College and Harvard University, respectively. 20 of the 28 schools examined saw
yield increase from 2004 to 2017. The eight schools in which yield declined included mostly
liberal arts colleges such as Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Smith College, Swarthmore, and
Wesleyan. The institution with the largest range in yield over our time period was Northwestern

26

University, whose yield ranged 24.4% from 30.9% to 55.3%. The institution with the smallest
range of yields was Swarthmore, ranging only 4.5% from 38.6% to 43.2%. Again from Table 1,
the U.S. News rankings can be seen ranging from 1 to 45. There are 5 institutions that saw a top
ranking over the time period: Amherst, Swarthmore, Williams, Princeton, and Harvard. Trinity
College provides the lowest ranking of 45 in our dataset, but also ranged up to a high of 22,
making it the institution with the largest range in ranks. Four schools have a difference of only 1
between their best and worst ranking. These schools include Amherst, Princeton, Harvard, and
Yale.
Average endowment per student increased for every university from 2004 to 2017, not
adjusting for inflation. The largest endowment of the set was Harvard, at $37.6 billion in 2015,
leading to the largest endowment per student of $5.668 million. The smallest endowment was
that of Barnard in 2004, leading to the smallest average endowment per student of $59,890.
Students taken under binding early decision policies have increased for the majority of
schools since 2004. Of the 22 schools that offered early decision programs throughout the
duration of 2004-2017, 19 had percent of students taken early decision increase. The schools that
did not offer early decision include: Georgetown, Harvard, MIT, Princeton, Stanford, and Yale.
These six schools that do not offer binding policies do offer non-binding early action programs,
which will be discussed later. The largest change in percent of students taken early decision was
seen by Northwestern University, which increased students taken early decision 28.5%, from
25.7% to 54.1%. The largest percent of students admitted early decision was 57.7% by Wesleyan
in 2017.
Looking at the correlations between variables in Table 2, we see that the one year U.S.
News lag and the two year U.S. News lag have a correlation of 0.9805. This supports the fact
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that U.S. News rankings are sticky and do not change often or by very much from year to year.
Other notable correlations include that between percent early and yield which is -0.5018. Based
on our regression it would be logical to assume percent early and yield are positively correlated;
however, because the schools who do not offer early decision have some of the highest yields,
this correlation ends up being negative. Also, schools with higher endowments per student often
see higher yields, as seen by the 0.7566 correlation. Both U.S. News lag variables are similarly
correlated with yield at around -0.54, meaning better ranked schools often have higher yields.
Table 2: Correlation Matrix of Variables
Yield

U.S. News
Rankingt-1

U.S. News
Ranking t-2

Average Endowment
Per Student

Yield

1

U.S. News Rankingt-1

-0.5473

1

U.S. News Ranking t-2

-0.5381

0.9805

1

Average Endowment Per Student

0.7566

-0.5369

-0.5383

1

Percent Early Decision

-0.5018

0.2028

0.1993

-0.6262

Percent Early
Decision

1

Table 3 presents the results of our analysis (2.1) compared to that of Monks and
Ehrenberg in 1999. Both analyses used the COFHE schools as their dataset. In the first column,
Monk and Ehrenberg’s data from 1989-1999 is used to linearly regress yield on the institutions,
lagged U.S. News rank, and average endowment per student. This equation specification
repeated in the second column. The more recent data from 2004 to 2017 is used to relate yield to
the same explanatory variables. In early years of the U.S. News publication, only the top 25
schools were listed, hence why Monks and Ehrenberg use a dummy variable for ranks greater
than 25. This is not necessary in our updated regression as each school has a numeric ranking
every year; however, this could be cause for measurement error when comparing results as this
paper looks at a greater range of rankings than Monk and Ehrenberg did.

28

Table 3 U.S. News and World Report Rankings and Admissions Outcomes
1989-1999 vs 2004-2017 Yield Regressions
1989-1999

2004-2017

Constant

44.083***
(1.988)

39.652***
(0.952)

Lagged U.S. News Rank

-0.171***
(0.047)

-0.272***
(0.062)

Dummy of Lagged Rank >25

1.073
(0.737)

------------

Average Endowment/ Student
(thousands)

0.056***
(0.007)

0.00212***
(0.000616)

Institutional Dummy Variables

Yes

Yes

Year Dummy Variables

Yes

Yes

Adjusted R-squared

0.97

0.965

Number of Institutions

30

28

Number of Institution-Years

330

392

Notes:
(* ,**, ***) statistically significantly different from zero at 10% (5%, 1%) level.

The lagged U.S. News rank is the variable this paper is most concerned with, and
between the two studies its coefficient has changed from -0.171 to -0.272. In both studies this
term was significant at the 1% level. The negative sign implies the better the ranking (lower
number ranking) the higher the yield rate. For each better spot in the ranking, yield is expected to
increase by 0.272%. Thus, it would take roughly a 4 point improvement in rank to increase yield
rate by 1%, all else being equal. In Monks and Ehrenberg’s original study, it took roughly a 6
point improvement in rank to increase yield by 1%, implying ranking during the more recent
time period could have a greater expected impact on yield rates.
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Average endowment per student was also significant in both datasets but had a greater
relation to yield in the earlier time frame. Monks and Ehrenberg’s data suggest an increase in
average endowment per student by $10,000 would result in a 0.56% increase in yield rate
whereas more recent data suggests an increase in average endowment per student by $10,000
would only result in 0.02% increase in yield rate. This, however, does not take inflation into
account. Between the median years of each study, 1993 and 2010, prices increased by 50.9%.
Thus, $10,000 in 1993 is roughly equivalent to $15,090 in 2010. Still, an increase in endowment
per student by $15,090 would result in an expected increase in yield of 0.032%, which is still less
than 0.56% found in Monk and Ehrenberg’s findings. This possibly suggests the average student
does not weigh financial resources of a school as heavily as they did in the past and/ or
endowment does not manifest itself in a way that improved a student’s perception of a particular
school.
Average endowment per student was included in the study by Monk and Ehrenberg to
“control for differences across institutions and over time in the ability to fund operations from
revenue sources other than tuition.” However, institutions allocate the spending of their
endowment differently, with the amount for grants and scholarships varying with the amount
spend on facilities and programs. Many schools have been criticized for not spending enough on
scholarships for low-income students. However, Smith College, one of the lower endowment
schools of our dataset, has been praised by the fact that it serves more low income students
(21.2%) than most of its larger endowment peers (The Education Trust). Thus, average
endowment per student can serve as a proxy for both a school’s ability to provide financial aid to
low income students as well as the quality of facilities such as the gym, dorms, and technology
available to students.
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From comparing the two time frames used in Table 3, the main takeaways are that
changes in rank are expected to lead to larger changes in yield rate than previously, and changes
in average endowment per student are expected to lead to smaller changes in yield rate compared
to Monks and Ehrenberg’s study. Both studies had similar adjusted R-squared values.
Table 4 contains the results of our expanded model (2.2). When including our additional
Table 4 U.S. News and World Report Rankings and Admissions Outcomes
2004-2017 Yield Regressions with and without inclusion of Added Variables
Base Variables Only (2.1)

Additional Variables Included (2.2)

Constant

39.652***
(0.952)

31.802***
(1.463)

Lagged U.S. News Rank

-0.272***
(0.062)

-0.218***
(0.075)

2 Year Lagged U.S. News Rank

-----------

-0.111
(0.077)

0.00212***
(0.000616)

0.00333***
(0.000610)

-----------

16.372***
(2.388)

Institutional Dummy Variables

Yes

Yes

Year Dummy Variables

Yes

Yes

0.965

0.969

Number of Institutions

28

28

Number of Institution-Years

392

392

Average Endowment/ Student
(thousands)
Percent Early Decision

Adjusted R-squared

Notes:
(* ,**, ***) statistically significantly different from zero at 10% (5%, 1%) level.

variables, the coefficient for lagged U.S. News rank decreased in magnitude. While it was still
negative, which is consistent with both Table 3 and Monks and Ehrenberg’s findings, the
coefficient came out to be -0.218, compared to -0.272 we found earlier. Thus, it would take a
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change in rank of about 5 spots to change the expected yield rate by 1%. This was significant at
the 1% level. The two year lagged U.S. News rank had a coefficient of -0.111 but was not
significant at either the 5% or 10% level.
Average endowment per student saw its coefficient increase from the first regression,
from 0.00212 to 0.00333. This implies a change in endowment by $1,000,000 would cause
expected yield to increase by 3.33%.
Adding the percent early decision variable helped explain yield greatly. With a
coefficient of 16.372, significant at the 1% level, every additional percent of class taken early
decision increases expected yield by 16%. Because early decision is a policy that requires a
student to attend if they are admitted, early decision yield is theoretically 100%. Since this is
averaged with the regular decision cohort to get overall yield, it makes sense that increasing the
proportion with a 100% yield rate would increase the overall yield of the school. Because it is
easy to manipulate yield with early decision policies like these, yield was taken out of the U.S.
News ranking methodology in 2004. As previously mentioned, 22 of the 28 schools in our
dataset took students early decision. The remaining 6 schools all had non-binding early actions
policies, which were not measured due to lack of availability of data. It has been proven,
however, yield rates at selective colleges are higher among early action compared to regular
decision, as non-binding early action seems to work like binding early decision for selective
schools (Avery and Levin). Ideally, we would include this early action information; however, it
was unavailable.
Since we are interested in how the impact of rankings on yield rates has changed over
time, we look more closely at the coefficients of the year dummy variables from model (2.2) in
Table 5.
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Table 5: Coefficients of Years in Model 2.2 (Using 2004 as Baseline)
Year
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017

Coefficient
-0.2302
-1.13708*
-1.81474
-2.66207
-1.89168***
-1.87719***
-1.67559
-0.93702
-0.54528
-0.31323
-0.92219
0.51367
0.80734

Std. Err.
0.67033
0.67916
0.71394
0.71491
0.67549
0.68042
0.70273
0.7044
0.7287
0.78174
0.8104
0.79554
0.84041

Notes:
(* ,**, ***) statistically significantly different from zero at 10% (5%, 1%) level.

While only the years 2006, 2009, and 2010 were statistically significant at the 10% level
and 1% levels, respectively, the general trend has the coefficients becoming more negative from
2005 to 2008, and then increasing to a point where they become positive in 2016 and 2017. Thus
yield rates, compared to 2004 and once accounting for our explanatory variables, have decreased
until 2008 and then have continued to increase through 2017. Part of this could be explained by
the rising discontent with college rankings and/or the increase in early decision admits. It is
possible that the year dummies are a proxy for some schools dropping out of the peer
evaluations, capturing a flaw in the U.S. News’ Best Colleges. This impact could have leveled
off as the popular press gave it less attention after the initial burst of press following school
presidents dropping out (Appendix 15). This is just one possible explanation, as there were
many other things going on around 2007-2008, including the financial crisis. This recession may
have made individual financial constraints more important when choosing a college. As noted
earlier, the U.S. News Rankings use a predetermined algorithm which does not represent how
individuals would weigh the factors used in the rankings. Going back to the equations (1.1) and
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(1.2), we can see how the individual utility of attending a school can change based on finances.
The amount of debt one would have after college plays into the concept of outcomes and
outcomes are an important factor of individual utility from attending a school. This
individualization does not occur in the function for reputation, thus causing a greater discrepancy
between rankings and individual utility.
Going back to the regression of the expanded model (2.2), we controlled for each
respective institution using dichotomous variable. In Table 6, we lay out the coefficients for each
Table 6: Coefficients of Years in Model 2.2 (Using Swarthmore as Baseline)
School
Trinity College
Washington University in St. Louis
Carleton College
Wesleyan University

Coefficient
-1.68538
-1.59299
-0.56565
0.23213

Std. Err.
2.21484
1.17701
1.05266
1.1954

Amherst College
Rice University
Oberlin College
Smith College
Pomona College

0.47624
1.61056
3.4093**
3.62504***
4.23199***

0.98295
1.40298
1.69483
1.39634
0.9746

Mount Holyoke College
Williams College
Bryn Mawr College
Northwestern University
Wellesley College

4.85721**
4.9249***
5.63799***
6.0689***
6.93089***

2.03845
0.95489
1.76179
1.15353
1.10474

Duke University
Dartmouth College
Cornell University
Barnard College

7.18329***
13.45123***
16.29714***
18.9571***

1.01171
1.06394
1.25815
2.02442

Columbia University
Princeton University

20.21272***
20.72287***

0.99583
1.65458

Georgetown University
Brown University
University of Pennsylvania
Yale University
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

22.11709***
23.10542***
24.51557***
25.23917***
31.91026***

2.0365
1.28313
0.96995
1.96829
1.50361

Harvard University

32.68488***

2.42202

Stanford University
35.44798***
1.5332
Notes: (* ,**, ***) statistically significantly different from zero at 10% (5%, 1%) level

34

institution from smallest to largest, using Swarthmore as base. Thus, a positive coefficient
implies a greater yield due to institutional factors not specified than Swarthmore. From this, we
see that Stanford has the greatest coefficient, even though Harvard’s overall yields were higher.
Thus, more of Harvard’s yield rates can be explained by the variables we examined versus
Stanford, which has more intrinsic characteristics increasing their yield.

Conclusion and Limitations
The results of this paper are consistent with Monks and Ehrenberg’s findings that U.S.
News college rankings have an effect on selective private institutions’ yield rates. A better
ranking leads to a higher expected yield by roughly .22%. The percent of the incoming class at
an institution admitted early decision and the average endowment per student both led to an
increase in expected yield rates as well. Our findings indicate there were significant differences
in yield rates by year and by institution. Exogenous factors, such as schools pulling out of
reputational surveys and popular press criticizing the rankings, may explain part of the variability
of the U.S. News Best College rankings’ effects. Time dependent dichotomous variables used in
the expanded model specification may capture the former. This may point to a decline in the
future influence of U.S. News, especially as viable alternatives increased in number.
Limitations of this paper include the fact that only selective, private schools were
examined, thus leaving no indication of the effects of rankings on less selective or public
schools. Another limitation is not having access to early action data and, as a result, not being
able to account for changes in yield due to early action policies. Literature has shown that nonbinding early action policies seem to act similar to binding policies (Avery and Levin).

35

College rankings and their effects will continue to evolve over time, especially as the
2018 U.S. News rankings will attempt to both individualize the rankings by letting students
chose how much they want to weight each variable and use a more outcomes based approach by
including PayScale salary information at each ranked school. This new approach could address
the fact that the individual students’ function for evaluating higher education is not the same as
U.S. News. As other rankings have become more available, U.S. News must consider what
information consumers demand in order to stay competitive. At this time, the information sought
after has once again included outcome data, which previously was the basis for rankings in the
early 1900s, but eventually fell in popularity to reputational rankings. On top of this, the ability
to customize ranking methodologies has become important to prospective college students.
These changes to U.S. News create opportunity for further research on this updated,
individualized ranking methodology and its effect on student decision making.
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Appendix 1: List of School Presidents that signed “President’s Letter”
School President

Respective School

Douglas C. Bennett

Earlham College

William G. Durden

Dickinson College

Jackie Jenkins-Scott

Wheelock College

Ellen McCulloch-Lovell

Marlboro College

Patricia McGuire

Trinity (D.C.) University

Christopher Nelson

St. John's College (Annapolis)

Michael Peters

St. John's College (Santa Fe)

Kathleen Ross

Heritage University

Jake Schrum

Southwestern University

G. T. "Buck" Smith

Bethany College

Robert Weisbuch

Drew University

Daniel H. Weiss

Lafayette College

William Bloodworth

Augusta State University

Walter M. Bortz III

Hampden-Sydney College

R. Judson Carlberg

Gordon College

F. Javier Cevallos

Kutztown University

Thomas V. Chema

Hiram College

J. Timothy Cloyd

Hendrix College

Joan Develin Coley

McDaniel College

Thomas B. Coburn

Naropa University

Robert A. Corrigan

San Francisco State University

Alan S. Cureton

Northwestern College (MN)

Gary Dill

College of the Southwest

Donald R. Eastman III

Eckerd College

Mark Erickson

Wittenberg University

Julius E. Erlenbach

University of Wisconsin-Superior

Brother Ronald Gallagher

Saint Mary's College of California

Philip A. Glotzbach

Skidmore College

John V. Griffith

Presbyterian College

George J. Hagerty

Franklin Pierce College

Tori Haring-Smith

Washington and Jefferson College

Peyton R. Helm

Muhlenberg College

Ralph Hexter

Hampshire College

Dean Hubbard

Northwest Missouri State University

Mark W. Huddleston

University of New Hampshire

James F. Jones

Trinity College (CT)

David C. Joyce

Ripon College

Walter Kimbrough

Philander Smith College
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Stuart Kirk

College of Santa Fe

Dale Thomas Knobel

Denison University

Ruth A. Knox

Wesleyan College

Alton Lacey

Missouri Baptist University

Sylvia Manning

University of Illinois at Chicago

Michael McFarland

College of the Holy Cross

Lex O. McMillan III

Albright College

Carolyn W. Meyers

Norfolk State University

John W. Mills

Paul Smiths College

Elisabeth Muhlenfeld

Sweet Briar College

S. Georgia Nugent

Kenyon College

Oscar C. Page

Austin College

James Phifer

Coe College

G. David Pollick

Birmingham-Southern College

William Craig Rice

Shimer College Chicago

Stephen D. Schutt

Lake Forest College

Rebecca Sherrick

Aurora University

David Shi

Furman University

Larry Shinn

Berea College

John Strassburger

Ursinus College

Tim Summerlin

Schreiner University

Christopher M. Thomforde

Moravian College

Baird Tipson

Washington College

Richard L. Torgerson

Luther College

Mitchell Thomashow

Unity College (ME)

Saundra Tracy

Alma College

W. Craig Turner

Hardin-Simmons University

Sanford Ungar

Goucher College
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Appendix 2: 1872 University Statistics (United States Bureau of Education)

Appendix 3: Percent of persons 25 years old and over completing 4 years of college, by sex
and race: 1940 to 1991 (Snyder)
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Appendix 4: College Enrollment 1869-2017 (“U.S. College Enrollment”)

College Enrollment 1869-2017 (Thousands)
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Appendix 5: Number of Colleges 1769-2016 (Snyder; “Number of Higher Education”)
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Appendix 6: Average College Tuition from 1980- 2014 in 2014 dollars (Ma, et al)
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Appendix 7: 1983 U.S. News Rankings (U.S. News)
Rank

School

1

Stanford University

2

Harvard University

3

Yale University

4

Princeton University

5

University of California at Berkeley

6

University of Chicago

7

University of Michigan at Ann Arbor

8

Cornell University

8

University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign

10

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

10

Dartmouth College

12

California Institute of Technology

13

Carnegie Mellon University

13

University of Wisconsin at Madison
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Appendix 8: 2017 U.S. News Methodology (U.S. News)

2017 U.S. News Best Colleges Ranking Methodology
Graduation and Retention Rates
Six Year Graduation Rate
First Year Retention Rate
Undergraduate Academic Reputation
Academic Peer Assessment Survey
High School Counselor Rating

22.5%
80%
20%
22.5%
67%
33%

Faculty Resources

20%

Class Size

40%

Faculty Salary
Proportion of Professors with Highest Degree in Field
Student- Faculty Ratio
Percent of Faculty Full Time

35%
15%
5%
5%

Student Selectivity
Test Scores of Enrollees
Students in Top 10% of High School Class
Acceptance Rate
Financial Resources
Average Spending per Student
Graduation Rate Performance
Six Year Graduation Rate vs Predicted Rate
Alumni Giving Rate
Percent Living Alumni Donating

12.5%
65%
25%
10%
10%
100%
7.5%
100%
5%
100%
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Appendix 9: Comparison of 2017 Methodologies of Select Ranking Publications
Reputation

Resources

Outcomes

Experience

Retention/
Graduation
Rates

Selectivity

U.S. News

22.5%

30%

0%

5%

30%

12.5%

Princeton
Review

100%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

Forbes

0%

0%

68.5%

20%

12.5%

0%

Vault

0%

0%

25%

25%

0%

50%

Appendix 10: Human Capital Model of College Costs and Payoffs (Rosburg)
College Profile: ABCR; High School Profile: OEDR’

44

Appendix 11: Nurnberg, et al Williams Enrollment Decision Model (Nurnberg, et al)

Appendix 12: College/ High School Earnings by Generation (Taylor, et al)
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Appendix 13: 2004-2017 Included COFHE School Rankings (U.S. News)
School
Amherst College
Barnard College
Brown University
Bryn Mawr College
Carleton College
Columbia University
Cornell University
Dartmouth College
Duke University
Georgetown
University
Harvard University
MIT
Mount Holyoke
College
Northwestern
University
Oberlin College
Pomona College
Princeton University
Rice University
Smith College
Stanford University
Swarthmore College
Trinity College
University of
Pennsylvania
Washington
University in St. Louis
Wellesley College
Wesleyan University
Williams College
Yale University

‘04
2
38
17
17
4
11
14
9
5

‘05
2
29
13
21
5
9
14
9
5

‘06
2
27
15
21
5
9
13
9
5

‘07
2
26
15
20
6
9
12
9
8

‘08
2
30
14
24
5
9
12
11
8

‘09
1
27
16
23
8
8
14
11
8

‘10
2
30
16
25
8
8
15
11
10

‘11
2
26
15
30
8
4
15
9
9

‘12
2
33
15
25
6
4
15
11
10

‘13
2
28
15
26
8
4
15
10
8

‘14
2
32
14
30
7
4
16
10
7

‘15
2
32
16
27
8
4
15
11
8

‘16
2
29
14
25
8
4
15
12
8

‘17
2
27
14
31
7
5
15
11
8

23

25

23

23

23

23

23

21

22

21

20

21

21

20

1
4

1
5

1
7

2
3

2
7

1
4

1
4

1
7

1
5

1
6

2
7

2
7

2
7

2
7

25

24

23

24

28

27

25

26

29

32

38

41

35

36

11

11

12

14

14

12

12

12

12

12

12

13

12

12

24
4
1
16
15
5
3
22

23
5
1
17
13
5
2
24

23
6
1
17
19
5
3
25

22
7
1
17
19
4
3
30

20
7
1
17
17
4
3
34

20
6
2
17
18
4
3
33

22
6
1
17
18
4
3
36

23
6
2
17
14
5
3
36

24
4
1
17
19
5
3
37

26
4
1
17
18
6
3
38

25
4
1
18
20
5
3
36

23
5
1
19
19
4
3
45

23
4
1
18
14
4
3
43

24
7
1
15
12
5
4
38

5

4

4

7

5

6

4

5

5

8

7

8

9

8

9

11

11

12

12

12

12

13

14

14

14

14

15

19

4
11
1
3

4
9
1
3

4
12
1
3

4
10
1
3

4
11
1
3

4
13
1
3

4
13
1
3

4
12
1
3

6
12
1
3

6
17
1
3

7
17
1
3

4
15
1
3

4
14
1
3

3
21
1
3
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Appendix 14: Summary of Changes to U.S. News Methodology (U.S. News)
Methodology Inputs
Graduation and Retention Rates
Six Year Graduation Rate
First Year Retention Rate
Undergraduate Academic Reputation
Academic Peer Assessment Survey
High School Counselor Rating
Faculty Resources
Class Size
Faculty Salary
Professors with Highest Degree in Field
Student- Faculty Ratio
Percent of Faculty Full Time
Student Selectivity
Test Scores of Enrollees
Students in Top 10% of HS Class
Acceptance Rate
Yield Rate
Financial Resources
Average Spending per Student
Graduation Rate Performance
Six Year Graduation Rate vs Predicted
Alumni Giving Rate
Percent Living Alumni Donating

2014
22.5%
80%
20%
22.5%
67%
33%
20%
40%
35%
15%
5%
5%
12.5%
65%
25%
10%
0%
10%
100%
7.5%
100%
5%
100%

2011
20.0%
80%
20%
22.5%
67%
33%
20%
40%
35%
15%
5%
5%
15.0%
65%
25%
10%
0%
10%
100%
7.5%
100%
5%
100%

2004
20%
80%
20%
25%
100%
0%
20%
40%
35%
15%
5%
5%
15.0%
50%
40%
10%
0%
10%
100%
5%
100%
5%
100%

2000
20%
80%
20%
25%
100%
0%
20%
40%
35%
15%
5%
5%
15.0%
40%
35%
15%
10%
10%
100%
5%
100%
5%
100%

Appendix 15: “U.S. News College Rankings” online searches 2004-2017 (Google Trends)
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