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Abstract

Higher education has over time, become increasingly important to success in the job market.  

Not only are employers looking for more ways to differentiate between applicants, but jobs are 

becoming more technically difficult and require advanced knowledge not attainable in high school.  With 

the recent economic recession and credit crisis, students and colleges alike are realizing that the 

economy has a very real effect on the number and type of students that will ultimately gain admission.  

This paper will address the effect of economic cycles on college acceptance rates at the top 50 national 

universities and top 50 liberal arts colleges as ranked by “U.S. News and World Report.”  The results 

indicate that colleges tend to increase their acceptance rates when the economy is in an expansion and 

decrease them during a recession.
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I. Introduction

Over the last several decades, an increased importance has been placed on higher education.  

High school diplomas used to be all that was required for many to enter the workforce.  However, over 

time these certificates of academic accomplishment have been deemed insufficient by employers in 

almost every industry.  In today’s competitive environment, differentiation from the masses is crucial to 

success in the job market.  As a result, a college education has become more or less mandatory for just 

about every top level job.  This increase in popularity has naturally had a heavy impact on the 

acceptance rates at colleges and universities.  The tools provided by colleges have become vital for 

students preparing to enter the workforce.  

As colleges become more popular, students are faced with an overwhelming number of options.  

There are a myriad of colleges to choose from and the decision-making process is very complex.  

Naturally, because college costs a significant amount of money, there is a financial factor involved in the 

decision.  Whether or not that factor is the most important one is debatable, but its general importance 

cannot be argued.  This financial component of the college selection process is also difficult to analyze 

and can be affected by outside factors, most notably, the economy.  Additionally, it is impossible for a 

college to provide its services to every student that wants access to them.  Therefore, colleges must limit 

the number of students they accept.  Only a small percentage of applicants are allowed entry to a given 

school, forcing students to apply to several in the hopes that one will accept them.  The problem then, 

becomes how colleges determine their acceptance rates.  This study will attempt to determine if the 

state of the economy has a notable effect on college acceptance rates.

Unfortunately, economic theory does not provide a clear answer to this problem.  Every college 

is different and makes decisions independently of all other peer institutions.  To make a generalization 

about what all colleges will do if “x” event happens is simply not plausible.  However, it may be that by 
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analyzing a sample of different colleges, we can observe trends that can help predict how some colleges 

may behave under a specific set of circumstances. Do colleges admit more or fewer students (in relative 

terms) if the economy is in a boom?  What if the economy is in a recession?  Does the result differ for 

different types of schools?  These are all questions that this study will look to address.  For example, if 

the economy is in a boom and schools are admitting fewer students, it may help students choose where 

they want to apply or more importantly, whether or not to postpone their decision entirely.  Different 

scenarios would obviously yield different results but they would all be of equal help to students.  

Assuming a relationship can be determined, it could potentially help students decide when the best 

times are to apply to school and help ease the pressure of the college selection process.

II. Previous Literature

I. The Pricing Patterns of Higher Education

The price of attending an institution of higher learning has been a hot topic for students and 

parents.  The affordability of college has decreased steadily over the last few decades which has likely 

had some impact on the number of students attending typical four year institutions.  Naturally, the state 

of the economy affects the purchasing power of consumers (which in this case would be the families of 

college bound students).  Historic trends show a general decrease in acceptance rates at all types of 

colleges and universities over the last several decades.  In some cases, the decrease is dramatic while in 

others it is minimal.  The magnitude of the decrease also must have some implications.  The differences 

in acceptance rates between schools likely come from some distinction between them.  Factors that are 

worthy of consideration include whether the school is private or public, and perhaps more importantly, 

what state the economy is in. The historic trends lead me to believe that there may be multiple ways to 



6

describe what has happened to college acceptance rates over time.  One hypothesis would be that the 

percentage of students admitted to private institutions will likely increase during economic recessions.  

The reasons for this could be that private institutions (which typically have higher tuition and fees) 

would be afraid that fewer students would be able to afford the price of attending their college.  

Additionally, the percentage of students admitted to public schools will decrease as they are likely to see 

an increase in the number of applicants due to consumer trends toward saving.  If they are to keep class 

sizes constant, then the acceptance rate would naturally need to decrease.  The reverse would then be 

true during economic booms.  However, another likely outcome is that during economic recessions, 

colleges see such enormous increases in applicant pools that their acceptance rates must decrease 

(holding class sizes constant).  Even fears that students may not be able to afford the higher costs would 

not be able to outweigh the effect of the overall increase in applicants and acceptance rates would have 

to decrease.  Furthermore, during economic expansions, applicant pools would likely be closer to the 

norm and thus schools may increase their acceptance rates comparatively.  However, the magnitudes of 

the increases and decreases would still likely differ based on individual schools.

There are several reasons that explain why applicant pools likely increase dramatically during 

recessions as compared to expansions.  During strong economic times, potential students may look 

beyond higher education to directly enter the workforce.  However, recessions often result in higher 

unemployment and scarcity of jobs.  This would steer students toward college as they wait for the 

economy to recover.  At the same time, students may find schools closer to home to be more attractive 

during weak economic times.  Such nuances like additional travel expenses become important in the 

college selection process.  Other trends to community colleges also become prevalent.  For many, the 

price of college weighs in as the most important criteria when picking a college during such rough times.  

When the economy is booming, more consideration is given toward a school that is the “right fit.”  
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The College Board recently reported that both the sticker price and net price of college has risen 

faster than the rate of inflation as well as overall prices in the economy.  The cost of tuition at private 

colleges has risen 42 percent over the last decade while tuition at public universities has risen by an 

even higher 47 percent.  In a weak economy, students are faced with these rising costs and likely alter 

their college plans to deal with rising costs.  These findings by the College Board are supported by an 

empirical study that will be discussed in detail below.  The assumption that will be addressed in the 

study is that the net cost of college has been increasing rapidly over time and that public schools (for 

one reason or another) are becoming more expensive relative to consumer purchasing power.  Despite 

this increase in cost, the popularity of public schools has continued to grow.

In order to fully analyze this issue, it is important to look at the trend the price of college has 

taken over time.  Because of the weight given to the cost of attending college, examining what has 

happened to that cost over time becomes necessary.  Since the 1980’s the price of attending a four year 

college has risen significantly (according to estimates from the Consumer Price Index) faster than the 

overall rate of inflation.  This drew many concerns that college was becoming less affordable despite its 

rising importance in the job market.  In their paper titled, “What’s Happened to the Price of College? 

Quality-Adjusted Net Price Indexes for Four Year Colleges,”  Amy Schwartz and Benjamin Scafidi (2004) 

conducted a study that explores the construction of an aid- and quality-adjusted price index for four 

year colleges.  The focus is on the out-of-pocket cost to the consumer of college rather than the actual 

costs of providing higher education.  This is important because the “sticker price” of college only reflects 

tuition and fees with no regard to grants, scholarships or other discounts.  An accurate estimate of what 

college actually costs the consumer cannot be achieved using only estimates from the CPI.  

Generally, past studies have investigated the growth in college prices but have done so by 

analyzing the costs of higher education and making estimations of the supply and demand of college.  
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No previous studies have taken an approach that adjusts for financial aid as well as the quality of the 

institution.  In order to accurately gauge what college costs a consumer, the variables in the study by 

Schwartz and Scafidi only included attributes of college that were important to the consumer (namely 

parents and students).  The model utilized by the authors views college as a bundle of attributes valued 

by consumers with each college comprising a unique bundle of those attributes.  Furthermore, this 

model assumes that the net price consumers face is not the same as the “sticker price” and that this net 

price is what is considered in the decision making process.  

What Schwartz and Scafidi do in their paper is estimate a hedonic equation to value the net cost 

of college.  Basically, hedonic models estimate the value or demand of a good by breaking the good 

down into constituent parts.  The model then determines the contributory value of those constituents.  

However, this is only a viable method of estimation if the good being examined can effectively be 

reduced to these constituent parts.  Schwartz and Scafidi use information on college attributes from the 

Annual Survey of Colleges (ASC) from the College Board and data on tuition and fees from the Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) collected by the National Center for Education Studies.  

While the authors recognize that these two surveys do not encompass all the college attributes that 

could be valuable to students, they also include certain “brand” effects to capture time-invariant 

characteristics such as weather, location, etc.

The study concludes that adjusting for financial aid and quality of school significantly lowers the 

estimated increase in price compared to inflation of four year colleges.  However, the study also 

indicates that different types of schools (public, private, etc.) show different pricing patterns.  Public 

schools offered the lowest net prices at the start of the time period observed.  Therefore, as their prices 

have increased, they have done so by greater amounts than at private schools.  With public schools 

becoming more expensive, families that are not financially well-off could face affordability problems 
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when applying to colleges.  Basically, this means that as consumers lose purchasing power, they will shift 

toward public schools that offer comparatively lower net prices.  At the same time, they will be faced 

with more difficult challenges when trying to afford the increased prices.  However, these challenges will 

likely not be able to outweigh the difference in price between private and public schools.  This 

substitution effect most likely will take place when the economy is in the midst of a recession.  I believe 

perhaps the bundle of attributes valued by consumers will shift to colleges that have lower net prices 

which are the public schools and this influx may be a cause of the increase in price that this study has 

found.

Despite the decrease in affordability of college, one question that remains is whether or not it is 

worthwhile to pay more to attend selective schools which typically cost more.  Students may be willing 

to pay more for their education if they believe there is a definite benefit to attending the best (and more 

expensive) schools.  However, it may also be the case that the opportunity cost of attending a more 

selective school is too high to justify spending the exorbitant amounts of money these colleges ask for.  

Regardless, increased cost has not driven students away from college altogether.  The demand for 

higher education continues to increase as competition in the job market has stiffened.  As such, colleges 

have come to recognize this issue and undergone cost-cutting practices to ensure they can continue to 

maintain the supply of higher education to meet the growing demand.

With the changes in the cost of higher education, different colleges and universities must make 

adjustments in order to maintain the level of quality they already achieve.  What schools are doing to 

their prices and student selection process is likely affected by various factors.  In a study by Dennis 

Epple, Richard Romano, and Holger Sieg (2006) entitled, “Admission, Tuition, and Financial Aid Policies 

in the Market for Higher Education,” both the academic and financial decisions made by colleges are 

examined.  This study constructs a model of the market for higher education and predicts student 
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selection into institutions of higher education, financial aid policies, educational expenditures, and 

educational outcomes.  Interestingly enough it also draws college selectivity conclusions which will be 

discussed in a later section.

Previous research has looked at the consequences of competition in higher education as well as 

the effects of policy changes (grants, vouchers, changes in education financing, etc.).  However, there is 

a lack of large scale empirical analysis of such research.  A study on the admission, tuition, and financial 

aid policies in the market for higher education aims to perform such analysis in order to extend earlier 

work done on the subject.  Epple, Romano, and Sieg construct a model where colleges seek to maximize 

the quality of the education they provide to students.  This maximization is dependent on peer ability 

and income of the student body as well as the instructional expenditures per student the college is 

willing to undergo.  Naturally if peer quality is crucial to college quality, high quality students will look 

for schools with other high quality students while simultaneously being recruited by such schools.  

Because colleges have the freedom to choose their tuition and admission policies, trends should form 

and construct a hierarchy of colleges and predict the allocation of students by income and ability among 

the colleges in the hierarchy.  Conclusions about the pricing policies adopted by colleges should also 

become apparent.

Epple, Romano, and Sieg conclude that the hierarchy constructed creates a ranking with 

predictable outcomes.  The mean income level of students scales upward with the quality of the 

institution.  Students with higher mean incomes seem to be found at institutions that are “better.”  

Colleges at the top of the hierarchy also seem to have the highest expenditures per student and 

endowment per student.  They also offer higher amounts of aid than schools lower in the hierarchy.  

While the higher quality schools have the ability to reduce net cost by a greater percentage (which 

Schwartz and Scafidi also concluded is the important factor), that does not necessarily mean the overall 
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net cost will be lower than it would be at a medium or low quality school.  In this way, outside 

circumstances that cause college affordability to change may limit colleges’ ability to use different 

pricing patterns to sway some students who require specific net cost ranges.

II. The Effect of Higher Education on Future Earnings

The issue of whether attending higher quality schools is actually beneficial (as opposed to a 

misconception) has also been an important consideration for families.  If attending a better school does 

indeed lead to higher future earnings, perhaps families will be willing to pay more to send their child to 

that school over a cheaper, worse school.  A paper by Stacy Berg Dale and Alan B. Kreuger (2002) 

entitled, “Estimating the Payoff to Attending a More Selective College: An Application of Selection on 

Observables and Unobservables,” uses average SAT scores as a means to measure the selectivity (and 

implied quality) of different schools.  General estimates of college selectivity on future earnings can be 

biased in that more selective schools may only admit those students that show characteristics related to 

high potential earnings.  In order to counteract the potential bias, Dale and Kreuger look at students that 

applied to and were accepted/rejected to a similar set of schools.  

To break down the effects of school selectivity on future earnings, the college selection process 

itself needs to be broken down into its different stages.  In effect, there are three stages in the college 

selection and enrollment process that should be considered.  First the student selects which schools to 

apply to.  Second, the colleges decide whether or not to admit the student.  Lastly, the student chooses 

which school to attend.  In every stage, biases that affect the relationship between school selectivity and 

future earnings are present.  These biases are discussed in further detail later in the paper by Dale and 

Kreuger.  However, the general trend with college selection seems to be that often times, the decision 

to attend university “X” over university “Y” is weighted by the prestige and selectivity of the schools.  
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There is a common belief that attending more selective schools will be more beneficial in the future 

than attending less selective schools.  

The model built in this study accounts for many varying factors.  There is a possibility that 

students make their college selection randomly and that the effect of school selectivity on future 

earnings varies among different students.  As previously mentioned, the study creates a model based on 

using students that were all accepted to the same set of schools, but chose to attend different schools 

out of the set.  An example would be where two students were both accepted to the highly selective 

University of Pennsylvania and the less selective Pennsylvania State University.   In this scenario, one 

student chose UPenn while the other chose Penn State.  This study suggests that the outcome of the 

scenario is related to the earnings potential of the students.  However, this study has not yet accounted 

for outside factors such as financial aid.

Similarly to Schwartz’s and Scafidi’s concern with the effects of financial aid on college prices, 

the effects of financial aid on students’ college selection are also briefly addressed by Dale and Kreuger.  

Studies prior to this one have shown that students matriculate toward schools that provide more 

financial aid.  If this is the case, and elite schools provide more aid (as Epple, Romano, and Sieg 

concluded), then students will matriculate there regardless of whether or not they were accepted 

elsewhere (assuming they did not receive more aid than at the elite schools).  The same could be true if 

less selective schools are providing more aid than elite ones.  Again the substitution effect could be

prevalent here.  Using the same example from above, perhaps the one student’s decision to attend Penn 

State over UPenn was financial.  The two students might have been of equal earnings potential with the 

only difference being that one student required more aid than the other.  This possibility is not directly 

addressed by Dale and Kreuger, but is certainly worth investigating.  There is a selection bias in this 

scenario for the student who chooses to focus the college selection process toward schools that cost a 
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certain value (which in most cases may be less than what more selective schools cost).  In this case, the 

student would be substituting an education from UPenn with an education from Penn State due to 

financial circumstances.  

Another interesting idea proposed by the study is that students are aware of their own 

academic potential and reflect this awareness in their selection of colleges to apply to.  During strong 

economic times, the range of schools a student applies to is likely much wider.  However, it is likely that 

students restrict their college choices when the economy worsens and they have a decreased ability to 

finance a higher education.  Despite knowledge of their academic potential, students will likely limit the 

number and type of colleges they will apply to based on their financial situation.  This might fit with 

Schwartz’s and Scafidi’s findings in that students are basing college selection decisions on the net cost of 

college.  In many ways, Dale and Kreuger engage the issue of college selection (albeit indirectly) in 

conjunction with what is happening to the cost of college.

Overall, the study indicates that in fact, the selectivity of schools has very little impact on future 

earnings and that the average SAT score of the schools a student applied to but was rejected from has a 

greater effect on future earnings than the average SAT score of the school the student actually 

attended.  Basically it means that looking at the schools a student applied to gives a better estimate of a 

student’s earnings potential than looking at the school the student chose to attend.  If this is indeed the 

case, then the decision to attend one school over another must be largely due to some other factors, 

namely financial.  Assuming for example that the economy is in a boom, students will likely base their 

college selection on factors other than the cost.  When the economy is doing well and family 

investments are performing well, student’s will be less concerned with their ability to pay for school and 

more on factors that impact how well they feel a school suits their social and academic needs/wants.  

These other attributes of the school become more important as students feel less financial pressure 
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when making their decision.  If Dale and Kreuger are correct in that future earnings are not strongly 

correlated with the selectivity of the college a student attends, then current circumstances (financial or 

otherwise) must be the dominant factors in the selection process.

Delving deeper into college selectivity (from the student perspective), it becomes apparent that 

a trend toward regional college is becoming more prevalent.  Often referred to as “community colleges,” 

such institutions only allow for two year programs.  Over the years, these institutions have become 

more popular among students that are unsure of what to do after high school.  In fact, 40% of students 

that continue their education past high school attend two year institutions.  However, most traditional 

studies and considerations concerning college all deal with four year institutions.  Generally, community 

colleges are meant to provide opportunities for underprivileged and often less gifted students.  They 

also upgrade the skills of those already in the workforce with their unique admissions policies and 

flexible courses of study.  However, there is a stigma that community colleges do not lead to any real 

economic success.  A study by Dave Marcotte, Thomas Bailey, Carey Borkoski, and Greg Kienzl (2005) 

called, “The Returns of a Community College Education: Evidence from the National Education 

Longitudinal Survey,” aims to show that additional education received at a community college does have 

a positive impact on future earnings.

It was already found by Dale and Kreuger that there is no strong relation between college 

selectivity and future earnings.  Marcotte, Bailey, Borkoski, and Kienzl expand on this idea by showing a 

trend toward regional colleges and providing support to explain where the trend is coming from.  An 

important aspect of the emergence of community colleges as legitimate higher education institutions 

considered by the authors has to do with the way the market for higher education has changed over the 

last 30 years.  As the demand for higher education has increased, new competitors have entered the 

market and developed new strategies to expand academic options to students.  This has increased the 
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supply of higher education choices available to students.  Because these new options are less expensive 

than typical four year institutions, during economic recessions a trend toward these community colleges 

likely takes place.  However, if there was no positive relation to future earnings it would be doubtful that 

students would still choose to attend a community college as opposed to an affordable four year 

institution.  This study uses a model that estimates the future earnings of students that attend 

community college.    

Using Data from the National Longitudinal Survey Class of 1972, a previous study by Grubb 

(1993) found that students earning an associate degree (or even completing coursework not leading to a 

degree) had significantly higher future earnings than peers with only a high school diploma.  The 

problem with Grubb’s work is that it was done during a period where incentives to attend college were 

less apparent than they would have been during the 1980’s and 1990’s.  As a result, his findings are 

somewhat outdated which is an issue Marcotte, Bailey, Borkoski, and Kienzl look to address with their 

research.  The authors looked at a sample of 25,000 students and then subsequently interviewed in 

1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000.  Data was only utilized from students who were interviewed at every 

point in time reducing the sample size to 11,559 students.  The Data set also included responses from 

parents, teachers, and principals.  Further restrictions were put in place to eliminate selection bias and 

ensure that earnings outcomes were measured only among those respondents who had finished their 

education.

An interesting problem that authors came across (which was not addressed by Dale and 

Kreuger) was the effect of work experience on future earnings outcomes.  In previous labor market 

studies, a positive correlation between work experience and future earnings has been found which the 

National Education Longitudinal Survey (NELS) data did not account for.  To limit the problem, the time 

period evaluated was divided into two segments: time in school, and time out of school.  For every year 
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out of school, it was assumed the same number of hours was worked as in 1999 (the most recent 

employment data attainable by the authors).  By accounting for work experience, the study is able to 

compare students across time periods even if they did not begin work at the same time.

The study concluded that students who went on to Community College had higher degrees of 

economic success than their peers that did not attend any type of higher education.  The results show 

that there is roughly a five to ten percent increase in average wages and salaries among young women 

and men who enrolled in community college.  In essence, it is better to attend community college than 

enter the workforce directly.  During economic recession, if a student that would normally have chosen 

to attend some four year institution (private of public) can no longer afford to do so, community college 

would certainly be a worthwhile substitute.  Enrollment rates at such schools would be higher than 

average and the opposite would be true during economic booms.  Interestingly enough, this study 

seems to imply that receiving some form of higher education will always result in higher future earnings.  

It does not consider the state of the economy or whether or not jobs are readily available to students 

graduating from high school.  Furthermore, it does not account for a student’s particular financial 

situation or the student’s immediate financial needs.  

III. College as a “Good”

It has been thus far assumed that families are only deciding which college to choose.  However, 

the choice of whether or not to allocate a portion of their wealth on college at all is also important to 

consider.  A college education is considered to be a normal good because the reservation price is an 

increasing function of wealth.  As a family’s wealth increases, so does the price it is willing to pay for that 

good.  However, unlike many goods, a college education is also an indivisible good in that consumption 

of it is either all or none.  A student either gets a degree or chooses not to attend college (or drops out 

with the same effect of not receiving a degree). Of course the decision to send a student to college 
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includes more than just the net price.  The cost of college for families also includes taxes which the 

government then allocates to various public universities (and is paid regardless of their decision to send 

their children to college).  In a study by Rod Garratt and John Marshall (1994) entitled, “Public Finance of 

private Goods: The Case of College Education,” the financing of college is basically compared to a 

gamble with several outcomes.

Taxes make a significant portion of funds for many colleges.  This is not the case for many 

private institutions, but public schools receive money from the government which comes from the taxes 

all people pay.  Garratt and Marshall question why families must contribute to financing an education 

their children may never receive.  They base their answer on a contract theory of educational finance.  

The contract provides different gambles with outcomes desired by families.  This obligates the “losers” 

to help pay for the education of the “winners.”   The contract theory applied in this study also adds a 

consumption motive which defines the role of public finance in this context.  Additionally, this theory 

addresses what happens when permanent income falls due to recession which is especially pertinent.

The cost of college is estimated in this study to be C.  However, families whose children attend 

college also receive an increment in human capital, h.  Thus the net price of college is C – h.  The 

consumption motive previously mentioned also explains that families will choose to purchase a college 

education even if h < C.  The motive allows for families to benefit from certain fair gambles.  For 

example, a given set of families with the same level of wealth will be willing to contribute towards a pool 

to finance a college education despite the fact there is a limited amount of the good (college education) 

and not every family will receive it.  The “prize” of the gamble is such that even if risk averse, the 

families will undergo the gamble for a chance at the prize.  Similar to how Dale and Kreuger look at 

opportunity costs between schools of varying selectivity, Garratt and Marshall look at the opportunity 

cost of engaging in this gamble.
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Thus far financing college has been looked at as a single gamble.  However, the theory used by 

Garratt and Marshall also adds variables that broaden the scope of the lottery.  It accounts for measures 

of achievement in that the optimum contract (which determines which students are accepted or 

rejected) determines a cutoff level based on the different achievement measures (standardized test 

scores, grades, etc.).  This is necessary because achievement levels are considered the basis for 

admission to college.  Furthermore, Garratt and Marshall also address the quality of education problem 

that Dale and Kreuger observed.  The contracts for which families can attain are based both on quality of 

education and wealth of the family.  If a family has a certain wealth level, then the gamble will produce 

an education of a certain level, given the family wins the gamble.  These variables change the nature of 

the gamble and cause it to differ between families.  In effect, Garratt and Marshall turn a single gamble 

into a range of gambles that varies with wealth levels.  Because the economy affects the wealth levels of 

families participating in the “college lottery,” it would only seem natural to assume the outcomes of the 

lottery would also be affected.

IV. College and the Economy

Moving away from theoretical studies, the College Board recently conducted a survey of 

students’ college selection decisions given the state of the economy.  Out of 1,809 students surveyed in 

2008, 40 percent said that the state of the economy would change their selection behavior.  

Furthermore, 20 percent of this group said that they would look at community colleges and a third said 

they would consider colleges closer to home.  The survey also found that over 40 percent indicated that 

they would consider public colleges over private ones.  Financial aid was also an important factor as 

nearly 80 percent strongly agreed that they would require financial aid to attend school. Interestingly 

enough, only 3 percent of the students surveyed agreed that forgoing college altogether was an option.  
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This means that despite harsh economic times, some form of higher education is preferable to none at 

all.

The survey also specifically asked students whether the economic recession had impacted their 

college selection process.  The first question asked was whether or not students were changing their 

college selection plans based on economic conditions that were already affecting their families such as 

rising food prices, falling real estate prices, etc.  Not surprisingly, 42 percent said that they were indeed 

altering their college plans.  When asked if they would need some kind of financial assistance to attend 

college, an overwhelming 79 percent said that some kind of financial aid would be necessary.  

Furthermore, 51 percent said they would require a substantial scholarship in order to attend school.  It 

would be interesting then to see if the college hierarchy is still showing pricing patterns similar to those 

that Epple, Romano, and Sieg found.  

One important aspect of financing college education considers how much of the burden the 

student actually bears.  Only eight percent of students surveyed indicated they would not be responsible 

for paying any part of the cost of college.  The majority of students responded that they would be paying 

a significant portion of the cost of their college education.  This is likely to have an impact on where the 

students ultimately decide to attend school.  In fact, students that belonged to households with incomes 

of $50,000 or less were more likely to strongly agree that the economy would alter their college plans.  

Additionally, 22 percent of this group said they would consider a community college for two years.  

Furthermore, a quarter of the students surveyed responded that their parents would be unable to help 

them bear the cost of college.

The results of this survey support the hypotheses suggested by this paper.  The shift toward 

public schools and even community colleges suggests that lower net prices may outweigh the selectivity 

of schools in the selection process.  Financial aid also has proved to be a key factor for students making 
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college choices.  Private schools may still be targeted if they offer substantial financial aid packages.   

However, this seems unlikely during recessions and will probably support the hypotheses presented by 

this paper.  The small number of students that considered skipping college as a viable option may also 

show that students are leaning toward higher education during recessions due to a lack of jobs in the 

market.  While these numbers certainly show possible trends, they cannot empirically show what the 

effects of the economy are on college admissions rates.  They do however, indicate that an analysis will 

support the hypotheses.

In regards to the college side of this problem, many (namely private colleges) expect smaller 

applicant pools during economic downturns.  Schools such as Boston College have indicated that they 

expect fewer applicants as the issue of college affordability becomes more and more important in the 

college selection discussion.  It is generally accepted that the best colleges are private and economic 

recessions seem to show trends that move away from them.  This could have long term repercussions 

such as a greater divide between students based on economic status.  Wealthier students who can 

afford to attend any college will become further separated from poorer students that limit their college 

choices during economic recessions.  The best colleges may even lower academic standards to admit 

students that can afford the cost in order to maintain their enrollment rates.  In the case of a recession, 

the supply of higher education is remaining constant while the demand for specific types of higher 

education is rapidly changing.  The demand for affordable education is outstripping the demand for the 

best education.
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III. Methodology

To figure out if college acceptance rates were increasing or decreasing in response to changes in 

the economic cycle, I traced the acceptance rates at 98 different colleges and universities using data 

from U.S. News and World Report’s “America’s Best Colleges” edition.  I recorded these rates over a 17 

year period dating from 1991 to 2008.  I then chose economic indicators that depict whether or not the 

economy is in a recession or expansion.  Some of these indicators include (but are not limited to), US 

GDP levels, US GDP growth, and the US unemployment rate.  By searching several databases1, I was able 

to collect and record the data for the same time span as my acceptance rates.  I also created dummy 

variables to control for different factors such as whether or not a school was private or public, accepted 

the Common Application and what region of the country the school was located in.  The last step was to 

construct the data set by organizing and importing all my data into Microsoft Excel so that it could be 

easily transferred to STATA for statistical analysis.

IV. Data and Descriptive Statistics

To explain my choice of variables, examining the general trend in college acceptance rates can 

be extremely valuable.  Over the last 20 years, acceptance rates have been declining at a somewhat 

steady pace.  This is true for just about all colleges regardless of their type or status (private, public, Icy-

League, university, liberal arts, etc.).  Graph 1 below shows this decrease in acceptance rates over time 

across the entire sample.  In fact, the trend seems to fit very strongly with the increase in US GDP levels.  

Acceptance rates seemed to have declined at about the same rate that GDP has risen.  There are many 

                                                          
1 Databases searched include: Bureau of Economic Analysis (US GDP data), Bureau of Labor Statistics (US 
unemployment data, US inflation data)
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potential explanations as to why this general downward trend in acceptance rates is happening but 

there are likely two main reasons.  Student pools are expanding every year due to demography and 

economics (which will be addressed specifically later).  Additionally, colleges are not expanding at nearly 

the same rate as applicant pools.  More specifically, as the economy has expanded over time and people 

have acquired higher levels of income, college has become an increasingly popular choice to follow high 

school.  However, the cost of college has unfortunately outpaced the increase in household per capita 

income.  Thus, not only have colleges received a higher influx of students while simultaneously 

attempting to maintain the size of (or slightly increase) each incoming class compared to what it has 

been historically, but they also cost more relative to family incomes.  As a result, acceptance rates have 

naturally decreased over time.  

Graph 1
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Unfortunately, this does not give the complete picture because the economy does not maintain 

a constant expansion.  Graph 2 below shows the relationship between acceptance rates and the US GDP 

level.  Similarly to the relationship between acceptance rates and time, the general downward trend is 

visible in Graph 2 as well.  Therefore, it becomes clear that looking only at the relationship between GDP 

and acceptance is not enough.  Instead, the magnitude of the annual increase in GDP should be 

observed to show different expansionary and recessionary cycles.  These expansionary and recessionary 

cycles likely create trends in acceptance rates beyond the gradual, overall decrease observed.

To better measure the relationship between the economy and college acceptance rates, I 

tracked the percent growth in US GDP and compared it to the different acceptance rates of schools.  The 

results were difficult to interpret because although the coefficient was significant at the 90th percent 
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level, the r-squared value was only .0017 meaning almost none of the variation can really be explained 

by that independent variable.  Instead, I decided to generate a new variable showing the deviation from 

the trend GDP level.  This would give a more accurate depiction of what was happening in the economy 

in terms of the business cycle.  Graph 3 below shows the deviation from the trend GDP level in percent 

terms and creates a visual basis to look at the business cycle.  It not only clearly shows the peaks and 

valleys that indicate up and down cycles, but it can be measured against acceptance rates over time.  

This helps show exactly how acceptance rates were moving based on what cycle the economy was 

currently in.

Graph 3
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Another important consideration when deciding to settle on using the deviation variable was 

the time lag that appears when considering the effects of the business cycle on other events.  The 

effects of an increase in GDP growth one year would not be felt until several periods later so to 

compensate, the deviation variable seemed appropriate to capture those effects.  The expectations 

resulting from estimating such a relationship are fairly simple.  I predict that acceptance rates will follow 

a cycle similar to the business cycle.  The increases and decreases should occur over the same periods, 

although there is a possibility that one cycle will be increasing while the other is decreasing over the 

same period.  

The variables I chose (as previously mentioned) to use in this study were the acceptance rates at 

universities and colleges and several economic indicators.  The economic indicators (my independent 

variables) were the US GDP level, US GDP growth, the US unemployment rate, the change in the 

unemployment rate from year to year, and inflation.  These independent variables were chosen because 

they are the best indicators of what state the economy is in and also could be factors in the college 

selection decision.  US GDP in real 2000 dollars and the annual GDP growth are important economic 

indicators because they directly show if the economy is expanding or not.  Higher GDP levels and high 

GDP growth indicate a booming economy while decreasing GDP growth indicates the opposite.  The 

unemployment rate is also an important indicator of the state of the economy.  High unemployment 

rates usually indicate a lack of job creation and a retracting economy as more people are laid off.  The 

change in the unemployment rate from year to year is then able to show whether or not that situation is 

improving or worsening over time.  Likewise, the inflation rate also can signal changes in the economy.  I 

decided to include these various indicators because none of them alone can capture the full state of the 

economy.
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After settling on my independent variables, I also created various dummy variables to control for 

other mitigating and additive factors that needed to be considered.  The dummy variables created were 

region, private, and public.  The region dummy was used to classify where in the US each college was 

located and consisted of four dummies in total to go with the four regions I decided to create.  Region1 

referred to Northeastern schools, region2 referred to Southern schools, region3 referred to Midwestern 

schools, region4 referred Western schools.  The dummies for private and public were created simply to 

signify if a school was a private or public institution.  These dummies were used to control for various 

factors that may also impact the relationship between the economy and acceptance rates.   Initially, I 

also created a Common app dummy to show whether or not a school utilized the Common Application.  

However, because I could not determine when each school began accepting the Common Application, it 

turned out to be of no real use.  Table 1 below shows the breakdown of schools in the sample.  The 

breakdown shows the number of schools in each region and how many private and public schools were 

in the sample.

Table 1

Private Public Total

Region 1 48 1 49

Region 2 11 6 17

Region 3 12 3 15

Region 4 10 7 17

Total 81 17 98
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As Table 1 makes apparent, the sample is heavily concentrated in Region 1 and is primarily full 

of private schools.  Given that my sample was from the top 50 National Universities and the top 50 

Liberal Arts Colleges, this may go to suggest that the best schools are concentrated in that region and 

are predominantly private.  In fact, exactly half the schools in the sample are located in Region 1 with 

the rest of the sample evenly spread across the other three regions.  This could potentially cause some 

selection issues with the data.  Additionally, the overwhelming proportion of private schools may make 

it difficult to discover trends between private and public schools. 

Table 2 below shows a list of summary statistics for my independent variables.  These statistics 

include the number of observations, mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum values.  The 

mean acceptance rate of 43.779 is an average of acceptance rates across all schools in the sample over 

every year from 1991-2008.  The other variables had values that were constant for all schools in a given 

year so the means are simply averages over the time period analyzed. 

Table 2

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

acceptancerate 1657 43.779 18.519 0 90 

usgdpinreal2000dollars 1764 9685.961 2547.601 5995.900 14280.700

usgdpgrowthannual 1764 5.133 1.117 3.200 6.600

usunemploymentrateannualaverage 1764 5.452 0.947 3.967 7.492

usunemploymentchangefrompreviousye 1764 0.010 0.648 -0.808 1.233

inflationannualaverage 1764 2.817 0.671481 1.550 4.250

deviation 1764 0.001 0.031 -0.04162 0.076
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V. Regression Analysis and Results

In order to test my hypothesis, I constructed a panel data set and ran an OLS regression.  The 

first regressions I ran were simple time trend regressions to show the decrease in acceptance rates over 

time.  One regression was with fixed effects controlling for university and one was baseline.  Table 3 

below shows the results with both regressions yielding negative coefficients that were significant at the 

99th percentile.  The r-squared value for the baseline regression was .1106 but improved to .5074 when 

using fixed effects.  Controlling for university allowed a greater proportion of the variation in acceptance 

rates to be explained by time.  After showing how overall acceptance rates have decreased over time, I 

began testing to see if my hypothesis was correct. 

My initial test regressions were run with one dependent variable and five independent variables 

spanning 17 years from 1991 to 2008.  My dependent variable was the acceptance rates at each of 98 

colleges and universities.  My independent variables included the US GDP level in real 2000 dollars, the 

US GDP Growth rate per year, the average US unemployment rate per year, the change in the US 

unemployment rate from the previous year, and the average US rate of inflation per year.  The most 

* p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01
Standard errors in parentheses

r2          0.1106 0.5074
N           1657 1657

            (164.3648) (58.9055)
_cons       2401.8296*** 2403.4310***

            (0.0822) (0.0295)
year        -1.1792*** -1.1800***

             acceptance~e    acceptance~e   
                      (1)             (2)   

Table 3
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interesting finding was that except for the coefficient on US GDP in real 2000 dollars, none of the other 

coefficients were significant.  The coefficient on US GDP level is likely only significant because of its own 

high correlation with time.  Table 4 below shows the initial regression and the coefficients on every 

independent variable.  

* p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01
Standard errors in parentheses

r2          0.1102 0.0056 0.1112
N           1657 1657 1657

            (5.6504) (0.4544) (6.5573)
_cons       62.0845*** 43.7054*** 66.5723***

            (14.0970) (22.9676)
deviation   43.1317*** 30.9554

            (0.6822) (1.0025)
inflationa~e 0.3331 -0.6571

            (1.4148) (1.4153)
unemployme~e -0.7722 -0.7069

            (0.5922) (0.6396)
usunemploy~e 0.5068 0.1806

            (0.7568) (0.7567)
usgdpgrowt~l 0.0954 0.0826

            (0.0002) (0.0002)
usgdpinrea~s -0.0023*** -0.0023***

             acceptance~e    acceptance~e    acceptance~e   
                      (1)             (2)             (3)   

Table 4

Note: Adjusted r-squared values are listed below.

Regression 1 Adj. r-squared = .1076

Regression 2 Adj. r-squared = .0050

Regression 3 Adj. r-squared = .1112
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Another issue with this initial regression is that the r-squared value (and adjusted r-squared 

value) was very low at only .1102 (Adj. value of .1076).  One reason that may explain the weak 

regression could be that there was no control for university to distinguish the effects of the independent 

variables on different schools.  Another reason could be that the dependent variables used do not 

completely capture the state of the economy in a cyclical view.  To compensate for this, I replaced my 

original set of independent variables with the deviation variable I created and ran a regression between 

acceptance rates and the deviation variable.  The coefficient turned out to be positive and significant at 

the 99th percentile.  Unfortunately, the r-squared value was .0056 meaning very little of the variation in 

acceptance rates can be explained by the deviation variable.  This is not too problematic though because 

I am not claiming that the economy is the sole factor in determining if acceptance rates will increase or 

decrease.  The significance of the coefficient is more important to this paper.  The positive sign on it 

indicates that for points where deviation is above the trend, acceptance rates are increasing as well.  

Likewise, for points where the deviation is below the trend level of GDP, acceptance rates are 

decreasing.  Table 4 above shows this regression.  Lastly, I ran a regression using a combination of my 

independent variables and the deviation variable.  Unfortunately, a similar case to my baseline 

specification appeared with no variables except for US GDP in real 2000 dollars being significant.  The 

regression can also be seen in Table 4 above.

Thus far, the analysis has looked at acceptance rates as a whole which includes a 

conglomeration of every observation.  It is likely however, that different schools will make different 

decisions when deciding how to adjust their acceptance rates.  Therefore, my next adjustment was to 

code every school with a number and run separate regressions for each school against the deviation 

variable.  The r-squared values were still fairly low and the coefficients for some of the schools had 

higher levels of significance than others.  Furthermore, some of the coefficients were positive while 

others were negative which makes it impossible to find an overall trend for all schools. Basically, there 
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seemed to be little evidence that schools were collectively making similar decisions to increase or 

decrease their acceptance rate.  Table 1 in the appendix shows the individual regressions I ran for the 

acceptance rates at each college/university from 1-50 and my deviation variable.  Table 2 (also in the 

appendix) shows the same regressions, but for colleges/universities 51-98.  As a note, the schools in 

Tables 1 and 2 of the appendix are listed in order of ranking by “U.S. News and World Report.”

After noticing the lack of uniformity in the individual regressions, I decided to control for 

university with a fixed effects regression between acceptance rate and deviation.  This time, the results 

were considerably better and the number of schools that had significant coefficients was about three 

quarters of the sample.  The adjusted r-squared was .7737 which was also significantly better than the 

baseline regression between acceptance rate and deviation without fixed effects.  However, the issue of 

some coefficients being positive while others were negative was again present.  Out of the entire 

sample, 72 schools had positive coefficients (25 were statistically significant at the 90th percent level or 

better) and 26 schools had negative coefficients (5 were statistically significant at the 90th percent level 

or better).  The five schools with significant negative coefficients were Rice University, University of 

Virginia, University of California Davis, Washington and Lee University, and Colorado College.  When 

attempting to see what these five schools in particular had in common that could have lead to their 

significant negative coefficients, I was surprisingly unable to come up with any logical reasoning.  The 

schools are not only spread out geographically, but there are both public (UVA and UC Davis) and private 

(Rice, Washington and Lee, and Colorado) schools.  General conclusions therefore, still seemed hard to 

draw from the regression leading me to believe that schools may simply react differently to economic 

forecasts.  Additionally, the coefficient on the deviation variable was also significant at the 99 percent 

confidence level.  Table 3 of the appendix shows the regression.
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After noting the improved results of the fixed effects regression, I decided to create additional 

dummy variables to see if there were other effects not being accounted for.  I added a set of dummies 

for region and another dummy for the distinction between private and public institutions.  Table 5 

below shows the results of the regressions including these dummies.  Looking at regression 2 (all the 

coefficients were significant at the 99th percentile), the region dummies indicate that compared to 

region 3 (the Midwest), all other regions have lower acceptance rates.  The schools with the lowest 

acceptance rates are in region 1 and the schools with the second lowest acceptance rates are in region 

4.   This is most likely a reflection of different admission practices utilized in different regions.  

Unfortunately, without access to additional data, it is impossible to shed light on these differences.

Regression 4 in the above table adds a dummy for whether or not a school is private.  The 

negative coefficient on the private dummy was also significant at the 99th percent level.  What this 

Table 5

Note: Only regression 3 in Table 3 used fixed effects
* p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01
Standard errors in parentheses

r2          0.0056 0.1063 0.0244 0.1290
N           1657 1657 1657 1657

            (0.4544) (1.1045) (0.2167) (1.4819)
_cons       43.7054*** 54.2692*** 43.7074*** 60.8555***

            (1.2515)
private     -8.2160***

            (1.5132) (1.5186)
region4     -9.3968*** -11.1733***

            (1.5157) (1.5089)
region2     -5.9033*** -7.1560***

            (1.2602) (1.2643)
region1     -15.7561*** -14.2936***

            (14.0970) (13.3768) (6.7252) (13.2096)
deviation   43.1317*** 43.1184*** 41.9801*** 42.8705***

             acceptance~e    acceptance~e    acceptance~e    acceptance~e   
                      (1)             (2)             (3)             (4)   
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negative coefficient means is that compared to public schools, private schools have lower acceptance 

rates.  Reasons for this could be that private schools have more freedom to decide what caliber and how 

many students they wish to accept.   Public schools on the other hand may be bound to some state 

regulations.  Again, without additional data, it is not possible to make any definitive statements 

explaining the possible reasons for the negative coefficient.  

The aggregate regression in Table 5 utilizing only the region dummies effectively assumes the 

slope of the relationship is the same for every region while the intercepts are different.  The final step 

was to see if regressing acceptance rates with deviation for individual regions would yield similar 

coefficients on the deviation variable.  This would test if the slopes actually were different across regions 

in the same way that the intercepts were.  Table 6 below shows the results of the individual regressions 

for each region.  The coefficient on deviation is more or less the same across regions indicating the 

slopes are also almost identical.  Based on these results, the overall sensitivity to the economic cycle 

likely outweighs varying admissions practices for colleges.  

* p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01
Standard errors in parentheses

r2          0.0851 0.0188 0.0640 0.0065
N           1657 1657 1657 1657

            (0.6179) (0.4962) (0.4788) (0.4996)
_cons       48.9543*** 42.7369*** 41.8112*** 43.4610***

            (1.1991)
region4     1.4114

            (1.2264)
region3     12.4585***

            (1.1949)
region2     5.6287***

            (0.8708)
region1     -10.4414***

            (13.5257) (14.0077) (13.6810) (14.0954)
deviation   43.2322*** 43.3687*** 42.8379*** 43.1192***

             acceptance~e    acceptance~e    acceptance~e    acceptance~e   
                      (1)             (2)             (3)             (4)   

Table 6
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Building off this analysis, I ran a separate regression between acceptance rate and deviation, but 

included slope and intercept dummies for regions 1, 2, and 4 (region 3 being the omitted group).  Table 

7 below shows the results of the regression.  The coefficients on the deviation_region1, 

deviation_region2, and deviation_region4 dummies show if the slopes for regions 1, 2, and 4 

respectively are different from deviation (which represents the deviation for the omitted group).  The 

insignificant coefficients indicate that there is no significant difference between regions with respect to 

the deviation variable.

* p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01
Standard errors in parentheses

r2          0.1074
N           1657

            (1.1063)
_cons       54.2669***

            (1.5160)
region4     -9.4040***

            (1.5182)
region2     -5.8403***

            (1.2626)
region1     -15.7743***

            (46.8710)
deviation_~4 4.1695

            (47.1567)
deviation_~2 -43.3762

            (39.0245)
deviation_~1 10.6924

            (34.1641)
deviation   44.3622

             acceptance~e   
                      (1)   

Table 7
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VI. Conclusion

After running my various regressions and analyzing the results, it became clear that finding an 

overall trend in acceptance rates based on changes in the economy is extremely difficult.  Colleges do 

not seem to collectively act in a certain way given changes in economic conditions.  However, individual 

schools do seem to have made adjustments depending on whether or not the economy is in an 

expansion or recession.  My analysis suggests that the majority of schools increased acceptance rates 

while the business cycle was up, and decreased them when it was down.  This result seemingly supports 

the logic that when the economy is in a recession, there are fewer jobs available causing high school 

graduates to consider college.  As a result, colleges see a significant increase in the number of applicants 

but do not wish to expand their class sizes (or only expand them slightly).  Therefore, the acceptance 

rates must be lower than usual.  Conversely, if the economy is in a boom, the applicant pool will be 

much smaller relative to its size during a recession creating the illusion of increased acceptance rates.   

However, my hypothesis that as the economy worsens, private schools will accept more students while 

public schools accept fewer does not hold true for all private or all public schools.  Some schools do 

follow this trend, but others actually do the opposite.  Additional data not used in this study would be 

necessary to explain that outcome.  Furthermore, geographic location did not appear to have a 

significant effect on decisions to increase or decrease acceptance rates.  Overall sensitivity to economic 

cycles likely outweighed any regional biases schools may have shown.

Some problems with my data may have contributed to these inconclusive results.  The overall 

trend of decreasing acceptance rates over time across all schools may make it difficult to see trends in 

acceptance rates due to economic conditions.  Additionally, some colleges that have a “special status” 

may act uniquely compared to other similar schools without such status.  For example, the “Ivy League” 

schools seem to show generally low acceptance rates that are more or less constant.  Furthermore, my 
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sample was heavily based in the Northeast region and consisted primarily of private institutions.  This 

may bring up issues of selection bias.

After conducting my analysis, I believe there are several improvements that could be made to 

better gauge the effects of the economy on acceptance rates.  Probably one of the more important 

improvements would be to analyze a much longer time period.  The economic indicators I chose could 

be refined as well, but I think they do a fair job in determining the economic cycles that would be 

pertinent to the analysis.  Additionally, enrollment statistics would be very helpful, but were too difficult 

to obtain for this study.  Similarly, applicant pool data would also be extremely useful.  Knowing the 

applicant pool size at each school for each year would go a long way toward enhancing the analysis. 

Improvements to the sample itself would also be preferable.  Simply increasing the total number of 

schools in the sample would be the first logical step to improving the quality of the sample.  Including an 

equal distribution of private and public schools would also be helpful.  Lastly, selecting a relatively even 

number of schools per region would be another improvement that would benefit expansions on this 

study.  

The findings in this study show that there is a relationship between college acceptance rates and 

economic activity.  Unfortunately, this problem is far more complex than it appears on the surface and 

requires far more data and analysis which (given the logistical constraints) were beyond the scope of 

this paper.  However, if the improvements mentioned above were made to the data, it is likely that 

more conclusive results could be reached.



37

VII. References

Dale, Stacy B., and Alan B. Kreuger. "Estimating the Payoff to Attending a More Selective College: An 
Application of Selection on Observables and Unobservables." The Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 117 (2002): 1491-527. JSTOR. J. 02 Feb. 2009 
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/4132484>.

Epple, Dennis, Richard Romano, and Holger Sieg. "Admission, Tuition, and Financial Aid Policies in the 
Market for Higher Education." Econometrica 74 (2006): 885-928. JSTOR. 05 Feb. 2009 
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/3805912>.

Garratt, Rod, and John M. Marshall. "Public Finance of Private Goods: The Case of College Education." 
The Journal of Political Economy 102 (1994): 566-82. JSTOR. 01 Feb. 2009 
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/2138623>.

Marcotte, Dave E., Thomas Bailey, Carey Borkoskey, and Greg S. Kienzl. "The Returns of a Community 
College Education: Evidence from the National Education Longitudinal Survey." Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis 27 (2005): 157-75. JSTOR. 05 Feb. 2009 
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/3699524>.

Schwartz, Amy E., and Benjamin Scafidi. "What's Happened to the Price of College? Quality-Adjusted Net 
Price Indexes for Four-Year Colleges." The Journal of Human Resources 39 (2004): 723-45. 
JSTOR. 19 Jan. 2009 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/3558994>.

"StudentPOLL - Effects of the Recession on College Plans." 2009. College Board and Art & Science Group. 
07 Feb. 2009 <http://professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-
research/trends/studentpoll/recession>.

"Students' College Search Plans and the Effect of the Economy." 2008. College Board and Art & Science 
Group. 07 Feb. 2009 <http://professionals.collegeboard.com/data-reports-
research/trends/studentpoll/economy>.



38

VIII. Appendix

Table 1
Regression

Dependent Variable:
Acceptance rate at colleges 1-50

Independent Variable: Coefficient
Adj. R-squared 
Value

Deviation from trend GDP
College

Harvard
29.985*
(17.570) .1068

Princeton
26.680*
(14.151) .1377

Yale
40.517
(35.537) .0184

MIT
75.425
(53.370) .0587

Stanford
39.504
(27.536) .0620

CA Inst. Of Tech
67.438*
(34.343) .2045

Upenn
145.751**
(70.807) .1683

Columbia
136.464***
(47.164) .3154

Duke
.420
(21.670) -.0666

Uchicago
-77.298
(61.565) .0348

Dartmouth
11.610
(27.061) -.0537

Northwestern
92.564**
(41.648) .1976

Wash U in St. Louis
253.845*
(134.773) .1374

Cornell
-34.873
(34.346) .0019

Hopkins
58.234
(60.803) -.0052

Brown
39.869
(26.260) .0754

Rice
-26.176*
(14.569) .1222

College Coefficient
Adj. R-squared 
Value

Emory
78.927
(79.098) -.0003

Notre Dame 14.184 -.0622
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(56.529)

Vanderbilt
36.475
(94.169) -.0561

UC Berkeley
96.774*
(48.917) .1541

Carnegie Mellon
96.540
(76.184) .0365

Georgetown
68.470***
(20.349) .3921

UVA
-69.905***
(25.370) .2918

UCLA
169.007**
(68.553) .2409

Michigan
16.374
(62.449) -.0662

USC
230.722
(155.826) .0694

Tufts
151.272***
(52.911) .3096

Wake Forest
-42.999
(27.453) .0940

UNC
-4.570
(15.877) -.0608

Brandeis
148.433
(97.527) .0760

William and Mary
-56.924
(39.306) .0642

NYU
248.600***
(58.527) .5158

Boston College
128.299**
(62.354) .1681

Georgia Tech
3.895
(44.737) -.0661

Lehigh
105.099
(87.136) .0276

UC San Diego
113.991**
(50.129) .2068

Rochester
16.909
(62.175) -.0614

Wisconsin
13.264
(59.580) -.0632

Illinois
82.742**
(31.776) .2654

Case Western Reserve
9.376
(33.501) -.0611

Rensselaer Polytechnic
-83.30693
(83.166) .0002

College Coefficient
Adj. R-squared 
Value

Washington
-49.990
(45.695) .0122

UC Davis
-102.395**
(48.314) .1791

UC Irvine 73.761 .0883
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(46.193)

UC Santa Barbara
111.320
(92.026) .0281

PSU
4.180
(28.413) -.0651

Texas
29.319
(72.375) -.0551

Florida
47.945
(80.526) -.0483

Yeshiva
-30.456
(32.716) -.0084

The Standard Errors are in parenthesis
*= significant at the 90th percent confidence level

**= significant at the 95th percent confidence level
***= significant at the 99th percent confidence level
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Table 2
Regression

Dependent Variable:
Acceptance rate at colleges 51-98

Independent Variable: Coefficient
Adj. R-squared 
Value

Deviation from trend GDP
College

Amherst
37.194**
(15.634) .2256

Williams
24.885
(30.451) -.0212

Swarthmore
10.988
(40.972) -.0616

Wellesley
-4.807
(35.629) -.0654

Middlebury
56.434
(38.870) .0648

Bowdoin
1.377
(36.420) -.0666

Pomona
16.940
(57.916) -.0606

Carleton
92.351
(89.207) .0045

Davidson
-19.917
(32.447) -.0405

College Coefficient
Adj. R-squared 
Value

Haverford
52.155
(46.623) .0155

Claremont McKenna
51.144
(63.645) -.0226

Vassar
74.110
(66.791) .0142

Wesleyan
106.378***
(36.093) .3245

Grinnell
-76.846
(63.857) .0272

Washington and Lee
-46.308**
(18.962) .2368

Colgate
22.991
(63.005) -.0573

Smith
94.498**
(35.956) .2696

Hamilton
68.773
(61.484) .0155

Oberlin
147.387
(99.308) .0699

Bryn Mawr
-52.342
(44.621) .0230

Colby 111.334* .1250
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(61.429)

Bates
5.396
(31.888) -.0646

Macalester
28.042
(54.217) -.0480

Barnard
200.900**
(84.236) .2266

Mount Holyoke
53.473
(60.553) -.0140

Scripps
-7.362
(104.555) -.0663

Bucknell
65.059
(78.066) -.0195

Colorado
-157.177**
(67.512) .2165

Kenyon
-45.648
(135.167) -.0586

Trinity
191.612
(68.847) .2966

Holy Cross
43.008
(55.600) -.0258

Lafayette
12.601
(78.142) -.0648

Bard
-7.175
(73.548) -.0660

Furman
111.125
(88.127) .0356

College Coefficient
Adj. R-squared 
Value

Occidental
.715
(87.444) -.0667

Whitman
222.341***
(75.789) .3222

Sewanee
14.142
(30.457) -.0516

Connecticut
120.610**
(43.881) .2906

F&M
-40.680
(66.795) -.0409

Union
79.027*
(39.848) .1549

Centre
-5.487
(86.232) -.0664

Dickinson
19.492
(120.494) -.0648

Skidmore
60.779
(72.617) -.0191

St. Olaf
-100.109
(64.468) .0916

Depauw
164.325**
(72.940) .2030

Gettysburg
-94.092
(98.682) -.0057

Pitzer -81.073 -.0484
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(136.255)

Rhodes
-101.251
(82.701) .0302

The Standard Errors are in parenthesis
*= significant at the 90th percent confidence level

**= significant at the 95th percent confidence level
***= significant at the 99th percent confidence level
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Table 3

            (3.1211)
univ15      33.0757***

            (3.1211)
univ14      30.0169***

            (3.1211)
univ13      -3.1596

            (3.1211)
univ12      -1.9243

            (3.1211)
univ11      -24.2772***

            (3.1211)
univ10      -0.7478

            (3.1211)
univ9       8.4286***

            (3.1211)
univ8       -26.9831***

            (3.1211)
univ7       5.2522*

            (3.1211)
univ6       -17.7478***

            (3.1211)
univ5       -7.8655**

            (3.1211)
univ4       -12.1008***

            (3.1211)
univ3       -5.5714*

            (3.1211)
univ2       -2.8066

            (3.1211)
univ1       -24.5714***

            (14.0970) (6.7252)
deviation   43.1317*** 41.9801***

             acceptance~e    acceptance~e   
                      (1)             (2)   
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            (3.1211)
univ32      -21.2772***

            (3.1211)
univ31      22.3698***

            (3.2175)
univ30      12.5382***

            (3.1211)
univ29      8.8992***

            (3.1211)
univ28      -1.5714

            (3.1211)
univ27      -18.2772***

            (3.1211)
univ26      18.3110***

            (3.1211)
univ25      27.0757***

            (3.1211)
univ24      -11.1008***

            (3.1211)
univ23      -24.3949***

            (3.1211)
univ22      -15.1008***

            (3.1211)
univ21      -4.8066

            (3.1211)
univ20      -27.7478***

            (3.1211)
univ19      3.4875

            (3.1211)
univ18      -7.5125**

            (3.1211)
univ17      -6.7478**

            (3.1211)
univ16      -15.6890***
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            (3.1211)
univ50      -4.3361

            (3.1211)
univ49      12.0169***

            (3.1211)
univ48      -17.1596***

            (3.1664)
univ47      12.7769***

            (3.1211)
univ46      4.4875

            (3.1211)
univ45      -24.4537***

            (3.1211)
univ44      3.8992

            (3.1211)
univ43      0.7228

            (3.1211)
univ42      11.7228***

            (3.1211)
univ41      23.8404***

            (3.1211)
univ40      -9.4537***

            (3.1211)
univ39      0.0169

            (3.1211)
univ38      -11.5714***

            (3.1211)
univ37      -33.1008***

            (3.1211)
univ36      -5.1008

            (3.1211)
univ35      15.2522***

            (3.1211)
univ34      11.0169***

            (3.1211)
univ33      18.0757***
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            (3.1211)
univ68      -30.2184***

            (3.2175)
univ67      26.6716***

            (3.1211)
univ66      10.4875***

            (3.1211)
univ65      4.6639

            (3.1211)
univ64      24.1345***

            (3.1211)
univ63      17.9581***

            (3.1211)
univ62      9.3110***

            (3.1211)
univ61      -21.3361***

            (3.1211)
univ60      21.6639***

            (3.1211)
univ59      28.6639***

            (3.1211)
univ58      -32.5125***

            (3.1211)
univ57      -17.6302***

            (3.2175)
univ56      5.2716

            (3.1211)
univ55      8.5463***

            (3.1211)
univ54      9.1345***

            (3.1211)
univ53      1.7228

            (3.1211)
univ52      -9.7478***

            (3.1211)
univ51      -10.8066***
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            (3.1211)
univ86      -6.5714**

            (3.1211)
univ85      4.8992

            (3.1211)
univ84      -17.5714***

            (3.1211)
univ83      3.7228

            (3.1211)
univ82      0.6051

            (3.1211)
univ81      -8.9831***

            (3.1209)
univ80      -5.2523*

            (3.1211)
univ79      -8.0419**

            (3.1211)
univ78      -13.5714***

            (3.1211)
univ77      15.9581***

            (3.1211)
univ76      3.1934

            (3.1211)
univ75      17.0169***

            (3.1211)
univ74      18.0169***

            (3.1211)
univ73      -15.2772***

            (3.1211)
univ72      -12.3361***

            (3.1211)
univ71      -1.5125

            (3.1211)
univ70      15.1345***

            (3.1211)
univ69      -20.2772***
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* p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01
Standard errors in parentheses

r2          0.0056 0.7871
N           1657 1657

            (0.4544) (2.2749)
_cons       43.7054*** 44.7347***

            (3.1211)
univ98      33.8992***

            (3.1211)
univ97      -29.5714***

            (3.1211)
univ96      21.7228***

            (3.1211)
univ95      -21.3361***

            (3.1211)
univ94      -6.4537**

            (3.1211)
univ93      10.4875***

            (3.1211)
univ92      -13.3361***

            (3.1211)
univ91      -3.2772

            (3.1211)
univ90      24.3698***

            (3.1211)
univ89      -13.7478***

            (3.1211)
univ88      -8.1596***

Note: University dummies are listed in alphabetical order. 
The code is listed below in Table 4.
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Table 4
University Dummy College
univ1 Amherst
univ2 Bard
univ3 Barnard
univ4 Bates
univ5 Boston College
univ6 Bowdoin
univ7 Brandeis
univ8 Brown
univ9 Bryn Mawr
univ10 Bucknell
univ11 Cal. Inst. Of Tech
univ12 Carleton
univ13 Carnegie Mellon
univ14 Case Western Reserve
univ15 Centre
univ16 Claremont McKenna
univ17 Colby
univ18 Colgate
univ19 Colorado
univ20 Columbia
univ21 Connecticut
univ22 Cornell
univ23 Dartmouth
univ24 Davidson
univ25 DePauw
univ26 Dickinson
univ27 Duke
univ28 Emory
univ29 F&M
univ30 Florida
univ31 Furman
univ32 Georgetown
univ33 Georgia Tech
univ34 Gettysburg
univ35 Grinnell
univ36 Hamilton
univ37 Harvard
univ38 Haverford
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University Dummy College
univ39 Holy Cross
univ40 Hopkins
univ41 Illinois
univ42 Kenyon
univ43 Lafayette
univ44 Lehigh
univ45 MIT
univ46 Macalester
univ47 Michigan
univ48 Middlebury
univ49 Mount Holyoke
univ50 NYU
univ51 Northwestern
univ52 Notre Dame
univ53 Oberlin
univ54 Occidental
univ55 PSU
univ56 Pitzer
univ57 Pomona
univ58 Princeton
univ59 Rensselaer Polytech
univ60 Rhodes
univ61 Rice
univ62 Rochester
univ63 Scripps
univ64 Sewanee
univ65 Skidmore
univ66 Smith
univ67 St. Olaf
univ68 Stanford
univ69 Swarthmore
univ70 Texas
univ71 Trinity
univ72 Tufts
univ73 UC Berkeley
univ74 UC Davis
univ75 UC Irvine
univ76 UC San Diego
univ77 UC Santa Barbara
univ78 UCLA
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University Dummy College
univ79 UNC
univ80 USC
univ81 UVA
univ82 Uchicago
univ83 Union
univ84 Upenn
univ85 Vanderbilt
univ86 Vassar
univ87 Wake Forest
univ88 Wash U. St. Louis
univ89 Washington and Lee
univ90 Washinton
univ91 Wellesley
univ92 Wesleyan
univ93 Whitman
univ94 William and Mary
univ95 Williams
univ96 Wisconsin
univ97 Yale
univ98 Yeshiva


