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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates whether and how college quality rankings  affect a key factor in the ranks measure
of quality -- financial resources  per student -- for public colleges. We show that when a public college
is  exogenously included in the U.S. News & World Report rankings educational  and general expenditure
per student increase by 3.2%. To fund the  additional expenditure, state appropriations per student
increase by 3.4  to 6.8%, while tuition is not responsive at all.

The state appropriation response may be realized in two potential  channels: on the one hand, U.S.
News rankings may allocate additional  citizen attention to the issue of public college quality, and
the  increased attention steers more funding towards public colleges. On the  other hand, college rankings
may provide new information in addition to  existing college guides. As the college quality beliefs
of citizens are  updated state governments may adjust funding accordingly. We find evidence  in support
of the first explanation.
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TABLE 1: USNWR College Ranking Algorithm (1990) 
  

 
Category 

 
Weight 

 
Detailed measures 

 
 

Academic Reputation 
 

25% 
 

[Responses from Survey of College Presidents Conducted By USNWR] 
 

Student Selectivity 
 
 
 

25% 
 
 
 

 
Acceptance Rate, 

Yield Rate, 
High School Class Standing, 

Average SAT/ACT Score 
 

Faculty Quality 
 
 
 

25% 
 
 
 

 
Student-Faculty Ratio, 

Percentage of Faculty with Ph.D., 
Percentage of Part-Time Faculty, 

Average salary of Tenured Full Professors 
 

Financial Resources 
 

20% 
 

 
Total Education and General Expenditures 

 

Student Satisfaction 
 

5% 
 

 
Graduation Rate 

 
Note: Source: USNWR magazine issue Oct. 15, 1990.  The USNWR implements some minor differences in the ranking algorithm and the regional algorithm.  
This table reflects the national algorithm.  Graduation rate performance refers to the difference between actual graduation rate and the graduate rate predicted by 
student SAT scores. 
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TABLE 2:  History of Public College Inclusion in U.S. News College Quality Rankings 
 

Year: Before 1983 1983-86 1987-1989 1990-1994 
 

US News Ranking 
Method: 

 
No US 
News 

 
Top 10 

 
Top 25 

 
Top 25 +  

4 Tiers for National Colleges 
 

 
A. Included in U.S. News Rankings 

 
 
 
 
 

Public National 
College Examples 

 
 
 
 

-- 

 
 
 

UC – Berkeley 
UNC – Chapel Hill 

U Wisconsin 

 
 

UC – Berkeley 
UNC – Chapel Hill 

U Wisconsin 
UCLA 

U Michigan 
U Virginia 

 

 
UC – Berkeley 

UNC – Chapel Hill 
U Wisconsin 

UCLA 
U Michigan 
U Virginia 
UC - Irvine 

U of Maryland – College Park 
Oklahoma St. U. 

 
 
 
 

Public Regional 
College Examples 

 
 
 

-- 

 
 

Appalachian St. U. 
East Carolina U. 

CA Polytechnic St. U. 
 

 
Appalachian St. U. 
East Carolina U. 

CA Polytechnic St. U. 
St. Mary’s College of MD 

CSU – Fresno 
Ohio Wesleyan U 

 

 
Appalachian St. U. 
East Carolina U. 

CA Polytechnic St. U. 
St. Mary’s College of MD 

CSU – Fresno 
Ohio Wesleyan U 
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B. Not Included in USNWR Rankings 
 

 
 
 

Public National 
College Examples 

 
 
 

All Colleges 

 
UCLA 

U Michigan 
U Virginia 
UC - Irvine 

Pennsylvania St. U. 
Oklahoma St. U. 

 

 
 

UC - Irvine 
U Maryland – College Park 

Oklahoma St. U. 

 
 
 

-- 
 

 
 
 

Public Regional 
College Examples 

   
 
 

All Colleges 

 
St. Mary’s College of MD 

CSU – Fresno 
Ohio Wesleyan U 

U Northern Alabama 
U Maryland – Eastern Shore 

Central Connecticut St. U 
 

 
 

U Northern Alabama 
U Maryland – Eastern Shore 

Central Connecticut St. U 

 
 

U Northern Alabama 
U Maryland – Eastern Shore 

Central Connecticut St. U 

Source: U.S. News America’s Best Colleges [various issues].  The number of colleges ranked includes both public and private colleges, and includes the total 
number of colleges in any category in a given year. 
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TABLE 3: Public College Characteristics, by USNWR Ranking Inclusion Status 
 

 Added -
In 

Previous 
-In 

Never 
-In 

(1)-(2) 
t-stat 

[p-value] 

(1)-(3) 
t-stat 

[p-value]
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
(1) Levels of Outcome Variables (1989): 
Total Main Expense 7273 

(236) 
7165 
(457) 

5141 
(105) 

0.33 
[0.743] 

9.74 
[0.000] 

State Appropriation Revenue 6156 
(251) 

6164 
(368) 

4306 
(125) 

0.10 
[0.987] 

7.28 
[0.000] 

Tuition and Fee Revenue 2408 
(99) 

2080 
(163) 

1656 
(38) 

1.71 
[0.090] 

8.65 
[0.000] 

 
(2) Trends in Outcome Variables (1987 to 1989): 
Percent Change in Total Main 
Expense 

0.11 
(0.01) 

0.11 
(0.02) 

0.09 
(0.01) 

0.30 
[0.771] 

1.43 
[0.152] 

Percent Change State Appropriation 
Revenue 

0.08 
(0.01) 

0.12 
(0.02) 

0.07 
(0.01) 

1.77 
[0.078] 

0.66 
[0.507] 

Percent Change Tuition and Fee 
Revenue 

0.16 
(0.01) 

0.15 
(0.02) 

0.16 
(0.01) 

0.26 
[0.697] 

0.24 
[0.814] 

 
(3) College Characteristics (1989): 
Enrollment (FTE) 17059 

(758) 
13842 
(1733) 

5253 
(226) 

1.97 
[0.051] 

19.78 
[0.000] 

Flagship College 0.37 
(0.05) 

0.18 
(0.06) 

0 
(0) 

1.44 
[0.026] 

12.71 
[0.000] 

National College 1 
(0) 

0.23 
(0.07) 

0 
(0) 

19.51 
[0.000] 

-- 

Barron’s Guide 1989 Ranking 6.65 
(0.13) 

5.35 
(0.29) 

7.62 
(0.07) 

4.66 
[0.000] 

7.91 
[0.000] 

 
(4) State Characteristics (1989): 
Pre-College Age Population Share 
 

0.056 
(0.001) 

0.053 
(0.01) 

0.056 
(0.000) 

3.54 
[0.001] 

0.32 
[0.753] 

College Age Population Share  
 

0.067 
(0.000) 

0.068 
(0.001) 

0.067 
(0.000) 

1.47 
[0.140] 

0.56 
[0.580] 

U.S. News Newsstand Circulation 
(per million) 

191 
(11) 

184 
(10) 

179 
(7) 

0.35 
[0.734 

0.96 
[0.337 

U.S. News Subscription Circulation 
(per thousand) 

9.5 
(0.3) 

9.2 
(0.2) 

9.2 
(0.1) 

0.62 
[0.534] 

1.34 
[0.182] 

 
Number of Colleges 

 
115 

 
40 

 
281 

 
-- 

 
-- 

Notes: Source: Authors’ Calculations using data from the Integrated Post Secondary Education Data 
System, Barron’s Guide to Colleges 1989, 1990 Census, the Book of the States, Audit Bureau of 
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Circulations, and U.S. News America’s Best Colleges [various issues].  See Table A2 for the data source 
for each variable.
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TABLE 4: The Effect of USNWR Ranking Inclusion on College Expenses and Revenue 
 
Dependent Variable = Log (Financial Variable per FTE) 
 
  

Total Main 
Expense 

State 
Appropriation 

Revenue 

 
Tuition and Fee 

Revenue 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Added-in * After 1991 
 
 

0.032** 
(0.011) 

0.068*** 
(0.015) 

0.007 
(0.024) 

Adjusted R2 0.947 0.936 0.920 
Number of Observations 3485 3488 3488 
Number of Colleges 436 436 436 
Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations.  Each main entry in the table reports the coefficient for the 
regression of the relevant outcome on USNWR inclusion in 1990. The standard errors clustered by college 
are presented in parentheses.  All models included college and year fixed effects.  See text for details of 
exact model specification.  * indicates significantly different from zero at the 10% level of significance; ** 
indicates significantly different from zero at the 5% level of significance; *** indicates significantly 
different from zero at 1% level of significance. 
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TABLE 5: The Effect of USNWR Ranking Inclusion on College State Appropriations: Alternative Time Trend Specifications 
 
Dependent Variable = Log (State Appropriation Revenue per FTE) 
 
 Baseline Size Quantile-Year 

Fixed Effects 
Flagship-Year  
Fixed Effects 

College Specific  
Linear Trends 

State-Year  
Fixed Effects 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Added-in * After 1991 0.068*** 

(0.015) 
0.053** 
(0.021) 

0.058*** 
(0.016) 

0.034*** 
(0.010) 

0.068*** 
(0.012) 

 
Size Quartile-year fixed effects NO YES NO NO NO 
Flagship-year fixed effects NO NO YES NO NO 
College-specific linear trends NO NO NO YES NO 
State-year fixed effects NO NO NO NO YES 
Adjusted R2 0.936 0.937 0.936 0.139 0.966 
Number of Observations 3488 3488 3488 3052 3488 
Number of Colleges 436 436 436 436 436 
Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations.  Each main entry in the table reports the coefficient for the regression the log (State Appropriation Revenue per FTE) on 
USNWR inclusion in 1990. The standard errors clustered by college are presented in parentheses.  All models included college and year fixed effects.  See text 
for details of exact model specification.  Baseline results in column (1) are from Table 3. * indicates significantly different from zero at the 10% level of 
significance; ** indicates significantly different from zero at the 5% level of significance; *** indicates significantly different from zero at 1% level of 
significance. 
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TABLE 6: The Effect of USNWR Ranking Inclusion on College State Appropriations: Alternative Control Groups and Time Horizons 
 
Dependent Variable = Log (State Appropriation Revenue per FTE) 
 
  

Baseline 
Control = 

Previous in Only 
Control = 

Never in Only 
Control = 

Regional Only 
Short-run 

and Long-run 
Count 1990 

As Post 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Added-in * After 1991 
 
 

0.068*** 
(0.015) 

0.102*** 
(0.024) 

0.063*** 
(0.016) 

0.069*** 
(0.015) 

0.067*** 
(0.017) 

0.059*** 
(0.014) 

Added-in * Year = 1991 
or 1992 
 
 

-- -- -- -- 0.002 
(0.010) 

-- 

Adjusted R2 0.936 0.952 0.935 0.933 0.936 0.938 
Number of Observations 3488 1240 3168 3416 3488 3924 
Number of Colleges 436 155 396 427 436 436 
Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations.  Each main entry in the table reports the coefficient for the regression the log (State Appropriation Revenue per FTE) on 
USNWR inclusion in 1990. The standard errors clustered by college are presented in parentheses.  All models included college and year fixed effects.  See text 
for details of exact model specification.  Baseline results in column (1) are from Table 3. * indicates significantly different from zero at the 10% level of 
significance; ** indicates significantly different from zero at the 5% level of significance; *** indicates significantly different from zero at 1% level of 
significance. 
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TABLE 7: The Effect of USNWR Ranking Inclusion on College State Appropriations: Redistribution Responses 
 
Dependent Variable = Log (State Appropriation Revenue per FTE) 
 
 Baseline 

 
By Flagship College Effect on 

Previous-ins 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Added-in * After 1991 0.068*** 

(0.015) 
0.063*** 
(0.024) 

0.063*** 
(0.016) 

 
Added-in * After 1991 * Flagship College 
 

 
-- 

 
-0.040 
(0.033) 

 
-- 

Added-in * After 1991 * State Flagship College is Previous-In -- -0.044 
(0.057) 

-- 

Previous-in * After 1991 
 
 

-- -- -0.039 
(0.024) 

Adjusted R2 0.936 0.936 0.936 
Number of Observations 3488 3488 3488 
Number of Colleges 436 436 436 
Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations.  Each main entry in the table reports the coefficient for the regression the log (State Appropriation Revenue per FTE) on 
USNWR inclusion in 1990. The standard errors clustered by college are presented in parentheses.  All models included college and year fixed effects.  See text 
for details of exact model specification.  Baseline results in column (1) are from Table 3. * indicates significantly different from zero at the 10% level of 
significance; ** indicates significantly different from zero at the 5% level of significance; *** indicates significantly different from zero at 1% level of 
significance.
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TABLE 8: The Effect of USNWR Ranking Inclusion on College State Appropriations:  Attention Interactions 
 
Dependent Variable = Log (State Appropriations per FTE) 

 Baseline Demographic 
College 

Attendance 
USNWR 

Circulation All 
  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Added-in * After 1991 
 

0.068*** 
(0.015) 

0.075*** 
(0.015) 

0.057*** 
(0.016) 

0.079*** 
(0.023) 

0.073*** 
(0.015) 

 
Added-in * After 1991 * Pre-College Age Population Share 
 

-- 
 

0.046*** 
(0.016) 

-- 
 

-- 
 

0.052*** 
(0.016) 

Added-in * After 1991 * College Age Population Share 
 

-- 
 

-0.053*** 
(0.016) 

-- 
 

-- 
 

-0.074*** 
(0.016) 

Added-in * After 1991 * Percent of Students at Added-in -- 
 

-- 
 

0.019* 
(0.011) 

-- 
 

0.004 
(0.011) 

Added-in * After 1991 * Percent of Students at Previous-in 
 

-- 
 

-- 
 

-0.068*** 
(0.017) 

-- 
 

-0.047*** 
(0.017) 

Added-in * After 1991 * USNWR Newsstand Circulation 
 

-- 
 

-- 
 

-- 
 

-0.008 
(0.028) 

0.037** 
(0.017) 

Added-in * After 1991 * USNWR Subscription Circulation 
 

-- 
 
 

-- 
 
 

-- 
 
 

0.008 
(0.019) 

 

-0.067** 
(0.017) 

 
Adjusted R2 0.936 0.937 0.936 0.936 0.937 
Number of Observations 3488 3488 3488 3488 3488 
Number of Colleges 436 436 436 436 436 
Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations.  Each main entry in the table reports the coefficient for regressing the log (State Appropriation Revenue per FTE) on 
USNWR inclusion in 1990. The standard errors clustered by college are presented in parentheses.  All models included college and year fixed effects.  See text 
for details of exact model specification.  Baseline results in column (1) are from Table 3.  Additional State-Level Interactions are: per capita income, percent of 
population with college degree, unemployment rate, and the percentage of college students at public colleges.  * indicates significantly different from zero at the 
10% level of significance; ** indicates significantly different from zero at the 5% level of significance; *** indicates significantly different from zero at 1% level 
of significance. 
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TABLE 9: The Effect of USNWR Ranking Inclusion on College State Appropriations: 
Prior Updating Interactions 
 
Dependent Variable = Log (Financial Variable per FTE) 
 

 State 
Appropriation 

Revenue 

 
Tuition and Fee 

Revenue 
 (1) (2) 
Added-in * After 1991 0.078*** 

(0.028) 
-0.022 
(0.026) 

 
Added-in * After 1991 * Certain Good News 
 

 
-0.025 
(0.034) 

 
0.009 

(0.037) 
Added-in * After 1991 * Ambiguous Good News  0.031 

(0.035) 
0.007 

(0.030) 
Added-in * After 1991 * Ambiguous Bad News -0.019 

(0.034) 
0.087 

(0.066) 
Added-in * After 1991 * Certain Bad News  
 
 

-0.104*** 
(0.036) 

-0.018 
(0.039) 

Adjusted R2 0.936 0.920 
Number of Observations 3488 3488 
Number of Colleges 436 436 
Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations.  Each main entry in the table reports the coefficient for the 
regression the relevant outcome on USNWR inclusion in 1990. The standard errors clustered on college are 
presented in parentheses.  All models included college and year fixed effects.  Baseline results in column 
(1) are from Table 3. See text for details of exact model specification.  * indicates significantly different 
from zero at the 10% level of significance; ** indicates significantly different from zero at the 5% level of 
significance; *** indicates significantly different from zero at 1% level of significance



 42

TABLE A1: Variable Definitions, Sources and Units of Observation 
 

 
Variable Name 

 

 
Definition 

 
A: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), College-level 

 
Total Main Expense

 

= Total funds spent on instructional 
expenditure, academic support, student 
services and institutional support 
functions per FTE in the 12-month fiscal 
year 

Tuition and Fee Revenue = Total funds received from Tuition and 
Fees per FTE in the 12-month fiscal year 

State Appropriation Revenue = Total funds received from State 
Appropriations per FTE in the 12-month 
fiscal year 

 
B. U.S. News and World Report “America’s Best Colleges” Issues, College-level 
 

Added-in = Included in the USNWR rankings for 
the first time in 1990 

Previous-in = Included in the USNWR rankings 
before 1990 

Never-in = Never included in the USNWR 
rankings (during the sample period) 

Percentage of State Enrollment at 
Previous-in 

= Percentage of Students in a State 
attending Previous-in Colleges in 1987 
(State-level) 

Percentage of State Enrollment at Added-in = Percentage of Students in a State 
attending Added-in Colleges in 1987 
(State-level) 

 
C. Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges Book 1989, College-level 

 
Barron’s Guide 1989 Ranking = College selectivity category (1=most 

selective, 8=least selective) 
No News = Barron’s Guide 1989 based ranking 

indicates the same quality as the 
USNWR 1990 quartile ranking 

Certain Good News = Barron’s Guide 1989 based ranking 
indicates clearly worse quality than the 
USNWR 1990 quartile ranking 
 
 



 43

Ambiguous Good News = Barron’s Guide 1989 based ranking 
indicates likely worse quality than the 
USNWR 1990 quartile ranking 

Ambiguous Bad News = Barron’s Guide 1989 based ranking 
indicates likely better quality than the 
USNWR 1990 quartile ranking 

Certain Bad News = Barron’s Guide 1989 based ranking 
indicates clearly better quality than the 
USNWR 1990 quartile ranking 

 
D. Author Collected from College Websites, College-level 
 

Flagship Status = College is the Flagship Campus in the 
State 

 
E. 1990 Census, State-level 
 

Pre-College Age Population Share = The share of the state population in 
1990 that is aged 14 to 17 

College Age Population Share = The share of the state population in 
1990 that is aged 18 to 22 

 
F. Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC), State-level & National-level 
 

U.S. News Subscription Circulation = U.S. News and World Report 
Subscriptions (October 30, 1989) Per 
1000 

U.S. News Newsstand Circulation =U.S. News and World Report Copies 
Sold at the Newsstand (October 30, 
1989) Per Million 
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FIGURE 1: U.S. News and World Report Newsstand Sales, 1986-1995 
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 Notes: Source: Author’s calculations using Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC) national-level data for the newsstand sales of USUNWR for the college 
 ranking and contiguous issues.  
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FIGURE 2: Public College Location Map, by USNWR 1990 Inclusion Status 

 
 Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations using IPEDS and USNWR data from 1987-1995.  All location are based on the college zip code in 1987.
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FIGURE 3: Public College State Appropriation Revenue 1986-1995, by USNWR 1990 Inclusion Status 

 
Notes: Source: Author’s Calculations using IPEDS and USNWR data from 1987-1995.   The years in the figure reflect enrollment years. 
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FIGURE 4: Illustration of the Creation of Informational Content Variables 




