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a b s t r a c t 

Recent empirical work has demonstrated the importance both of educational peer effects 

and of various factors that affect college choices. We connect these literatures by high- 

lighting a previously unstudied determinant of college choice, namely the college choice 

made by one’s older sibling. Data on 1.6 million sibling pairs of SAT-takers reveals that 

younger and older siblings’ choices are very closely related. One-fifth of younger siblings 

enroll in the same college as their older siblings. Compared to their high school class- 

mates of similar academic skill and with observably similar families, younger siblings are 

about 15–20 percentage points more likely to enroll in 4-year colleges or highly competi- 

tive colleges if their older siblings do so first. These findings vary little by family character- 

istics. Younger siblings are more likely to follow the college choices of their older siblings 

the more they resemble each other in terms of academic skill, age and gender. We dis- 

cuss channels through which older siblings’ college choices might causally influence their 

younger siblings, noting that the facts documented here should prompt further research 

on the sharing of information and shaping of educational preferences within families. 

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. 

The truth is that if Princeton hadn’t found my brother 

as a basketball recruit and if I hadn’t seen that he could 

succeed on a campus like that, it never would have oc- 

curred to me to apply to that school, never. 

–Michelle Obama 

1. Introduction 

For decades, researchers from various disciplines have 

tried to model how students make college enrollment de- 

� This research reflects the views of the authors and not their corre- 

sponding institutions. 
✩✩ A publisher’s error resulted in this article appearing in the wrong is- 

sue. The article is reprinted here for the reader’s convenience and for the 

continuity of the special issue. 
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E-mail addresses: joshua_goodman@hks.harvard.edu (J. Goodman), 

mhurwitz@collegeboard.org (M. Hurwitz), jsmith@collegeboard.org 
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cisions. Such disciplines include economics ( Fuller, Man- 

ski, & Wise, 1982 ), sociology ( Hearn, 1991 ), and educa- 

tion ( Jackson, 1978 ). The modeling problem has, however, 

proven difficult, for at least three reasons. First, there are 

thousands of colleges, each with numerous attributes. Sec- 

ond, students have heterogeneous preferences for college 

enrollment and for those college attributes. Third, students 

differ in the extent to which they have accurate informa- 

tion about potential colleges. Many of these factors are un- 

observable to the econometrician modelling college choice. 

A few unsurprising characteristics of college have 

emerged from this literature as important to the col- 

lege decision. First, the cost of college and the avail- 

ability of financial aid are important factors in students’ 

decisions, particularly for low-income students ( Avery & 

Hoxby, 2004; Dynarski, 2003; Hurwitz, 2012 ). Second, 

proximity to colleges increases the likelihood that stu- 

dents enroll as students, and particularly low-income 
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students, prefer colleges closer to home ( Hossler, Braxton, 

& Coppersmith, 1989; Leppel, 1993; DesJardins, Dundar, & 

Hendel, 1999 ). Third, college quality has become an in- 

creasingly important determinant of students’ enrollment 

choices ( Long, 2004 ), with small changes in college rank- 

ings affecting the number of applicants to a given col- 

lege ( Luca & Smith, 2013 ). Fourth, the quality of college 

amenities, such as dormitories and student activities, also 

matters to many students, with only high-achieving ones 

exhibiting demand for academic quality ( Jacob, McCall, & 

Stange, 2013 ). 

Other determinants of college choice are harder to ex- 

plain from a model of fully rational behavior on the part of 

students. High-achieving low-income students do not ap- 

ply to or enroll in the same quality colleges as their higher 

income peers, despite the fact that the students would 

likely pay very little at these selective institutions ( Hoxby 

& Avery, 2012 ). Many students apply only to the number of 

colleges for which it is free to send their test scores, such 

that even an elimination as small as $6 in cost can sub- 

stantially change students’ college choices ( Pallais, 2013 ). 

Colleges receive substantially fewer applications when they 

increase their application fees by a few dollars or add 

an admission essay ( Smith, Hurwitz, & Howell, 2014 ), but 

more applications when their sports teams succeed ( Pope 

& Pope, 2009 ). Relatively small amounts of merit aid can 

induce students into colleges of dramatically lower quality, 

harming their own graduation rates ( Cohodes & Goodman, 

2014 ). The fact that relatively small interventions, such as 

information mailings with application fee waivers ( Hoxby 

& Turner, 2013 ), help with the completion of financial aid 

forms ( Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2012 ), 

or mandatory college entrance exams ( Goodman, 2013; 

Hurwitz, Smith, Niu, & Howell, 2015; Hyman, 2014; Klasik, 

2013 ) can increase enrollment suggests that such subopti- 

mal behavior is likely driven by a combination of informa- 

tion gaps and behavioral biases ( Dillon & Smith, 2013 ). 

Given the volume of research into determinants of col- 

lege choice, it is therefore remarkable how little the eco- 

nomics of education literature had focused on the influ- 

ence of family members themselves. A rich descriptive 

literature in education does consider the association be- 

tween parental education, parental involvement and col- 

lege choice of children ( Choy, 2001; Perna & Titus, 2005 ), 

though siblings are rarely the focus of such literature. Con- 

sideration of families are, of course, implicit in much of 

the aforementioned economic research, in that most anal- 

yses control for or even estimate the impact of family 

factors such as parental income and education. Some pa- 

pers exploit family structure in their analyses, using twin 

or other sibling fixed effects to account for selection bias 

when estimating returns to college quality ( Ashenfelter & 

Krueger, 1994; Behrman, Rosensweig, & Taubman, 1996; 

Rouse, 1999; Lindahl & Regner, 2005; Smith, 2013 ). Yet 

others study birth order effects on educational attainment, 

though these often focus on differential sources of parental 

investment ( Behrman & Taubman, 1986; Black, Devereaux, 

& Salvanes, 2005; Kantarevic & Mechoulan, 2006; Booth & 

Kee, 2009; Hotz & Patano, 2013 ). 

It is perhaps even more remarkable that little has 

been written on the particular influence of siblings on 

each other’s educational decisions. Though a fairly ex- 

tensive literature documents sibling influences on risky 

behaviors such as smoking and drinking ( Altonji, Cat- 

tan, & Ware, 2010 ), we are aware of only three papers 

that attempt to measure the influence of siblings on 

each other’s educational decisions. Using the NLSY79, 

Oettinger (20 0 0) argues that older siblings’ high school 

graduation status influences the high school graduation 

status of younger siblings, addressing endogeneity of the 

former by instrumenting with gender, family structure and 

unemployment rates. Loury (2004) estimates that, con- 

trolling for a host of other variables, African–Americans’ 

college enrollment rates are substantially higher when 

they have older siblings who have enrolled in college. 

Using Danish data, Joensen and Nielsen (2013) show 

that quasi-experimental variation in older siblings’ access 

to advanced math and science coursework alters the 

coursework choices of younger siblings. 

Effects of other sorts of peers have, of course, been ex- 

tensively documented ( Sacerdote, 2011 ). The now vast lit- 

erature on peer effects rarely considers siblings as peers, 

instead studying interactions between classmates, school- 

mates or roommates. That literature most frequently esti- 

mates impacts of peers on student achievement or behav- 

ior, rarely if ever using college choice as an outcome. We 

therefore connect the literature on college choice to the lit- 

erature on peer effects by carefully investigating the rela- 

tionship between siblings’ college enrollment decisions. To 

do so, we use data on the SAT scores and college choices of 

the universe of SAT-takers from the 2004–2011 high school 

graduation cohorts. Among the approximately 10 million 

students in those cohorts, we identify 1.6 million pairs of 

siblings by matching students on last names and home 

addresses. We then analyze simple college choice models 

in which the younger siblings’ enrollment choices are re- 

gressed on a rich set of demographic and academic skill 

controls, as well as on variables measuring the college en- 

rollment choices of their older siblings. We also explore 

the extent to which the relationship between siblings’ col- 

lege choices varies by siblings’ similarities in terms of aca- 

demic skill, age and gender. 

We show that younger and older siblings’ choices are 

very closely related. One-fifth of younger siblings enroll in 

the same college as their older siblings. Compared to their 

high school classmates of similar academic skill, younger 

siblings are about 16 percentage points more likely to en- 

roll in 4-year colleges and 19 percentage points more likely 

to enroll in highly competitive colleges if their older sib- 

lings do so first. The quality of college selected by an older 

sibling is strongly predictive of the quality chosen by a 

younger sibling. These findings vary little by family in- 

come, race, parental education, or proximity to 4-year col- 

leges. Younger siblings are more likely to follow the col- 

lege choices of their older siblings the more they resem- 

ble each other in academic skill, age and gender. Our hope 

is that these results may improve the targeting of college 

choice interventions and, more importantly, prompt further 

research on the sharing of information and shaping of ed- 

ucational preferences within families. 

We turn now to a description of the data. After that, 

we explain in detail how we estimate the relationship 

between siblings’ college choices and discuss the magni- 

tude of these estimates. We then explore whether such 
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