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Figure 1.—Fraction of 30–34-year-olds with college education, countries above and below
median per capita GDP. Sources: Analysis of Lutz et al. (2007), K.C. et al. (2008), and
Heston et al. (2009). See the Data Appendix.

higher education is due to women, so much so that in most countries,
women have not only matched but surpassed men in college attainment.
In the United States in the 1970s, male college graduates outnumbered
female college graduates 3 to 2; today, the ratio is reversed (see fig. 2).1

And this phenomenon is worldwide. Using the same sample of 120
countries from figure 1, figures 3 and 4 plot the gender difference
(women minus men) in the fraction of 30–34-year-olds with college
attainment against per capita GDP. A positive gender difference was a
novelty in 1970, essentially reserved for a few of the wealthiest countries.
By 2010, women surpassed men in higher education in 67 of 120 of the
countries, including countries from every populated continent and
more than a quarter (17/60) of countries with below-median per capita
GDP.

In this article, we present a model of supply and demand in the market
for college-educated workers. We then marshal available evidence on
the costs and benefits of higher education and show how our model
explains both the phenomenon of a worldwide boom in higher edu-
cation and women surpassing men in higher education.

In Section II, our account begins with a simple model of the education
decision of an individual who weighs the costs and benefits of college
attendance. The most obvious benefit relates to earnings, and many

1 In 2007, over 57 percent of bachelor’s degrees were awarded to women (National
Center for Education Statistics 2008a).

Source: Becker et al. (2010)



Tertiary Enrollment in China

By Gender
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Criteria Used to Allow Immigrants to Enter

 t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  i m m i g r a t i o n  –  a  r a d i c a l  s o l u t i o nt h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  i m m i g r at i o n  –  a  r a d i c a l  s o l u t i o n
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Table 2 Approaches to controlling immigration

 Number (000) % work % family % humanitarian % other

UK 343.2 53.2 31.8 8.9 6.0
Germany 216.0 70.3 23.3 2.8 3.6
Italy 204.3 53.2 41.7 3.1 2.0
France 169.0 26.1 59.0 4.4 10.5
Canada 251.6 22.1 60.8 17.0 0.1
US 1,266.3 5.6 70.3 17.1 7.0

Some of my libertarian friends – with whom I have a lot 
of sympathy in most areas of policy – have said to me that we 
should just go back to US policy in the nineteenth century and 
allow unlimited immigration. Look at all the great value we have 
obtained from immigrants, they argue. I am second to no one in 
believing that immigrants have been a huge source of value for 
most countries, and certainly for the USA. My wife is an immi-
grant, my parents were immigrants and there’s hardly an Ameri-
can, if you go back only a few generations, where you do not find 
immigrant ancestors. But the world is very different now from the 
way it was at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning 
of the twentieth century. The differences really come down to the 
role of government and to the welfare state. It is human nature 
– responding to incentives – to move to a country and get a lot 
of benefits, such as welfare benefits. It is true that not everybody 
will move for those benefits but a significant fraction of people 
will move to try to take advantage of welfare benefits and other 
economic goods provided by a government. So the welfare state 
makes it very unattractive to go back to the immigration policies 
that the USA had in the late nineteenth century.

There is also another aspect to the immigration debate. Even 
if you had rules – for example, limiting how soon immigrants 

that, particularly towards the end of the nineteenth century, and 
eventually we passed, in the 1920s, very restrictive laws.

All countries now have very restrictive laws. What is interest-
ing is that the criteria used are very different. In Table 2, we can 
see net immigration to different countries and I select out a few, 
including the UK and the USA, and the criteria used. You might 
think that work (allowing people to come in because they have 
skills and so on) would be the major criteria for allowing people 
to immigrate. But, for a lot of political economy reasons, that is 
not so.

The criteria for the USA are rather different from those for 
other countries. In the USA, only a very small proportion enter 
for work-related reasons. Most come in for family reunification 
and for humanitarian reasons. The fact that the USA is allowing 
people in for family reunification and for humanitarian reasons 
is perfectly fine and understandable, but that there is such a 
small fraction entering the country for work-related reasons is 
surprising.

If you look at other countries the reasons for entry vary a lot. 
Canada has a somewhat larger fraction and the UK a much larger 
fraction for work-related reasons.2 So there is a considerable vari-
ation in the reasons by which immigrants can attain access. But, 
generally speaking, all the rich countries have limits on who can 
come and they use a variety of criteria.

2 Editorial note: it is likely to be the case that this larger fraction for work-related 
reasons in the EU countries is because migration is essentially uncontrolled 
within the EU. There are still substantial restrictions on out-of-EU migration for 
work-related reasons.

Source: Becker (2011)


