
Summary 

This thesis uses Norwegian administrative data to investigate the economic returns to college quality. 

Throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and the 1990s, most studies found positive returns to college quality. 

However, methodological shortcomings in these early studies motivated a new wave of studies from the 

late 1990s and onwards that used more advanced quantitative methods. In contrast to earlier studies, 

these more recent studies have cast doubt on whether college quality really yields positive returns. 

These recent mixed findings constitute the background and motivation for this thesis. Another 

motivation is that few studies have examined the effect of college quality outside the US, and only a 

single study has investigated Norway.  

 

This thesis demonstrates that college quality is an important dimension of higher education in Norway. 

First, by comparing estimates from a subset of the models that have provided mixed findings in the 

literature, this thesis suggests that college quality indeed has a causal effect on wages (paper 1). Second, 

it demonstrates that the effect is especially large at the top of the earnings (paper 2) and wage (paper 3) 

distribution. Third, it shows that the returns to college quality have increased the last couple of decades, 

mainly because of changes at the upper end of the earnings distribution (paper 2). Fourth, it reveals that 

students from privileged backgrounds are not only more likely to attend a high-quality college (first filter 

on family background), but also benefit more from attending one compared to other students (the 

second filter on family background) – especially at the top of the wage distribution (paper 3).  

 

Given the recent mixed findings in the literature, which cast doubt on whether college quality really 

yields positive returns, this thesis focuses on whether the effect of college quality is causal (paper 1), 

whether the effect has increased the last decades (paper 2), for whom the effect is greatest (Paper 3), 

and whether the effect is greatest at the top of the earnings (paper 2) and wage distribution (paper 2), 

rather than on why college quality matters. Yet, this thesis sheds some light on different theoretical 

accounts. It reveals that college quality does not affect wages at the point of entry into the labor market, 

when employers have yet to observe students’ productivity (paper 1). This finding suggests that 

employers learn about students’ productivity over the course of students’ work careers, in line with 

human capital theory. However, this finding may also be consistent with students sorting into job careers 

with better wage trajectories, either because of employer screening or because of social networks. The 

findings of a second filter on family background indeed support these latter explanations, rather than the 

human capital theory (paper 3).  


