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incentive to cluster around second-tier institu-
tions, since they hire scientists and engineers 
in what now amounts to a global labor market. 

All that said, it’s worth remembering that 
while boosters have incentives to focus on the 
local impact of higher education, the social 
value of, say, educating national leaders or 
generating new technology used around the 
world can be enormous. And it is these 
broader social benefits – not the jobs and in-
come brought to West Podunk at the expense 
of East Podunk – that largely explain why in-
vestments in libraries and laboratories prob-

ably have a higher return than similar expen-
ditures on new shopping malls.

the impossible dream? 
Higher education may face the same sorts of 
competitive pressures that drive for-profit en-
terprises to fudge the books in calculating the 
economic impact of new investment. But 
there is a price to pay in exposing the ivory 
tower to the push and shove of the market-
place. We need colleges and universities to set 
standards for research – not follow them in a 
race to the bottom. m
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