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ABSTRACT

Fast Track or Failure: A Study of the Completion
Rates of Graduate Students in Economics*

This Paper presents an analysis of the failure and completion rates of
graduate students in economics at three universities in the Netherlands. We
find that an indicator of the research productivity of the supervisor is an
important determinant of the completion and dropout rates. However, this
effect seems due to the fact that supervisors with a good research record
attract and select better students. There is no evidence of an independent
effect of having a supervisor who is an active researcher.
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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY

This Paper studies outcomes for Dutch Ph.D. students in economics. We use
data from three Dutch universities that have a joint Ph.D. program in
economics. Our outcome variables are the duration until completion of the
thesis and the duration until dropout. We investigate whether selection
standards affect the completion and dropout rates and whether there is a
correlation between the dropout and completion rate. A negative correlation in
the sense that observed and unobserved variables have an opposite effect on
the dropout and completion rate, would mean that Ph.D. students who drop
out would have needed more time than the average student to complete their
thesis.

This Paper makes two econometric contributions. First, we show how to
estimate the risk of an outcome, even if that outcome is never observed.
Second, we test for endogeneity of a regressor in a rather complex competing
risks model.

Although our conclusions are specific to graduate education in The
Netherlands, the methodology can be used to study completion and dropout
rates in other countries, and in particular, the distinction between the effect of
structural features of the programs and the effect of selection into these
programs.

We are particularly interested in the quality of the supervisor as a determinant
of the completion and dropout rate. In the Netherlands Ph.D. students are
assigned to a supervisor at the start of the program. The supervisor even has
a decisive voice in the selection of the student. The rationale for this close tie
between student and supervisor is the conventional wisdom that a good match
ensures the timely completion of the thesis. Our results confirm the
importance of the (research) ability of the supervisor. However, we distinguish
between the effect of the selection and the effect of the supervision proper. If
most of the supervisor effect is related to the quality of the supervision, the
close tie between supervisor and student is important. However, if most of the
effect is due to selection of able students, high-quality supervisors should
concentrate on the recruitment of students and need not supervise all of them.

It is sometimes argued that dropout and late completion are due to inadequate
supervision. The current system makes the student dependent. It gives little
incentive to supervisors to minimize dropout and encourage timely completion.
Graduate students who do not complete on time receive unemployment
benefits that are paid by the university. The universities may lean on
supervisors, but their leverage is limited. For this reason it is sometimes
proposed that the students who qualify for the Ph.D. program, select their



supervisor. In this system supervisors who are perceived to provide low
quality guidance, will not attract graduate students. It is based on the
hypothesis that it is possible to identify good supervisors. We show that this
may not be an easy task. In particular, our results show that ‘certification’ of
supervisors based on their track record in research is not a guarantee for
minimal dropout and timely completion. The apparent success of certified
supervisors is due to their ability to attract and select high quality students.
Because we find that, even after controlling for observed ability characteristics
of students, there is a substantial unexplained variation in their dropout and
completion rates, the key to low dropout and timely completion is selection
rather than supervision. The current system of decentralized selection results
in variation in selection standards. Supervisors who are not active
researchers, are most likely unable to recognize the qualities that are needed
to be a successful researcher. Our results downplay the importance of
supervision and stress the importance of selection. Hence, the proposal that
student select their supervisor will be an improvement if the freedom to
choose one’s supervisor will not deter, and preferably attract, high ability
students. The centralized selection that is implicit in his proposal may be
better at maintaining high standards in selection. The matching of students
and supervisors is less important.
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Devwudfw

Wklv sdshu suhvhqwv dq dqdo|vlv ri wkh idloxuh dqg frpsohwlrq udwhv ri judg0

xdwh vwxghqwv lq hfrqrplfv dw wkuhh xqlyhuvlwlhv lq Wkh Qhwkhuodqgv1 Zh

�qg wkdw dq lqglfdwru ri wkh uhvhdufk surgxfwlylw| ri wkh vxshuylvru lv dq

lpsruwdqw ghwhuplqdqw ri wkh frpsohwlrq dqg gursrxw udwhv1 Krzhyhu/ wklv

h�hfw vhhpv gxh wr wkh idfw wkdw vxshuylvruv zlwk d jrrg uhvhdufk uhfrug

dwwudfw dqg vhohfw ehwwhu vwxghqwv1 Wkhuh lv qr hylghqfh ri dq lqghshqghqw

h�hfw ri kdylqj d vxshuylvru zkr lv dq dfwlyh uhvhdufkhu1

Nh|zrugv= gxudwlrq dqdo|vlv/ hgxfdwlrq/ judgxdwh surjudp

MHO0frghv= F74/ L54

�Ghsduwphqw ri Hfrqrplfv/ FhqwHU iru Hfrqrplf Uhvhdufk/ Xqlyhuvlw| ri Wloexuj/ Lqvwl0

wxwh iru Oderu Vwxglhv +RVD, dqg FHSU> fruuhvsrqglqj dxwkru> id{= .640467996375 hpdlo=

ydqrxuvCnxe1qo1
|Ghsduwphqw ri Hfrqrplfv/ Wkh Mrkqv Krsnlqv Xqlyhuvlw|/ Edowlpruh> hpdlo=

julgghuCmkx1hgx1
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Lu �LMc i@h?�?}t i|U� ì @tt�4i |�@| |�4i*) UL4T*i|�L? �t Thiuihhi_ L�ih *@|i

UL4T*i|�L?� A��t �t Uih|@�?*) |h�i uLh |�i �?��iht�|�it |�@| 4�t| T@) |�i �?i4�

T*L)4i?| Mi?i�|t @u|ih |�i i T�h@|�L? Lu |�i uL�h )i@h UL?|h@U|� �*|�L�}� |�i

���#� ThL}h@4 _Lit ?L| �@�i @ ti*iU|�L? T�@tic @t �? |�i N5c i@h*) _hLT L�| �t

Thiuihhi_ L�ih _hLTL�| ��t| MiuLhi Lh @u|ih |�i i?_ Lu |�i UL?|h@U|� �LhiL�ihc

|�Lti t|�_i?|t t�L�*_ *i@�i |�i ThL}h@4 ��L �L�*_ �@�i ?ii_i_ @ hi*@|��i*) *L?}

|�4i |L }h@_�@|i� A��t �t i^���@*i?| |L @ E*@h}i� ?i}@|��i ULhhi*@|�L? Mi|�ii? |�i

}h@_�@|�L? @?_ _hLTL�| h@|itc Lh LTTLt�|i t�}?t Lu |�i hi}hitt�L? ULi�U�i?|t �?

|�i |�L �@3@h_ h@|it�

6Lh @ �ht| �4Thitt�L? Lu |�i igiU|t Lu |�i i T*@?@|Lh) �@h�@M*it �i U@*U�*@|i_

|�i ThLM@M�*�|) Lu UL4T*i|�L? Lh _hLTL�| @u|ih D )i@ht� A@M*i � }��it |�i hit�*|t

7Gxh wr dq dgplqlvwudwlyh ghod| wkh Sk1G1 vwxghqw zloo dfwxdoo| kdyh �qlvkhg wkh wkhvlv

vrph prqwkv ehiruh wkh ghihqvh1

8Uhphpehu wkdw gursrxw lv rqo| uhjlvwhuhg dghtxdwho| gxulqj wkh �uvw irxu |hduv1

�f



uLh _�gihi?| t�Mt@4T*it Lu ���#� t|�_i?|t� A�i *@t| UL*�4? t�44@h�3it |�i

UL4TLt�|�L? Lu L�h t@4T*i� �?i �? ��i t|�_i?|t �t ui4@*ic L?i �? |�hii �@t �?�t�i_

|�i �?_ih}h@_�@|i t|�_) �? *itt |�@? D )i@htc L?i �? |�hii �@t @ 4@|�i4@|�Ut Lh

iUL?L4i|h�Ut �?_ih}h@_�@|i _i}hiic L?i �? uL�h �@t @ _i}hii uhL4 |�i �?��iht�|)

|�@| i4T*L)t |�i�h t�Tih��tLhc |�L �? ��i �@�i @ t�Tih��tLh ��L �t @ hiti@hU�

ui**L��

A�i ML||L4 hL� Lu |�i �ht| |�hii UL*�4?t t�L�t |�@| e�I Lu |�i t|�_i?|t

�?�t�i_ |�i�h ���#� ��|��? D )i@htc 2fI _hLTTi_ L�| @?_ �.I �@_ ?L| UL4�

T*i|i_ |�i�h _�ttih|@|�L? )i|� A�i �ht| |�hii UL*�4?t Lu A@M*i � t�L� |�i D

)i@h UL4T*i|�L?c _hLTL�|c @?_ Ui?tLhi_ uh@U|�L?t uLh t�M}hL�Tt� �i?c t|�_i?|t

��L hiUi��i_ |�i�h �?_ih}h@_�@|i _i}hii �? *itt |�@? ��i )i@htc t|�_i?|t ��|� @?

iUL?L4i|h�Ut%4@|�i4@|�Ut _i}hiic t|�_i?|t ��L }h@_�@|i_ uhL4 |�i t�Tih��tLh<t

�?��iht�|)c @?_ t|�_i?|t ��L �@�i @ hiti@hU� ui**L� @t t�Tih��tLhc �@�i @ ��}�ih

UL4T*i|�L? ThLM@M�*�|)� �L|i |�@| |�i @TT@hi?| ?i}@|��i ULhhi*@|�L? Mi|�ii? |�i

UL4T*i|�L? @?_ _hLTL�| ThLM@M�*�|�it �t @ t|@|�t|�U@* @h|�u@U|� �?*) ��i? �i UL?�

t�_ih |�i �?_ih*)�?} �@3@h_tc U@? �i t|�_) |�i hi*@|�L? Mi|�ii? |�i UL4T*i|�L?

@?_ _hLTL�| ThLUittit�

�L*�4?t e�S }��i |�i UL4T*i|�L?c _hLTL�|c @?_ Ui?tLhi_ uh@U|�L?t �? |�i L�ih�

@** t@4T*i� W| �t _��U�*| |L �?|ihThi| |�iti ?�4Mihtc MiU@�ti t|�_i?|t @hi �?_ih

LMtih�@|�L? uLh _�gihi?| Tih�L_t� 6Lh tL4i t|�_i?|t �i �@�i �?uLh4@|�L? uLh @

��i )i@ht Tih�L_c uLh L|�iht �i �@�i ?�?i )i@ht Lu �?uLh4@|�L?� A�i _�gihi?Uit

�@�i |�i t@4i t�}? @t �? |�i UL*�4?t ���c @*|�L�}� |�i) @hi }i?ih@**) t4@**ih�

A�i uh@U|�L?t �? |�i �u|� UL*�4? @hi @TThL �4@|i*) |�i t@4i @t |�Lti �? |�i

tiUL?_ UL*�4? �?_�U@|�?} |�@| 4Lt| Lu |�i _hLTL�| LUU�ht �? |�i �ht| ��i )i@ht�

6�}�hi 2 }��it |�i U�4�*@|��i UL4T*i|�L? @?_ _hLTL�| ThLM@M�*�|�it uLh |�i

t�Mt@4T*it Lu t|�_i?|t ��L @hi t�Tih��ti_ M) @ hiti@hU� ui**L� Lh ?L|� �u|ih S

)i@ht |�i U�4�*@|��i UL4T*i|�L? ThLM@M�*�|) uLh t|�_i?|t ��|� @ hiti@hU� ui**L�

��



@t t�Tih��tLh �t H�Ic ���*i �| �t e�I uLh |�i L|�ih t|�_i?|t� �u|ih b )i@ht |�i U��

4�*@|��i UL4T*i|�L? ThLM@M�*�|�it @hi HDI @?_ DfIc hitTiU|��i*)� A�i _�gihi?Ui

�? _hLTL�| ThLM@M�*�|) �t @*tL t�Mt|@?|�@*� �u|ih |�L )i@ht |�i t|�_i?|t ��|� @

hiti@hU� ui**L� @t t�Tih��tLh �@�i @ _hLTL�| ThLM@M�*�|) Lu �Ic ���*i |��t �t �eI

uLh |�i L|�ih t|�_i?|t� �u|ih uL�h )i@ht |�i ThLM@M�*�|�it @hi �I @?_ 22I�

W? A@M*i 2 �i UL?|h@t| |�i U�@h@U|ih�t|�Ut Lu t|�_i?|t ��L @hi @?_ ��L @hi

?L| t�Tih��ti_ M) @ hiti@hU� ui**L�� A�i 4@�? _�gihi?Uit @hi |�@| hiti@hU� ui*�

*L�t Thiuih t|�_i?|t ��L �@�i @ ^�@?|�|@|��i M@U!}hL�?_ @?_ |�@| |�i) @hi 4Lhi

t�UUittu�* �? @||h@U|�?} �`� u�?_�?}� W? |�i ti^�i* �i ��** �ti |�i *@||ih _�t�

|�?U|�L? |L |it| ��i|�ih t�Tih��t�L? M) @ hiti@hU� ui**L� tTii_t �T UL4T*i|�L?

@?_ Thi�i?|t _hLTL�|�

� 5|@|�t|�U@* 4L_i*

��h t|@|�t|�U@* 4L_i* �t t�4�*@h |L |�i UL4Ti|�?} h�t!t 4L_i* �ti_ M) ,�hi?Mih}
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Figure 1 Cumulative completion and dropout probabilities
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Figure 2 Cumulative Completion and dropout probabilities; 
research fellows and non-research fellows
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