
WHO BENEFITS FROM
LEGACY PREFERENCE?

Legacy preference is the practice of providing an automatic advantage in college admissions decisions
to applicants whose family members attended the same college. This practice has racist and antisemitic
origins , but still persists today despite it having nothing to do with merit. Legacy preference harms
students of color, low-income students, and first-generation students by providing an unfair advantage
to students who already enjoy the most advantages in the process.
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New York colleges are hiding this information, but here is what we know.

New York leads the country with the largest number of colleges and universities that use legacy
preference in admissions, with 1 out of 7 colleges in the country that consider legacy preference
located in New York.  Defenders of legacy preference claim this practice benefits students of color.
However, these claims are never accompanied by empirical evidence. We know this because many New
York colleges and universities that consider legacy in admissions decisions hide data on the
demographic and socioeconomic backgrounds of legacy students from the public.
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If legacy is supposedly beneficial to low-income students and students of color, why are
New York schools afraid of us knowing more about who these students are?

The empirical evidence we do have from nationwide studies on elite colleges and universities show us
that legacy preference has always primarily benefited students who are White and wealthy. 

OVERTURNING AFFIRMATIVE
ACTION AND THE IMPACT ON
ENROLLMENT FOR STUDENTS OF
COLOR

In 2023, the Supreme Court severely limited
the use of affirmative action in college
admissions, ruling that consideration of an
applicant’s race, even as one of many
factors in admissions decisions, violates the
equal protection clause of the U.S.
Constitution. Since then, we have seen
dramatic decreases in enrollment, as
scholars predicted decades prior.  For the
Class of 2028, at universities such as
Columbia and Cornell, enrollment dropped
between 40% and 50% for Black students
at both schools and nearly 40% for
Hispanic/Latino students at Cornell (Figure
1).  Despite this, both universities continue
to utilize legacy preference.
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A 20-year analysis of Harvard
admissions  found that 77% of
admitted legacy students were White.
This means that for every legacy of
color admitted, three White legacies
are admitted (Figure 2).
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applicants (Figure 3). This study also found that
high scoring White legacies have significantly
higher acceptance rates than high scoring Asian
legacies. With this, we see that legacies are often
White applicants admitted at higher rates than
legacies of color with similar test scores.
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WHITE LEGACIES HAVE HIGHER
ACCEPTANCE RATES THAN LEGACIES OF
COLOR
A common misconception regarding the continued
use of legacy preference is that this practice is
equitably advantageous regardless of the race of the
applicant with the potential to benefit future legacies
of color. However, studies show that this is false as it
fails to take into account the impact elite universities’
historical exclusion of students of color has on
admissions within the legacy pools themselves. 

Legacy preference predominantly benefits White
students, who have seen higher admissions rates
compared to legacies of color. A 2019 National Bureau
of Economic Research (NBER) study using data of
Harvard students found that White legacies have
made up nearly 77% of the admitted legacy pool
over a 20-year time span (Figure 2).  In addition to
making up a large portion of legacies, the NBER
researchers learned that White legacies were found
to have higher acceptance rates than Black
legacies and Hispanic/Latino legacies. Furthermore,
the researchers found that even in cases where Black
and Hispanic/Latino legacy applicants have two
alumni parents, White legacy applicants with just one
alumni parent would still have a higher rate of
admission. 
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One potential reason for why White legacies make up
such a large proportion of legacy students is
universities’ historical exclusion of students of color.
Universities in New York did not start accepting Black
and Hispanic/Latino students in high numbers until the
latter half of the twentieth century and, for the most
elite universities, they did not accept students of color
for decades or even over a century. 

Black, Latino, and Asian American legacy students are
more likely to have only one to two generations of
alumni connection to their legacy schools  and have to
compete for admissions spots with White legacy
students with alumni connections dating back as far as
eight to sixteen generations.  Despite a small fraction
of students of color benefitting from legacy
admissions, no amount of expansion would close the
gap caused by universities’ history of racism and
segregation. Even more so, now that the Supreme
Court has effectively gutted the consideration of race
in college admissions, we can assume that enrollment
for students of color will continue to plummet and
therefore lead to fewer and fewer legacies of color as
time goes on. 
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 “Ivy-Plus” colleges refer to schools in the “Ivy League” (Harvard University, Yale University, Princeton University, Columbia University, the University of
Pennsylvania, Dartmouth University, Brown University, and Cornell University) in addition to Stanford University, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT),
Duke University, and University of Chicago.” (Grossman, 2024)
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Similarly, a study published in Nature  found that
high-scoring White applicants at highly selective
colleges and universities (“Ivy-Plus” schools ) are
three to six times more likely to have legacy status
than high-scoring Asian
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WEALTHY LEGACY STUDENTS
AND THE FUNDRAISING TRUTH

A 2023 study from Opportunity
Insights found that two-thirds of
legacy applicants to Ivy-Plus
universities, including Columbia
and Cornell, come from families
earning more than $315,000 per
year. Meanwhile, only 1 in 20
legacy applicants come from
families earning $100,000 or less.  
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Examining this data for New York
State, we discover that almost all
of the most selective schools in
the state still consider legacy in
their admissions process while
simultaneously having the largest
percentages of students coming
from families that are in the top
1% of income earners in the
country (Chart 1). 
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In addition, legacy students from families within
the top 1% of income brackets are over five
times more likely to get accepted into an Ivy-
league or other elite university (Figure 4). Any
supposed benefit legacy may have, therefore, is
concentrated among affluent families that already
have a wealth of resources at their disposal. 
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An analysis by Harvard and Brown economists
predicts that removing legacy preferences will
decrease the number of students from the
richest families (Figure 5).  This suggests a
significant portion of legacy students admitted
into elite schools would likely not have been
accepted had they not had the advantages
afforded to them just from legacy and their
familial income. This analysis also found that
eliminating legacy preference would increase the
socioeconomic diversity of a student body with
the outcomes of students working jobs at
prestigious firms post-graduation remaining
unchanged. While eliminating legacy preference
would not completely erase the advantage rich
families have in the admissions process, it will
significantly level the field by making admissions
fairer. 
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IT’S TIME TO END LEGACY ADMISSIONS

Colleges and universities across the country have already begun abandoning the practice. Since 2015,
more than half of all colleges and universities nationwide that considered legacy admissions no longer
do so.  Following the 2023 Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard ruling, colleges and universities
continue to abandon this deeply unpopular practice after years of public scrutiny. As of 2023, only 24%
of all four-year colleges and universities across the nation consider legacy in their admissions
process.  The general public also does not wish to keep this practice, acknowledging its unjust nature.
According to a 2022 Pew Research Center survey, over 75% of adults across the country oppose
legacy preference in college admissions.
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Accepting these predominantly wealthy students
does not financially benefit the school either. A 2010
analysis of the highest ranking 100 schools in the
U.S. found that legacy preference has little to no
effect on school fundraising.  An example of a25

college with successful fundraising without the use of
legacy preference is the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT), which has a $24.6 billion endowment
as of 2024 and has never utilized legacy preference in
their admissions.26

New York, however, lags behind the rest of the nation by continuing to utilize this corrupt practice as
New York State has yet to ban legacy preference. Meanwhile, New York universities, like New York
University, Fordham University, Syracuse University, and the University at Buffalo have already taken
the initiative to end this practice. 

Despite the limited data we have on legacy admissions, one thing is clear: legacy preference harms
our students. There is enough research to show that this practice disadvantages students of color, low-
income students, and first-generation students. It is meritless and only benefits those who already have
the most advantages in college admissions. It’s time to end this practice once and for all.
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