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College Enrollment Expansion, Overeducation and Career Mobility
SHEN Yu ( Nanjing University of Finance and Economics, 210023 )
SUN Wenkai ( Renmin University of China, 100872)
GU Yuqing ( University of Michigan, MI 48109)

Summary: Overeducation has emerged in the global labor market. Overeducation is a manifestation of
education mismatch, which means that the education level of the worker exceeds what’s required for the job.
For the labor market, massive overeducation will drive up social costs for it reflects mismatch between the
human capital supply and the work skills demand.

To address the problem of overeducation, we need to identify its causes. This paper studies the impact of
increase in higher-education enrollment on overeducation. Theoretically, there are two ways for enrollment
expansion to affect overeducation. On the one hand, college enrollment expansion increases the supply of labor
with a higher level of education. Without rapid growth in demand for it, a large number of highly educated
laborers will find it difficult to find jobs that match their education level, and can only take inferior jobs, hence
the phenomenon of overeducation. On the other hand, enrollment expansion could drive industrial
development, increase total factor productivity, improve the occupational structure, and create more jobs
requiring high-level education, which may not lead to overeducation.

Based on the natural experiment of the college enrollment expansion in China, this paper uses CFPS data
to examine the impact of enrollment expansion on overeducation through the cross-sectional difference-in-
difference estimation. The results show that the expansion of college enrollment has significantly increased
overeducation, with a range of about 8% , accounting for nearly 20% of the average level of overeducation.
Furthermore, overeducation increases the career mobility. However, there are still a large number of workers
who are over-educated for their current job, and overeducation is here to stay in the short term.

This study has the following contributions. First, to our best knowledge, this is the first empirical study on
how college enrollment expansion affects overeducation in China. Many previous studies paid more attention to
the impact of enrollment expansion on educational opportunities, unemployment, wage income, etc., with little
attention to overeducation. Our findings help to understand the policy effects of college enrollment expansion on
overeducation. Second, this study examines the sources of overeducation and its impact on career mobility. The
limited literature on overeducation in China mainly focuses on the distribution of overeducation. This study helps
to understand the sources of overeducation, and provide policy suggestions for China to further improve the college
enrollment expansion. In the latest round of higher-education enrollment expansion, China should consider the
possible job-worker mismatch in the labor market and minimize the potential negative impact of the expansion.
Keywords: Overeducation, Higher-education Enrollment Expansion, Job Match, Career Mobility

JEL: J68, J62, 123

NIERE . F W

172



