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Abstract

Title IX exemptions allow educational institutions that are associated with religious organizations to

bypass specific anti-discriminatory rules if compliance conflicts with the organization’s religious beliefs.

Over 100 institutions have received Title IX religious exemptions, with the majority of fillings concen-

trated in the period after 2014, when exemption requests began rising sharply. Yet the effects of these

exemptions are understudied. Using a coarsened exact matching (CEM) framework and data from the

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), we find that receiving a Title IX exemption

has significant effects on both students and faculty. Title IX exemptions result in increased applications,

student enrollment, and admissions rates particularly for female students. Faculty at exempt colleges

also appears to increase slightly, but external hires decrease. We find little evidence that exemptions

affect college finances. These findings argue that, in the marketplace of primarily small colleges, a Title

IX exemption functions as a form of product differentiation.
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1 Introduction

Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex in education

programs and activities that receive federal financial assistance. This law was enacted to support and update

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which banned several forms of discrimination in employment within

federally funded private and public entities. However, it did not specifically address sex discrimination or

apply to educational institutions. In today’s context, Title IX is predominantly in media as a sports equity

law, due to its impact on high school and collegiate athletic programs. However, Title IX can refer to virtually

all aspects of a college’s environment, including student applications, campus housing, and hiring practices.

In addition to this, the law itself contains an understudied exemption, where educational institutions that

are controlled by a religious organization may claim an exemption from any Title IX provision that conflicts

with their religious tenets. Since 2014, over 100 private religiously affiliated colleges have received Title

IX exemptions from the Office of Civil rights (OCR), but interestingly, exemption status can be invoked

retroactively. Despite this, many higher education institutions have preemptively filed for exempted status.

While its popularity grows among religious colleges, Title IX exemptions remain an empirically understudied

area. We believe that examining its implications and its effects on institutional outcomes is an important

area of study considering that it affects a wide range of stakeholders including students, employees, alumni,

and donors.

This paper (to our knowledge) provides the first empirical estimates of the effects of Title IX exemptions

on several university outcomes. We use institution-by-year data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education

Data System (IPEDS) from 2005 to 2022 with a coarsened exact matching model that pairs with data from

the Pregnant Scholar which identifies religiously exempt institutions. We estimate the effects of exemption

on student, applications, admissions, enrollment, graduation, and retention rates. In addition, we extend

the estimation to examine faculty compositions, and institutional finances.

Our results demonstrate that receiving a Title IX exemption is associated with a 2 percentage point

increase in admissions and significant increases in applicants, specifically, women applicants and enrollment

increase by approximately 237 students in higher education institutions. We observe no changes to retention

rates, with a modest increase in graduation rates for women. On the faculty side, we find some unique results;

exempt institutions show an increase of 1.56 people in tenure track faculty lines, however, new external hires

have decreased by around 2.1 people. We additionally find no significant evidence on effects to donations or

gifts, with some limited evidence suggesting expenses may increase.

We propose several interpretations of these results. First, it appears that exemptions serve as an implicit

signal of religious identity. In the market for prospective students, the religious exemption can function as a

costly signal, institutions that file for exemptions may be viewed as more religiously aligned and become more

attractive to a subset of prospective students and faculty. We propose that this signal is transmitted through

an in-group network (churches). This channel appears to be better processed by female prospective students,

which reflects in the literature found in sociology and education. We find no evidence of a “backlash” effect,

where a school’s reputation suffers from being perceived as “less-inclusive”. In the market for faculty, more

mixed effects are found. Exempt schools hire more faculty in response to the enrollment increase, but seem

to prioritize internal (in-group) hires over external ones.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the institutional background of the Title IX

religious exemption and provides contextual history of the ties between religion and higher education choices

in the US. Section 3 provides further background on the current and established literature. Section 4 describes
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our data. Section 5 presents our estimation and empirical strategies. Our results are described in Section 6,

and Section 7 concludes.

2 Background

On June 23rd 1972, President Richard Nixon signed Title IX into a federal civil rights law as a part of the

Education Amendments of 1972. The religious exemption was enacted with the original Amendments of

1972 (Back and Cole, 2023), and the earliest recorded educational institutions that filed for a gender-based

exemption are noted in 1975 (Department of Education, 2016). Since its establishment, there have been

periodic exemptions filed for gender-based discrimination1. Requests for exemptions do not automatically

cover all possible exemptions, and recent requests for exemptions have focused on the basis of marital status,

sex outside of marriage, sexual orientation, gender identity, pregnancy, or abortion. Our research focuses on

these “second wave” exemptions.

In order to qualify for Title IX exemptions, educational institutions should hold at least one of the

following prerequisites: that the educational institution is a school or department of divinity, the institutions

require students, faculty and staff to be members of the religion the organization is controlled by, has a form

of official publication that makes explicit statements that demonstrate that the organization is controlled

by a religious body, or is able to provide sufficient evidence that the institutions is controlled by a religious

organization. Institutions can claim this status by submitting a written statement to the Office of Civil

Rights (OCR). It should be noted that an exemption status can be invoked retroactively. This means that

institutions can claim a Title IX exemption after a Title IX case has been filed against the institution for

noncompliance2, before a letter is sent requesting for exempt status. Despite this, over 100 private religiously

associated higher education institutions have preemptively claimed exempt status during this “second wave”.

Exemption status is not a blanket panacea to discriminate 3. Institutions must specifically request what

type of exemptions they are claiming as these can range from admissions, recruitment, access to educational

programs/activities/ housing and comparable facilities (including restrooms), health insurance, marital or

parental status, and athletics.

In order to help interpret theses institutions incentives for filing preemptively, we informally conducted

interviews of faculty and staff from religiously affiliated intuitions in our sample. These conversations are not

representative and are intended only to motivate our empirical analysis; several respondents cited that “Dear

Colleague” letters (DCL) may have been a driver of preemptive filing, a pattern that is broadly consistent

with our results. During this time period, the OCR, under the guidance of various US presidents, have issued

several “Dear Colleague” letters clarifying inclusions and exclusions of Title IX. Beginning in 2011, President

Barack Obama issued a DCL that stated that sexual violence is a Title IX issue and preponderance of the

evidence as standard practice4, and in 2013, a DCL that clarified that pregnant and parenting students are

protected under Title IX provisions. Another DCL was issued in 2016 directing institutions to treat gender

identity consistently with sex under Title IX (which included transgender students, the use of pronouns, and

access to facilities)5. While in the past Title IX applied specifically for gender discrimination against women,

1A few institutions have disclaimed exemption status after requesting exempt status early on. For example Pepperdine
University waived its exempt status in 2016

2Noncompliance of Title IX
3Several exempt schools are currently subject to Title IX investigations
4This letter was later withdrawn in 2017, but exemptions are still issued.
5This DCL was also rescinded in 2017.
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this allowed for expansion to also apply for students who identified with LGBTQ+ identities. The issuance

of these letters clarifying applicability for LGBTQ+ and pregnant students are simultaneously observed with

an exponential rise in higher education institutions applying for Title IX exempt status. While we cannot

directly make claims or establish a causal relationship between DCL and the rise of Title IX exemption

requests, it is noteworthy to observe that several exemption requests include marital or parental status6.

2.1 Legal Contestations

Title IX is particularly unique in the fact that the legal precedent for cases are sparse. Cases have existed

both in lower and higher courts but it remains unclear on how Title IX exemptions should be applied. Courts

have instead sought to simply assess if educational institutes meet the requirements of the exemption. There

have been several legal cases where students have filed against their educational institutions, claiming that

they were being discriminated against and violating Title IX. These cases often have mixed results, and have

been dependent on whether the institution qualifies for religious exemption, and whether qualifying for the

exemption includes the right to ”discriminate“ against the student based on the institution’s religiosity.

In Hall v. Lee College (1996), a student was suspended after becoming pregnant while unmarried, in

violation of the college’s policy against premarital sex. The court sided with the college, finding no Title

IX violation had occurred at all. A more direct application of the exemption came in Maxon v. Fuller

Theological Seminary (2021), where the courts held that Fuller’s expulsion of two students for entering same-

sex marriages fell within the religious exemption, and that the exemption applies automatically, without

requiring advance notice to the Department of Education. The exemption’s most direct legal challenge

came in Hunter v. U.S. Department of Education, where more than 30 LGBTQ+ students enrolled in

religious colleges argued that the exemption was unconstitutional. In 2023, the district court moved to

dismiss the case7. The Ninth Circuit upheld this decision in 2024, ruling that the exemption neither violates

the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment nor the Fifth Amendment’s equal protection guarantee.

Taken together, these cases illustrate how the exemption functions in practice: it allows federally funded

institutions to discriminate against students on the basis of sex-related conduct or identity, so long as the

institution can tie that discrimination to a religious tenet, while still having access to federal funding. This

is a sharp contrast to Grove City College v. Bell (1984), where the Supreme Court ruled that Grove City

College was subject to Title IX because its students received federal grants, and that the college could be

required to sign a program-specific assurance of compliance with the law’s anti-discrimination provisions.

Grove City College chose noncompliance, withdrawing from all federal financial aid programs, and the college

has not accepted any federal funding, including Pell Grants, since then.

The regulatory environment around Title IX has also shifted repeatedly in recent years. A 2020 rule

clarified that institutions do not need to notify the Department of Education in advance to claim the

religious exemption. A 2024 rule then expanded Title IX to cover gender identity, but a federal court

vacated that rule in January 2025, reverting institutions back to the 2020 rule (Tennessee v. Cardona,

2025). This back and forth shows that the rules governing Title IX remain unsettled, which underscores

that the environment surrounding the exemption remains actively contested rather than settled, reinforcing

6Marital and parental status can apply to pregnant students, premarital sex, disabilities related to pregnancy, childbirth,
termination of pregnancy and recovery therefrom.

7The students were able to demonstrate that they were harmed by the exemption, but courts required more than harm
to strike down a law. Plaintiffs must also be able to demonstrate that the law, or specifically the exemption, was specifically
created to discriminate, rather than for legitimate purpose such as protecting religious freedoms.
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the relevance of studying its effects now.

3 Literature Review

This paper makes several important contributions to understanding the impacts of regulations on higher

education. Primarily, we are the first to formalize the impact of Title IX’s religious exemption. Prior

work on the exemption is primarily legal and descriptive with Augustine-Adams (2016) and Faust (2017),

documenting the exemption’s administrative and constitutional history, while Sorensen et al. (2025) provides

a contextual analysis of letters filled for exemptions, while also cataloging institutions that have received

Title IX exemptions. However, none of the aforementioned works empirically examine student, faculty, or

institutional outcomes.

We also contribute to the growing literature that examines the effects of Title IX overall on higher

education. The current literature broadly focuses on Title IX impacts on sports equity (Stevenson, 2010,

Stevenson, 2007), Title IX investigations (Reilly et al., 2024, Lindo et al., 2019) and impacts on LGBTQ+

students or sexual orientation (Nightingale, 2021, Yang, 2025). Anderson and Cheslock (2004) identifies that

institutions can expand opportunities for women without proportionally cutting funding for men. Kaestner

and Xu (2010) and Kaestner and Xu (2006) demonstrates that introducing Title IX had positive effects, in-

cluding increased physical activity and positive body image for women (lower BMI, lower obesity). Likewise,

Beck et al. (2023) identifies that women have better health outcomes and increased education opportunities

with Title IX expansions. Our contribution works in the opposite direction, where restrictions, or specifically

a religious exemption, work in the inverse direction, allowing institutions to opt out of specific protections.

We also contribute new evidence to the literature on how institution’s faculty composition responds to labor

market and mission related shocks (Bettinger and Long, 2010), as well as the literature on donor behavior

based on organizational identity (Rose-Ackerman, 1987, Rose-Ackerman, 1996, Meer and Rosen, 2009). The

current literature is honed into exploring the impacts of implementing Title IX and its benefit, however, we

observe the opposite direction of how Title IX exemptions may intentionally or unintentionally harm certain

groups of students, and potentially other stakeholders.

3.1 Market for Prospective Students

There have been a series of papers examining the market for prospective students. Beginning with Manski

and Wise (1983), which concludes that self selection in applications by prospective students is the primary

determinant of college attendance, several works have attempted to explain the signaling mechanism colleges

present to attract students, the matching used between prospective students and colleges, and the advertising

of colleges to prospective students.

Many of the papers examining application or admissions decisions rely on structural modeling, or focus

on the effects of changes to admissions policies or financial aid. Arcidiacono (2005) uses a structural model

taking into account admissions rules (specifically affirmative action) and financial aid policies and links

education decisions to future earnings. Other papers examine an equilibrium framework. Epple et al. (2006)

proposes that private colleges will employ different admission and financial aid strategies to maximize student

quality subject to its endowments. Fu (2014) expands on this model by incorporating student heterogeneous

student abilities and preferences. Other papers, such as Chade et al. (2014), examine the assortative matching
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between prospective students and schools.

However, these papers, along with Kapor (2025), assume that colleges maximize the quality of their

applicants. Likewise, empirical studies of effects of various shocks to colleges, such as studies on athletics

success by Anderson and Cheslock (2004) and Pope and Pope (2009), or studies of university scandals

(Johnson and McCannon, 2022), focus on student quality. Using measures of quality (such as average test

scores of admitted students or admissions rate), these studies conclude that positive shocks to the college’s

reputation can lower admissions rates and/or increase the minimum test scores, while negative shocks can

increase admissions rates and/or lower minimum test scores.

We offer a slightly different maximization problem for the schools in our sample. Generally speaking,

Title IX exempt schools are not particularly known for high quality8. The average admissions rate in our

total sample of schools is 69%, considerably less than the average R1 research university. In these cases,

colleges may not be able to maximize quality.

Instead, we follow the seminal study of Milgrom and Roberts (1986). We propose that colleges are

experience goods where quality of institution is unknown9. This has been applied in college-specific studies

by Howell (2010) and Eble and Hu (2025), albeit indirectly. Schools are advertising a variety of signals of

their quality10. These signals are picked up on (to varying degrees of accuracy) by prospective students,

which can lead to an increase in applications. However, we deviate from other works here by assuming that

these schools when faced with a rise in applications will not increase admissions quality, but instead increase

admissions quantity. By admitting more students, colleges can maximize revenue, agnostic to admissions

quality.

Two additional points must be conveyed. First, while initially strange to consider a Title IX exemption

as a form of advertising, considerable work in the economics of religion suggests that stricter religious ruling

can serve as signals of devotion (Iannaccone, 1992, Iannaccone, 1994). In this sense, a Title IX exemption is

a form of product differentiation, where colleges with exemptions are signaling a stronger religious match to

more religious students compared to religious colleges without an exemption. Second, we find no evidence

of schools directly advertising their Title IX exemptions on promotional material or websites 11. That

being said, we find anecdotal evidence that Title IX exemptions receive considerable coverage in religious

newsletters (such as Baptist Press and The Christian Chronicle). Following the work of Iyer et al. (2005),

among others, we propose that news of these Title IX exemptions serve as targeted advertising that is

transmitted through religious communities- where such a signal is most likely to be processed.

3.2 Religion, Education, and Gender

Religious affiliation is an economically meaningful characteristic that shapes institutional behavior, deter-

mining the type of individuals that it attracts and the outcomes affected by those within the institution.

To support this, substantial literature recognizes that religious organizations are distinct actors and that

8Though there are some exceptions, such as Brigham Young University.
9One distinction from Milgrom and Roberts (1986) is that colleges are not newly introduced. However, the consumers

(prospective students) are nonetheless unfamiliar with the colleges and their respective quality. Secondly, colleges are generally
not repeat purchases

10It is important to define ”quality” here. We are incorporating a school’s quality to refer not just to their educational quality
(as measured by, for example, the lifetime earnings of graduates), but of additional, non-pecuniary benefits as well. These may
include campus life, extracurricular activities, and- a primary focus in this case- religious life.

11The exception is colleges and universities that are based in California, which are required to publish information on Title
IX exemptions they received. See California Senate Bill No. 1146
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religiosity shapes school choice and educational attainment, and presents evidence on how these patterns

may vary by gender.

Foundational literature treats religious organizations as economic actors whose objectives may not be to

prioritize revenue generation or profit maximization, but instead focus on doctrinal commitments that can

shape decisions made at institutional levels that are different to other secular organizations12 (Iannaccone,

1998, Iyer, 2016). Religion plays an important role in school choice that is often unaccounted for. Prospective

students with stronger religious commitments are more likely to select religiously affiliated schools even after

accounting for academic quality (Cohen-Zada and Sander, 2008). A related literature demonstrates that

religiosity is an independent and significant predictor of school choice both between public vs. private

schools and among different religious school types (Cohen-Zada and Justman, 2019). Religious identity

can also serve as a salient factor that influences economic behavior and decision making, and importantly,

can vary systematically based on denomination. Causally identified historical evidence has shown that

religious affiliations can have measurable effects on educational outcomes, (Becker and Woessmann, 2009)

these conclusions are also echoed in non economic religious literature (Horwitz, 2021). Combined together,

this literature motivates the expectation that claiming a religious Title IX exemption could plausibly affect

not only students, but faculty employed, as well as alumni and donors connected to the institution.

While the literature in economics exploring the specific influences of religion and different denominations

of religions on education and choice may be limited, we find parallel literature in sociology of religion that

provides strong contextual evidence of our results, specifically connecting religious conservatism, education,

and gender differences. Although students attending more prestigious colleges subsequently benefit from

future social and economic benefits (Behrman et al., 1996), many religious individuals, particularly Conser-

vative Protestants (CPs), choose to attend less academically selective colleges (Uecker and Pearce, 2017).

CPs in particular hold strong beliefs of skepticism of secular higher education institutions, as their under-

standing of the world and truth may be limited to what is revealed in religious texts rather than discovered

through scientific study (Darnell and Sherkat, 1997, McPhetres and Zuckerman, 2018). CPs then choose

to attend less prestigious and secular schools due to their own skepticism, particularly as they hold beliefs

that a disproportionate number of faculty are focused on more scientific knowledge as well as a limited pres-

ence of more religious faculty (Gross and Simmons, 2009). There is also the perceptions that more secular

schools may be hostile to students of faith, and CPs tend to avoid these institutions(Hill, 2011). One other

interesting evidence to note is the gender disparity within these religious beliefs and choices in educational

institutions. CP men are more likely to be expected to focus on being financial providers for their families,

and as a result, are encouraged to attend more selective and less religious institutions (Bartkowski, 2001).

This contrasts heavily with the general negative connotation that CPs associate with secular education. CP

women are more likely to choose more religious and faith based institutions, as many of them are likely to

leave the labor market after marriage or childbirth. The primary goal of CP women are to raise a family,

thus attending a prestigious college is not important as the benefits of college do not further their personal

goals13.

3.3 Religiosity of Faculty

The broader academic labor market is not as secular as commonly assumed, most American professors, even

12Non-market behaviors influenced by norms, values, social capital and specifically spiritual capital
13Benefits to consider here include higher paying employment opportunities, access to networks, and opportunities to pursue

graduate education.
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at elite research institutions, report holding religious beliefs (Gross and Simmons, 2009), a pattern that

extends even to natural scientists specifically (Ecklund and Scheitle, 2007). Gross and Simmons further

demonstrate that religiosity varies substantially by academic field and institutional prestige, with faculty

at elite research universities somewhat less religious than the professoriate as a whole, though a majority

are believers. This suggests that a shift toward internal, tenure-track hiring following an exemption filing is

unlikely to reflect a scarcity of religious candidates in the general faculty market, as a sufficiently large pool of

religious faculty already exists across institution types. A plausible explanation could be that exempt insti-

tutions seek a narrower alignment and that already established faculty offer a credible fit over external hires

who maybe harder to verify. This framing is consistent with the ”religious economies“ paradigm developed

by Stark and Finke (2000), who argue that religious behavior, including which religious organizations people

choose to join, reflect rational, preference driven decisions such that faculty naturally sort into institutions

whose religious commitments match their own.

4 Data

The data for this paper comes from the National Center for Education Statistics’ Integrated Postsecondary

Education Data System (IPEDS). Collected by the U.S. Department of Education, this data tracks a variety

of statistics related to college enrollment, tuition, financial aid, student and faculty composition, and funding.

IPEDS has a long history of use in studies of enrollment, tuition, or university finances14. We collect

approximately 35 variables from private, religiously-affiliated colleges and universities for our analysis. Our

panel extends from 2005 to 2022. A detailed list of variables used, as well as descriptive statistics, can be

found in Table 2. IPEDS data comes from voluntary reporting and has a long list of reporting criteria. As

a result, particularly for small colleges, there may be some concerns regarding accuracy. Nevertheless, with

the exception of a few small filters of negative values, we strive to leave our sample as intact as possible.

To identify private colleges and universities, we select universities that report financial data under the

Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB)15. We remove a few public universities that report under

FASB, then remove all community and junior colleges. We also remove all health science universities, medical

schools, beauty colleges, technical schools, acupuncture and eastern medicine colleges, and vocational colleges

from the sample. Theological schools are included in the sample. To identify ”religiously-affiliated“ schools,

we use several methods. First, we removed from the sample all schools that had no religious affiliation in the

year 2025. This is somewhat problematic as universities become more secular over time, and it is possible

that some schools who are not religiously affiliated at the end of the sample period were religiously affiliated

at the beginning of the sample. However, we believe such incidents are quite rare, and finding-year-by-year

changes in religious affiliation is quite difficult. We also find no evidence of schools in our sample becoming

religious over the sample16. To identify religiously-affiliated schools, we check each remaining school’s website

to see if they are affiliated with a religious body17. To code schools without a direct tie to a specific religious

body, we examined the mission statements of each remaining school. Any school whose missions statement

contained words or phrases describing an ”adherence to [faith]’s values“ was coded as religiously affiliated.

14See, for example, Howell (2010), Kapor (2025), Gilpin et al. (2015), and Lucca et al. (2019), among others.
15Most public universities report under Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB).
16Some schools have changed the church they are affiliated with, but our sample does not contain a school that is religious

in the present that was not religious 20 years ago.
17Though the overwhelming majority of religiously affiliated schools in the United States are Christian, there are over two

dozen Jewish Yeshivas and four Buddhist schools in the sample.
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This leaves 1,007 unique colleges and universities.

The IPEDS data presents an additional disadvantage, in that data reporting is not consistent throughout

the sample. Some variables, particularly related to faculty numbers and demographics as well as admissions

standards (such as average ACT scores), are missing for certain schools in certain years. As a result, the

panel is unbalanced. A few colleges come into existence during the sample periods, which are included in

the sample beginning with their first year of opening. On the contrary, schools that have closed by 2025 are

removed from the sample for all years, meaning that this sample is under-reporting schools that have closed

down over this time period.

A list of Title IX exempt schools comes from The Pregnant Scholar, a legal resource center for pregnant

and parenting students offered by the Center for WorkLife Law at the University of California College of the

Law. The center has been tracking Title IX exemptions since at least 2024, and keeps an updated list of

schools who opt-out of Title IX compliance on religious grounds (Lee, 2025). In addition to a list of schools

and the year each exemption was granted, the site also contains each school’s official filing documents and

the reasoning by which an exemption is granted. To clarify, we are focusing on the ”second wave“ of Title

IX exemptions that focused on granting exemptions on the basis of marital status, sex outside of marriage,

sexual orientation, gender identity, pregnancy, and/or abortion. In the majority of cases, exemptions are

granted within less than six months of filing. We code the academic year the exemption is granted and all

subsequent years as treated. To our knowledge, every request for a Title IX exemption has been granted.

In each request, schools can clarify if they are filling for a Title IX exemption from the ”regulatory

provisions to the extent that they prohibit discrimination“ based on a variety of factors, including marital

status, sex outside of marriage, sexual orientation, gender identity, pregnancy or abortion. The school can

also clarify where these exemptions are used. Exemptions can be granted governing admission; recruitment;

rules and sanctions; ”the limitation of rights, privileges, advantages, or opportunities“; housing; compara-

ble facilities (such as restrooms); different rules based on marital of parental status of students; athletics;

employment; employee recruitment; or pre-employment inquiries. However, in practice, the overwhelming

majority of schools opt for blanket exemptions for all forms of governance for all criteria.

Table 1 contains a list of all schools that successfully received Title IX over our sample period, along

with the school’s religious affiliation (if any) and the year the exemption was granted. The first school to

receive a Title IX exemption specifically regarding transgender students was in 2013 (Maranatha Baptist

University), with a steady stream following. Figure 1 shows the total number of ”second wave“ exemptions

over time. One thing to point out is the variety of religious affiliations present in exempting schools, as well

as the fact that some schools are not directly affiliated with a church at all, but follow nondenominational

creeds.

5 Estimation

We employ a coarsened exact matching (CEM) framework designed by Iacus et al. (2012) and Blackwell

et al. (2009). The staggered treatment approach may suggest a differences-in-differences design (such as,

for example Callaway and Sant’Anna, 2021). However, there are two unique traits of our data that make

a staggered difference-in-differences design not applicable. First, the treatment variable, choosing to enact

a Title IX exemption, is endogenous. Schools are actively selecting into these choices. In addition, these

decisions could be based on other covariates used as both dependent and independent variables (such as
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percentage of the student body who are female). While strategies such as synthetic differences-in-differences

(Arkhangelsky et al., 2021) can alleviate this issue, the IPEDS data used suffers from reporting gaps. Many

private schools, in particular smaller ones, will not report financial, enrollment, applications, or faculty

information for one or multiple years. As a result, the panel is unbalanced. This violates one of the chief

assumptions of many difference-in-difference frameworks.

The CEM framework presents also presents unique advantages. Given the wide variety of schools in

the sample, measures much be taken to balance the covariates. But unlike other matching methods, such

as propensity score matching, CEM can assume that balancing properties hold throughout the entirety of

the sample, as opposed to simply on average, and as a result can strictly dominate other equal percent

bias-reducing matching methods in reducing imbalance, estimation error, and bias (Iacus et al., 2011). This

makes CEM more likely to produce a more accurate average treatment on treated. In addition, CEM can

operate with an unbalanced panel structurally similar to a more traditional two-way fixed effects design.

These advantages come at a cost of reduced observations. CEM requires the removal of all observations

that are not within a coarsened stratum for which there exists a treated and control unit. This limits

the number of observations significantly. However, this is not particularly an impediment because of the

relatively large number of initial observations (16,692 school-years). Most matching regressions we employ

still produce well over 1,000 matched covariates.

Matching is based on one year lagged measures of enrollment, tuition, admissions rate, percentage of

students who are female, retention rate, core revenues, and core expenses. These should create similar strata.

When the dependent variable is related to one of these criteria, it is removed from the matching procedure.

For example, lagged enrollment is not included in the matching criteria when enrollment is the dependent

variable. Each results table specifically lists the matching criteria used in each regression. Lagged measures

are chosen because they are exogenous to current-period covariates, and, given the relatively quick turnaround

time between requesting and receiving a Title IX exemption, this is the information administrators are using

to make Title IX exemption decisions.

The regression itself follows a linear framework, and in many ways is similar to a two-way fixed effects

model, but using matched covariates. The model is described below.

Yit = α0 + β1TitleIXexemptit + γi + δt + ϵit (1)

We incorporate school and year fixed effects to control for additional variation in schools that was not picked

up with the matching design. In addition, college enrollment has changed throughout the sample period.

Enrollment for most schools peaked between 2007 and 2009, and have declined- albeit slowly- since then.

Thus, a year fixed effect is needed to help explain temporal variation.

6 Results

Given the wide variety of outcome variables studied, the results are displayed across several tables. We

categorize each table to cover one component of a college’s student body, from enrollment, to admissions, to

retention and graduation, to tuition. We also extend our findings to cover the effects of Title IX exemptions

on faculty and school finances. All tables employ a CEM design unless explicitly specified, using a series of

lagged variables to develop matched covariates. School and year fixed effects are included in all regressions
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but not shown for brevity. Standard errors are shown in parentheses. The exact lagged covariates used

for matching are displayed at the bottom of each table. Note that the matching procedure varies between

dependent and matching variables, which leads to the wide disparities in observations included for each

regression. That being said, all regression have a large number of observations to work with.

Table 3 displays results using enrollment information as the dependent variable. Total enrollment is

displayed in column 1, column 2 shows total male enrollment, and column 3 shows total female enrollment.

Table 4 shows the balance plot for the CEM approached used for column 1 of Table 3. Following Blackwell

et al. (2009), we find the L1 measure of univariate imbalance for each variable used as described by Iacus et al.

(2011). The goal of matching is to reduce the univariate distance from the unmatched to the match sample,

and our matching design performs moderately well. The other balance tables for the other regressions are

not shown, but perform similar to the distance reduction shown in Table 3.

Total enrollment for schools that receive a Title IX exemption increases by approximately 237 students,

matching the advertising effect proposed. Colleges that enact Title IX restrictions seem to be differentiating

from peer institutions, and any sort of backlash effect does not seem present. Though again, we can find

no cases of schools who actively advertise their Title IX exemptions, it is likely that this signal is being

transmitted through a private network (such as through churches). Though women may be more subjective

to religious signals, we do not find significant evidence that the enrollment increase is driven by female (or

male) enrollment.

Given the wide scope of Title IX on a campus ecosystem, a Title IX may have effects on a college beyond

simply enrollment. For this reason, we perform similar CEM regressions on a variety of dependent variables.

First, we examine if Title IX exemptions affect applications. Table 5 shows the results for applications

regressions, with column 1 referring to total applicants, column 2 only male applicants, and column 3

female applicants. Because application data has only been collected by IPEDS relatively recently, the total

number of observations are relatively small (1,955). These observations are reduced even further to 640 to

accommodate the matching procedure. Nevertheless, significant results are found. Like enrollment, we see

a significant increase in the total number of applicants, suggesting there is a signaling mechanism in play.

Dividing total applications by gender reveals that much of this change is driven by an increase in women

applying to the school. This follows some of the religion and education literature, such as Davignon (2016),

who through surveys find that women are more likely than men to account for Christian identity when

choosing a college. If a Title IX restriction is a signal of religious ”devoutness“, then it should be more likely

to be received by women.

Higher enrollment could also be a sign of lower admissions standards. To test this hypothesis, Table 6

displays results for admissions rate. Column 1 shows the total admissions rate (measured between 0 and

100%), column 2 the admissions rate for male students, and column 3 the admissions rate for female students.

Here, results are significant, positive, and consistent across genders. A Title IX exemption is associated with

a roughly 2 percentage point increase in admissions rate across the board. This effect is somewhat small,

but given that the average admissions rate is already relatively high (approximately 69%), that is not a

major surprise. This also reflects the optimization by colleges. While some schools may use an increase in

applications as an opportunity to raise standards and maintain capacity (Anderson, 2017, Pope and Pope,

2009), many of these schools instead choose to lower standards to increase enrollment.

Table 7 lists other school characteristics. Column 1 uses retention rate as the dependent variable. Col-

umn 2 use graduation rates, while columns 3 and 4 show graduation rates for male and female students,
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respectively. For the entire student population, we see no changes in retention or graduation rates. However,

there is a small increase in the graduation rate of women. We do not know of other internal policy changes

a school may be making in conjunction with a Title IX exemption, but it is probable that Title IX exemp-

tions coincide with other forms of community formation. Following Davignon (2016), if Christian identity

is a major factor in college selection for women, a Title IX exemption could be joint with the formation of

Christian community-support activities on campus, which female students may benefit from.

Title IX could also affect tuition and price of attending the school, and in turn, these could also affect

enrollment. Table 8 examines various factors related to price and funding. Column 1 focuses on tuition.

Column 2 examines the full price, which includes tuition, fees, and on-campus housing for an out-of-state

student18. Columns 3 and 5 explore funding. Column 3 examines the average loan amount awarded as

a percentage of total price. Column 5 examines the amount of grant aid (state and federal grants and

scholarships) awarded as a percentage of full price. Column 4 examines the percentage of students awarded

any financial aid. Bucking a general trend for most private colleges, schools that receive a Title IX exemption

decrease their tuition by around $1,000 (about 4% of the mean). In addition, other costs, such as fees and

housing, also decline. There appears to be no difference in financial aid patterns or loans. This presents

a conflicting narrative compared to the results in Tables 6 and 5. One potential explanation for this could

be that tuition and prices have a degree of stickiness, and may be set before filing for Title IX exemptions.

It is possible that schools may be expecting some sort of backlash effect and try to set lower prices as

a compensating differential. Extending this model to examine tuition and price at time t+1 reflects the

traditional advertising assumptions, with tuition and price increasing.

6.1 Extensions Beyond Students

Title IX does not only apply to students. Given how Title IX can affect virtually all components of a college,

we should not expect the impacts of a Title IX exemption to be limited only to students. We extend this

same matching procedure to examine both faculty components and university finances.

First, one concern to this design is potential endogeneity of filing for a Title IX exemption. It is possible

that some schools may file for exemptions in response to other pressures. Perhaps a Title IX exemption is

a response to declining university revenues, or enrollment. To test this hypothesis, we run a simple linear

probability model (LPM) Title IX exemptions as the dependent variable. We use the lagged variables for

enrollment, applicants, tuition, percent female students, admissions rate, core revenues, and core revenues

as regressors. In addition, we incorporate a dummy variable if the school was a member of the Council of

Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) during the sample year19. Table 9 shows the results of this

regression. Clustered standard errors are displayed in parenthesis. Though several variables are significant,

the magnitudes of each variable is close to zero. From this, we can find no evidence that schools are filing

Title IX exemptions as responses to university pressures. Results are similar when employing two year lags.

Title IX covers faculty hiring as well. We examine the effects of Title IX exemptions on faculty. Table

10 examines full-time faculty. ”Faculty“ can be a somewhat vague term and could also include, for example,

individuals who hold primarily non-research and/or non-instructional roles (administrators, librarians, chap-

lains, etc.) that also teach classes. To try to include primarily teaching- and/or research-based faculty, we

18Though more common for public universities, a few private colleges offer different tuition prices for in-state versus out-of-
state students.

19Membership to the CCCU stays relatively constant, but roughly a dozen schools join the organization over the sample
period, with seven schools leaving the organization.
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break the ”faculty“ sample into a series of smaller criteria. Column 1 shows results examining only tenured

faculty. Column 2 examines only tenure-track faculty. Columns 3 examines specifically new (external) fac-

ulty hires. Columns 4 and 5 break the sample up into new male and female hires, respectively. Perhaps

unsurprisingly, we find no change to the number of tenured faculty. The population of tenure-track faculty

increase by approximately 1.56 people. This seems to reflect the increase in enrollment.

However, the number of new external hires has decreased by approximately 2.1 people. While a Title

IX exemption may be interpreted as a positive signal for potential students, it appears to be a negative

signal to potential faculty. This may seem irreconcilable with the results found in Column 2, but columns

3, 4, and 5 reflect new hires previously unaffiliated with the school. A likely explanation is that exempt

colleges face difficulties when recruiting external faculty, and as a result are more likely to promote existing

part-time faculty into full-time roles. Internal promotions are also more likely to be in-group and more likely

to conform to the college’s standards. The external hiring decrease seems to be felt more by male hires

than female hires, which, like with students, may be more responsive to a Title IX exemption as a religiosity

signal.

To examine the effect of Title IX exemptions on part-time faculty, Table 11 shows the results of the

matching regressions. Column 1 shows total part-time faculty, Columns 2 and 3 separate by gender, and

Column 4 examines part-time instructors. Exempt schools see fairly large increases in part-time enrollment

(about 13.7 people, or 9% compared to the mean). Again, this seems to reflect the increase in enrollment.

Examining part-time hires by gender shows that the majority of new hires are women, similar to enrollment.

Finally, we study the financial side of the college. Table 12 shows the effect of Title IX exemptions

on college balance sheets. Column 1 examines core revenues, column 2 core expenses, and column 3 the

total amount of gifts received. Though a Title IX exemption could serve as a ”rallying cry“ to drum up

university donations from donors or parent churches, we find no significant evidence that gift amounts change.

Revenues also do not appear to change. However, expenses seem to increase by approximately $1.6 million

(approximately 4.5% of the mean). This could perhaps be explained by the increase in faculty hiring.

7 Discussion

This paper examines the first empirical analysis of an important yet widely understudied Title IX religious

based exemption using a coarsened exact matching (CEM) model applied to IPEDS data that compared

exempt to non-exempt religious educational institutions. Our results show that institutions that are exempt

have increased application, admissions, and enrollment rates, with no notable impact on retention rates. For

faculty composition, we observe that the share of tenure track faculty increases but is matched with a decline

in external hires, which we infer as increased internal hiring practices. We observe no notable effects on gifts

or donations, but observe a significant increase in expenses.

The results of this paper show that filing for a Title IX exemption functions as a costly, credible signal of

religious commitment in a crowded market of small tuition dependent religious colleges, expanding demand

from a subset of dogmatic prospective students and their families without triggering reputation backlash or

public disapproval of anti-discrimination provisions.The gendered pattern in our results is consistent with

prior evidence that identifies religious identity as a more salient factor in college choice for women than men.

On the faculty side, the shift toward internal promotion over external hiring suggests that exemption filing

raises the perceived cost of verifying an external candidate’s fit with the institution’s religious commitments
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relative to promoting an already-vetted internal candidate.

This paper contributes to three literatures. Primarily, we provide the first outcomes based empirical

evidence on the Title IX religious exemption itself, extending a literature that has so far been limited to

legal and descriptive analysis. Second, we extend the literature on Title IX’s institutional effects more

broadly, which has concentrated on athletics, investigation and the LGBTQ+ student experience. We study

this in the opposite direction, with institutions opting out of protections rather than being pushed towards

compliance. Third, we contribute new evidence to the literature on faculty labor markets responding to

changes in their workplace, particularly changes in their religious identity.

We acknowledge several limitations to our study, first, while we find no evidence that institutions file for

exemptions in response to prior financial or enrollment distress, we cannot rule out unobserved institutional

characteristics that may be correlated with the decision to file, Our outcome measures are aggregated at the

institution level drawn from IPEDS, which does not allow us to observe any individual level mechanisms,

specifically how students, faculty or donors are driving the composition shifts that are documented in this

study. Information about this individual level compositions would allow us to more directly test the signally

channel that we try to observe, Exempt institutions in this study are a specific subpopulation of American

higher education, that are small, tuition dependent and predominantly Christian, our results may not be

generalizable to a counterfactual in which exemptions status were more common or less denominationally

homogeneous institutions. These limitations point toward several directions for future work. Individual

or donor level data would allow a more direct test of the signaling and in-group network mechanisms we

propose here. Finally, with courts continuing to uphold the exemption and institutions continuing to file for

it, the question is no longer whether the exemption will shape American higher education, rather what that

tradeoff actually costs as students and faculty lose their protections.
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Figure 1: Title IX-Exempt Schools By Year
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Table 2: Summary Statistics

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Title IX exempt 16,667 0.042 0.201 0 1
Total Enrollment 16,665 2,122 3,795 8 96,709
Pct. Students Male 3,273 39.29 13.84 0 100
Pct. Students Female 16,665 52.85 21.09 0 100
Pct. Students Black 16,665 13.62 20.49 0 100
Admissions Rate 12,632 69.53 18.51 0 100
Admissions Rate Male 12,339 68.53 18.85 0 100
Admissions Rate Female 11,586 69.02 18.61 0 100
Total Applicants 1,955 2,888 2,636 197 33,435
Total Male Applicants 1,955 1,216 1,098 0 13,161
Total Female Applicants 1,955 1,668 1,616 0 20,699
Retention Rate 14,245 72.57 14.89 0 100
Graduation Rate 14,177 51.83 20.30 0 100
Graduation Rate Men 13,694 47.58 21.73 0 100
Graduation Rate Women 12,858 56.88 18.91 0 100
Tuition 12,275 23,364 11,677 866 68,365
Full Price (out-of-state, on-campus) 12,805 35,669 13,947 4,325 86,984
Pct. Students Awarded Financial Aid 14,389 92.24 15.39 0 100
Pct. Price Covered by Financial Aid 12,431 0.415 0.141 0.005 3.256
Average Loan Amount Awarded 12,826 6,581 2,141 200 21,731
Pct. Price Covered by Loans 11,229 0.198 0.084 0.007 1.356
ACT 75th Percentile 1,611 26.22 2.873 14 34
ACT 25th Percentile 1,611 20.63 2.872 13 32
Tenured Faculty 6,160 69.16 96.27 1 870
Tenure-Track Faculty 5,867 35.78 42.49 1 633
New Hires Total 5,706 10.11 17.64 1 405
New Hires Men 5,706 4.562 8.037 0 157
New Hires Women 5,706 5.547 10.12 0 248
Part-Time Faculty Total 9,003 147.6 204.9 1 4,208
Part-Time Faculty Men 9,003 66.99 97.57 0 2,112
Part-Time Faculty Women 9,003 80.63 111.5 0 2,096
Part-Time Instructors 8,607 115.4 172.6 1 3,075
Average FT Faculty Salary 16,276 55,271 18,237 500 166,620
Core Revenues 16,692 38,700,000 130,000,000 0 7,790,000,000
Core Expenses 16,692 33,200,000 92,400,000 0 1,960,000,000
Total Gifts Awarded 16,532 8,460,994 36,400,000 0 1,190,000,000
CCCU Member 16,649 0.112 0.315 0 1
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Table 3: CEM Regression Results - Enrollment

Variable
Enrollment

Total
Enrollment

Men
Enrollment

Women
(1) (2) (3)

Title IX exemption 237.3*** 76.08 89.59
(83.96) (125.0) (191.0)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.880 0.880 0.900
Obs. 4,473 8,305 8,305

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds
to 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 significance levels, respectively. Matching
based on lagged values of enrollment, tuition, admissions rate,
percent of students female (for column 1), retention
rate, core revenues, and core expenses.

Table 4: Balance Table for CEM regressions - Total Enrollment

Variable L1 Univariate Imbalance (Unmatched) L1 Univariate Imbalance (Matched)

Lagged tuition 0.235 0.115
Lagged pct. female 0.176 0.063
Lagged admissions rate 0.169 0.099
Lagged retention rate 0.173 0.112
Lagged core revenues 0.089 0.150
Lagged core expenses 0.125 0.183
Total multivariate L1 imbalance 0.999 0.987

Table 5: CEM Regression Results - Applications

Variable
Applicants

Total
Applicants

Men
Applicants

Women
(1) (2) (3)

Title IX exemption 634.7*** 115.2 523.3***
(203.3) (71.69) (139.5)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.881 0.907 0.869
Obs. 640 640 640

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds to 0.1,
0.05, and 0.01 significance levels, respectively. Matching based on
lagged values of enrollment, tuition, admissions rate, percent
of students female, retention rate, core revenues, and core expenses.
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Table 6: CEM Regression Results - Admissions Rate

Variable
Admissions
Rate Total

Admissions
Rate Men

Admissions
Rate Women

(1) (2) (3)

Title IX exemption 2.084*** 2.270*** 2.241***
(0.799) (0.824) (0.836)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.619 0.566 0.561
Obs. 6,910 6,892 6,831

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds to 0.1,
0.05, and 0.01 significance levels, respectively. Matching based
on lagged values of enrollment, tuition, admissions rate,
percent of students female, retention rate, core revenues, and
core expenses.

Table 7: CEM Regression Results - Retention and Graduation Rates

Variable
Retention

Rate
Graduation

Rate
Graduation
Rate Men

Graduation
Rate Women

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Title IX exemption -0.123 -0.177 -1.010 1.395**
(0.559) (0.586) (0.725) (0.672)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.603 0.853 0.811 0.810
Obs. 7,731 4,184 4,168 4,135

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds to 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01
significance levels, respectively. Matching based on lagged values of enrollment,
tuition, admissions rate, percent of students female, retention rate (except
column 1), core revenues, and core expenses.

Table 8: CEM Regression Results - Tuition, Price, and Financial Aid

Variable Tuition
Full Price

(Tuition, fees, on-
campus housing)

Average Loan
Amount Awarded

(Pct. of Price)

Percent of Students
Awarded Financial

Aid

Average Grant
Amount Awarded

(Pct. of Price)
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Title IX exemption -1,020*** -1,773*** -0.002 -0.657 -0.011
(137.4) (226.0) (0.004) (0.511) (0.007)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.958 0.917 0.523 0.571 0.568
Obs. 8,403 8,632 8,269 9,465 8,476

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds to 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 significance levels, respectively.
Matching based on lagged values of enrollment, admissions rate, percent of students female, retention rate,
core revenues, and core expenses.
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Table 9: Determinants of Title IX Exemption

Variable LPM
(1)

Lagged enrollment 0.00003*
(0.00002)

Lagged applicants -0.0000008
(0.000006)

CCCU member -0.006
(0.015)

Lagged tuition 0.000005***
(0.000001)

Lagged pct. women 0.0008*
(0.0004)

Lagged pct. admitted 0.0009
(0.0007)

Lagged retention rate 0.002*
(0.001)

Lagged core revenues 0.000000002
(0.000000007)

Lagged core expenses -0.000000002
(0.000000007)

Year FEs Yes
School FEs Yes
Constant -0.404**

(0.157)
Obs. 1,767

Clustered (school) standard errors in parentheses.
*, **, and *** corresponds to 0.1,0.05, and 0.01
significance levels, respectively
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Table 10: CEM Regression Results - Full-Time Faculty

Variable
Tenured
Faculty

Tenure-Track
Faculty

New Hires
Total

New Hires
Men

New Hires
Women

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Title IX exemption -0.220 1.555** -2.124*** -1.609*** -0.515*
(0.598) (0.779) (0.452) (0.259) (0.301)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.970 0.920 0.714 0.651 0.666
Obs. 3,809 3,623 3,803 3,803 3,803

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds to 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01
significance levels, respectively. Matching based on lagged values of enrollment,
tuition, admissions rate, percent of students female, retention rate,
core revenues, and core expenses

Table 11: CEM Regression Results - Part-Time Faculty

Variable
Part-Time

Faculty Total
Part-Time
Faculty Men

Part-Time
Faculty Women

Part-Time
Instructors

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Title IX exemption 13.74*** 4.073*** 9.666*** 9.106***
(3.283) (1.592) (1.878) (2.748)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.918 0.914 0.914 0.929
Obs. 5,870 5,870 5,870 5,657

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds to 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01
significance levels, respectively. Matching based on lagged values of enrollment,
tuition, admissions rate, percent of students female, retention rate,
core revenues, and core expenses

Table 12: CEM Regression Results - Finances and Gifts

Variable
Core

Revenues
Core

Expenses
Total
Gifts

(1) (2) (3)

Title IX exemption 1,443440 1,580,024** 1,245,325
(1,108,086) (772,374) (1,872,423)

Schools FEs Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.956 0.972 0.793
Obs. 4,594 4,594 4,542

Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** corresponds
to 0.1, 0.05, and 0.01 significance levels, respectively.
Matching based on lagged values of enrollment, tuition,
admissions rate, percent of students female, and retention
rate.
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