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S O C I O L O G Y

The role of universities in society
Michèle Belot1*, Lea Cassar2, Karoline Ströhlein2

This study examines public views on universities’ societal roles beyond education and research. A representative 
sample of 2089 U.S. citizens evaluates whether universities should engage in initiatives such as diversity, equity, 
and inclusion (DEI), free speech, and environmental sustainability, benchmarking views against corporations. We 
include an incentivized experiment asking respondents to allocate money between universities based on perfor-
mance on various dimensions. Results show broad support for engagement in initiatives related to environmental 
sustainability, well-being, and free speech but opposition to political engagement. Views on DEI are polarized: 
Women and liberals reward universities excelling in DEI but conservatives and men penalize them, even when 
academic performance is equal. These findings highlight the polarization surrounding universities’ societal roles.

INTRODUCTION
Universities have increasingly become focal points of public debate 
about their responsibilities in moderating speech, fostering inclusiv-
ity, and engaging with politically sensitive issues (1–4). Recent 
events involving the most prestigious institutions in the country 
have revived long-standing questions about the role universities 
should play in society and the extent of their responsibilities beyond 
education and research.

In environments where a large share of the population studies or 
has studied (in the U.S., 38% of adults hold a bachelor’s degree or 
higher) (5), universities are well positioned to influence social atti-
tudes. Historically, they have served as anchors for social change, 
from advancing civil rights to driving environmental movements 
(6–10). Whether and how they should engage in such roles has been 
a topic of debate for a long time (11, 12).

This study provides insights into how the American public per-
ceives the role of major universities, focusing on their involvement 
in initiatives that extend beyond their core mission of education and 
research, such as promoting environmental sustainability, diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI), political engagement, and freedom of 
speech. We are interested in benchmarking these expectations rela-
tive to those for major for-profit corporations that also have poten-
tially relevant societal and political influence, often engaging in 
initiatives that extend beyond their core business (13–16). We also 
examine how expectations about these roles vary across political 
and sociodemographic lines (men/women, conservatives/liberals, 
and college educated/non–college educated).

We report evidence from a large online survey with an embed-
ded incentivized experiment involving 2089 American citizens, rep-
resentative of the population in age, gender, and political affiliation. 
The survey was conducted in December 2024, after President Trump 
had been elected, but before he took office and before he signed ex-
ecutive orders targeting universities. The responses to our survey 
demonstrate broad public support for universities and corporations 
engaging in socially relevant initiatives beyond their core missions, 
such as initiatives related to environmental sustainability, DEI, and 
free speech. However, initiatives related to political engagement are 
perceived as inappropriate. While these views are broadly shared 

across gender and education groups, a clear political divide emerges, 
particularly regarding the role of universities. The main points of 
disagreement involve political engagement and DEI, which are seen 
as desirable by liberals but are opposed by conservatives, and patrio-
tism, for which the opposite is true.

Polarization over the role of universities appears even more 
clearly in an incentivized allocation experiment, where respondents 
were asked to allocate money ($30) between two anonymous uni-
versities, based on their rank in four specific dimensions: academic 
performance, environmental sustainability, DEI, and freedom of 
speech. Women and liberals consistently reward universities with 
better rankings across all dimensions, allocating more money ac-
cordingly. In contrast, men and conservatives penalize universities 
with better performance in DEI, allocating them less money all else 
being equal.

RESULTS
Views on the role of universities versus corporations
We begin by examining expectations regarding the initiatives uni-
versities and corporations should engage in. Respondents were 
asked the following question: “In your opinion, should universities 
engage in the following initiatives beyond their core mission (which 
is to conduct cutting-edge research and educate students)” or “In 
your opinion, should corporations engage in the following initia-
tives beyond their core mission (which is to conduct their core 
business)”?

The initiatives listed included DEI, environmental sustainability, 
political engagement, speech and expression policies, traditional 
values, health and well-being programs, global perspectives, free 
speech and open dialogue, patriotism and veterans’ initiatives. The 
results are shown in Fig. 1, and the corresponding table with P values 
for t tests of equality of means for universities and corporations are 
shown in table S1. Overall, there appears to be broad public support 
for both universities and corporations to engage in initiatives be-
yond their core missions. Aside from political engagement, which is 
seen as inappropriate; the public is supportive of universities and 
corporations engaging in all the initiatives proposed. The most 
strongly supported initiatives are health and well-being programs, 
followed by initiatives related to fostering a “global perspective.” 
Liberal-leaning initiatives, such as environmental sustainability and 
DEI, also receive strong endorsement. In addition, more conserva-
tive initiatives, including free speech and open dialogue, traditional 
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values, and prioritizing veterans, are viewed as appropriate for both 
universities and corporations. These findings show that the public is 
supportive of active engagement of universities in goals of broad so-
cietal relevance, and these expectations are similar to those for cor-
porations. Given the very different missions and structures of these 
two types of institutions, this degree of similarity may be unexpect-
ed, suggesting perhaps that large institutions, regardless of sector, 
should contribute to societal goals.

While this general pattern of support holds across both institu-
tional types, there are noticeable differences. Political engagement is 
viewed as inappropriate for both types of institutions, yet it is seen 
as less inappropriate for universities than for corporations (t test, 
P = 0.000 ), suggesting that political expression is considered more 
acceptable in academic settings. Support is also somewhat higher 
for universities when it comes to initiatives related to patriotism, 
speech and expression policies, free speech, and global perspective 
(t tests, P = 0.000 ). In contrast, environmental sustainability re-
ceives slightly stronger support in the corporate context (t test, 
P = 0.000 ), perhaps because, although this remains speculative, cor-
porations are seen as more directly responsible for environmental 
harm. Together, these patterns indicate that while public expecta-
tions for universities and corporations are broadly similar, they are 

not identical: With the exception of environmental sustainability, 
universities are expected to engage in a slightly broader range of so-
cietal initiatives.

Sociodemographic differences in expectations
These aggregate results could, however, mask heterogeneities across 
sociodemographic groups. Figure 2 presents the mean expectations 
for universities, with the sample split along three sociodemographic 
dimensions: gender (male versus female), education (college degree 
versus no college degree), and political orientation (conservative 
versus liberal). Tables S2 to S4 present the raw means plotted in the 
figure, as well as the t tests of equality across subgroups. Table S5 
presents ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates of the combined 
role of these sociodemographic factors on the support for initiatives. 
This analysis includes controls for a wide range of sociodemograph-
ic characteristics, including age, presence of children, race, religion, 
employment status, occupation, industry, state of residence, and 
yearly income. It also accounts for a category of respondents that 
cannot be classified as conservatives or liberals based on their sur-
vey responses (classified as “other political”).

Overall, there is broad consensus across gender and education 
groups that universities should engage in most initiatives, apart 

Fig. 1. Initiatives universities/corporations should engage in. Dots indicate means, whiskers indicate ±1 SE. Results are based on answers to the question “In your 
opinion, should universities/corporations engage in the following initiatives beyond their core mission (which is to conduct cutting-edge research and educate students/
which is to conduct their core business)?” with the following answer options: Definitely should engage in/probably should engage in/probably should not engage in/
definitely should not engage in.
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Fig. 2. Initiatives universities should engage in, sociodemographic differences. Dots indicate means, whiskers indicate ±1 SE. Results are based on answers to 
the question “In your opinion, should universities engage in the following initiatives beyond their core mission (which is to conduct cutting-edge research and edu-
cate students)?” with the following answer options: Definitely should engage in/probably should engage in/probably should not engage in/definitely should not 
engage in.
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from political engagement. A notable exception is respondents with 
a college degree who, on average, hold a neutral position, neither 
strongly in favor nor against universities engaging in political en-
gagement. Women and college-educated individuals are generally 
more supportive of active involvement, in particular in the areas of 
speech and expression policies, DEI, and environmental sustainabil-
ity (t tests, P = 0.000).

Views are more diverse and polarized along the political lines. 
The differences are largest in views about initiatives related to DEI 
and political engagement. DEI in particular is strongly supported by 
liberals while conservatives are more neutral (t tests, P  =  0.000). 
Conversely, conservatives strongly support initiatives related to pa-
triotism, while liberals are more neutral (t test, P = 0.000). Among 
initiatives that receive widespread support, liberals are more sup-
portive of environmental sustainability and global perspectives, 
whereas conservatives favor initiatives related to traditional values 
and veterans. These differences reflect broader ideological divides 
observed in public attitudes toward policies and institutions (17). 
Despite these divisions, there is broad consensus that universities 
should actively support health and well-being initiatives, as well as 
free speech and open dialogue.

Comparing with the views on corporations, the degree of con-
sensus is similar, although with a less pronounced political divide 
(see table S6). As with universities, liberals tend to favor greater cor-
porate involvement in DEI (where conservatives, on average, hold a 
neutral stance), environmental sustainability, and global perspec-
tives. In contrast, liberals oppose patriotism, which is strongly sup-
ported by conservatives, marking the primary point of disagreement. 

Overall, the results suggest that public expectations for corporations 
are more uniform, whereas universities are more likely to elicit more 
polarized views, perhaps because of the recent high-profile and po-
litically divided debates over some of their actions.

Respondents were also asked to evaluate the current degree of en-
gagement of universities and corporations with each of these initiatives. 
Their responses indicate that they find too little current engagement 
with the initiatives they wish universities or corporations engage with, 
and too much current engagement with those they wish they would not 
engage with. The results are presented in tables S7 and S8.

Allocation task
We now turn to the allocation task experiment, where respondents 
allocated $30 between two universities (labeled A and B) ranked 
across four dimensions: academic performance, environmental sus-
tainability, DEI, and free speech. The ranks were taken from publicly 
available sources (details are provided in Materials and Methods). 
Each respondent made five allocation decisions, selected from 22 
possible combinations of universities’ pairs.

Figure 3 presents the estimated OLS coefficients from the regres-
sions reported in table  S9. The figure displays results for the full 
sample, as well as breakdowns by gender (men versus women), edu-
cation (no college versus college), and political orientation (conser-
vative versus liberal). The dependent variable is the amount allocated 
to University A. The key independent variables of interest are dum-
mies indicating whether University A ranks higher than University B 
on academic performance, environmental sustainability, DEI, and 
free speech.

Fig. 3. Difference in dollars allocated between universities. Dots indicate estimated OLS coefficients from the regressions reported in table S9, whiskers indicate ±1 SE. 
Dependent variable is the amount allocated to University A, the independent variables are dummies indicating if, relative to University B, A is ranking higher in academic 
performance, environmental sustainability, DEI, and free speech.
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Academic performance stands out as the most influential factor 
in determining allocations. On average, respondents allocate $3 
more (10% of the total) to universities ranking highest in academic 
performance, holding all else constant. The value placed on academ-
ic performance does not differ significantly across sociodemograph-
ic groups, indicating a shared prioritization of this dimension. 
However, differences emerge in its relative importance compared to 
other factors across the political spectrum: For conservatives, aca-
demic performance is not valued significantly more than free speech 
[ χ2(1) = 1.76 and P = 0.184 ], while for liberals, academic perfor-
mance is as important as environmental sustainability [ χ2(1) = 0.28 
and  P = 0.596] or DEI [ χ2(1) = 0.83 and P = 0.363].

Beyond academic performance, environmental sustainability and 
free speech emerge as the next most influential dimensions. While 
there is general agreement across groups regarding their importance, 
key differences arise: Liberals prioritize environmental sustainability 
over free speech, allocating 167% more to universities performing 
better in sustainability than to those ranking higher in free speech 
[$2.4 versus $0.9, χ2(1) = 11.38 and P < 0.001 ]. They also value sus-
tainability significantly more than conservatives, who allocate only 
$0.9 more to universities performing better in that dimension, re-
flecting the same 167% difference [ χ2(1) = 9.08 and P = 0.003].

The most notable finding concerns the role of DEI rankings. On 
average, universities scoring higher on DEI do not receive more 
funding ( F = 0.09 and P = 0.762 ). However, this overall neutrality 
masks important differences across gender and political affiliation. 
Women and liberals allocate approximately $1 ( F = 5.04 and 
P = 0.025 ) and $2.2 ( F = 26.74 and P = 0.000 ) more, respectively, to 
universities with better DEI rankings. In contrast, men allocate $1 
less to the higher-ranking DEI institutions ( F = 5.10 and P = 0.024 ), 
and conservatives allocate $2.9 less, approximately 10% of the total 
amount, toward these institutions ( F = 21.81 and P = 0.000 ). This 
suggests that men and conservatives are not only less supportive of 
DEI but actively penalize universities performing better in this di-
mension, even if academic performance is equal.

While the self-reported preferences and the allocation task yield 
broadly consistent results, the latter offers a clearer view of how the 
general public prioritizes different initiatives when trade-offs are re-
quired. Unlike the allocation task, which forces choices across mul-
tiple dimensions, the self-reports capture preferences along one 
dimension at a time. Some divergence is therefore expected, even 
under truthful reporting. Nevertheless, the self-reported preferenc-
es align well with observed allocation decisions. Respondents who 
are more supportive of the engagement of universities in a specific 
dimension do allocate on average more to the universities perform-
ing best in that dimension, although the correlations are relatively 
small: 0.24 ( P = 0.000 ) for DEI, 0.05 ( P = 0.000 ) for environmental 
sustainability, and 0.10 for free speech policies ( P = 0.000 ). The 
ranking of initiatives in the survey is also consistent with the weights 
respondents attribute to the initiatives in the allocation task. For ex-
ample, men indicate strongest support for initiatives related to free 
speech and the weight of free speech in the allocation task is the 
highest. We also find conservatives expressing the strongest support 
for free speech and sustainability and giving these two dimensions 
the strongest weight in the allocation task.

However, the results are not entirely consistent. For example, 
conservatives appear slightly against DEI initiatives in the survey, 
but the penalty they impose in the allocation experiment is substan-
tial. Also, men are penalizing universities that score better in DEI in 

the allocation experiment, while they (weakly) support it in the sur-
vey. In our view, the design of the allocation task alleviates potential 
biases related to social image, experimenter demand effects, self-
serving beliefs, or self-deception (18).

DISCUSSION
The results from the survey demonstrate that Americans generally 
agree that universities have a broader role to serve in society, beyond 
education and research. The role they envision shares some simi-
larities with the societal role envisioned for large for-profit corpora-
tions. There is broad support on average for a large set of initiatives, 
including initiatives related to health and well-being, environmental 
sustainability or veterans and traditional values. There is however a 
divide on whether universities should engage in DEI specifically, 
with women and liberals being in favor, while men and conserva-
tives being against.

To gauge the robustness of our results, we conduct a series of ad-
ditional analyses. First, we test alternative definitions of political af-
filiation. Our preregistered analysis was based on a variable defining 
political affinity based on responses to two questions: The first ques-
tion is a question on political orientation on a scale from 1 to 7 
where 1 means “strongly conservative” and 7 means “strongly liber-
al,” and political identity (Democrat/Republican/Independent/pre-
fer not to answer). Respondents who answered the first question 
with 1 to 3 or the second with Republican were classified as conser-
vative. Respondents who answered the first question with 5 to 7 or 
the second with Democrat were classified as liberal. If respondents 
were classified as both, conservative and liberal, they were dropped 
from the analysis (this was the case for 272 respondents). We gauge 
the robustness of the results when using alternative definitions of 
political affiliation, specifically, political identity and voting behav-
ior (also preregistered). Political identity is based on the survey 
question where participants were asked if they identified as Demo-
crat, Republican, Independent, or preferred not to answer. This clas-
sification yields a distribution closer to that of the General Social 
Survey, with 32% identifying as Democrats and 30% as Republicans. 
Results using this definition are reported in the Supplementary Ma-
terials: Tables S10 and S11 present the findings for survey responses, 
while the third and fourth columns of table S12 show results for the 
allocation task experiment. Across all analyses, the findings re-
main robust.

Voting behavior is based on self-reported voting behavior in the 
2024 presidential election, categorizing respondents by whether 
they report having voted for Trump, Harris, or neither. The results 
are presented in tables S13 and S14 for survey responses and in the 
last two columns of table  S12 for the allocation task experiment. 
While the overall patterns remain consistent under this alternative 
classification, a few differences emerge. In the allocation task, unlike 
conservatives [ χ2(1) = 6.14 and P = 0.013 ], Trump voters do not re-
ward universities that score higher on environmental sustainability 
[ χ2(1) = 2.87 and P = 0.090 ]. Conversely, Harris voters reward uni-
versities with higher DEI scores even more than liberals do. That is, 
the disagreement on DEI is stronger between Trump and Harris 
voters than between liberals and conservatives. In contrast, Trump 
and Harris voters show greater alignment on the role of free speech 
[$1.5 versus $1.3, χ2(1) = 0.10 and P = 0.757 ], indicating more 
agreement on this issue than is observed between conservatives and 
liberals ($1.9 versus $0.9, χ2(1) = 2.19 and P = 0.139).
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Additional secondary analyses and robustness checks are pre-
sented in the Supplementary Materials (see tables S15 to S18), fol-
lowing our preregistered plan. All main results remain consistent 
across various specifications and inclusion of controls. Note that the 
fraction of college-educated respondents in our sample (58%) ex-
ceeds the current national estimate (38%), likely due to our use of 
Prolific for participant recruitment, which tends to attract a more 
highly educated population. This over-representation should be 
kept in mind when considering the generalizability of our findings.

Last, we also report analyses of the support for engagement and 
the incentivized allocation task by race in the Supplementary Materi-
als (tables S19 and S20). The results show that the support for initia-
tives related to speech policies, DEI, and environmental sustainability 
especially are stronger in the non-white population. In the allocation 
task experiment, we see that performance in DEI only matters for the 
non-white population, while a better ranking in free speech only 
matters for the white population.

Our experimental design focuses on four specific factors that 
may be important to evaluate universities. However, there may be 
other factors that are relevant and that are omitted, such as perfor-
mance in athletics or other aspects of student experience. To avoid 
introducing too much complexity, we focused on dimensions that 
had featured prominently in recent public discussions, but future 
work could examine the relevance of a broader set of factors.

Our findings show there exists a broad consensus on universities 
having a role in society beyond their core mission of education and 
research. A wide range of initiatives are supported across the board. 
Views are, however, split on whether they should engage in DEI ini-
tiatives and political engagement. These divisions are not only re-
flective of typical ideological differences but appear even more 
accentuated in the current political climate, with contrasts between 
Harris and Trump voters that are larger than differences along the 
liberal-conservative line. This polarization is potentially shaped by 
the political and social context at the time of data collection, which 
took place in December 2024, after the election of President Trump, 
but before he took office. At the time, universities had been promi-
nently featured in the U.S. media for their management of student 
protests in relation to the Israel-Gaza war. There was uncertainty on 
the actions that the Trump administration would take, but President 
Trump had publicly indicated his discontent with DEI initiatives 
and the Republican party had publicly condemned universities for 
defending the protests on the grounds of free speech. Conservatives 
and liberals had taken different stances on DEI initiatives, free 
speech policies and climate sustainability, which could have clearly 
affected the respondents’ views.

Despite persistent gender and racial disparities in society and in 
academia (19–21), our results show a substantial resistance to DEI 
efforts from both men and conservatives, who go as far as penalizing 
universities that perform well in this area, and are willing to sacrifice 
academic performance to reward universities that engage less in 
DEI. In contrast, liberals see a trade-off between efforts to support 
DEI initiatives and academic performance. They value academic 
performance as much as conservatives do, but also value DEI initia-
tives and are willing to trade-off the two.

It is noteworthy though, that despite these divisions, there is in 
fact broad consensus on a wide range of initiatives. Health and well-
being initiatives, in particular, are perceived very favorably by a 
large majority. In light of the escalating mental health challenges 
faced by university students (22, 23), many of whom either refrain 

from seeking help due to stigma or are unable to access adequate 
support (24), universities are uniquely positioned to take the lead in 
fostering well-being within their communities. By doing so, they 
can take on a role that transcends ideological divides.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Experimental design
The objectives of the study were to present evidence on the general 
public’s views on the role of universities in society, beyond their core 
missions of education and research. We collected data through a 
survey among a representative sample of 2218 U.S. citizens via the 
Prolific platform. The survey was conducted via the survey platform 
Qualtrics. The experimental design and analyses were preregistered 
in the American Economic Association Registry for Randomized 
Controlled Trials (AEARCTR-0015058) on 20 December 2024. The 
study protocol was granted an exemption from the Institutional Re-
view Board for Human Participants of Cornell University (protocol 
number IRB0149286).

We requested that this sample would be balanced in age, gender, 
and political affiliation. We excluded respondents who did not finish 
the survey. Among them, 1647 respondents completed a survey fo-
cused on universities, while 571 responded to a survey about corpo-
rations. After excluding respondents who failed attention checks, the 
final sample consisted of 2089 respondents. Balancing tests confirm 
that the two samples are balanced across all relevant demographic 
characteristics (see Supplementary Materials table S15).

The full survey is included in the Supplementary Materials, text 
S1. The first part of the survey gauges the extent to which respon-
dents agree that major universities or for-profit major corporations 
should engage in various initiatives beyond their core missions—
research and education for universities and core business operations 
for corporations. Responses were captured on a four-point scale 
ranging from “definitely should engage,” “probably should engage,” 
“probably should not engage,” to “definitely should not engage.”

The initiatives included DEI, environmental sustainability, politi-
cal engagement, speech and expression policies, traditional values, 
health and well-being programs, global perspectives, free speech 
and open dialogue, patriotism, and veterans’ initiatives. We provid-
ed an explicit description of what was meant by each initiative to 
limit the extent to which differences in interpretation might affect 
evaluations (see the Supplementary Materials, text S1, for the de-
scription of all initiatives as they were shown to respondents). We 
also prompted ChatGPT 4.0 about possible interpretations and 
associations of the initiatives listed using the prompt, “When asked 
about different initiatives Universities could engage in, what policies 
do you think respondents could associate with the following general 
labels:1) Diversity and Inclusion Initiatives, 2) Environmental Sus-
tainability Commitments, 3) Political Engagement, 4) Speech and 
Expression Policies, 5) Traditional Values, 6) Health and Well-being 
Programs, 7) Global Perspective, 8) Free Speech and Open Dialogue, 
9) Patriotism, 10) Veterans” (see text S2 for the full response). In 
general, our brief description corresponds well to what is predicted 
to come to mind to an average person.

Respondents were then asked to gauge the current engagement 
of universities and corporations for each of the initiatives (options: 
“too little,” “exactly enough,” “more than enough,” and “do not 
know”) and if their answers also applied to smaller universities/cor-
porations. Last, the survey also included questions on who should 
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be pushing for social change, and if universities/corporations should 
take a stance on and allocate resources to different issues (geopoliti-
cal conflicts, climate change and environmental issues, DEI, and 
domestic policies).

Respondents who completed the university-focused survey were 
then introduced to an experimental paradigm, designed to elicit 
their views in an incentivized manner. They were presented with 
information about two existing universities’ ranks in the most re-
cent official rankings across four dimensions (academic perfor-
mance, environmental sustainability, DEI, and free speech) relative 
to other universities in the U.S. and given the source for each rank-
ing but not the names of the universities. We chose these dimen-
sions as they have featured prominently in recent public discussions. 
For academic performance, we used the Shanghai ranking, which is 
based on several academic and research performance indicators. 
For environmental sustainability, we used a ranking based on sev-
eral indicators regarding the sustainable development goals by QS 
World University Rankings. For DEI, we used a ranking based on 
several indicators such as racial, gender, and ethnic diversity by a 
combination of QS World University Rankings and the Social Mo-
bility Index. For free speech, we used a ranking based on several 
indicators regarding free expression by FIRE Free Speech Rankings.

The respondents were informed that the universities had similar 
financial endowments [ranging from $560 to $930 million according 
to the Social Mobility Index website (https://socialmobilityindex.
org), which is one of the most recent sources while also providing 
numbers for a wide range of U.S. universities.].

Each respondent was asked to make five allocation decisions, se-
lected from 22 possible combinations of universities’ pairs (see ex-
ample screen in Supplementary Materials, text S1). Respondents 
were informed that 50 out of the approximately 1500 respondents in 
the study would be randomly chosen, with one decision randomly 
chosen and implemented for each. Respondents were further told 
that, consequently, each university could receive up to $1,500 from 
this study. This approach, consistent with standard practices in the 
economics discipline, ensured the task was incentivized and miti-
gates potential social desirability biases in answers (18). Moreover, 
the allocation task forces trade-offs between the different dimen-
sions and thereby helps us identify the relative importance that re-
spondents place on each dimension.

Statistical analysis
The analysis presented was preregistered. Figures 1 and 2 report raw 
means, and differences in raw means are tested using t tests. Figure 3 
presents an OLS analysis of the amount donated to a university 
(labeled as “University A”) as part of a choice between two uni-
versities. The amount is measured in USD and is a number between 
0 and 30. The independent variables are dummies indicating if, rela-
tive to the other university included in the choice (labeled as “Uni-
versity B”), University A is ranked higher in academic performance, 
environmental sustainability, DEI, and free speech. The SEs are clus-
tered at the participant level.

We analyze responses averaged over the full sample and over 
subgroups defined by gender (men versus women), education (no 
college versus college), and political orientation (conservative versus 
liberal). The variable female is coded as 1 for respondents identify-
ing as female, 0 for male. college degree is 1 for those with a Bachelor’s, 
Master’s, or Doctorate, and 0 for those with primary, secondary, or 
postsecondary education. Conservative, Liberal, and other political 

are derived from questions on political orientation (1 = “strongly con-
servative” to 7 = “strongly liberal”) and political identity (Democrat/
Republican/Independent/prefer not to answer): Respondents rating 
1 to 3 or identifying as Republican are classified as conservative; 5 
to 7 or Democrat as liberal. Those meeting both criteria (n = 272) 
were excluded, as this overlap was unanticipated in the preregistra-
tion. Including them in both groups yields similar results (available 
upon request). Other political includes all remaining respondents. 
The construction of all variables included in the analysis is described 
in the Supplementary Materials, text S3.

Supplementary Materials
This PDF file includes:
Text S1. Survey and Instructions for Respondents
Text S2. What comes to mind? Examples of policies associated with initiatives using ChatGPT 4.0
Text S3. Full description of all variables
Tables S1 to S20
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