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Analytical principle: distinguish facts from interpretation. Official Harvard claims are treated as
institutional evidence, not as neutral proof of Harvard’s own social value. External scholarship and legal
decisions are used to test causal claims about selectivity, privilege, signaling, networks, and public
power.

Data convention: “current” figures refer to the latest official information available as of August 10, 2026. Harvard’s latest full undergraduate
class profile published on its admissions statistics page is the Class of 2029; FY2025 is the latest completed financial year with a full audited
annual report.
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1. Executive Summary

Historical
prestige

Selective
admissions

HARVARD Exceptional
networks POWE R people

Degree brand

Infrastructure &
knowledge

A self-reinforcing system that compounds reputation, talent, capital, and access over time

Figure 1. Harvard Power as a self-reinforcing institutional flywheel.

Harvard University is best understood not as a single school, a brand, or an endowment, but as an institutional system
that compounds advantages across time. Its legal core is the President and Fellows of Harvard College, a
Massachusetts-chartered private nonprofit corporation. Its academic core is a federation of schools and faculties. Its
economic core is a diversified research-and-education enterprise backed by the world’s largest university endowment.
Its social core is a dense network connecting students, faculty, alumni, employers, donors, governments, professions,
and cultural institutions. The interaction among these layers is what produces what this report calls “Harvard Power.”

The system begins with historical precedence. Founded in 1636 by the Massachusetts Bay Colony and named for early
benefactor John Harvard in 1639, Harvard accumulated an unusually long stock of reputation, physical assets,
libraries, faculty positions, alumni, and institutional memory. Long duration by itself does not create global
leadership; Harvard converted age into advantage by repeatedly changing its organizational model. It moved from
Puritan clerical training to liberal education, then to professional schools, graduate study, laboratory science,
federally sponsored research, interdisciplinary institutes, and global policy and business networks.

As of the latest official figures, Harvard reports 24,317 undergraduate and graduate students, more than 400,000
alumni worldwide, an FY2025 endowment of $56.9 billion, FY2025 operating revenue of $6.7 billion, and more than 20
million physical and digital library items in over 460 languages. Endowment distributions supplied $2.5 billion—37
percent of operating revenue—in FY2025. These numbers matter because they are not merely measures of wealth or
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scale; they are inputs into recruiting faculty, subsidizing students, sustaining risky long-horizon research, maintaining
specialized collections and laboratories, and surviving external shocks.

The strongest explanation for Harvard’s durable advantage is not “teaching quality” alone. Education quality matters,
but the competitive moat is a bundle: selection of unusually strong students; faculty concentration and research
density; capital; institutional infrastructure; a globally recognized credential; networks linking graduates to high-
status labor markets; and the ability to convert alumni success into donations, mentorship, governance capacity, and
reputational reinforcement. These components are complementary. A large endowment without selective admissions
would not reproduce the same network. A famous brand without research depth would decay. A brilliant faculty
without capital and graduate students would be less productive. The power lies in the interaction.

Bottom line: Harvard does more than educate elites. It selects, convenes, credentials, connects, and
repeatedly recirculates people through institutions that allocate capital, law, policy, knowledge, and
attention. That does not mean every outcome is caused by Harvard; selection effects are substantial. It
means Harvard is a high-leverage junction in the American elite ecosystem.

Recent causal research on “Ivy-Plus” institutions complicates two common narratives. The first narrative—that elite-
college success is purely selection—understates evidence that attendance can causally increase access to top-tail
earnings, elite graduate education, and prestigious employers for marginal students. The second narrative—that the
degree itself creates all observed success—ignores the extraordinary credentials and family resources of many
entrants. Harvard’s economic and social value is therefore best described as a layered effect: strong preexisting ability
and ambition are amplified by a scarce credential, unusually concentrated peer and faculty networks, employer
attention, and lifelong institutional access.

The greatest threats over the next 10-20 years are also systemic: federal research dependence, rising taxation of large
endowments, political polarization around elite universities, litigation and regulation of admissions and civil-rights
compliance, legitimacy challenges over class and legacy privilege, pressure on academic freedom and campus speech,
Al-driven changes in knowledge production and credential value, competition from technology-centered universities,
and the risk that Harvard’s prestige becomes associated with social closure rather than public value. Its greatest
opportunity is to use its capital and convening power to widen access, lead in AI and biomedical research, build
stronger interdisciplinary institutions, preserve viewpoint pluralism, and demonstrate that elite capacity can produce
broad social returns.

Dimension What Harvard is Primary source of power

A dense producer and curator of research,
Knowledge institution scholarship, data, collections, and
professional knowledge

Faculty, labs, libraries, centers, journals,
medical affiliations

A selective multi-school system from
Educational institution undergraduate liberal arts to professional
and doctoral training

Student selection, pedagogy, advising,
credentialing

A nonprofit enterprise supported by a Intergenerational capital, liquidity,

Asset-managing institution . R . . X
gmg $56.9B endowment and diversified revenue | resilience, strategic patience

A 400,000+ alumni web plus employers, Social capital, referrals, recruiting,

Elite network . ] 3
donors, governments, and professions mentorship, reputation

A node through which expertise and people
Institution of social power circulate into law, finance, politics, media,
science, and business

Agenda setting, credential authority, policy
expertise, leadership pipelines
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2. History and Origins
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Figure 2. Periodization of Harvard’s institutional evolution.

Official name, founding, and John Harvard

Harvard University’s legal name is the President and Fellows of Harvard College. The institution was founded on
October 28, 1636, when the Great and General Court of the Massachusetts Bay Colony voted funds for a “schoale or
colledge.” It was located at Newetowne, renamed Cambridge in 1638. John Harvard did not “found” the college in the
literal legal sense. A young Puritan minister educated at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, he died in 1638 and left
roughly half his estate and a library of more than 400 books to the infant institution. In 1639 the colonial legislature
ordered that the college be called Harvard College in recognition of the bequest.

The famous John Harvard statue therefore compresses a more complicated institutional origin. Harvard emerged
from a polity, not from a single entrepreneur. The Massachusetts Bay leadership wanted a locally trained clergy and
educated civil leadership. Puritan New England treated literacy and learned ministry as essential to a covenant
society: ministers needed Latin, Greek, theology, logic, rhetoric, and scriptural interpretation; magistrates and civic
leaders also benefited from learned training. The college was both religious and governmental in origin, embedded in
the colony’s effort to reproduce its leadership class without depending on England.

The colonial college: 1636-1763

The earliest Harvard was small, confessional, classical, and fragile. Its curriculum centered on ancient languages,
theology, philosophy, and rhetoric. The 1650 Charter created the Harvard Corporation in “perpetual succession,”
giving the institution a durable legal body capable of holding property and governing the college across generations.
That corporate continuity is one of the deepest foundations of Harvard’s later power: the organization could
accumulate gifts, land, books, offices, and precedents rather than being recreated with each political cycle. The Board
of Overseers, formally established in 1642, provided a second layer of supervision.

Colonial Harvard was never only a seminary, but the education of clergy was central to its founding purpose. Over
time the student body and curriculum broadened. The college trained ministers, lawyers, merchants, physicians, and
political leaders. Its connection to the colonial establishment also generated tensions over theology and governance,
foreshadowing a recurrent Harvard pattern: institutional prestige depended on closeness to power, while intellectual
vitality often required resisting power.
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Revolution, republic, and professionalization: 1764-1868

The eighteenth century weakened the purely clerical model. The American Revolution drew Harvard alumni into the
creation of the new republic, including signers of the Declaration of Independence. In the early national period,
Harvard expanded professional education and scientific instruction. Harvard Medical School was founded in 1782,
Harvard Divinity School in 1816, Harvard Law School in 1817, and the dental school in 1867. These schools did more
than add subjects: they tied Harvard to professions that monopolized socially consequential credentials—medicine,
law, ministry, and later management and public policy.

This expansion also shifted Harvard’s constituency. A college that once served a regional Puritan elite became a
national institution with professional authority. The university increasingly drew students and patrons from
commerce, law, politics, and science. This diversification reduced dependence on a single religious purpose and
created multiple channels through which Harvard alumni could accumulate influence.

Charles W. Eliot and the modern research university: 1869-1909

President Charles W. Eliot’s four-decade presidency was the decisive transformation. Harvard expanded elective
choice, raised academic standards, developed graduate study, strengthened professional schools, and adopted features
of the emerging German-inspired research university. The point was not merely to offer more courses; it was to
reorganize the institution around specialized knowledge, scholarly expertise, laboratories, and a professional faculty.
Harvard became an environment in which disciplinary knowledge could be produced as well as transmitted.

Eliot’s Harvard also mirrored Gilded Age social hierarchy. Expansion of academic merit did not dissolve class
privilege. Instead, the university learned to combine meritocratic language with social selectivity—a tension that
would remain central to twentieth- and twenty-first-century admissions politics.

Lowell, Conant, and the national university: 1909-1953

A. Lawrence Lowell sought a stronger common intellectual experience and helped develop the residential House
system, which became a distinctive mechanism for turning a large university into smaller social communities. James
Bryant Conant later pushed Harvard toward national recruitment, scholarship aid, general education, and a more
explicitly meritocratic self-conception. The twentieth-century entrance-testing regime and national search for talent
helped Harvard reduce its identity as a primarily Northeastern patrician institution, even as new admissions
mechanisms could create other biases.

The world wars and the New Deal enlarged Harvard’s relationship with the federal state. Faculty expertise entered
wartime science, economics, administration, and policy. Universities became components of national research
capacity, and Harvard’s academic capital was increasingly convertible into governmental authority.

Postwar scale, federal research, and professional power: 1953-
1990

After World War II, federal research funding transformed American universities. Harvard’s medical, scientific,
economic, and policy research expanded within a broader national system financed by agencies such as NIH, NSF, and
the Department of Defense. The university’s affiliated hospitals and the Longwood Medical Area became a biomedical
ecosystem. Professional schools—especially HBS, HLS, and what became HKS—served as pipelines into corporate
leadership, the legal profession, and government.

The period also brought democratization and conflict: coeducation and the integration of Harvard and Radcliffe
evolved over decades; civil-rights and antiwar activism challenged institutional authority; faculty and students
debated the university’s relationship to the state, corporations, race, and war. Harvard’s influence grew at the same
time that its legitimacy was more openly contested.
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The global, financialized, networked university: 1991-2026

From Neil Rudenstine through Lawrence Summers, Drew Gilpin Faust, Lawrence Bacow, Claudine Gay, and Alan
Garber, Harvard became more global, more capital-intensive, more interdisciplinary, and more exposed to national
political conflict. Major fundraising campaigns, Allston expansion, digital education, life-sciences investment, and
cross-school institutes increased scale. The 2008 financial crisis demonstrated both the power and vulnerability of
endowment dependence. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated digital and public-health roles. The 2022 Harvard & the
Legacy of Slavery report institutionalized a large-scale reckoning with historical wealth and racial hierarchy.

The 2023-26 period exposed another dimension of Harvard Power: the university is powerful enough to become a
political target. Disputes over the Israel-Gaza war, antisemitism, anti-Muslim and anti-Arab bias, plagiarism and
presidential governance, congressional scrutiny, federal civil-rights investigations, research-funding freezes, litigation
over academic freedom, and a sharply higher federal endowment tax placed institutional autonomy at the center of
national politics. In September 2025 a federal district court ruled that major federal research-funding cuts imposed on
Harvard were unlawful; the government announced an appeal. By 2026, Harvard’s strategic environment therefore
included not only academic competition but direct contestation over the conditions of federal funding and university
autonomy.
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3. Organization and Governance

Two-board fiduciary governance + decentralized academic authority

Harvard Corporation

President and Fellows of Harvard College)

/\

Board of Overseers

(alumni-elected; visitation & counsel)

University-wide executive leadership

President & Provost

Faculties / Schools
Deans + faculty governance

Academic & Research Enterprise
students ¢ faculty ¢ centers ° libraries ¢ labs

Central Administration
finance, research, HR, legal, development

Figure 3. Simplified governance structure. Harvard combines fiduciary central governance with highly decentralized academic authority.

Harvard College is not Harvard University

Harvard College is the undergraduate school. Harvard University is the entire institution: Harvard College plus
graduate and professional schools, faculties, research institutes, libraries, museums, administrative units, and the
Radcliffe Institute. Harvard’s official schools page describes the University as Harvard College, 12 graduate and
professional schools, and the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study. The Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) is an
especially important umbrella: it comprises Harvard College, the John A. Paulson School of Engineering and Applied
Sciences, the Kenneth C. Griffin Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, and Harvard Extension School within the

Division of Continuing Education.

School / unit

Harvard College

Founded / roots

1636

Primary role and distinctive fields

Undergraduate liberal arts and sciences;
concentrations, General Education, residential
Houses.

Harvard Kenneth C. Griffin GSAS

1890

PhD and select master’s education across arts,
humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, and
engineering-related fields.

Harvard Business School

1908

MBA, doctoral and executive education;
management, finance, strategy, entrepreneurship;
case-method pedagogy.

Harvard Law School

1817

JD, LLM, S]D; legal doctrine, clinics, law and policy,
public service; historically influential
casebook/Socratic pedagogy.

Harvard Medical School

1782

Medical education and biomedical research;
deeply linked to affiliated teaching hospitals in the
Longwood ecosystem.

Harvard Kennedy School

1936 roots

Public policy, public administration, international
affairs, leadership, economic development,
national security.

Harvard Graduate School of Education

1920

Education research, leadership, policy, learning
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sciences, teacher and system improvement.

Epidemiology, biostatistics, global health,
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health 1946 environmental health, health policy and
population science.

Nonsectarian theological and religious studies;

H d Divinity School 1816
arvard Divinity Schoo ministry, ethics, religion and public life.
Architecture, land: hitecture, urb
Harvard Graduate School of Design 1936 e l.ec ure‘ an sce.lpe are 1 ecture, urban
planning/design, design studies, real estate.
Harvard School of Dental Medicine 1867 Dental medicine, oral-systemic health, clinical and

biomedical research.

Engineering, computer science, applied
Harvard SEAS 1847 roots mathematics, bioengineering, climate/energy,
quantum and Al-related work.

Part-time, continuing, professional and lifelong
Harvard Extension / DCE 1910 roots education; extends Harvard instruction beyond
residential degree populations.

Advanced interdisciplinary research; preserves

H d Radcliffe Institut Radcliffe 1879; institute aft: . o
arvard Racclille nstitute adclitte Institute alter merger and transforms Radcliffe’s institutional legacy.

The President

The president is Harvard’s chief academic and executive officer, but not an unchecked corporate CEO. Alan M. Garber
is the 31st president and, under the current arrangement, is to serve through the end of the 2026-27 academic year.
The president works with the provost, executive vice president, deans, faculty leaders, and the governing boards.
Presidential power is therefore relational: the office can set university-wide priorities, appoint senior leaders,
negotiate with governments and donors, and represent Harvard publicly, but academic authority is dispersed across
faculties and schools.

Harvard Corporation vs. Board of Overseers

The Harvard Corporation—formally the President and Fellows of Harvard College—is the smaller and more powerful
fiduciary board. Chartered in 1650, it consists of the president, treasurer, and fellows. It bears responsibility for the
University’s academic, financial, and physical resources and overall well-being. The Board of Overseers, formally
established in 1642, is larger and alumni-elected. Its distinctive function includes “visitation,” a system of external
review of schools and departments, as well as counsel, oversight, and participation in certain governance processes.

The two-board system is historically unusual. It separates ongoing fiduciary stewardship from a broader alumni-
based review body. That architecture reduces the likelihood that a single electoral constituency, donor, government,
or executive officer can directly run the university. It also makes governance slower and more negotiated than
ordinary corporate management.

Why Harvard is not governed like a normal corporation or public
university

A business corporation is ultimately organized around shareholder ownership and value; a government agency
answers to elected and statutory authority; a public university typically operates under a state-created board and
public-law framework. Harvard is a self-governing private nonprofit educational corporation with no shareholders.
Its fiduciaries must steward mission-bound assets, donor restrictions, academic standards, and intergenerational
obligations. Faculty possess forms of academic authority that corporate employees normally do not. Schools have
substantial budgetary and academic autonomy. Donors can restrict gifts but do not legally “own” the university.
Students are stakeholders but not shareholders. This produces a hybrid institution: centralized enough to pool capital
and reputation, decentralized enough to sustain disciplinary autonomy.
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4. Educational System

Undergraduate pathway: Harvard College

Harvard College combines a liberal-arts model with structured requirements. Students enter the College rather than a
narrow professional faculty. They complete distributional and General Education requirements, develop quantitative
and language competence where applicable, explore fields, and then declare a concentration—the Harvard term for a
major. Harvard currently advertises 50 undergraduate concentrations and roughly 50 secondary fields, with more
than 3,700 courses across the College ecosystem. Students may also pursue joint or special concentrations under
defined rules.

The General Education requirement presently includes four Gen Ed courses, one in each broad category. Its
institutional purpose is not simply “breadth.” General Education is a mechanism for exposing students to modes of
reasoning about aesthetics and culture, ethics and civics, histories and societies, and science/technology in society—
domains that connect disciplinary learning to public life. The concentration then provides depth. Secondary fields,
language study, research, and electives provide cross-disciplinary flexibility.

Graduate and doctoral education

Doctoral education is research-centered. In many fields, students are admitted to a program, complete advanced
coursework, pass qualifying or general examinations, work with faculty advisers and committees, teach or conduct
research, and produce a dissertation intended to make an original contribution. The Kenneth C. Griffin GSAS is a key
institutional bridge: students may be enrolled in GSAS while working extensively with faculty based in professional
schools or interdisciplinary programs. That structure allows Harvard to combine disciplinary rigor with cross-school
research.

Professional education and pedagogical brands

Harvard’s professional schools do not share a single pedagogy. HMS combines scientific foundations, clinical training,
and hospital-based practice. HKS mixes quantitative analysis, cases, simulations, policy writing, leadership exercises,
and applied projects. GSD depends heavily on studio critique and design production. HLS combines doctrinal courses,
case analysis, seminars, clinics, writing, and experiential learning. HBS is distinctive because the case method is itself
a globally exported institutional product.

At HBS, students read and discuss roughly 500 cases during the two-year MBA program. A case presents a real
organization and a decision under conditions of incomplete information. The pedagogical mechanism is participant-
centered: students must take a position, defend it publicly, revise it in response to peers, and learn to make decisions
without perfect data. The global influence is enormous because HBS cases are distributed far beyond Boston; the
school has helped normalize decision-centered discussion as a management-education standard.

Harvard Law School’s historical influence is different. Christopher Columbus Langdell’s nineteenth-century casebook
and Socratic approach helped reshape American legal education around reading appellate opinions, extracting
doctrines, distinguishing precedents, and testing legal reasoning through questioning. Modern HLS is much broader
than that classical model: clinics, negotiation, legislation and regulation, empirical methods, international law,
technology, public-interest practice, and interdisciplinary research have all expanded. Yet the underlying Harvard
contribution remains important: law can be taught as a disciplined method of reasoning from authoritative texts and
contested facts, not merely as memorization of rules.

Mode Where especially visible What it trains
. . Conceptual framework, synthesis, efficient
Lecture College, sciences, large foundational courses p. | ¥
transmission
. . . . . Close reading, argument, discussion, research
Seminar Humanities, social sciences, law, policy .
maturity
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Tutorial / advising

College concentrations, thesis programs

Personalized intellectual development and
disciplinary socialization

Laboratory / research group

Sciences, engineering, medicine

Experimental method, team science, tacit
technical knowledge

Thesis / dissertation

Honors and doctoral programs

Independent research and original
contribution

Case method

HBS; also adapted elsewhere

Judgment under uncertainty, persuasion,
decision accountability

Casebook / Socratic analysis

HLS and U.S. legal education tradition

Doctrinal reasoning, analogy, distinction, oral
defense

Clinic / field practice

HLS, HMS, HKS, HGSE, public health

Professional judgment in real institutions and
communities

Studio

GSD

Iterative design, critique, spatial and visual
reasoning
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5. Admissions and Students

Harvard College — latest full official class profile (Class of 2029)

Applicants: 47,893

Admitted: 2,003

Enrolling: 1,675

Approx. acceptance rate: 4.18% « Approx. yield: 83.6% < First-generation: 20% < International by permanent address: 16%

Figure 4. Harvard College admissions funnel using the latest complete official class profile available as of August 10, 2026.

Holistic admissions after SFFA

Harvard College uses holistic review: academic achievement is necessary but not sufficient. The current application
requires the Common Application, Harvard short answers, a high-school transcript and school report, two teacher
recommendations, and standardized testing. Harvard again requires the SAT or ACT, with specified alternatives in
exceptional cases where access is genuinely unavailable. The admissions office states that it considers academic
achievement, extracurricular activity, personal qualities, life experiences, potential contributions to the community,
special talents, and the capacity to use Harvard’s resources.

An interview, when available, can provide additional qualitative information but is not a universal prerequisite. The
core point is that the file is read as a bundle. “Holistic” does not mean unstructured or arbitrary; it means the
committee combines multiple dimensions that are not reducible to one test score. It also means that policy choices
about which dimensions receive weight—legacy, recruited athletics, geographic diversity, socioeconomic context,
exceptional talent—can materially shape the composition of a class.

Acceptance rate, yield, and class profile

For the Class of 2029, Harvard reports 47,893 applicants, 2,003 admitted students, and 1,675 enrolling students. Those
figures imply an approximate admit rate of 4.18% and an approximate yield of 83.6%. The published profile reports
20% first-generation students and 16% international by permanent address. Acceptance rate measures scarcity, not
educational quality. Yield measures how often admitted students choose Harvard, reflecting brand, financial aid, fit,
and alternatives. Class profile measures the population that ultimately enrolls, not the applicant pool.

The legal transformation of affirmative action

In Students for Fair Admissions v. President and Fellows of Harvard College (2023), the U.S. Supreme Court held
Harvard’s race-conscious undergraduate admissions program unlawful under Title VI. The decision did not forbid
applicants from discussing how race affected their individual lives, but it sharply constrained universities from using
race itself as an admissions category or proxy. Harvard’s post-SFFA admissions process must therefore pursue
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diversity through legally permissible, individualized consideration of experience without recreating a prohibited
racial preference.

Legacy, recruited athletes, donors, and class

The most difficult admissions controversy is not whether Harvard is academically selective—it plainly is—but what
kinds of nonacademic preference are compatible with a meritocratic legitimacy claim. Legacy status can reward
intergenerational institutional attachment; recruited athletics can support a broad collegiate model; development
considerations can facilitate philanthropy; geographic and life-experience considerations can diversify a class. Critics
respond that these practices disproportionately advantage already privileged families and convert social capital into
admissions capital.

Recent research by Chetty, Deming, and Friedman on Ivy-Plus colleges finds that children from the top 1% of the
income distribution are much more likely to attend than middle-class students with comparable test scores and
attributes the high-income admissions advantage substantially to recruited athletics, legacy preferences, and stronger
nonacademic ratings. The research is not a Harvard-only estimate, and it should not be read as proving that every
admitted wealthy student is less qualified. Its significance is systemic: elite private admissions can amplify preexisting
class advantage even while simultaneously enrolling and subsidizing many low-income students.

Financial aid and socioeconomic access

Harvard’s current undergraduate aid policy materially changes the sticker-price story. Beginning in 2025-26, Harvard
College is free for students from families with incomes of $100,000 or less with typical assets; students from families
up to $200,000 receive at least full tuition, with additional aid depending on circumstances; and many families above
that threshold also qualify. Harvard reports that 55% of undergraduates receive need-based Harvard scholarships and
about 20% are Pell Grant recipients. This makes Harvard extraordinarily affordable for many admitted lower- and
middle-income students.

The access problem therefore lies less in the price paid by a low-income student after admission than in the pipeline
before admission: unequal schools, counseling, extracurricular opportunities, test preparation, information,
application behavior, and the ability to develop scarce accomplishments. Harvard can be simultaneously generous
after admission and socially stratified in who reaches the final applicant and admit pools.

Student life, Houses, organizations, and network formation

Residential life converts a large research university into repeated small-group interactions. Harvard’s 12 upperclass
Houses accommodate roughly 350-500 students each; official materials state that the overwhelming majority of
undergraduates live in the residential system. Faculty Deans, resident deans, tutors, dining halls, common rooms,
traditions, and House activities generate durable cross-field ties. First-year students largely live in or near Harvard
Yard before joining a House.

Student organizations multiply network formation. The Harvard Crimson, founded in the nineteenth century,
functions as an influential student newspaper and training ground for journalism and public argument. The Harvard
Lampoon occupies a distinctive place in American humor and entertainment networks. Debate, political
organizations, consulting clubs, investment groups, cultural associations, publications, a cappella groups, service
organizations, and varsity athletics create overlapping sub-networks. The differentiator from an ordinary university is
not that Harvard students “socialize more,” but that small student communities sit inside an unusually dense labor
market of alumni, visiting leaders, faculty, donors, and recruiters.
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6. Faculty and Research System

Appointments, tenure, and the market for faculty

Harvard competes in a global market for scholars. Tenure and senior appointments involve department, school, and
university-level review, with disciplinary variations. The underlying economic logic is important: a renowned faculty
member brings not only teaching capacity but also graduate students, grants, citations, intellectual networks,
institutional partnerships, public visibility, and often philanthropic support. Faculty recruitment is therefore both an
academic and a capital-allocation decision.

The research system is highly decentralized in subject matter and highly centralized in enabling infrastructure.
Departments and principal investigators generate ideas; schools and centers organize fields; central offices manage
sponsored research, compliance, technology transfer, legal risk, and large facilities. This creates economies of scale
that smaller universities struggle to replicate.

Why Harvard’s research influence is unusually broad

Harvard is not the top institution in every subfield, but it has unusual breadth across medicine, public health, law,
economics, political science, business, humanities, basic science, and engineering. Breadth matters because many
frontier problems—AI and medicine, climate and policy, biotech and law, democracy and information systems—are
interdisciplinary. A university that can assemble economists, physicians, engineers, lawyers, ethicists, and public-
policy scholars under one institutional umbrella has a coordination advantage.

The Longwood Medical Area amplifies biomedical scale through Harvard Medical School and major affiliated
hospitals and research institutions. SEAS, the Wyss Institute, Broad-related collaborations in the Cambridge
ecosystem, the Chan School, and numerous centers connect basic and applied research. In the social sciences and
policy, research can move quickly from papers to congressional testimony, agency advice, court briefs, public
datasets, books, and think-tank-like policy reports.

How knowledge becomes power

1. Publication: papers and books define concepts, methods, and evidence that other scholars and professionals use.

2. Credentialing: faculty train PhD, JD, MD, MBA, MPP/MPA, and undergraduate students who carry frameworks into
institutions.

3. Advisory roles: professors serve on government panels, commissions, central-bank or agency advisory groups,
corporate boards, and nonprofit bodies.

4. Intellectual property: patents and licenses move inventions into companies; the Office of Technology Development
reports hundreds of active licenses and industry relationships.

5. Entrepreneurship: faculty and students form startups, attract venture capital, and embed university research in
commercial ecosystems.

6. Media and agenda setting: expert commentary and books shape what policymakers, journalists, investors, and the
public regard as legitimate knowledge.

7. Institution building: centers, datasets, journals, and conferences create durable communities that outlive
individual scholars.

Harvard’s research power is therefore not simply “high citation counts.” It is the ability to move
knowledge through multiple conversion channels: scholarship — professional training — policy - capital
- organizations - public discourse.
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Libraries and intellectual infrastructure

Harvard Library is itself a global research platform. Harvard reports more than 20 million physical and digital items,
more than 25 libraries, collections in over 460 languages, and more than 800 staff. The system’s value is cumulative:
rare books, archives, manuscripts, maps, legal materials, scientific collections, and digital resources accumulated over
centuries make certain kinds of scholarship possible at lower marginal cost. Widener Library is the symbolic center,
but the real power is the distributed system spanning law, medicine, business, design, East Asian studies, archives,
special collections, and more.
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7. Finance and Endowment

Harvard FY2025 operating revenue: diversified, but endowment-dependent

Endowment distribution 37%

Current-use gifts 9%

Degree education - 17%

Continuing/executive education - 5%

Sponsored research 15%

Other 17%

T T 1

20 30 40 50
Percent of FY2025 operating revenue

o q
=
o

Figure 5. FY2025 operating revenue. Official Harvard reporting aggregates philanthropy at 46%, education at 22%, research at 15%, and other
at 17%; the chart separates the 37% endowment distribution from current-use gifts for analytical clarity.

The endowment is a portfolio of ~14,765 funds — not a single bank account

Donor-restricted funds More flexible funds Fully unrestricted
>80% of market value ~18%, often school/unit-limited <5% university-wide

Harvard Management Company pools investment management
Long-term returns + liquidity + risk control

v

Annual distribution to operations
$2.5B in FY2025 = 37% of revenue

Figure 6. Endowment structure: permanent capital with legal and donor constraints.

Operating model

Harvard’s FY2025 operating revenue was approximately $6.7 billion and operating expenses approximately $6.8
billion. The revenue model has three mission-linked pillars: philanthropy, education, and sponsored research. This
diversification is strategically important. Tuition alone could not finance Harvard’s research and aid commitments.
Research grants often reimburse only portions of the full institutional cost. Philanthropy and endowment
distributions fill the gap and finance activities that markets or grants would underprovide.
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The endowment is not a bank account

The FY2025 endowment was $56.9 billion and consisted of approximately 14,765 individual funds. More than 80% of
market value is donor-restricted to particular purposes or units; Harvard states that less than 5% is fully unrestricted
for university-wide use. This is why “Harvard has $57 billion, so it can simply spend $X billion tomorrow” is
financially misleading. The university can manage pooled investments collectively, but it cannot disregard donor
intent, legal restrictions, or intergenerational fiduciary duties.

Harvard Management Company (HMC), established in 1974, invests the endowment as a pooled long-term portfolio.
HMC reported an 11.9% return for FY2025. Harvard’s financial materials describe a generally around-5% annual
endowment payout, subject to smoothing and policy. The objective is not to maximize one-year return but to support
today’s budget while preserving purchasing power for future generations. This requires diversification, liquidity
planning, risk management, and tolerance for illiquid long-term assets.

How endowment scale becomes institutional power

Faculty recruitment: endowed chairs and research support can make offers more competitive and reduce
dependence on annual appropriations.

Financial aid: large permanent funds allow need-based aid without converting the entire cost into debt or tuition
revenue.

Research resilience: internal funds can bridge temporary grant disruptions, seed new fields, and finance work
before external sponsors exist.

Facilities and collections: laboratories, museums, libraries, housing, and specialized infrastructure have very long
useful lives and high fixed costs.

Strategic patience: capital lets Harvard invest in projects whose payoff is intellectual or institutional rather than
immediate cash flow.

Crisis absorption: endowment distributions, liquidity, credit capacity, and donor networks make Harvard more
resilient than tuition-dependent universities.

The paradox of wealth

Wealth strengthens Harvard and intensifies criticism. The larger the endowment becomes, the more the public asks
why tuition is high, why enrollment is limited, why tax privileges should continue, and why the institution should
receive federal research funds. Harvard’s answer is that the endowment is restricted, intergenerational, and mission-
supporting. Critics reply that even restricted capital creates extraordinary flexibility, prestige, and insulation from
market discipline. Both claims can be true: legal restrictions are real, and a $56.9 billion permanent capital base still
creates structural advantages unavailable to ordinary universities.

New federal endowment tax

The financial environment changed materially in 2025. Federal legislation replaced the prior 1.4% university net-
investment-income tax with a tiered structure rising to 8% for institutions above the highest assets-per-student
threshold. Harvard’s own federal-relations and finance materials state that it expects to fall in the 8% tier beginning in
fiscal 2027. The tax converts endowment size from an unambiguous advantage into a partially taxable base and raises
the long-term cost of maintaining intergenerational capital. It does not eliminate Harvard’s advantage, but it reduces
the compounding rate and increases pressure for budget discipline.
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8. Alumni Network

Al-generated thematic Harvard gateway illustration created for this report; not documentary photography.

Harvard reports more than 400,000 alumni worldwide. The Harvard Alumni Association (HAA) provides a university-
wide layer over school-specific alumni organizations. Harvard Clubs, Shared Interest Groups, reunions, Alumni Day,
volunteer structures, fundraising campaigns, career programs, class networks, and mentoring convert a historical list
of graduates into an active social infrastructure.

How the network actually works

8.
9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Identity and trust: a shared institution provides a low-cost signal for initiating contact, even among strangers.
Repeated interaction: reunions, clubs, school events, boards, fundraising, and continuing education keep weak
ties from disappearing.

Professional segmentation: HBS, HLS, HMS, HKS, College, and field-specific groups create networks with common
occupational language.

Information flow: job openings, investment opportunities, referrals, policy developments, research ideas, and
reputational information move through ties.

Mentorship and sponsorship: senior alumni can advise, recommend, recruit, invest in, or publicly validate
younger graduates.

Philanthropy and governance: alumni success becomes donations, volunteer labor, Overseer elections, advisory
capacity, and institutional legitimacy.

Global reach: alumni outside the United States create local gateways for business, diplomacy, research, and
recruitment.

Network effects should not be romanticized. Alumni do not automatically help one another, and professional markets
still require performance. Network value is probabilistic: it increases the number of high-quality introductions,
information channels, and credible counterparties. For a graduate in finance, law, consulting, technology, academia,
journalism, government, or entrepreneurship, those marginal increases can compound over a career.
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9. Harvard and the Formation of
American Elites

Elite reproduction is a feedback loop, not a single causal arrow

Selective Peer + faculty Harvard Alumni + Elite Leadership +
admissions environment credential recruiting network ”| institutions influence

Prestige +

i donations

Figure 7. The elite-reproduction mechanism analyzed in this report.

From famous alumni to a mechanism of elite reproduction

A list of presidents, justices, CEOs, financiers, professors, or journalists proves only that Harvard is associated with
elite outcomes. The stronger analytical question is how the institution repeatedly produces that association. The
mechanism is sequential: admissions selects people with high prior achievement and, often, significant social
resources; education and peer interaction deepen skills and ambition; the credential attracts attention; employers and
graduate schools recruit; alumni networks reduce information and trust costs; graduates enter influential institutions;
some rise to leadership; their success increases Harvard’s prestige and donations; the stronger institution then attracts
the next cohort.

Historically, Harvard has educated eight U.S. presidents if one counts graduates of the College and professional
schools, and many Supreme Court justices, cabinet officers, legislators, diplomats, financiers, and media leaders. The
more important fact is not the exact count. It is that Harvard has been embedded in professions that control key forms
of authority: law interprets rules, finance allocates capital, medicine controls expert knowledge about health,
academia defines credentialed knowledge, journalism allocates attention, and government exercises coercive and
regulatory power.

Selection vs. causal institutional effect

The observed success of Harvard graduates contains a major selection component. Admission is so competitive that
students are already exceptional on many observable and unobservable dimensions. Classic work by Stacy Dale and
Alan Krueger showed that much of the earnings association of selective colleges can shrink when researchers
compare students with similar application and admission patterns. This cautions against treating the raw Harvard
salary premium as the causal value of the degree.

Newer research by Chetty, Deming, and Friedman, however, finds that Ivy-Plus attendance can causally increase
specific upper-tail outcomes for marginal students—especially the probability of reaching the top 1% of earnings,
attending elite graduate schools, and working at prestigious employers—relative to strong public alternatives. These
findings are compatible with substantial selection effects. They suggest that elite institutions may have their strongest
causal effects not on average wages for everyone, but on access to scarce positions and networks at the top of the
opportunity distribution.
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Effect Harvard mechanism Likely importance Analytical caution
. L. o Prior academic strength, drive, . Exists before Harvard; should not be
Merit / preexisting ability . gt Very high . . .
talent, family and school resources attributed to the university.
. Admissions concentrates people . Makes raw alumni outcomes
Selection effect . peop Very high
likely to succeed anywhere overstate causal degree value.
Faculty, courses, research, writing,
. . y . . & . Hard to separate from peers and self-
Human-capital / education effect quantitative and professional High but heterogeneous selection
training '
. . Harvard label reduces employer . Declines as work history becomes
Signaling effect . . POy High vy
uncertainty, especially early career observable.
. Formal eligibility and prestige in law, L. Varies strongly by profession and
Credential effect . g y. p. 8 High in gatekept fields 8y by p
business, academia, policy graduate school.
Peers, alumni, recruiters, faculty, . . Value depends on participation and
Network effect v High and persistent It . 19 i
clubs, donors career domain.
o On-campus recruiting, fellowships, . . Opportunities are unevenly used
Institutional access effect P & P High for elite pathways PP y

labs, visiting leaders, publications

across students.

No defensible single percentage can partition “Harvard success” into merit, selection, signal, credential,

and network effects across all graduates. The shares vary by student, field, career stage, and

counterfactual alternative. The most credible conclusion is that selection dominates the raw correlation,

while Harvard adds particularly strong causal value in access to elite institutions and top-tail

opportunities.
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10. Political, Financial, Legal, Corporate,
and Media Networks

Politics and public policy

Harvard’s political influence is cross-partisan and institutionally fragmented. Alumni have served in both Democratic
and Republican administrations; HLS graduates appear in courts, Justice Department roles, regulatory agencies,
Congress, advocacy groups, and private practice; HKS graduates move among governments, international
organizations, nonprofits, consulting, and business. Faculty advise officials and write policy-relevant research. The
university as an institution does not map neatly onto a single ideology, even though particular faculties, student
groups, donors, and alumni communities may lean differently on specific issues.

Harvard Kennedy School is especially designed around the circulation of people between analysis and authority.
Midcareer programs bring officials into Cambridge, while graduates return to ministries, city governments, federal
agencies, militaries, NGOs, and consulting firms. Class of 2025 HKS employment data show graduates distributed
across public/IGO, nonprofit, and private sectors. This circulation matters because networks become multiplex: a
classmate can later be a regulator, consultant, foundation officer, investor, or minister.

Wall Street, consulting, and corporate leadership

Harvard’s finance and consulting networks are strongest through HBS and the College but extend across the
University. Large banks, private-equity firms, hedge funds, venture-capital firms, and consultancies recruit from
Harvard because the university preselects high-achieving candidates and because alumni inside the firms lower
recruiting costs. HBS employment data continue to show consulting and finance among major destinations. Named
institutions such as Goldman Sachs, JPMorgan, Morgan Stanley, McKinsey, BCG, and Bain are not “Harvard
companies,” but they participate in a labor market in which Harvard credentials and alumni ties are recurrent assets.

The mechanism is cumulative. A student gets an internship through structured recruiting; an alum conducts an
interview; the graduate enters an analyst, associate, or post-MBA role; later the graduate becomes a hiring manager,
partner, managing director, or investor; that person recruits and mentors more Harvard students, speaks on campus,
funds a center, or joins an advisory board. This is how a university network becomes embedded in an industry
without centrally directing it.

Big Law, courts, and the legal state

HLS occupies a special position because the American legal profession connects private wealth and public authority.
Graduates enter major law firms, judicial clerkships, prosecution, public defense, government, academia, corporate
legal departments, and public-interest organizations. A federal clerkship can lead to appellate litigation or academic
careers; Big Law can lead to corporate boards, government appointments, or judgeships; public-interest work can lead
to advocacy leadership. The network is therefore not a single pipeline but a set of revolving doors among courts, firms,
agencies, corporations, and universities.

Technology, venture capital, biotech, and media

Harvard competes with Stanford and MIT in technology and entrepreneurship but benefits from the Boston-
Cambridge life-sciences cluster, world-class medicine, and a large population of business and law students who can
commercialize science. In media, Harvard College publications and the Nieman Foundation contribute to journalism
networks; alumni occupy roles across newspapers, television, digital media, publishing, and entertainment. Media
influence is not simply alumni count: the university also produces experts, research, books, conferences, and
controversies that become news agendas.
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11. Innovation and Entrepreneurship

Ecosystem

Innovation Labs and technology transfer

Harvard Innovation Labs serves all 13 schools as a cross-university entrepreneurship hub. Its current materials report
more than 7,000 ventures supported since 2011, more than $15 billion raised by those ventures, and thousands of
student innovators served annually. The ecosystem includes the Student i-lab, Alumni Launch Lab, Pagliuca Harvard
Life Lab, climate-related programs, mentors, workshops, and venture support.

The Office of Technology Development (OTD) connects research to patents, licensing, industry-sponsored research,
and startups. Harvard reports more than 900 active technology licenses with more than 650 industry partners and
substantial industry-sponsored research activity. The key institutional capability is translation: a discovery must move
through intellectual-property strategy, team formation, proof of concept, licensing, regulation, financing, and market

adoption.

Harvard vs. MIT vs. Stanford in entrepreneurship

Dimension

Core entrepreneurial advantage

Harvard

Breadth: business + law + medicine +
policy + liberal arts; Boston biotech

MIT

Engineering/science intensity; maker
culture; technical founder density

Stanford

Proximity to Silicon Valley; venture-
capital density; software/platform
culture

Typical strength

Biotech, health, professional services,
consumer/Al, social enterprise

Deep tech, hardware, robotics, Al
energy, industrial technology

Software, internet, A, consumer
platforms, venture-scaled technology

Network character

Multi-professional and global elite
network

Technical and research network with
strong industrial links

Founder-investor-operator network
tightly coupled to Valley capital

Weakness relative to peers

Less culturally identified with “build-
first” engineering than MIT and less
embedded in Silicon Valley than
Stanford

Narrower professional-school
breadth than Harvard

Less historical breadth in
law/government/medicine than
Harvard, though strong in all three
areas

Strategic opportunity

Fuse biomedical, AL, public policy,
capital, and law into platform
institutions

Translate frontier engineering at
scale

Maintain innovation dominance
while managing tech concentration
risks

Harvard’s entrepreneurial weakness is partly cultural: the brand historically signals institutional leadership and
professional excellence more than hacker identity. Its strength is that complex ventures increasingly require exactly
what Harvard can combine—scientific IP, clinical validation, management, financing, regulation, law, public policy,
and global partnerships. In biotech, health Al climate, education, and regulated technology, that breadth can be more
valuable than pure startup density.
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Comparison with Rival Universities
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N

Scale comparison: major peer endowments
56.9

Endowment value, latest FY2025 ($ billions)

Harvard Yale Stanford Princeton MIT Penn Columbia

Figure 8. Latest official FY2025 endowment values. Endowment size is only one dimension of institutional power.
The Ivy League is an athletic conference, not a ranking category. It consists of eight private Northeastern universities:

Brown, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Harvard, Penn, Princeton, and Yale. The term acquired a broader cultural
meaning because these schools combine age, selectivity, wealth, and social prestige, but institutions such as Stanford,

MIT, Chicago, Duke, Caltech, and others can equal or exceed Ivy schools in particular academic and economic
dimensions. “Ivy League” therefore should never be used as a synonym for “all prestigious U.S. universities.”
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Harvard vs. Yale

Harvard and Yale are closest as historical social brands. Yale competes exceptionally in law, humanities, arts,
undergraduate residential culture, and alumni loyalty. Harvard’s edge is systemic scale: a larger endowment, larger
research and medical enterprise, HBS, HKS, and a broader global brand across business, government, science, and
medicine. Yale can be as powerful in particular elite networks—especially law—but Harvard has more independent
engines of institutional influence.

Harvard vs. Stanford

Stanford represents the clearest modern alternative model of elite power: younger, West Coast, engineering- and
entrepreneurship-centered, closely coupled to venture capital and Silicon Valley. Harvard’s power is older and more
institutional—law, finance, government, medicine, academia, and global elites. Stanford often wins where the
dominant currency is scalable technology and founder networks; Harvard often wins where authority requires cross-
professional legitimacy, institutional history, public-policy access, or biomedical and legal depth.

Harvard vs. MIT

MIT is geographically adjacent but institutionally different. Its brand is concentrated around scientific and technical
capability, engineering rigor, and invention. Harvard’s brand is broader and more socially legible across domains.
MIT may have stronger credibility for a technical artifact or deep-tech founder; Harvard may have stronger cross-
sector leverage when a problem requires science plus law, policy, finance, management, medicine, or public
legitimacy. The Boston-Cambridge ecosystem is powerful partly because the two institutions are complements as
much as rivals.
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13. Controversies and Criticisms

Elitism and social closure

The strongest criticism of Harvard is that it can transform social advantage into legitimate-looking merit. Wealthier
families can buy better schools, counseling, extracurricular opportunities, neighborhoods, test preparation, unpaid
internships, and time. Legacy and recruited-athlete preferences can add further advantages. From this perspective,
Harvard’s selectivity does not merely discover merit; it helps define which forms of achievement count as merit.

Harvard’s response is substantial need-based aid, national and international recruitment, first-generation programs,
and individualized admissions. The critique remains relevant because post-admission generosity does not fully correct
unequal pre-admission opportunity. A balanced assessment therefore distinguishes access price from access
probability.

Legacy, donors, and athletic recruitment

Critics argue that legacy and donor-related preferences contradict meritocratic rhetoric and disproportionately
benefit affluent applicants. Defenders argue that long-term community, alumni engagement, fundraising, and varsity
athletics are legitimate institutional objectives within holistic admissions. Legally, after SFFA, these practices face
heightened scrutiny because racial preferences were eliminated while some preferences associated with wealth or
institutional connection survived. The central legitimacy question is whether Harvard can justify them in a system
that claims to allocate one of the world’s scarcest educational credentials fairly.

Speech, academic freedom, and campus politics

Harvard has faced criticism from both left and right: some argue that powerful donors, political actors, or
administrators chill speech; others argue that campus climates penalize dissent from progressive orthodoxies; still
others contend that calls for “neutrality” can protect established power or ignore discrimination. The institutional
challenge is to separate three concepts: individual free expression, faculty academic freedom, and official university
speech. A university can protect broad individual debate while limiting the number of political positions taken in its
corporate voice.

Antisemitism, Islamophobia, anti-Arab and anti-Palestinian bias

The Israel-Gaza conflict produced acute conflict at Harvard. Jewish and Israeli students reported antisemitism and
hostility; Muslim, Arab, and Palestinian students reported harassment, stereotyping, and suppression. Harvard
created presidential task forces on antisemitism/anti-Israeli bias and on anti-Muslim, anti-Arab, and anti-Palestinian
bias, which issued final reports in April 2025. The reports and subsequent reforms are important precisely because
they document that different groups could experience the same campus as unsafe or discriminatory in different ways.

The legal layer involves Title VI, which prohibits discrimination on race, color, or national origin in federally funded
programs and can apply to forms of shared-ancestry discrimination. The political layer is more contested: the federal
government argued Harvard inadequately addressed antisemitism and used funding leverage and investigations;
Harvard acknowledged serious failures but argued that sweeping demands over governance, hiring, and curriculum
violated academic freedom and the First Amendment. A federal district court in 2025 largely accepted Harvard’s
challenge to major grant cancellations, while the administration pursued appeal. This is a genuine conflict between
civil-rights enforcement authority and institutional autonomy, not a dispute that can be reduced to one slogan.

Plagiarism, research ethics, and administration

The resignation of President Claudine Gay in January 2024 after congressional controversy and plagiarism allegations
intensified scrutiny of academic standards, presidential selection, donor influence, and partisan media campaigns.
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The episode revealed how reputational risk can move quickly across scholarship, governance, politics, and
fundraising. More generally, Harvard’s research system must manage conflicts of interest, human-subject protections,
data integrity, authorship, misconduct, and sponsored-research compliance at massive scale. Elite reputation
increases the cost of failure because the institution’s brand rests partly on claims of exceptional standards.

The endowment and nonprofit privilege

Critics see a $56.9 billion endowment and tax exemption as evidence that Harvard operates like a private wealth fund
with a university attached. Harvard argues that the endowment is mission-bound, mostly restricted, and spent heavily
on aid, research, libraries, faculty, museums, and public-interest work. The 2025 federal endowment-tax increase
shows that the political system is increasingly unwilling to treat large university endowments as ordinary charitable
capital. The deeper issue is social contract: tax privilege is easier to defend when public benefits are visible, broad,
and credible.
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14. Harvard’s Global Influence

Harvard’s global power operates through people, knowledge, institutions, and brand. International students and
scholars bring global networks into Cambridge; graduates return to governments, universities, central banks,
corporations, NGOs, hospitals, and media organizations; research centers and faculty collaborations create durable
transnational links. Harvard’s schools attract midcareer officials and professionals whose influence may be greater
than that of traditional students because they return immediately to positions of authority.

The degree functions as a globally portable credential. In countries where employers or governments may not know
the fine distinctions among American universities, the Harvard name is unusually legible. That reduces information
costs and can create trust or status before a graduate’s individual performance is known. This is a classic signaling
advantage, but it also has a network component: other Harvard alumni, U.S.-trained elites, multinationals, and
international organizations recognize the credential and often share institutional reference points.

Harvard contributes to American soft power because foreign students encounter U.S. academic norms, professional
networks, research practices, and political debates while building ties with Americans and other international elites.
The effect is not simple ideological conversion. Harvard can also expose foreign leaders to criticism of U.S. policy,
competing political traditions, and transnational perspectives. Soft power arises from attraction, credibility, and
network centrality rather than direct governmental control.

Globalization creates vulnerabilities as well. Foreign-government relationships, research security, export controls,
donor transparency, geopolitical competition, and visa policy can all become politically sensitive. Harvard must
simultaneously remain globally open and comply with national-security and civil-rights regimes. The University’s
global brand therefore depends increasingly on demonstrating that internationalization is compatible with
institutional independence and legal compliance.
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15. The Structure of Harvard Power

Historical
prestige

Selective
admissions

HARVARD Exceptional
networks POWE R people

Degree brand

Infrastructure &
knowledge

A self-reinforcing system that compounds reputation, talent, capital, and access over time

Figure 9. The Harvard Power flywheel: capital and legitimacy compound through repeated institutional cycles.

1. Historical prestige as accumulated institutional capital

Harvard’s age creates path dependence. Every generation inherits a stock of alumni, archives, buildings, traditions,
named professorships, donor relationships, and brand recognition. Prestige lowers the cost of acquiring future
prestige because talented people prefer institutions already recognized as elite.

2. Selectivity as a concentration technology

Admissions turns scarce seats into a sorting mechanism. By concentrating students with high achievement, ambition,
and social resources, Harvard creates a peer environment that is itself valuable. This is why selectivity is not merely a
marketing statistic: it is an input into the production function.

3. Faculty and research as legitimacy production

Research converts elite status from inherited reputation into continually renewed intellectual authority. A university
that stopped producing important knowledge would eventually become a heritage brand. Harvard’s research system
refreshes legitimacy by generating discoveries, theories, policy frameworks, books, and professionals.
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4. Capital as time and optionality

The endowment’s deepest power is not consumption; it is time. Permanent capital lets Harvard wait, experiment,
bridge disruptions, recruit, subsidize, and make commitments whose payoffs may take decades. In strategy terms, the
endowment is an option portfolio over future academic opportunities.

5. Credential and brand as information infrastructure

The Harvard name compresses information. An employer, investor, client, editor, or official cannot fully evaluate
every person ex ante. A highly selective credential acts as a screening signal. This can be efficient, but it can also
become self-fulfilling: because gatekeepers expect Harvard graduates to be strong, they give them opportunities that
make the expectation more likely to become true.

6. Networks as distributed institutional power

Most alumni influence is not controlled by the University. That is precisely why it is powerful. The network is
decentralized: graduates use the brand and relationships for their own careers, businesses, campaigns, research,
philanthropy, and organizations. Their independent success feeds back into the institution without requiring central

command.

7. Institutional influence as a conversion mechanism

Harvard’s final advantage is conversion across domains. Academic reputation can attract money; money can attract
faculty; faculty can attract grants and students; students can enter elite jobs; alumni can become donors and
governors; political influence can protect or threaten funding; controversy can damage or intensify the brand.
Harvard Power is therefore multi-capital: economic capital, cultural capital, social capital, intellectual capital, and
political access are mutually convertible.

Power lens Core asset Conversion process Primary risk
Knowledge Scholarship, data, collections, Research — policy, technology, Loss of trust, research failure,
& expertise professional standards politicization
. . Learning + credential — career Credential inflation, unequal
Education Students, curriculum, pedagogy . . .
opportunity access, Al disruption
. . . Returns + donations — long-term Taxation, market losses, donor
Capital Endowment, gifts, grants, credit . .
capacity constraints, grant cuts
Network Alumni, peers, employers, Relationships — information, trust, | Perception of exclusion, nepotism,
institutions opportunity network closure
. . . Prestige — agenda setting and Political backlash, legitimac
Social power Legitimacy, brand, elite access 8 g & & Y

leadership pipelines

crisis, polarization
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16. Future Outlook

Opportunities: 2026-2046

e Al as a university-wide platform: Harvard can combine frontier computation with medicine, law, public policy,
economics, education, humanities, and ethics rather than treating Al as a single engineering field.

e Biomedical convergence: gene editing, cell therapy, computational biology, neuroscience, and health Al fit
Harvard’s Longwood and Cambridge strengths.

e  Cross-school problem institutions: climate, democracy, global health, cities, and security increasingly reward
universities that can coordinate multiple professions.

¢ Global executive and lifelong education: demographic and technological change creates demand for modular,
midcareer, and online education that can extend Harvard’s network without expanding residential College
enrollment proportionally.

e Access as strategy: broader socioeconomic recruitment can improve legitimacy and diversify the leadership
network without diluting academic standards if the pipeline is redesigned well.

e Endowment-backed strategic autonomy: permanent capital can support areas where federal or commercial
funding becomes volatile.

Threats

e Federal research risk: Harvard’s research model remains intertwined with U.S. grants and contracts, creating
exposure to policy and political conflict.

¢ Endowment taxation: the 8% tier beginning FY2027 reduces compounding and can force structural budget
adjustments.

¢ Legitimacy and class politics: if Harvard is seen as a hereditary status allocator rather than a producer of public
value, political support for tax and research privileges can erode.

¢ Admissions litigation and regulation: post-SFFA rules, legacy debates, Title VI enforcement, and disclosure
requirements may continue to reshape selection.

e Free-expression and governance crises: polarized constituencies can make any institutional response appear
partisan, weak, or coercive to different groups.

¢ Competition from technology-centered institutions and non-university research: Al labs, biotech firms, and private
research organizations can compete for talent and knowledge production.

e Credential disruption: Al and alternative certification may reduce the value of some classroom content, increasing
the relative value of selection, networks, research access, and authentic high-level mentorship.

e Operational complexity: decentralized schools are a source of resilience but can produce duplication, slow
decision-making, and inconsistent policy execution.

Scenario assessment

Scenario Probability / direction Implication for Harvard

Research funding remains large but more

Rebalanced federal partnershi Medium i N o
P P conditional, audited, and politically contested.
Harvard remains wealthy but must tighten
Higher-tax endowment regime persists High near term spending growth and demonstrate public
benefit.
) . . m . Capital-rich institutions gain from compute,
Al amplifies elite research universities High P & P

data, talent, and interdisciplinary coordination.

Brand, research access, peers, networks, and
Al commoditizes elite classroom content High experiential learning become a larger share of
degree value.

Admissions becomes more socioeconomic Medium-high Legacy/athletic preferences face pressure;
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pipeline investments become strategically
important.

Harvard remains globally prestigious while

Brand polarization deepens Medium becoming more politically contested
domestically.
. . . . Harvard must leverage medicine, policy, law,
Stanford/MIT gain relative power in technical . . i . .
/ & P High and business to remain central in Al/biotech

domains

ecosystems.
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17. Comprehensive Conclusion

Why did Harvard become one of the most influential universities in the world? Because it repeatedly converted one
form of advantage into another. Colonial precedence became a legal and reputational inheritance. Philanthropy
became endowment. Endowment became faculty, aid, libraries, laboratories, and time. Faculty and students produced
knowledge and credentials. Credentials and networks opened doors to professions and institutions. Alumni success
generated new prestige, donations, mentorship, and governance capacity. The cycle repeated for nearly four
centuries.

The core competitive advantage is therefore not reducible to education, selection, faculty, capital, brand, or alumni
networks. If forced to rank them, the most fundamental are: (1) selection and concentration of people, because people
generate the subsequent network; (2) institutional capital and research infrastructure, because they sustain quality
across generations; (3) brand and credential authority, because they convert internal quality into external
opportunity; and (4) alumni and professional networks, because they extend Harvard beyond campus. Teaching
quality is essential but difficult for competitors to observe and imitate; the larger moat is the system around teaching.

The endowment strengthens institutional power by subsidizing activities that would otherwise depend on annual
tuition, market demand, or government appropriations. It lets Harvard recruit globally, cross-subsidize disciplines,
maintain special collections, finance need-based aid, invest in facilities, and bridge shocks. Yet wealth also creates
obligations: donor restrictions limit flexibility; intergenerational equity limits draw rates; federal taxation reduces
returns; and political legitimacy increasingly depends on proving that private wealth produces public value.

Does Harvard merely educate the American elite, or actively form, connect, and reproduce elite networks? It does all
three. It educates people who already possess unusual advantages and talent; it forms additional human and
professional capital; it connects people who might otherwise remain in separate sectors; and it reproduces networks
by feeding graduates into institutions that later recruit from Harvard. “Reproduction” should not be equated with
conspiracy. It is usually decentralized, emergent, and incentive-driven. That makes it more durable, not less real.

What is the actual economic and social value of a Harvard degree? For many graduates, the degree’s raw earnings
association greatly overstates causal value because they would have done well elsewhere. But the credential can
materially alter the probability of entering top-tail pathways, especially in fields where gatekeepers use institutional
prestige and where alumni density is high. Its social value is also nonpecuniary: access to scholars, peers,
organizations, cultural capital, and a lifelong identity. The value is highest when the graduate actively converts these
assets into skills, relationships, and credible performance.

How valid is the criticism of elitism? It is valid when it identifies social closure, inherited advantage, legacy
preference, unequal pipelines, or the tendency to mistake selection for institutional merit. It becomes incomplete
when it treats Harvard as only a club for the rich, ignoring very large need-based aid, globally competitive research,
public-interest careers, medical and scientific outputs, and real causal opportunity effects for some students. The
correct framework is not “elite or meritocratic,” but “how does an elite institution allocate and justify scarce
opportunity?”

The essence of Harvard Power is compounding institutional centrality: Harvard repeatedly places high-
capacity people, capital, knowledge, and networks in the same system, then converts the outputs back
into inputs. Its greatest strategic challenge is to preserve that compounding engine while persuading a
skeptical society that the engine serves more than Harvard itself.
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18. Selected Sources and
Methodological Notes

This report prioritizes primary institutional, governmental, judicial, and scholarly sources for current facts. Interpretive conclusions are the
authors’ synthesis. URLs are provided for transparency; access dates are August 2026 unless otherwise noted.

1. Harvard University — History and timeline. https://www.harvard.edu/about/history/ ;
https://www.harvard.edu/about/history/timeline/

2. Harvard University — Schools. https://www.harvard.edu/academics/schools/

3. Harvard University — Leadership, Corporation, Overseers.
https://www.harvard.edu/about/leadership-and-governance/harvard-corporation/ ; https://www.harvard.edu/about/leadership-and-
governance/board-of-overseers/

4. Harvard University — About / key figures. https://www.harvard.edu/about/
5. Harvard OIRA Fact Book — enrollment and physical plant. https:/oira-harvard.edu/factbook/

6. Harvard FY2025 Annual Financial Report / financial overview. https://finance.harvard.edu/annual-report ;
https://finance.harvard.edu/financial-overview

7. Harvard Endowment / Harvard Management Company. https://www.harvard.edu/about/endowment/ ;
https://www.hmc.harvard.edu/

8. Harvard 2025 endowment-tax FAQs. https:/finance.harvard.edu/endowment-tax-fags
9. Harvard College admissions statistics. https://college.harvard.edu/admissions/admissions-statistics

10. Harvard College first-year application and testing. https://college.harvard.edu/admissions/apply/first-year-applicants ;
https://college.harvard.edu/resources/faq/which-standardized-tests-does-harvard-require

11. Harvard College financial aid. https:/college. harvard.edu/financial-aid ; https://college.harvard.edu/guides/financial-aid-fact-sheet

12. Harvard College curriculum, concentrations, General Education. https:/advising.college.harvard.edu/academic-
planning-for-students/curriculum-and-requirements/ ; https://college.harvard.edu/academics/liberal-arts-sciences/concentrations ;
https://gened.college.harvard.edu/faqs/

13. Harvard College House system. https:/dso.college.harvard.edu/houses
14. Harvard Business School case method. https://www.hbs.edu/mba/academic-experience/the-case-method
15. Harvard Business School employment data. https:/www.hbs.edu/recruiting/employment-data/Pages/default.aspx

16. Harvard Law School pedagogy / employment. https://hls.harvard.edu/bibliography/the-purer-fountains-hacon-and-legal-
education/ ; https://hls.harvard.edu/career-planning/recent-employment-data/

17. Harvard Kennedy School 2025 employment snapshot.
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/more/employers/about-our-graduates/employment-snapshot/class-2025-employment-snapshot

18. Harvard Library. https:/library.harvard.edu/about
19. Harvard Innovation Labs. https://innovationlabs.harvard.edu/about/about-us
20. Harvard Office of Technology Development. https:/otd.harvard.edu/

21. Harvard Alumni Association / Alumni Day. https://alumni.harvard.edu/community ;
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2026/06/celebrating-a-harvard-alumni-day-milestone/

22. U.S. Supreme Court — Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, 600 U.S. 181 (2023).
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/slipopinion/22

23. U.S. Department of Education — Harvard federal grant/Title VI actions. https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-
release/ed-hhs-and-gsa-initiate-federal-contract-and-grant-review-of-harvard-university

24. Harvard task forces on antisemitism and anti-Muslim/anti-Arab bias. https://www.harvard.edu/task-force-on-
antisemitism/ ; https://www.harvard.edu/task-force-on-anti-muslim-and-anti-arab-bias/

25. Harvard federal research-funding litigation update. https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2025/09/court-victory-for-
harvard-in-research-funding-fight/
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26. Harvard nonprofit / legal status. https://osp.finance.harvard.edu/institutional-fact-sheet ;
https://oc.finance.harvard.edu/faq/harvard-university-tax-exempt-organization

27. Chetty, Deming & Friedman, “Diversifying Society’s Leaders?” NBER Working Paper 31492 / QJE.
https://www.nber.org/papers/w31492 ; https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/

28. Dale & Krueger, selective-college earnings research. https://www.nber.org/papers/w17159

29. Yale FY2025 endowment. https:/forhumanity.yale.edu/campaign-report-2025

30. Princeton FY2025 endowment. https://finance.princeton.edu/report-treasurer

31. Stanford FY2025 endowment. https://facts.stanford.edu/admin-finances/finances

32. MIT FY2025 endowment. https://news.mit.edu/2025/mit-releases-financials-and-endowment-figures-1010
33. Penn FY2025 endowment. https:/investments.upenn.edu/about-us

34. Columbia FY2025 endowment. https://endowment.giving.columbia.edu/

Methodological cautions

Admissions and endowment figures change annually. Where Harvard has not yet published a full Class of 2030
statistical profile, this report uses the latest complete official Class of 2029 profile rather than extrapolating.

Endowment comparisons use each university’s latest officially reported FY2025 value. Fiscal-year end dates differ

across institutions, so values are not perfectly synchronized.

Raw alumni success cannot identify causal educational value. The report explicitly separates selection, education,

signaling, credential, network, and institutional-access effects.

Harvard-affiliated hospitals and research institutions have complex legal and financial relationships with the
University. References to the Longwood ecosystem describe academic affiliation and network effects, not a claim
that all hospital assets or revenues belong to Harvard University.

Political and civil-rights controversies are described using both Harvard and governmental sources; legal disputes

may continue to evolve after the research date.

Prepared by The American Newspaper (https:/americannewspaper.org) and AmericanTV
(https://americantv.org).
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