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When the government has limited resources for higher education, what is an
effective and equitable way to allocate school seats to students? We study the impacts of changing
admissions systems by investigating the world"s first known implementation of nationally centralized

meritocratic admissions and I1ts subsequent reversals in the early twentieth century in Japanese
national higher education. We find a sharp tradeoff between meritocracy and equal regional access to

higher education and career advancement. As high-achieving students were located disproportionately

in urban areas, increased regional mobility caused urban applicants to crowd out rural applicants
from elite higher education. Four decades later, the meritocratic centralization increases the
number of urban-born career elites relative to rural-born elites. For the whole country, the
meritocratic centralization also increased the number of top-ranking bureaucrats, suggesting a
national productive efficiency gain.
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