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P U B L I C  U N I V E R S I T Y  VA L U E S

How does a college degree improve graduates’  
employment and earnings potential?
The evidence that a college degree significantly improves 
one’s employment prospects and earnings potential is 
overwhelming. Bachelor’s degree holders are half as likely to 
be unemployed as their peers who only have a high school 
degree and they make $1 million in additional earnings on 
average over their lifetime.1,2  

B O L S T E R E D  P R O S P E C T S 
Sixty percent of bachelor’s degrees in the United States are 
awarded by public institutions. College-educated workers 
enjoy a substantial earnings premium. On an annual basis, 
bachelor’s degree holders earn about $32,000 more than 
those whose highest degree is a high school diploma.3 The 
earnings gap between college graduates and those with 
less education continues to widen. Today, Millennials with 
a high school diploma earn 62 percent of what the typical 
college graduate earns.4 In 2016, recent graduates’ income 
reached its highest level in over a decade—a median of $43,000 a year for bachelor’s 
degree holders aged 22–27. For high school graduates the same age, median earnings 
are $25,000 a year.5 

Recent college graduates also weathered the Great Recession better than their peers 
with a high school diploma. When unemployment reached its peak in 2010, recent 
college graduates experienced an unemployment rate of 6.9 percent, compared with a  
jobless rate of 15.8 percent for all young workers. Today, the jobless rate for bachelor’s 
degree holders is just 2.5 percent.6 And the incidence of poverty among bachelor’s 
degree holders is 3.5 times lower than it is for those who hold high school degrees.7

A college education is expected to become even more valuable. Some 99 percent 
of jobs created since the recession went to individuals with at least some 
postsecondary education.8 
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A D D I T I O N A L  B E N E F I T S  T O  G R A D U AT E S 
Of course, a college education is about more than just securing a job 
and a steady income. Consider health and safety, prerequisites for 
leading a fulfilling life. Bachelor’s degree holders are 47 percent more 
likely to have health insurance provided through their job and their 
employers contribute 74 percent more to their health coverage. Life 
expectancy is also longer for those who attend college. Studies suggest 
that those who have attended at least some college can expect to live 
seven years longer than their peers with no postsecondary education.3   
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Return on Investment:  
Lifetime Earnings  

by Level of Education

HIGH SCHOOL DIPLOMA $1,304,000

SOME COLLEGE $1,547,000

ASSOCIAT E’S DEGREE $1,727,000

BACHELOR’S DEGREE $2,268,000

ADVANCED DEGREE $2,671,000
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