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As public confidence in higher education has declined, Americans have become less sanguine about the
bachelor’s degree and skeptical of its potential return on investment. Nonetheless, four-year degrees
continue to be associated with significant economic and noneconomic benefits for individuals
and communities. For those who want to attend college, have adequate financing options, and can
finish their degrees, the benefits of a four-year degree are significant regardless of major chosen. Since
averages apply to no one, students and their families cannot rely on these population-level outcomes
to fully inform choices about appropriate pathways. Investing in guidance counseling to help individu-
als navigate postsecondary education and training options is crucial.

Since World War I, the number of Americans obtain-
ing college degrees has steadily increased, rising from
4.6 percent of the population in 1940 to 37.7 percent
in 2022 (US Census Bureau 2017, 2023). This massive
investment in human capital has helped create one of
the best-educated and most productive workforces in
the world. Despite this remarkable success story, public
opinion has markedly shifted on the topic of higher edu-
cation in recent years. According to Gallup, only 36 per-
cent of Americans have “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of
confidence in higher education, down from 48 percent
in 2018 and 57 percentin 2015 (Brenan 2023).

The cost of a college education is an important fac-
tor driving this change in attitude. A recent survey con-
ducted by the Harris Poll found that about half of
US adults say money influenced their ability to pursue
higher education (Laningham 2022). With US student
loan borrowers owing nearly $1.8 trillion, this concern
does not seem misplaced (Hanson 2023).

Another factor is likely the perception of ideological
bias in higher education. Key evidence for this is the polar-
ization of attitudes toward four-year institutions. Accord-
ing to Gallup, while confidence in higher education has
dropped among all party identifications, Republicans
have lost the most confidence in higher education by far,
dropping 37 percentage points compared to indepen-
dents’ 16 and Democrats’ 9 (Tough 2023; Brenan 2023).

These trends, however, appear disconnected from the
benefits associated with bachelor’s degrees, including
cognitive and noncognitive skills (Garcia 2014), higher
lifetime earnings, greater employability, and healthier,
more social, and happier lives (Kumok and Hahn 2023).
In assessing these data, we are confronted with a conun-
drum: Does the bachelor’s degree confer these benefits
or only signal them? Is the bachelor’s degree a cause or
an effect of other unmeasured characteristics?

To explore these questions and assess the value of the
bachelor’s degree, we have divided this report into two



sections, which discuss the economic and noneconomic
values associated with the bachelor’s degree. We conclude
that the value of the bachelor’s degree heavily depends on
individual interests, abilities, and goals—and is not easily
captured by a binary statement. As we argue, predominant
narratives about the bachelor’'s degree—that say either
“BAs for everyone!”
misguided because they lack important nuance.

or “Don’t bother with college”—are

The Economic Value of a
Bachelor’s Degree

There is no question that attaining a bachelor’s degree is
associated with a significant earnings premium (Kumok
and Hahn 2023). According to the Georgetown Univer-
sity Center on Education and the Workforce, bachelor’s
degree holders earn a median of 75 percent more than
those with only a high school diploma (Carnevale et al.
2021). (See Figure 1.)

Though it has leveled out and even declined some-
what in recent years, the so-called college wage pre-
mium continues to be significant—and several percentage
points higherthan it was in 2000, according to the Federal
Reserve Bank of San Francisco. (See Figure 2.)

Accounting for the College Wage Premium: Skills
Theory. There are several possible explanations for why
college graduates tend to earn more than their nongradu-
ate peers. Accordingto one popularexplanation, acollege
education helps students develop valuable job-market
skills, some of which are tailored to specific fields. For
instance, students pursuing degrees in areas such as engi-
neering or the sciences may gain domain-specific knowl-
edge and skills, such as factual knowledge about biology
or hands-on laboratory techniques. Other skills are generic
and can be applied across fields and tasks, such as time
management or critical thinking, a metacognitive process
that helps one arrive at a logical conclusion to an argu-
ment or solution to a problem.

If the “skills theory” as the source of the college wage
premium is correct, it is likely that the skills fueling the eco-
nomic value of a four-year degree are largely generic. As
Bryan Caplan (2019) argues, the domain-specific knowl-
edge and skills taught at the undergraduate level are

often not directly applicable to the workforce, and stu-
dents tend to lose these after they graduate. Moreover,
many students, such as those pursuing degrees in the
humanities, typically do not gain these domain-specific
knowledge and skills, and yet they still reap most of the
economic rewards from a bachelor’s degree. According
to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (n.d.),
median earnings for those with degrees in the humanities
were 66 percent higher than those of workers with only a
high school diploma in 2018.

Indeed, bachelor’s degree programs purport to teach
much more than domain-specific knowledge and skills.
Colleges and universities regularly cite their ability to teach
generalizable skills, ranging from critical thinking to collab-
oration, persistence, and effective communication, which
are in demand across industries (Schlueter 2016; Hart
Research Associates 2013). The exposure to various aca-
demic disciplines and the rigorous coursework involved in
obtaining a bachelor’s degree, experts have often argued,
cultivates the ability to analyze information, evaluate differ-
ent perspectives, and make informed decisions.

Empirical studies, however, have yielded inconsis-
tent results on the connection between college degrees
and generalizable skills. In an influential study, Richard
Arum, Josipa Roksa, and Esther Cho (2011) followed
over 3,000 students from 29 four-year institutions and
found that many students show little to no growth in crit-
ical thinking, complex reasoning, and written communi-
cation skills during their time in college. These authors
concluded, “large numbers of college students report
thatthey experience only limited academic demands and
invest only limited effort in their academic endeavours.”
(Emphasis in original.)

These negative findings sparked controversy among
an educational establishment long convinced of the
broad pedagogical value of a college education.
Another 2011 study replicated Arum, Roksa, and Cho's
findings with a different sample of institutions and stu-
dents (Pascarella et al. 2011). In 2017, the Wall Street
Journal reached similar conclusions about the role of col-
leges in teaching critical thinking after analyzing the Col-
legiate Learning Assessment Plus results of students from
dozens of public colleges and universities. This review
found the average graduate shows little or no improve-
ment in critical thinking over four years (Belkin 2017).



Figure 1. Median Lifetime Earnings by Educational Attainment
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Other researchers have contradicted these findings.
Christopher R. Huber and Nathan R. Kuncel’s (2016)
meta-analysis found that critical thinking skills and dispo-
sitions improve substantially over a normal college expe-
rience. However, as they note, their findings do “not
guarantee that [graduates] retain these skills long after
college or apply them in other contexts.” In other words,
even if a college education helps students improve on
broad skills, the question of whether students retain these
skills remains. The dearth of long-term studies (other than
the higher economic outcomes already cited) on student
outcomes makes this difficult to answer.

Others have contended that substantial research
shows targeted instruction can improve students’ critical
thinking skills, findings that can serve as proof of concept
for four-year degree programs (Dwyer and Eigenauer
2017). Forinstance, a 2013 analysis found statistically sig-
nificant but small average effect size and evidence of het-
erogeneity among studies (Niu, Behar-Horenstein, and
Garvan 2013), and a 2015 meta-analysis found that there
are effective strategies for teaching critical thinking skills,
both generic and content-specific, at all educational lev-
els and across all disciplinary areas (Abrami et al. 2015).

The mechanisms of effective interventions in teaching
critical thinking remain elusive. A 2014 systematic review
found a lack of knowledge on empirically valid principles
for designing interventions (Tiruneh, Verburgh, and Elen
2014). Without an understanding of this mechanism, we
are largely in the dark about whether bachelor’s degree
programs can effectively teach critical thinking, and if
they do, the precise mechanisms that are at play.

Accounting for the College Wage Premium:
Signaling Theory. The conflicted state of the research
on bachelor's degree programs’ ability to teach broad,
generalizable skills such as critical thinking suggests that
there may be other sources for the bachelor’s degree’s
value. The “signaling theory,” often contrasted with the
skills theory, is that the bachelor’s degree is primarily a
signal or proxy for a package of personal attributes that
contribute to long-term work and career success.
According to proponents of the signaling theory,
employers use educational qualifications as a “signal”
or shorthand for favorable attributes and hire graduates
for more lucrative jobs. In this view, a bachelor’s degree
might stand in for so-called noncognitive skills, such as

conscientiousness, industriousness, and a propensity
for conformity, which aid workers in on-the-job learning,
adaptation, and sociality.

This theory should not be taken to imply that the
bachelor’s degree’s signal is empty and thus without
value. On the contrary, a bachelor's degree may signal
real traits and skills and thus be a useful tool for employ-
ers to identify talent. The bonus that workers receive for
their degrees in terms of employment and pay is, in itself,
a market signal of value, and it is consistent with recent
survey data showing 87 percent of employers continue
to believe that getting a college degree or credential is
“definitely” or “probably” worth the investment of time
and money (Finley 2021).

Compared to the evidence for skills theory, evi-
dence for the signaling theory is far more straightfor-
ward. Caplan (2019) argues that 80 percent of the
value of a college education is signaling and 20 percent
skill acquisition. This so-called sheepskin effect links
receiving a diploma with spikes in economic value—
even when the diploma is not tied to gains in skills,
whether domain-specific or general. According to Caplan,
the average study finds that the economic value of a col-
lege student’s graduation year is worth 6.7 regular college
years. Since it is implausible that students increase their
skill ability nearly seven times as much in their senior year
as they do in any other year of college, the credential
itself likely plays a large role in the economic value of a
bachelor’s degree.

Social Capital and Networking Effects. Another
possible explanation for the college wage premium
has to do with social capital and networking. The term
“social capital” describes the degree of trust people
have in others and the extent to which they enjoy access
to relationships and information that support economic
and noneconomic purposes and needs. According to
this theory, a college education provides the oppor-
tunity to develop interpersonal relationships that yield
economic value. A 2008 meta-analysis found that edu-
cation is a strong correlate of individual social capital
(Huang, van den Brink, and Groot 2009).

Whether through social interaction between students,
job fairs, or online services such as Handshake and Linke-
din, college students often have access to more opportu-
nities to build social capital than their noncollege peers



Figure 3. Expected Wealth Premium, White
Bachelor’s Degree Families, by Birth Cohort

Figure 4. Expected Wealth Premium, Black
Bachelor’s Degree Families, by Birth Cohort
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do. According to Gitnux, at least 47 percent of college
students have secured internships through network-
ing (Castillo 2023). Additionally, students often use col-
leges’ extensive alumni networks. Some 77 percent of
college students believe that networking with alumni
directly aids them in identifying promising job openings,
according to Gitnux.

The College Wealth Premium. The college wage
premium has been a robust finding, but this figure is
only part of the story about the economic value of a
bachelor’s degree. A full discussion of its value must
also consider other factors—perhaps most impor-
tantly, the cost of college, which has risen significantly
in recent decades. The so-called college wealth pre-
mium, which considers all the financial assets and debts
that one accrues throughout life, helps provide a fuller
picture of a bachelor's degree’s value.

William R. Emmons, Ana H. Kent, and Lowell R. Rick-
etts (2019) analyzed the college wealth premium for
white and black families (Figures 3 and 4) and con-
cluded that “the promise of economic and financial
advantages associated with postsecondary degrees
remains only partially supported by the most recent

Source: Emmons, Kent, and Ricketts (2019).

data.” According to these researchers, the wealth pre-
mium has significantly declined over the years for both
white and black families. For white families, the pre-
mium has become small, such that white college grad-
uates born in the 1980s have only a bit more wealth
than white high school graduates born in the same
decade (Tough 2023). For black families, the research-
ers found, the premium is near zero.

One possible cause of the drastic decline in the col-
lege wealth premium s the increase in college costs and
the amount of debt students have accrued to finance
their educations. Since the early 1980s, the average
annual tuition at private institutions has risen steadily,
even after adjusting for inflation (Figures 5 and 6).

While these findings may temper our confidence
in claims that tout the economic benefits of gaining a
bachelor’s degree, we should note that this remains an
active area of research. David Deming, a Harvard econ-
omist, argues that Emmons, Kent, and Ricketts mistak-
enly assume that the college wage premium will stay
constant throughout people’s lives. Deming (2023)
argues the wage premium willincrease over time, some-
times rapidly, as professional occupations requiring a
college degree become more in demand—and thus



Figure 5. Average Annual Tuition and Fees at Private Four-Year Institutions
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Figure 6. Historical Total National Student Loan Debt (in Trillions), 2011-22
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Figure 7. Employment Rates of 25- to 34-Year-Olds, by Educational Attainment, 2010-22
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Source: US Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics (2023). For additional
information about the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the Current Population Survey data collection, please see US Census
Bureau (2022).

more lucrative—than most jobs that do not require a graduates age 25 or higher with at least a bachelor’s
college degree. When wealth accumulation is adjusted degree is consistently halfthe unemployment rate among
to reflect this dynamic, the value of the four-year degree high school graduates (Ma, Pender, and Welch 2023).
retains its edge over non-four-year options. In 2021, the unemployment rate for 25- to 34-year-
olds with at least a bachelor's degree was 3.3 percent,
Employability Benefits. Another economic benefit, whereas 8.3 percent of high school graduates in the
closely related to the college wage and college wealth same age group were unemployed.
premium, is higher levels of employability. On average, College graduates may have an easier time finding
college graduates enjoy higher levels of employment. employment opportunities because recruiters often
(See Figure 7.) As noted above, despite changes in pub- directly target them. Research from Georgetown'’s
lic opinion on higher education, employers continue to Center on Education and the Workforce found that
put high value on four-year degrees. These employers 80 percent of all job openings requiring a bachelor’s
especially value the soft or noncognitive skills that a lib- degree or higher are advertised online (Carnevale,
eral arts education, in particular, claims to teach. Col- Jayasundera, and Repnikov 2014). On the other hand,
lege graduates have, as a result, continued to enjoy employers post just 50 percent of jobs open to high
higher employment rates than high school graduates school graduates online.
do (Irwin etal. 2022). College graduates are also likely to continue ben-

The 2023 College Board Education Pays Report efiting from higher employment rates in the future, as
estimates that the unemployment rate among college jobs for people with college degrees are likely to be



Figure 8. Volunteering Rates by Educational Attainment
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in greater demand than jobs for those without degrees
(Tough 2023). According to the US Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics Occupational Outlook Handbook (2023), about
two-thirds of the nation’s 30 fastest-growing occupa-
tions through 2032 require a bachelor’'s degree. By
contrast, the 30 slowest-growing jobs are open to can-
didates without a bachelor’s degree. Furthermore, over
the next 10 years, some of the most sought-after skills
will be digital literacy and data proficiency, which bene-
fit from higher levels of education (Marr 2022).

The Noneconomic Value
of a Bachelor’s Degree

The value of a bachelor’s degree is not solely economic.
As with economic outcomes, it is often difficult to distin-
guish correlation and causation when it comes to non-
economic questions. Nevertheless, college graduates are
more likely to be employed during recessions, volunteer
in their communities (Figure 8), lead healthier lifestyles,
own a home, get married, and spend time with their chil-
dren (Kumok and Hahn 2023). Education increases social
trust and community engagement, which promote health-
ier and more tightly knit communities. It also appears to

play a role in attracting business investment that increases
community-wide employment opportunities.

Workplace Benefits. Results from a recent report by the
Survey Center on American Life indicate that college grad-
uates enjoy several benefits at work. On measures such
as perceived fairness in treatment, trust of supervisors,
job-based mentoring, and open, supportive work cultures,
workers with college degrees significantly outscored
those who do not (Cox et al. 2023). College-educated
workers are more likely to have had across-the-board
salary increases (45 percent vs. 37 percent); have worked
for employers who reimbursed for education or training
(34 percent vs. 19 percent); have been offered a perma-
nent, flexible work-from-home policy (37 percent vs.
12 percent); have worked for employers who have spon-
sored social activities in the past year (49 percent vs.
24 percent); and have had opportunities to be mentored
by their supervisors (62 percent vs. 44 percent). These
benefits translate to higher levels of job satisfaction (59
percentvs. 51 percent).

Health and Social Benefits. Beyond the workplace,
college graduates enjoy many health and social benefits



Figure 9. Smoking Rates by Educational Attainment
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compared to those who have only graduated from high
school. According to a study from the University of
Maine, college graduates are nearly four times less likely
than high school graduates to smoke (Figure 9), and
they are significantly more likely to exercise, wear a seat
belt, maintain a healthy weight, and regularly see a doc-
tor (Merisotis 2015; Trostel 2015). (See Figure 10.) As a
result, life expectancy at age 25 is seven years longer for
college graduates than for those with only a high school
diploma or less (Figure 11).

In addition to these health benefits, college graduates
are more likely than those with less education to volun-
teer, vote, and participate in their communities (Merisotis
2015). They also have far higher marriage rates and lower
divorce rates (Trostel 2015), have larger social networks
and more close friends, experience less loneliness (Cox
2021), and, increasingly, live longer (Case and Deaton
2023). (See Figure 12.)

Population-Level Benefits. So far, we have focused
on whether or how going to college can benefit indi-
viduals, but there are also issues relating to community
well-being and dynamism that merit attention. In addi-
tion to improving their communities through higher rates

AEI CENTER ON OPPORTUNITY AND SOCIAL MOBILITY

of volunteering and civic participation, college graduates
generate economic value for their communities because
they spend more and pay more in taxes, aid in attracting
business investment, and help build social capital, all of
which tend to strengthen communities (Rothwell 2015).
Research has consistently linked the presence of insti-
tutions of higher education with regional economic
benefits, including significant economic growth and
improvements in quality of life (Winters 2011; Valero and
Van Reenen 2019). The effects of such institutions, their
educators and other staff, and their graduates tend to have
self-reinforcing positive effects on growth, employment,
and other population-level areas of interest. Analyzing
nearly 15,000 universities across 78 countries, econo-
mists Anna Valero and John Van Reenen (2019) found that
a 10 percent increase in a region’s number of universities
per capita is associated with 0.4 percent higher regional
gross domestic product per capita. These increases in
gross domestic product compound, leading to substan-
tially wealthier regional economies over time. Wealthier
communities with more highly educated and skilled work-
forces—along with the “ideaindustries” that clusteraround
them—tend to draw additional investment and new work
opportunities, helping lift all social and economic boats.



Figure 10. Self-Reported Health by Educational Attainment
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Figure 11. Average Years of Life Remaining for 25-Year-Old Americans
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Figure 12. Marriage and Divorce Rates by Educational Attainment
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Such benefits are likely to be mediated in large part by
increased overall skill levels in the workforce (Valero and
Van Reenen 2019; Abel and Deitz 2011).

The converse of the virtuous cycle is also true: Chronic
shortages of skilled human capital and associated socio-
economic deficits act as a brake on development and
investment. In communities throughout the US, espe-
cially in poorer and underinvested regions, going to col-
lege is out of reach or simply not considered for many
high school students. These communities often fall prey
to a self-perpetuating intergenerational cycle, in which
young people don't go to college because they lack
role models and the active encouragement of those who
already have degrees.

Elizabeth Currid-Halkett, a professor of urban plan-
ning at the University of Southern California, interviewed
parents across the country and found that those in rural
areas were far less likely than their urban counterparts
to care whether their children attended college. As a
result, she notes, rural children are far less likely to go to
college and far more likely, if they do go, to be “under-
matched”—that is, they attend less-selective schools
than they are qualified for (Currid-Halkett 2023). Over

time, this problem can form a significant barrier to indi-
vidual and community-level progress.

As many have noted, the wealthy disproportion-
ately attend college. According to Raj Chetty, children
born into the wealthiest families in the US have a nearly
100 percent likelihood of going to college, while those
born to the poorest have about a 30 percent chance
(Basken 2022). Moreover, students from the top 1 percent
of the income distribution are nearly twice as likely to be
admitted to the most elite colleges compared to those
from low- or middle-income families with comparable test
scores (Nietzel 2023).

Despite these inequalities, elite colleges, according
to Chetty et al. (2017), have high mobility rates, meaning
that they enable students, even those at low ends of the
income distribution, to move up the socioeconomic lad-
der. Yet while attending an elite school is a laudable and
desirable outcome for individuals, it isn't necessarily the
goal from a community standpoint. A more durable and
achievable strategy is to encourage more talented, qual-
ified, and motivated students from low-socioeconomic
communities to attain college degrees, whether at elite
or non-elite institutions. Higher levels of educational
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attainment could help more of these towns and regions
achieve an “escape” velocity that boosts economic oppor-
tunity for all residents.

Conclusion

Going to college, and graduating, is an investment in
time and money. However, taking a binary approach
to college degrees (everyone go or nobody go) leads
to wasted resources, opportunity, and lives at the
individual and population levels. With a 40 percent
non-completion rates among those accepted to college
(National Student Clearinghouse 2022), it seems clear
we are sending too many young people to college who
are either not interested in or not ready for the rigors of
being a full-time, postsecondary student. Among peo-
ple with the necessary resources and abilities, however,
a four-year degree remains a good investment, both in
terms of economic and noneconomic outcomes at the
individual and population levels.

The most important shift we can make on this issue is
to step back from a directive approach about whether
to attend college. This is an old, hard-to-break habit. For
decades, American society has piled on the “college
education” bus and reaped significant rewards from fit,
but in recent decades, that solution has run its course
and swept in large numbers of young people for whom
college was probably ill-timed or just not a good idea
based on students” abilities and interests.

Unsurprisingly, the pendulum has now swung hard
in the other direction, resulting in an excessively neg-
ative and skeptical perspective on higher education.
Advice to young people sometimes gets boiled down
to “skip college and learn a trade,” which is misguided
on several fronts. First, it neglects how challenging the
trades are in terms of training and skill levels; second,

it's disconnected from a future that, in economic terms,
continues to value college degrees over other forms
of career preparation; third, and most importantly, it
ignores the interests of students themselves.

The way to avoid either-or thinking is relatively sim-
ple: Ask students what they want for their futures rather
than telling them what they should want. This dialogue
originates in the family itself, between parents and chil-
dren. This conversation should focus on not merely
whether college is affordable or what career outcomes
it can ultimately bring but rather what form of postsec-
ondary education is the best fit for a student’s individ-
ual interests and abilities. Thoughtful reflection on these
questions improves the chances that a given form of
postsecondary education (e.g., a two-year degree,
four-year degree, apprenticeship, or short-term creden-
tialing) will be achievable, sustainable, and rewarding
in the long term. With these questions answered, other
matters, such as finding the right institution and course
of study and securing financial aid, will fall more easily
into place, and big mistakes—like starting but not finish-
ing postsecondary degrees—will be avoided.
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