The Value of Postsecondary Education
Success After Graduation
Higher education is the key to Washingtonians’ economic success.
®® Individuals with a college degree earn more over their lifetime than those with a
high school diploma or less.
®® Employment outcomes for students with a 4-year degree from Washington’s public
baccalaureate sector continue to have positive employment outcomes, both shortterm (one year after graduation) and long term (five years after graduation).

While students may forgo earnings while attending college, college graduates
have better economic outcomes after 5-6 years out of high school.
®® A 2014 study by the Education Research and Data Center (ERDC) found that college
graduates have higher earnings than their counterparts 5-6 years after graduating
high school.
®® While a college student’s income is up to 59% less while attending college, they
earn more starting the 5th year after high school for females and the 6th year for
males.
®® In the 7th year after high school, males with a college degree made $6,226 more
on an annual basis than their non-college going counterparts, and females with a
college degree made $5,432 more than their counterparts.
This study accounted for the natural ability of students and self-selection bias by matching
students with similar likelihood of attending college.

Bachelor’s Degree Earnings Premium and Opportunity Cost (Negative Values)
for Follow Up Years 1-7 After HS Graduation, Females and Males
2012 Dollars

Note: From Earnings Premium Estimates for Bachelor’s Degrees in Washington State,
March 2014, Education and Research Data Center.
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Economic Outcomes for Students Increase Over Time and Vary by Degree Program
A 2013 study by ERDC looked at labor outcomes one and five years after graduation.
®® Median of graduates increased between the one-year and five-year follow-up in all fields of study.

Median Quarter Wage in Five Years After
Graduation (2006-07 Graduates)
2012 Wages

Note: From Labor Outcomes: Public Baccalaureate Institution Graduates, 2006-07 and
2010-11, ERDC Brief 2013-03, December 2013, Education and Research Data Center.

Professional workers who majored in humanities or social science earn on average $2,000 more
than those who majored in a professional or pre-professional field during their peak earning years.
In 2014 study by the Association of American Colleges and Universities, researchers dispel the myth that liberal
arts majors are unemployable
Short-Term vs. Long-Term Earnings
by looking at mature and
experienced workers.
2010-11
®® Professionals who
majored in humanities
or social science earn
on average $2,000 more
than those who majored
in a professional or preprofessional fields.
®® An employer survey
showed that 55% of
employers wanted
employees with both
field-specific knowledge
and a broad range of
knowledge and skills;
an additional 29% of
employers wanted a
range of knowledge
of skills that apply to
a range of fields or
positions.

Note: From How Liberal Arts and Sciences Majors Fare in Employment: A Report on Earnings
and Long-Term Career Paths, January 2014, Association of American Colleges & Universities,
US Census Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey.
This chart depicts median annual earnings for college graduates employed full time (35+ hours per week) by area
of undergraduate major, regardless of whether or not they also attained an advanced degree in the same or a
different field of study. The American Community Survey does not identify fields of postgraduate study.
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