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NEW STUDY FINDS THAT EARNING POWER IS INCREASINGLY TIED TO EDUCATION;  
THE DATA IS CLEAR: A COLLEGE DEGREE IS CRITICAL TO ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY  

 
-- National Experts See a Critical Connection Between Higher Education and U.S. Economy -- 

 
NEW YORK CITY, N.Y., August 5, 2011 -- As millions of students prepare to return to college, a new study by 
the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce confirms that the value of college degrees 
is increasing.  Experts from Georgetown and Lumina Foundation say that postsecondary education has become 
the new gateway to the middle class and one of the most important economic issues of our time. 
 
According to the study, individuals with a bachelor’s degree now make 84 percent more over a lifetime than 
those with only a high school diploma, up from 75 percent in 1999. Today, bachelor’s degree holders can 
expect median lifetime earnings approaching $2.3 million. By comparison, workers with just a high school 
diploma average roughly $1.3 million, which translates into $15 per hour. 
 
“On average, people with more education and higher attainment make more than people with less education,” 
said Anthony P. Carnevale, the Center’s director and co-author of the report. “But, major and occupation 
matter just as much as degree level.  For example, 28 percent of people with an Associate’s degree make at 
least as much as the average Bachelor’s degree holder—mostly due to occupational choice.” 
 
The release of the report comes as some experts are asking if the rising cost of college has created a higher 
education bubble.  But, in addition to creating opportunities for significantly greater individual earning power, 
increased college attainment is also quickly becoming one of the key drivers for our nation’s economy.  
 
“The vast majority of new jobs require higher skills and if you don’t have a college degree, your chances of 
being in the middle class are visibly diminished,” said Jamie P. Merisotis, president and chief executive officer 
of Lumina.  “There is a high probability that you’ll be poor without some form of postsecondary education and 
that makes education one of the most critical factors in our nation’s long-term economic growth plans.  A 
dramatic increase in educational attainment must become a top national priority if we intend to build our 
labor pool and beat out other countries for the jobs of the future.” 
 
In a separate study, the Center at Georgetown estimated that by 2018, 63 percent of U.S. jobs will require 
some form of postsecondary education or training.  Unfortunately, we are woefully unprepared for this reality 
as a nation. Today, approximately 41 percent of adults have a college degree in America.  
 

http://www.luminafoundation.org/about_us/president/full_biography.html
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“Many other countries are faring much better,” said Merisotis. “South Korea, for example, currently has a 

postsecondary degree attainment rate of 58 percent, a full 18 percentage points higher than the United States. 

We now stand at 10th in the world which is a far cry from our globe-leading levels just a decade ago.”  

That’s why Lumina is calling on leaders in business, education, government and civic engagement to embrace a 
new national initiative called Goal 2025 which aims to increase the percentage of Americans with high-quality 
degrees and credentials to 60 percent by the year 2025. The effort is focused on expanding access and success 
in education beyond high school, particularly among adults, first-generation college going students, low-
income students and students of color.  
 
“The idea of getting a high school diploma and working your way up from the mail room to the corner office is 
a relic of an earlier time,” said Carnevale.  “A college degree provides greater career mobility opportunities, 
greater lifetime earning power and a more promising future.  That’s the college payoff.” 
 

# # # 

Video Compilation:  The critical equation of education and economic prosperity: Labor economist Tony Carnevale and 

leaders from Lumina Foundation talk about how to best weather the recession and prepare for the jobs of the 21st 

century through postsecondary education. http://www.luminafoundation.org/e2 

 
About the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce:  The Georgetown University Center on 
Education and the Workforce is an independent, nonprofit research and policy institute that studies the link between 
individual goals, education and training curricula and career paths. For more information, visit their website: 
cew.georgetown.edu. The College Payoff can be found at cew.georgetown.edu/collegepayoff. 

 
About Lumina Foundation:  Lumina Foundation, an Indianapolis-based private foundation, is committed to enrolling and 

graduating more students from college—especially 21
st

 century students: low-income students, students of color, first-

generation students and adult learners.  Lumina’s goal is to increase the percentage of Americans who hold high-quality 

degrees and credentials to 60 percent by 2025.  Lumina pursues this goal in three ways: by identifying and supporting 

effective practice, through public policy advocacy, and by using our communications and convening power to build public 

will for change. For more information, log on to www.luminafoundation.org. 
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