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SUMMARY

  Postsecondary educational attainment pays off. Work-life earnings increase substantially with each step up in 
postsecondary educational attainment, a finding that holds for both Georgia and the nation as a whole. Graduates of 
the University System of Georgia (USG) in 2020 who work in Georgia can expect lifetime earnings of $175 billion, 
of which $59 billion (34 percent) represents the incremental work-life earnings that can be attributed to their degrees. 
On average, that amounts to an additional $852,162 in work-life earnings per graduate. More specifically, higher 
education credentials increase the work-life earnings of the median Georgia resident by $238,455 (certificate), $377,000 
(associate), and $1,152,500 (bachelor’s degree).  Beyond a bachelor’s degree, a master’s degree is worth $247,000 and 
a professional degree is worth $1,015,000. Finally, a PhD increases work-life earnings by $638,000 over a master’s 
degree. 

It should be noted that work-life earnings estimates based on Georgia-specific earnings data are lower than those 
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HIGHER EDUCATION AND WORK-LIFE EARNINGS

rom the perspective of the students and their families, perhaps the most relevant measure of the economic “worth” 
of a college education is increased earnings over a working lifetime. Accordingly, on behalf of the Board of 
Regents, the Selig Center prepared estimates of work-life earnings by level of educational attainment for Georgia 

F
and the U.S. Of course, the increase in earnings associated with a degree will vary from one person to another, over time, 
geographically, and by field of study. It is possible, however, to provide a rough approximation of the aggregate benefits 
to the USG’s 2020 graduates, as well as benefits accruing to the average degree holder. The estimates are important 
because they show to what extent higher education pays off, which may motivate students, employers, workers, and 
policymakers to pursue and support postsecondary education.  

This report presents work-life earnings estimates for the 68,947 graduates of the USG who received professional, 
doctoral, master’s, bachelor’s, associate degrees or certificates in FY 2020. The USG provided counts of those who 
earned degrees or certificates. These are not unduplicated counts, however, implying there is some double counting 
of persons who earned multiple degrees. Also, it’s important to note that, due to data limitations, this report excludes 
work-life earnings estimates for 796 graduates who received advanced certificates or for 1,136 graduates who received 
Education Specialist degrees.

n Estimating Work-Life Earnings n
The Selig Center’s synthetic work-life earnings estimates are based on median personal earned income (earnings) 

data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s most recent five-year American Community Survey (2015-2019). The estimates 
therefore are based on earnings gathered over a particular period rather than longitudinal earnings data for 40 years 
of individuals’ work-life. We use the five-year ACS because it increases statistical reliability enough to allow for 
investigation at the state-level by gender, race, and Hispanic origin. The dollar amounts are in 2019 dollars. The typical 
work-life is defined as the 40-year period between age 25 and 64. Our work-life earnings estimates are for people who 
maintain full-time (35 or more hours per week), year-round (50-52 weeks per year) employment. Those who do not 
maintain full-time, year-round work, or who do not work, will earn considerably less over the course of their working 
lives.
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 The FY 2020 estimates presented in this report update those presented for 2017 in The Promise of Potential: 
Advancing Georgia’s Economic Future Through Postsecondary Education, a report to the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation that was published by the University of Georgia’s Selig Center for Economic Growth in December 2019.

FINDINGS

As expected, work-life earnings increase dramatically with education level (see Table 1). The additional, incremental 
work-life earnings per degree also are reported in Table 1. For each USG institution, synthetic work-life earnings of 
all graduates are estimated by multiplying the number of degrees conferred by estimated synthetic work-life earning 
per degree (see Table 2). The table also reports incremental work-life earnings of all graduates, which are estimated by 
multiplying the number of degrees conferred by estimated incremental work-life earnings per degree. 

Synthetic work-life earnings increase substantially with each advanced college degree, and that is true for both 
Georgia and the nation as a whole. Although the payoff from postsecondary education is considerable, synthetic estimates 
of work-life earnings are lower for Georgia than for the U.S. That is true for all levels of educational attainment, but 
stepping up from a high school diploma to a bachelor’s degree yields a larger percentage increase in work-life earnings 
in Georgia than in the U.S. as a whole. Less positively, going from a bachelor’s degree to a master’s, professional 
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holders will account for 3 percent of the collective increase in work-life earnings, and will have $1,015,000 more than 
someone with only a bachelor’s.  

Although average earnings rise considerably with educational attainment, individual earnings within each specific 
education level can vary substantially. These differences result from a variety of factors, including field of study, 
occupational choice, labor force experience, and geographic location. Nonetheless, most USG graduates at every level 
will realize significantly higher work-life earnings.  

CONCLUSION

 Postsecondary education pays off for USG graduates. Work-life earnings estimates for Georgia show that the Class 
of 2020 can expect to realize work-life earnings of $175 billion, of which $59 billion (34 percent) represents the 
incremental work-life earnings that can be attributed to their degrees. That amounts to an additional $852,162 in work-
life earnings per graduate. On average, that’s what a USG education is worth. Moreover, the incremental work-life 
earnings based on data for the nation as a whole are even higher —an additional $933,095 per graduate. n
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Table 1

Educational Attainment and Synthetic Work-Life Earnings in the United States and Georgia 
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Synthetic Work- Synthetic Work-  Additional Work- Additional Work-
  Life Earnings Life Earnings By Step in Life Earnings Life Earnings
Educational Attainment in the US in Georgia Attainment in the US in Georgia

Professional 4,570,000 3,565,000 Bachelorõs to Professional 1,905,000 1,015,000
Doctoral 3,870,000 3,435,000 Masterõs to Doctoral 755,000 638,000
Masterõs
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Table 2

Synthetic Estimates of Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of U.S. U.S. Georgia Georgia
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due Synthetic Work- Portion Due
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree Life Earnings to Degree

System Total 68,947 186,967,390,503 64,334,115,503 174,799,048,273 58,754,020,273
     
Research Universities 33,384 93,410,196,601 30,323,601,601 86,541,138,409 26,863,942,909
     
Augusta University 2,059 6,377,764,364 2,129,199,364 5,720,363,364 1,698,062,364
Georgia Institute of Technology 8,533 25,206,497,531 6,891,877,531 23,230,167,955 5,875,936,455
Georgia State University 10,339 27,214,406,084 8,837,011,084 25,346,631,045 7,962,039,045
University of Georgia 12,453 34,611,528,622 12,465,513,622 32,243,976,045 11,327,905,045
       
Comprehensive Universities 17,614 48,704,265,266 18,051,275,266 45,885,303,227 16,854,667,227
     
Georgia Southern University 5,641 15,607,709,035 5,801,059,035 14,705,383,727 5,423,359,227
Kennesaw State University 
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Appendix 1

Synthetic Estimates of Georgia Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number
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Appendix 1 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of Georgia Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

(continued)

  Number of Georgia Georgia  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree)  

Kennesaw State University 6,926 17,916,685,500 6,958,817,500
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 54 185,490,000 34,452,000
 Masterõs 1,044 2,920,068,000 257,868,000
 Bachelorõs 5,773 14,721,150,000 6,653,382,500
 Associate 0 0 0
 Certiþcates 55 89,977,500 13,115,000
       
University of West Georgia 2,697 7,077,829,000 2,460,695,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 32 109,920,000 20,416,000
 Masterõs 697 1,949,509,000 172,159,000
 Bachelorõs 1,968 5,018,400,000 2,268,120,000
 Associate 0 0 0
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
Valdosta State University 2,350 6,185,405,000 2,011,795,500
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 41 140,835,000 26,158,000
 Masterõs 722 2,019,434,000 178,334,000
 Bachelorõs 1,559 3,975,450,000 1,796,747,500
 Associate s 1,:

 S cheloqtes 0 0 0
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Appendix 1 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of Georgia Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of Georgia Georgia  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree)  

(continued)

State Colleges 5,632 12,141,341,727 4,270,621,727
       
Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College 715 1,527,784,500 528,572,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 334 851,700,000 384,935,000
 Associate 381 676,084,500 143,637,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
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Appendix 1 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of Georgia Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of Georgia Georgia  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree)  

Georgia Highlands College 929 1,740,795,000 442,517,500
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelors 119 303,450,000 137,147,500
 Associate 810 1,437,345,000 305,370,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
Gordon State College 535 1,114,539,000 366,876,500
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 213 543,150,000 245,482,500
 Associate 322 571,389,000 121,394,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
South Georgia State College 413 786,378,000 209,210,500
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 69 175,950,000 79,522,500
 Associate 344 610,428,000 129,688,000

 ����

����
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Appendix 2

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of U.S. U.S.  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree)  

(continued)

System Total 68,947 186,967,390,503 64,334,115,503
 Professional 930 4,250,100,000 1,771,650,000
 Doctoral 1,759 6,807,330,000 1,328,045,000
 Masterõs 14,020 43,672,300,000 6,309,000,000
 Bachelorõs 43,522 115,986,130,000 51,573,570,000
 Associate 7,127 13,498,538,000 2,950,578,000
 Certiþcates 1,589 2,752,992,503 401,272,503
          
Research Universities 33,384 93,410,196,601 30,323,601,601
      
Augusta University 2,059 6,377,764,364 2,129,199,364
 Professional 308 1,407,560,000 586,740,000
 Doctoral 123 476,010,000 92,865,000
 Masterõs 536 1,669,640,000 241,200,000
 Bachelorõs 1,000 2,665,000,000 1,185,000,000
 Associate 1 1,894,000 414,000
 Certiþcates 91 157,660,364 22,980,364
      
Georgia Institute of Technology 8,533 25,206,497,531 6,891,877,531
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Appendix 2 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 
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Appendix 2 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of U.S. U.S.  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree)  

(continued)

Fort Valley State University 445 1,223,275,000 466,320,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 83 258,545,000 37,350,000
 Bachelorõs 362 964,730,000 428,970,000
 Associate 0 0 0
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
Georgia College & State University 1,833 5,110,642,909 1,793,077,909
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 14 54,180,000 10,570,000
 Masterõs 491 1,529,465,000 220,950,000
 Bachelorõs 1,315 3,504,475,000 1,558,275,000
 Associateõ 0 0 0
 Certiþcates 13 22,522,909 3,282,909
       
Georgia Southwestern State University 574 1,602,062,594 554,647,594
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
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Appendix 2 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of U.S. U.S.  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree)  

(continued)

State Colleges 5,632 12,801,240,881 4,465,880,881
       
Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College 715 1,611,724,000 553,524,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 334 890,110,000 395,790,000
 Associate 381 721,614,000 157,734,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
Atlanta Metropolitan State College 213 448,911,000 133,671,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 59 157,235,000 69,915,000
 Associate 154 291,676,000 63,756,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
College of Coastal Georgia 556 1,299,784,000 476,904,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 320 852,800,000 379,200,000
 Associate 236 446,984,000 97,704,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
Dalton State College 840 1,981,961,881 738,761,881
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 513 1,367,145,000 607,905,000
 Associate 299 566,306,000 123,786,000
 Certiþcates 28 48,510,881 7,070,881
       
East Georgia State College 304 591,196,000 141,276,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 20 53,300,000 23,700,000
 Associate 284 537,896,000 117,576,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
Georgia Gwinnett College 1,127 3,003,455,000 1,335,495,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 1,127 3,003,455,000 1,335,495,000
 Associate 0 0 0
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
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Appendix 2 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2020 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of U.S. U.S.  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution Conferred Life Earnings to Degree)  

Georgia Highlands College 929 1,851,275,000 476,355,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 119 317,135,000 141,015,000
 Associate 810 1,534,140,000 335,340,000
 Certiþcates 0 0 0
       
Gordon State College 535 1,177,513,000 385,713,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Masterõs 0 0 0
 Bachelorõs 213 567,645,000 252,405,000
 Associate 

 Professional 0


