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SUMMARY

  Postsecondary educational attainment pays off. Work-life earnings increase substantially with each step up in post-
�V�H�F�R�Q�G�D�U�\�� �H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�W�W�D�L�Q�P�H�Q�W���� �D�� �À�Q�G�L�Q�J�� �W�K�D�W���K�R�O�G�V�� �I�R�U�� �E�R�W�K�� �*�H�R�U�J�L�D�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �Q�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�V�� �D�� �Z�K�R�O�H���� �*�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V�� �R�I�� �W�K�H��
�8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\�� �6�\�V�W�H�P�� �R�I�� �*�H�R�U�J�L�D�� ���8�6�*���� �L�Q�� ���������� �Z�K�R�� �Z�R�U�N�� �L�Q�� �*�H�R�U�J�L�D�� �F�D�Q�� �H�[�S�H�F�W���O�L�I�H�W�L�P�H�� �H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V�� �R�I�� ���������� �E�L�O�O�L�R�Q���� �R�I��
�Z�K�L�F�K�����������E�L�O�O�L�R�Q�����������S�H�U�F�H�Q�W�����U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V���W�K�H���L�Q�F�U�H�P�H�Q�W�D�O���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���W�K�D�W���F�D�Q���E�H���D�W�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�G���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���G�H�J�U�H�H�V�����2�Q��
�D�Y�H�U�D�J�H�����W�K�D�W���D�P�R�X�Q�W�V���W�R���D�Q���D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���������������������L�Q���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���S�H�U���J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�����0�R�U�H���V�S�H�F�L�À�F�D�O�O�\�����K�L�J�K�H�U���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q��
�F�U�H�G�H�Q�W�L�D�O�V���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H���W�K�H���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���R�I���W�K�H���P�H�G�L�D�Q���*�H�R�U�J�L�D���U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�W���E�\�����������������������F�H�U�W�L�À�F�D�W�H���������������������������D�V�V�R�F�L-
�D�W�H�������D�Q�G���������������������������E�D�F�K�H�O�R�U�·�V���G�H�J�U�H�H���������%�H�\�R�Q�G���D���E�D�F�K�H�O�R�U�·�V���G�H�J�U�H�H�����D���P�D�V�W�H�U�·�V���G�H�J�U�H�H���L�V���Z�R�U�W�K���������������������P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���D��
�E�D�F�K�H�O�R�U�·�V���D�Q�G���D���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O���G�H�J�U�H�H���L�V���Z�R�U�W�K�������������������������P�R�U�H�����)�L�Q�D�O�O�\�����D���3�K�'���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�V���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���E�\��������������������
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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” 
�R�I���D���F�R�O�O�H�J�H���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���L�V���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�G���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���R�Y�H�U���D���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���O�L�I�H�W�L�P�H�����$�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J�O�\�����R�Q���E�H�K�D�O�I���R�I���W�K�H���%�R�D�U�G���R�I���5�H-
�J�H�Q�W�V�����W�K�H���6�H�O�L�J���&�H�Q�W�H�U���S�U�H�S�D�U�H�G���H�V�W�L�P�D�W�H�V���R�I���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���E�\���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�W�W�D�L�Q�P�H�Q�W���I�R�U���*�H�R�U�J�L�D���D�Q�G��

F
�W�K�H���8���6�����2�I���F�R�X�U�V�H�����W�K�H���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H���L�Q���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K���D���G�H�J�U�H�H���Z�L�O�O���Y�D�U�\���I�U�R�P���R�Q�H���S�H�U�V�R�Q���W�R���D�Q�R�W�K�H�U�����R�Y�H�U���W�L�P�H����
�J�H�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F�D�O�O�\�����D�Q�G���E�\���À�H�O�G���R�I���V�W�X�G�\�����,�W���L�V���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H�����K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����W�R���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���D���U�R�X�J�K���D�S�S�U�R�[�L�P�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���E�H�Q�H�À�W�V��
�W�R���W�K�H���8�6�*�·�V������������ �J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V�����D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���E�H�Q�H�À�W�V���D�F�F�U�X�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���D�Y�H�U�D�J�H���G�H�J�U�H�H���K�R�O�G�H�U�����7�K�H���H�V�W�L�P�D�W�H�V���D�U�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W��
�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���W�K�H�\���V�K�R�Z���W�R���Z�K�D�W���H�[�W�H�Q�W���K�L�J�K�H�U���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���S�D�\�V���R�I�I�����Z�K�L�F�K���P�D�\���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�����H�P�S�O�R�\�H�U�V�����Z�R�U�N�H�U�V�����D�Q�G��
policymakers to pursue and support postsecondary education.  

�7�K�L�V���U�H�S�R�U�W���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���H�V�W�L�P�D�W�H�V���I�R�U���W�K�H�����������������J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V���R�I���W�K�H���8�6�*���Z�K�R���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O����
�G�R�F�W�R�U�D�O���� �P�D�V�W�H�U�·�V���� �E�D�F�K�H�O�R�U�·�V���� �D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�� �G�H�J�U�H�H�V�� �R�U�� �F�H�U�W�L�À�F�D�W�H�V�� �L�Q�� �)�<�� �������������7�K�H�� �8�6�*�� �S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G�� �F�R�X�Q�W�V�� �R�I�� �W�K�R�V�H�� �Z�K�R��
�H�D�U�Q�H�G�� �G�H�J�U�H�H�V�� �R�U�� �F�H�U�W�L�À�F�D�W�H�V���� �7�K�H�V�H�� �D�U�H�� �Q�R�W�� �H�[�F�O�X�V�L�R�Q�D�U�\�� �F�R�X�Q�W�V���� �K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U���� �L�P�S�O�\�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�U�H�� �L�V�� �V�R�P�H�� �G�R�X�E�O�H�� �F�R�X�Q�W�L�Q�J��
�R�I���S�H�U�V�R�Q�V���Z�K�R���H�D�U�Q�H�G���P�X�O�W�L�S�O�H���G�H�J�U�H�H�V�����$�O�V�R�����L�W�·�V���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���W�R���Q�R�W�H���W�K�D�W�����G�X�H���W�R���G�D�W�D���O�L�P�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����W�K�L�V���U�H�S�R�U�W���H�[�F�O�X�G�H�V��
�Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���H�V�W�L�P�D�W�H�V���I�R�U�����������J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V���Z�K�R���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G���D�G�Y�D�Q�F�H�G���F�H�U�W�L�À�F�D�W�H�V���R�U���I�R�U���������������J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V���Z�K�R���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G��
Education Specialist degrees.

n Estimating Work-Life Earnings n
�7�K�H���6�H�O�L�J���&�H�Q�W�H�U�·�V���V�\�Q�W�K�H�W�L�F���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���H�V�W�L�P�D�W�H�V���D�U�H���E�D�V�H�G���R�Q���P�H�G�L�D�Q���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���H�D�U�Q�H�G���L�Q�F�R�P�H�����H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V����

�G�D�W�D���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���8���6�����&�H�Q�V�X�V���%�X�U�H�D�X�·�V���P�R�V�W���U�H�F�H�Q�W���À�Y�H���\�H�D�U���$�P�H�U�L�F�D�Q���&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\���6�X�U�Y�H�\�����������������������������7�K�H���H�V�W�L�P�D�W�H�V��
�W�K�H�U�H�I�R�U�H���D�U�H���E�D�V�H�G���R�Q���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V�� �J�D�W�K�H�U�H�G���R�Y�H�U���D�� �S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U���S�H�U�L�R�G���U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���O�R�Q�J�L�W�X�G�L�Q�D�O���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V�� �G�D�W�D���I�R�U�������� �\�H�D�U�V��
�R�I���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�·���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H�����:�H���X�V�H���W�K�H���À�Y�H���\�H�D�U���$�&�6���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���L�W���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�V���V�W�D�W�L�V�W�L�F�D�O���U�H�O�L�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����7�K�H���G�R�O�O�D�U���D�P�R�X�Q�W�V���D�U�H��
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 The FY 2021 estimates presented in this report update those presented for 2020 in last year’s report to the University 
System of Georgia. The 2021 estimates also update those presented for 2017 in “The Power of Potential: Advancing 
Georgia’s Economic Future Through Postsecondary Education”, a report to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation Grant 
#00038: College Completion and the Georgia Workforce, published by the University of Georgia on March 12, 2020.

FINDINGS

As expected, work-life earnings increase dramatically with education level (see Table 1). The additional, incremen-
tal 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 esti-
mates 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 earn-
ings in Georgia than in the U.S. as a whole. Less positively, going from a bachelor’s degree to a master’s, professional 
degree, or a PhD yields smaller percentage increases in work-life earnings in Georgia than in the nation as a whole, 
but the payoff is still substantial. In sum, higher education pays off, especially for high school graduates who obtain 
bachelor’s degrees.

On average, each advanced degree boosts individuals’ work-life earnings. In Georgia, the work-life earnings of 
individuals with an associate degree will be $377,000 more than for those with a high school diploma. The work-life 
earnings of Georgians with a bachelor’s degree will be $1,152,000 more than for those with a high school diploma. 
So, high school graduates who obtain a bachelor’s degree will boost their work-life earnings in Georgia by 82 percent, 
which exceeds the 80 percent increase estimated for the nation as a whole.

In Georgia, the estimated payoff in terms of work-life earnings for people who go to graduate school is positive, 
but smaller than estimated for the U.S. For example, Georgians who earn a master’s degree will boost their work-life 
earnings by $247,000, or 10 percent, which pales in comparison to the $450,000 (17 percent) increase in work-life 
earnings estimated for the U.S. In Georgia, additional work-life earnings for individuals with a professional degree are 
$1,015,000, or 40 percent more than for those with a bachelor’s degree. For the nation, the payoff between a bachelor’s 
degree and professional degree is almost twice as large, $1,905,000. In Georgia, the increase in work-life earnings for 
those who earn a PhD compared to a master’s degree is $638,000; for the U.S., the estimated payoff is $755,000.

�Q Work-Life Earnings for the Class of 2021 �Q
Based on work-life earnings estimates for Georgia, the analysis shows that 2021’s USG graduates can expect work-

life earnings of $179 billion, which is $60 billion more than they could expect to earn had they not gone on to college 
and graduate school. Thus, in terms of incremental (additional) work-life earnings, the collective worth of the degrees 
granted by USG is $60 billion, or $845,341 per graduate. So the economic worth of a college education over the course 
of a graduate’s working life is considerable.

�7�K�H���������������S�H�U�V�R�Q�V���Z�K�R���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G���D���F�H�U�W�L�À�F�D�W�H���D�F�F�R�X�Q�W���I�R�U���O�H�V�V���W�K�D�Q�������S�H�U�F�H�Q�W���R�I���W�K�H���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H���L�Q���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H��
�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V�����,�Q���*�H�R�U�J�L�D�����W�K�H���Z�R�U�N���O�L�I�H���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���R�I���J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V���Z�L�W�K���D���F�H�U�W�L�À�F�D�W�H���Z�L�O�O���E�H���������������������P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���I�R�U���S�H�U�V�R�Q�V���Z�L�W�K��
a high school diploma. The 7,288 who received associate degrees will account for 5 percent of the collective increase 
in work-life earnings. On average, in Georgia, the work-life earnings of associate degree holders will be $377,000 more 
than for persons with a high school diploma. The 44,040 persons who earned a bachelor’s degree will account for 85 
percent of the collective increase in work-life earnings. On average, the work-life earnings of those with a bachelor’s 
degree will be $1,152,500 more than for a high school graduate. The 14,785 master’s degree holders will account for 6 
percent of the collective increase in work-life earnings, and over an average career, will earn $247,000 more than per
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Appendix 1 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of Georgia Work-Life Earnings of 2021 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

(continued)





      11      



      12      

Appendix 1 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of Georgia Work-Life Earnings of 2021 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

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

Note:  Estimates for Certificates were estimated by the authors based on data obtained from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
Monthly Labor Review, June 2019.  
 
Source:  Selig Center for Economic Growth, Terry College of Business, The University of Georgia, based on U.S. Census Bureau, 

American Community Survey, 2015-2019 5-Year Public Use Microdata Samples, IPUMS USA, University of Minnesota, 2022.   
 

Georgia Highlands College 979 1,832,622,000 464,469,500
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 123 313,650,000 141,757,500
 Associate 856 1,518,972,000 322,712,000
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
Gordon State College 576 1,220,640,000 415,680,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 256 652,800,000 295,040,000
 Associate 320 567,840,000 120,640,000
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
South Georgia State College 468 902,697,273 248,667,273
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelors 96 244,800,000 110,640,000
 Associate 356 631,722,000 134,212,000
 Certificates 16 26,175,273 3,815,273
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Appendix 2

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2021 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

  Number of U.S. U.S.  
  Degrees Synthetic Work- Portion Due  
Institution 
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Appendix 2 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2021 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 477 1,308,555,000 504,240,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 83 258,545,000 37,350,000
 Bachelor’s 394 1,050,010,000 466,890,000
 Associate 0 0 0
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
Georgia College & State University 1,757 4,925,765,441 1,670,175,441
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 13 50,310,000 9,815,000
 Master’s 535 1,666,525,000 240,750,000
 Bachelor’s 1,195 3,184,675,000 1,416,075,000
 Associate 0 0 0
 Certificates 14 24,255,441 3,535,441
       
Georgia Southwestern State University 548 1,532,420,000 531,780,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 160 498,400,000 72,000,000
 Bachelor’s 388 1,034,020,000 459,780,000
 Associate 0 0 0
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
Middle Georgia State University 1,386 3,498,300,448 1,288,230,448
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 134 417,410,000 60,300,000
 Bachelor’s 930 2,478,450,000 1,102,050,000
 Associate 276 522,744,000 114,264,000
 Certificates 46 79,696,448 11,616,448
       
Savannah State University 624 1,649,775,531 632,640,531
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 79 246,085,000 35,550,000
 Bachelor’s 482 1,284,530,000 571,170,000
 Associate 62 117,428,000 25,668,000
 Certificates 1 1,732,531 252,531
       
University of North Georgia 3,238 8,131,314,322 3,021,674,322
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 47 181,890,000 35,485,000
 Master’s 203 632,345,000 91,350,000
 Bachelor’s 2,159 5,753,735,000 2,558,415,000
 Associate 787 1,490,578,000 325,818,000
 Certificates 42 72,766,322 10,606,322
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Appendix 2 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2021 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 5,961 13,519,736,727 4,697,456,727
       
Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College 637 1,448,572,000 505,812,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 314 836,810,000 372,090,000
 Associate 323 611,762,000 133,722,000
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
Atlanta Metropolitan State College 208 433,273,000 125,433,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 51 135,915,000 60,435,000
 Associate 157 297,358,000 64,998,000
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
College of Coastal Georgia 782 1,747,103,000 589,743,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 345 919,425,000 408,825,000
 Associate 437 827,678,000 180,918,000
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
Dalton State College 780 1,852,938,224 698,538,224
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 492 1,311,180,000 583,020,000
 Associate 265 501,910,000 109,710,000
 Certificates 23 39,848,224 5,808,224
       
East Georgia State College 323 623,327,000 145,287,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 15 39,975,000  
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Appendix 2 (continued)

Synthetic Estimates of U.S. Work-Life Earnings of 2021 USG Graduates
(in 2019 dollars) 

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

Note:  Estimates for Certificates were estimated by the authors based on data obtained from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
Monthly Labor Review, June 2019.  
 
Source:  Selig Center for Economic Growth, Terry College of Business, The University of Georgia, based on U.S. Census Bureau, 

American Community Survey, 2015-2019 Five-Year Public Use Microdata Samples, IPUMS USA, University of Minnesota, 2022.   
 

Georgia Highlands College 979 1,949,059,000 500,139,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 123 327,795,000 145,755,000
 Associate 856 1,621,264,000 354,384,000
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
Gordon State College 576 1,288,320,000 435,840,000
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 256 682,240,000 303,360,000
 Associate 320 606,080,000 132,480,000
 Certificates 0 0 0
       
South Georgia State College 468 957,824,503 265,184,503
 Professional 0 0 0
 Doctoral 0 0 0
 Master’s 0 0 0
 Bachelor’s 96 255,840,000 113,760,000
 Associate 356 674,264,000 147,384,000
 Certificates 16 27,720,503 4,040,503


