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For those who question the value of college in this
era of soaring student debt and high unemployment,
the attitudes and experiences of today’s young
adults—members of the so-called Millennial
generation—provide a compelling answer. On
virtually every measure of economic well-being and
career attainment—from personal earnings to job
satisfaction to the share employed full time—young
college graduates are outperforming their peers with
less education. And when today’s young adults are
compared with previous generations, the disparity in
economic outcomes between college graduates and
those with a high school diploma or less formal
schooling has never been greater in the modern era.

The economic analysis finds that Millennial college
graduates ages 25 to 32 who are working full time
earn more annually—about $17,500 more—than
employed young adults holding only a high school
diploma. The pay gap was significantly smaller in
previous generations. College-educated Millennials
also are more likely to be employed full time than
their less-educated counterparts (89% vs. 82%) and
significantly less likely to be unemployed (3.8% vs.
12.2%).

Of course, the economic and career benefits of a
college degree are not limited to Millennials. Overall,
the survey and economic analysis consistently find
that college graduates regardless of generation are
doing better than those with less education.

But today’s high school graduates are doing even
worse, both in comparison to their college-educated
peers and when measured against other
generations of high school graduates at a similar
point in their lives.

For example, among those ages 25 to 32, fully 22%
with only a high school diploma are living in poverty, compared with 6% of today’s college-educated young
adults. In contrast, only 7% of Baby Boomers who had only a high school diploma were in poverty in 1979
when they were in their late 20s and early 30s.
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The Declining Value of a
High School Diploma

The explanation for this puzzling
finding lies in another major
economic trend reshaping the
economic landscape: The dramatic
decline in the value of a high
school education. While earnings of
those with a college degree rose,
the typical high school graduate’s
earnings fell by more than $3,000,
from $31,384 in 1965 to $28,000 in
2013. This decline, the Pew
Research analysis found, has been
large enough to nearly offset the gains of college
graduates.

The steadily widening earnings gap by educational
attainment is further highlighted when the analysis
shifts to track the difference over time in median
earnings of college graduates versus those with a
high school diploma.

In 1965, young college graduates earned $7,499
more than those with a high school diploma. But the
earnings gap by educational attainment has steadily
widened since then, and today it has more than
doubled to $17,500 among Millennials ages 25 to 32.
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