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Why Utah is Answering the Value Question

• National conversations around the value of higher education have 
resonated in Utah

• Despite low tuition costs, low unemployment, and a growing 
economy, elected officials have put the Utah System of Higher 
Education (USHE) schools under the budget microscope
• Warning sounded in 2023 legislative session

• 64% of institutions’ funding is state dollars

• In response, USHE board put resources toward understanding and 
messaging the value of higher education



Study #1: Assessing Utahns’ Perceptions of the Value of 
Higher Education

• In November 2023, as a follow-
up to a 2011 study, a survey of 
Utah adults was conducted to 
understand perceptions of the 
value of an individual’s degree.

• For those surveyed who did not 
hold a degree, questions were 
asked about the barriers to 
finishing their degree

• Outcomes questions were asked 
of each group for comparison.



Study #2 Measuring the Value 
of Higher Education

• In February 2024, researchers at 
the Kem C Gardner Policy 
Institute used data from the 
USHE system and other publicly 
available datasets to compile 
statistics on the value of higher 
education

• Data included commonly 
highlighted metrics such as 
unemployment and income

• Also included statistics around 
less-commonly messaged 
benefits such as health care 
coverage, mental health, and 
civic engagement



Study #3 Student ROI

• Researchers from the Utah Data 
Research Center used linked 
graduation-workforce records to 
measure actual salary increases post-
graduation

• Were also able to employ effective tax 
rates to estimate aggregate tax 
income benefits to the state from 
increased educational attainment



Three Studies Were Not Enough



2024 Legislative Session

• USHE Institutions were told to prepare for a 10 percent budget cut 
during the 2025 session.

• Institutions were told to identify low-performing programs to cut.
• Exceptions to the broad finding of value must exist

• Political forces also putting specific programs under scrutiny



Current Status: Building Study #4

• At program level, gathering data to measure
• Enrollments

• Completions

• Re-enrollments

• Wages

• To empirically evaluate
• Trends over time

• Comparisons within institution, across institutions

• When applicable, comparisons to external standards (e.g. median wages for 
all workers, unemployment rates)



QUESTIONS?

Study #1: https://ushe.edu/wp-
content/uploads/pdf/agendas/2023/2
0231103/Cicero_Final_Reduced.pdf

Study #2: 
https://d36oiwf74r1rap.cloudfront.ne
t/wp-
content/uploads/2024/02/HigherEd-
PB-Feb2024.pdf

Study #3: 
https://udrc.ushe.edu/research/a1/in
dex.html

cmayne@ushe.edu
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