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Memo 
 
To: Rep. Larry Seaquist, Chair, Higher Education Committee, House of Representatives, Washington 
State Legislature 
From: Cen He and Valentina Petrova, Staff Analysts 
Re: Analysis of Workforce Competitiveness of Younger and Older Generation Washington Residents –
Based on Education, Earned Income, Employment Status 
Date: March 8, 2012 

 
Executive Summary 
The need for more funding for higher education in the state is a well-known issue which you most 
recently addressed with your two bills aimed at increasing the number of students completing 
baccalaureate degrees.1 In light of the current economic recession a pressing policy concern is ensuring 
that the younger generation (defined here as 25-44 year-old Washington residents) has the 
competitiveness (education level, income earnings, and employment status) needed for long-term 
economic success. 
 
Our study of the 2010 Washington State Population Survey data answers the following question: Are 
younger people in Washington more or less competitive than the older generation (45-64 years old) in 
the workforce? 
 
Analysis Findings 
Education level compared to earned income: We find a significant difference between the average 
incomes of people without bachelor’s degrees and those with bachelor’s degrees or above in both age 
groups in Washington state. Those with a higher degree (bachelor’s and more) are more likely to earn a 
higher income. 
 
Earned income between age groups: There is no difference between the average earnings of young 
people and older people of the same education level. We would expect to see higher personal earnings 
for the older generation – they have typically had more time in the workforce to gain experience and 
promotions. There may be many factors contributing to the lack of significant difference here and 
further study is recommended – especially on the effects of the recession.  
 
Employment status: We find that Washingtonians with bachelor’s degrees or higher are more likely to 
be employed compared to their peers without bachelor’s degrees. On average, the higher educated 
group has between 5.8% and 8.4% higher employment rate. 

 
Proportion of higher education between age groups: We find that there is no significant difference in 
the proportions of younger and older Washington residents who have a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

 
Changing Higher Education Plans: We find that young people are 2% to 8% more likely to change their 
higher education plans to due to financial worries than older people. 
 

                                                           
1
 House Democrats, “Innovation, coordination bills approved by House Higher Education committee,” Jan. 31, 

2012, 
http://www.housedemocrats.wa.gov/larry-seaquist/innovation-coordination-bills-approved-by-house-higher-educ
ation-committee/ 

http://www.housedemocrats.wa.gov/larry-seaquist/innovation-coordination-bills-approved-by-house-higher-education-committee/
http://www.housedemocrats.wa.gov/larry-seaquist/innovation-coordination-bills-approved-by-house-higher-education-committee/
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Policy Implications and Recommendations 
Overall, our analysis shows the younger generation in Washington State does not have a clear 
competitive advantage based on education, employment or income. At the same time, we find that 
higher education levels indicate higher likelihood for employment and higher income. We recommend 
the following policies for consideration by the Higher Education Committee: 

 Moderating the strength of financial cuts in funding public colleges and universities, which will 
relieve the burden on middle-class and lower income families who spend a larger proportion of 
income on children’s higher education than well-to-do families.2 

 

 Providing more accesses for students to get state-level stipends, scholarships and other kinds of 
financial support. Educating students and their parents on the financial aid options available to 
them though a multi-media campaign. Building a tracking system of financial support to ensure 
it is received by those who are most in need. 

 

 Introducing preferential policies to encourage more students to take college majors that match 
the needs of Washington’s preponderant industries – for example, information technology and 
biology. These policies could be direct financial support to universities and/or tax exemption for 
companies that hire college graduates with these majors. 

 
Analysis Overview and Policy Context 
This week the Washington State Legislature is working on a budget deal and cuts to education are one of 
the pain points that have grabbed the public’s attention. As of Tuesday, both the Republican and 
Democrat budget proposals included severe cuts to higher education ($30 million and $51 million 
respectively).3 In the context of such looming cuts and the Washington Supreme Court ruling in January 
that the state is failing constitutional requirements for fully funding basic public education4, the Higher 
Education Committee needs a better understanding of the economic benefits of investment in public 
education. 
 
The analysis conducted in this report focuses on higher education and provides your committee with 
recommendations and information support. Recent trends point to rising prices of college-level 
education and recent studies postulate that as a result, the number of higher degrees completed is not 
growing. This trend would have implications for the economy in so far as education levels are connected 
to earning potential for younger workers. 
 
It is expected – and our data review follows this trend – that higher education levels equal higher 
earning potential. In the below graph (Figure 1), average personal income clearly bumps up to a higher 
plane at the bachelor’s level. This is why we have divided our analysis into two education levels: below 
bachelor’s versus bachelor’s and above. 
 

                                                           
2
 Preparing Today’s Students for Tomorrow’s Jobs in Metropolitan America, Laura Perna, University of 

Pennsylvania Press 2012 
3
 The Seattle Times, Andrew Garber, “Special session if no budget deal is reached by Thursday deadline,” March 5, 

2012, http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/localnews/2017674660_legislature06m.html 
4
 The Seattle Times, Donna Blankinship (AP), “Supreme Court: Wash. hasn't met duty for education,” Jan. 5, 2012, 

http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/localnews/2017170589_apwaschooldollars5thldwritethru.html 

http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/localnews/2017674660_legislature06m.html
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/localnews/2017170589_apwaschooldollars5thldwritethru.html
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We test5 the following hypothesis against the data from the 2010 Washington State Population Survey: 
Young people are more likely to be competitive in the workforce. We define “competitive” as having a 
higher level of education, higher personal earned income and being employed. 
 
We recognize that it takes time to get an additional degree, so there will be a natural relationship 
between age and highest level of education regardless of factors such as cost. We attempted to allow 
for this by picking the following age comparison groups: 

 Group 1: Survey respondents 25-44 years of age 

 Group 2: Survey respondents 45-64 years of age 
 
We chose 25 as the low end of the age range based on an estimate that people finish a bachelor’s 
degree around 22 years of age. We wanted to give a generous estimate to allow for completion of the 
degree part-time or after a break between high school and college. Thus, we started the young workers 
age bracket with 25 – our estimate of the age when most people can reasonably be expected to have 
completed a bachelor’s degree. We cap our groups at 64 because 65 is the Washington state retirement 
age with full benefits. 
 
We compare these two groups of Washington state residents by several indicators: education level (as 
described above), individual earned income, and labor force status (employed or unemployed).6 Finally, 
we also examine the rates at which people change their higher education plans for financial reasons – to 
help inform our recommendations. 
 

                                                           
5
 Methodology: Analyze the sample data from the 2010 Washington State Population Survey using statistical 

software (SPSS) and draw conclusions about the Washington state population in general. Confidence level for all 
tests: 95%. 
6
 Here we discarded the data for the answer “not in labor force” as we are only interested in employed or 

unemployed status. 

Figure 1: Average annual 
personal wage earnings (in 
$) for respondents to the 
2010 Washington State 
Population Survey 
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Survey Sample Data 
 
Using the data from the state population 
survey, we have 2,805 respondents who 
are 25-44 years old and 4,820 who fall in 
the 45-64 age range. Before diving into 
deeper analysis and comparing the two 
groups to draw conclusions about the 
broader population of Washington state 
residents who fall in the 25-44 and 45-64 
age groups. 
 

As Figure 2 shows, the average personal 
wage income of survey respondents 25-44 
years old is $56,790 and the older group 
reporter a higher, $59,687 average 
income. This is not surprising as we wuold 
anticipate the older workers to have more 
experience and seniority that comes with 
higher compensation. What is surprising, 

however, is that the difference between the two age groups isn’t stasticially significant.7 This means 
that in the Washington state popluation 
at large, there is no significant differnce 
between the earnings of the younger and 
older groups.8 
 
Among the young survey respondents we 
also observe that 90% are employed. 
That number is slightly higher for the 
older group – 93%. Using this finding, we 
extrapolate for the Washington state 
population and find that indeed there is a 
difference in the employment levels 
between the two groups – the older 
generation faring better in employment 
status. 9 On average, the employment 
rate of older Washington residents (those 
in the 45-64 age group) is 1% to 4% 
higher than the younger generation.10 
 
 
 

                                                           
7
 95% confidence interval – see Appendix B for t-test details; also shown by the error bars overlapping in graph. 

8
 Ibid. 

9
 95% confidence interval – see Appendix B for t-test details; also shown by the error bars not overlapping in 

graph. 
10

 See Appendix B for the confidence interval of the difference on this t-test. 

Figure 2: Average annual personal wage earnings (in $) for 
survey respondents in the two age groups 

Figure 3: Employment status for survey respondents in the two 
age groups 
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Statistical Analysis and Findings 
Education and Personal Earnings 
We compare the average personal wage earnings between the younger and older age groups, in terms 
of people’s highest education level completed. Figure 4 shows the average incomes for respondents in 
the survey and we have used this information to draw conclusions about the entire population of 
Washington state. For example, among the survey respondents, on average younger people who don’t 
have a four-year university degree make 
$40,897 annually and those who have a 
bachelor’s or above reported earning an 
average of $73,922. Our calculations 
show a statistically significant difference 
between the averaged incomes of people 
without bachelor’s degrees and those 
with bachelor’s degrees or above in both 
age groups in Washington state.11 
 
We also want to know if there are 
differences in income level between 
younger people and older people holding 
the same degree. Using the information 
about the survey respondents (see Figure 
4) we find that the income levels for 
Washington residents are not statistically 
different from each other.12 This may 
suggest that other factors, such as work 
experience, are less important than 
education level in determining a person’s 
earned income. 
 
Education and Employment Status 
When comparing employment status, we also 
find that the employment rate of 
Washingtonians holding bachelor’s degree or 
above is statistically higher than that of 
people with lower than bachelor’s degree 
education.13The graph here shows the survey 
respondents’ employment rate for the two 
education groups we are interested in: 88% 
employed for those below bachelor’s and 95% 
employed for those with bachelor’s and 
above. On average, those Washington 
residents who have a higher education level 
completed have between 5.8% and 8.4% 

                                                           
11

 95% confidence interval; error bars not overlapping in graph 
12

 95% confidence interval; error bars overlapping in graph 
13

 95% confidence interval – see Appendix B for t-test details 

Figure 4: Comparing highest level of education to 
personal income – for both age groups in the survey 

Figure 5: Comparing education level to employment 
status for survey respondents across all ages 
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higher employment rate than their less-educated peers.14 
 
According to the findings from the comparisons between education levels, personal earnings and 
employment status, we observe a significant difference in the earning potential and employment status 
for Washington residents with bachelor’s degrees and above compared to those who do not have a 
four-year university degree. As we have defined competitiveness to encompass personal wage earnings 
and employment status, our analysis shows that those who have bachelor’s degrees and higher are 
more likely to be employed and earn more money in their jobs. 
 
Age Groups and Proportion of Higher Education (Bachelor’s +) 
We also want to know if young people 
have better chances for higher education 
and are therefore more competitive in the 
labor market. We next compare the 
proportion of people holding bachelor’s 
degree and above. In the survey 
respondents’ answers we see that the 
younger group actually has a slightly lower 
proportion of bachelor’s and above 
degrees compared to the older group. As 
noted previously, there may be a number 
of factors contributing to this difference – 
simply that getting a bachelor’s degree 
requires a person to be older, or perhaps 
other trends that have made it likely for 
older workers to return to school for their 
bachelor’s (the recession is a possible 
cause here or a career change trend later 
in life). 
 
In the state survey, 42% of young respondents have a bachelor’s degree or higher, and 44% of the older 
respondents have that level of education. Running our statistical analysis on this data, we find that there 
is no significant difference in the proportion of bachelor’s and above degrees between the young and 
old age groups for the entire Washington state population.15 
 
Changing Higher Education Plans Because of Financial Worries 
To better understand why there really is no significant difference in the proportion of young people with 
higher education, we studied those who cancel or change their higher education plans because of 
financial worries. As described in the policy context section, the trend in Washington State is to cut 
higher education funding with each new legislative cycle. We would then expect young people who are 
currently affected by these budget cuts to be forced to postpone their higher education plans. 

                                                           
14

 See Appendix B for the confidence interval of the difference on this t-test 
15

 Overlapping between confidence interval (95%) in the graph 

Figure 6: Proportion of survey respondents who have a 
bachelor’s degree or higher 
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One of the survey questions, answered by 
2,869 respondents asks if people have 
changed or postponed their higher 
education plans because of financial 
worries. Figure 7 shows that 12 percent of 
young people have changed their 
education plans due to finance issues, only 
7 percent of older survey respondents did 
so. Using this information, we discover 
that there is a significant difference in the 
proportion of younger people vs. older 
people who change their higher education 
plans because of financial concerns.16 On 
average, younger people in Washington 
are 2% to 8% more likely to change their 
higher education plans to due to financial 
considerations.17 
 
It is not clear why this difference exists. It 

may be that younger people are more flexible to change their higher education plans earlier on in their 
careers or before they have a lot of other responsibilities like families and home mortgages to pay off. 
 
However, the fact that more young people change or postpone their higher education plans suggests an 
opportunity for a policy solution geared toward making higher education more affordable for the 
younger generation (see our recommendations in the executive summary above). 
 
Data Limitations 
There are many difficulties in using the general 2010 Washington State Population Survey to test our 
hypothesis – that young people are more likely to be competitive in the workforce when it comes to 
highest level of education completed, income and employment status. Here are some of the caveats 
that apply to our data analysis: 
 
Highest education level completed: This question, as asked in the survey, is incomplete; there are no 
follow-up questions to clarify whether a person who has an associate’s degree may be working towards 
a bachelor’s degree and simply has not completed it yet, or if perhaps they plan on continuing their 
education in the future. People who may be working towards their bachelor’s degree and fall within our 
age ranges (either 25-44 or 45-64) will not show up in our analysis because the question specifically asks 
for highest level of education already completed. 
 
Private vs. public: The survey does not distinguish whether the bachelor’s and master’s degrees were 
obtained from a private or public institution. If such additional data becomes available, it will be helpful 
in formulating policy recommendations. Some policies – such as making more financial aid available for 
students pursuing higher degrees – may have more potential impact at the state-run colleges and 
universities. 
 

                                                           
16

 95% confidence interval – see Appendix B for t-test details 
17

 See Appendix B for the confidence interval of the difference on this t-test 

Figure 7: Proportion of survey respondents who change their 
higher education plans due to financial worries 
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Age dependency: As mentioned previously, we have tried to adjust for this issue by choosing the age 
brackets that we did, however, the higher the degree of education, the more time it takes to complete. 
People may complete advanced degrees part-time, mid-career or even later. Ideally these factors should 
be determined by a more education-specific survey to provide more granular data and establish a 
stronger case for the findings and recommendations. 
 
Multiple factors: The survey provides a very limited glimpse at possible reasons for higher education 
choices and is only vaguely related to finances. There is only one question that goes into more detail 
about how people change their higher education plans. It is also answered by few respondents (188 
total) and provides very few answer options (attend a less expensive school; return to school; choose to 
continue schooling instead of entering workforce; or some other change). 
 
There may be other factors that lead people to forgo a bachelor’s or higher degree: being satisfied with 
their career and/or income without those education levels, pursuing other priorities in life (such as 
developing a career, raising children), etc. Once again, a more comprehensive survey would be helpful. 
 
Personal income: To simplify our analysis and comparisons between the two groups, we use personal 
wage earnings. However, this is not a perfect representation of personal individual income – non-wage 
income should ideally be included (such as investment income, property rental income, etc.). We 
purposely chose to use the individual wages instead of the more inclusive “household income” because 
we wanted to see the distinction between individuals’ education level completed and their personal 
income. 
 
Conclusion 
In the early years of the century when state support for education fell off, tuition rates climbed sharply 
and financial aid to students did not keep up while enrollments were capped or cut. Some students were 
unquestionably denied access to higher education during that period.18 From this historic example, we 
have learned that financial burdens reduce the chances for younger generations to get higher education 
and become more competitive in the labor market. Many young people drop out of colleges and 
universities or take longer to complete their degrees because of the price tag on higher education. 
 
In today’s recession, this observed trend continues. Higher education budgets are on the cutting board 
once again and as our analysis shows, younger people in Washington are finding themselves challenged 
– they are not more competitive than their older colleagues in the workforce. To prevent history from 
repeating itself, Washington State needs to act quickly to encourage its younger residents to obtain 
higher degrees. The Higher Education Committee should compose legislation based on policy ideas and 
incentives like the ones we recommend in this report (see executive summary) – to help more young 
people complete at least a bachelor’s degree and thus become more competitive in the workforce. 
  

                                                           
18

 Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2001); National Center for Public Policy and Higher 
Education (2004) 



Page 9 of 9 
 

Appendixes 
 
Appendix A: Descriptive Statistics 
 

Sample Sizes 
 

Category Total number in 
survey sample 

Additional details or breakdown of n 

Age (both groups) 7625 2805 (25-44) 4820 (45-64) 
Education 11325 7018 (below bachelor’s) 4307 (bachelor’s +) 
2009 Personal Wage Earnings 4439 (continuous; range is from 0 to $1,440,000) 
Labor Force Status 1164919 6375 (employed) 639 (unemployed) 
Cancelled or Postponed 
Higher Education Plans 

2869 2654 (no) 215 (yes) 

How Changed Education 
Plans 

188 Attend a less expensive school: 29; Return to school: 
43; Choose to continue schooling instead of entering 
workforce: 18; Or some other change: 98 

 
Appendix B: Comparing Means 
 

Independent Samples T-Tests (for CI 95%) 
 

Comparison Sample size, 
n 

Equal variance 
assumed? 

T-value P-value Confidence 
interval 

2009 Personal Wage Earnings 
25-44 
45-64 

 
1397 
2415 

Yes -1.443 .149 -6831.62113 to 
1038.34356 

Proportion who have a 
bachelor’s or higher degree 
25-44 
45-64 

 
 
2745 
4754 

No -1.397 .163 -.03982 to 
.00669 

Labor Force Status (proportion 
employed) 
25-44 
45-64 

 
 
2223 
3547 

No -3.751 .000 -.04312 to 
-.01352 

Labor Force Status 
Less than B’s 
Bachelor’s + 

 
3907 
2982 

No -10.823 .000 -.08418 to 
-.05837 

Proportion who changed 
higher education plans 
25-44 
45-64 

 
 
620 
1367 

No 3.348 .001 .02082 to 
.07980 

 
 

                                                           
19

 There were also 4635 respondents who answered “not in labor force” – we recoded this as “system missing” 
because we are only interested in employed vs. unemployed. 


