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Public Opinion of Higher Education
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39%

35%

26%

More important

Equally important

Less important

Compared to 20 years ago, how important is 
it for people to have a two-year or four-year 
college degree in order for them to have a 

successful career?

53%

38%

35%

30%

32%

39%

18%

30%

26%

Currently enrolled

Not enrolled, some college

Never enrolled

Compared to 20 years ago, how important is it 
for people to have a two-year or four-year 
college degree in order for them to have a 

successful career?

More Equally Less

Three quarters of U.S. adults believe a college degree is at least as important to a 
successful career today as it was 20 years ago

4 



Copyright © 2023 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved.

The public generally believes higher education benefits society

36%

23%

30%

19%

16%

15%

18%

12%

19%

16%

13%

14%

13%

28%

28%

23%

23%

23%

23%

22%

22%

19%

20%

20%

18%

18%

18%

22%

18%

20%

23%

23%

20%

23%

17%

19%

22%

21%

22%

82%
73%

71%
62%
62%

61%
60%

57%
55%
55%
55%

53%
53%

Greater innovation
Higher household incomes

A more knowledgeable population
More public concern about the environment

More productive businesses
More entrepreneurship

Increased civic participation
Increased consumer spending

Less crime
A more resilient society

More people in work that fits their talents
A larger tax base

More citizen involvement in communities

Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree that postsecondary education leads to 
each of the following outcomes in the U.S. 

Strongly agree Somewhat agree Slightly agree
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60%

51%

42%

55%

39%
46%

31%

2015 2018 2023

U.S. adults with “a great deal” or “quite 
a lot” of confidence in higher education

18 to 34
35 to 54

55 or older

36% of U.S. adults express confidence in higher education; less than half of those with 
a bachelor’s degree have much confidence
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67%

60%

50%

57%
50%

47%
54%

45%

29%

2015 2018 2023

U.S. adults with “a great deal” or “quite a 
lot” of confidence in higher education

Graduate 
degree
College 

degree only

No degree
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Barriers
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13%

18% 19%

13%

Industry
certification

Certificate Associate
degree

Bachelor's
degree

Which of the following, if any, have you 
considered pursuing in the past two years?

(Among U.S. adults without a credential)

39%

51%
44% 42%41%

58%
53%

42%

Asian adults Black or African
American adults

Hispanic adults White adults

Percent of uncredentialed adults who have 
considered enrolling in a college degree or 

certificate program in the past two years

2021 2022

Nearly half (47%) of adults without a postsecondary credential have considered 
obtaining one in the past two years
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Among adults who are considering reenrolling in a postsecondary program, most say 
they are doing so to gain knowledge, personal fulfillment, or a higher-paying job

9 9

64%

To obtain knowledge or 
skills. 

57%

Personal fulfillment or 
achievement. 

56%

It will help you get a 
higher-paying job. 

Which of the following are important reasons you are considering continuing your education? 
Top 3 reasons among adults considering re-enrollment  
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Less than one-quarter (23%) of adults believe most people in the U.S. have access to 
quality, affordable postsecondary education

6%

8%

6%

6%

17%

24%

17%

15%

37%

38%

36%

37%

38%

29%

40%

39%

U.S. adults

Currently enrolled students

Unenrolled adults, some postsecondary education

Never enrolled

In your view, how many people in the U.S. have access to quality, affordable 
education after high school if they want it?

All Most About half Not too many None

10 



Copyright © 2023 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved.

Cost is the most prevalent barrier to enrollment, but more than one in four unenrolled adults 
say employment and mental health are “very important” reasons they remain unenrolled

54%

45%

38%

30%

28%

The cost of the degree/credential program

Inflation makes it less affordable

Work conflicts/Need to work

Emotional stress

Personal mental health reasons

How important are each of the following as reasons why you are not currently 
enrolled [in a degree or certificate program]?

(Top 5 reasons reported, based on “Very important” percentages)
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Nearly half (47%) of stopped-out adults – including 57% of Black adults – would 
reenroll in their program if some or all of their loans were forgiven

47%

57%

49%

37%

31%

26%

37%

32%

14%

11%

9%

18%

8%

5%

6%

12%

Stopped-out adults with student loan debt

Black or African American

Hispanic

White

How likely would you be to reenroll if some or all of your current student 
loans were forgiven?

(Among adults who stopped out of a postsecondary program)

Very likely Somewhat likely
Not too 
likely

Not likely 
at all
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Improving Perceptions of Value
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$30,369

$47,059

$75,061

$107,167

No postsecondary education

Associate degree

Bachelor's degree

Postgraduate degree

Average Annual Income by Education

55%

67%

73%

74%

37%

52%

59%

67%

No postsecondary education

Associate degree

Bachelor's degree

Postsecondary degree

Employment Rate and Alignment of 
Work with Natural Talents and Interests

Employment rate Work aligns with talents and interests

U.S. adults with a degree earn significantly more than those without a postsecondary 
education, and are more likely to be employed in roles that align with their interests
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Increased postsecondary education has a significant impact on adults’ future outlook 
and physical health
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10%

14%

22%

24%

63%

62%

62%

62%

23%

21%

14%

13%

No postsecondary
education

Associate degree

Bachelor's degree

Postgraduate degree

How would you describe your own 
physical health at this time?

Excellent Good Only fair Poor

63%

59%

61%

67%

61%

71%

75%

79%

No postsecondary education

Associate degree

Bachelor's degree

Postgraduate degree

Current and Future Life Evaluation 
on a 0 to 10 Scale

Life Today: 7 or higher Life in Five Years: 8 or higher
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36%

33%

41%

35%

38%

28%

35%

37%

31%

27%

27%

29%

71%

70%

72%

62%

65%

57%

Current bachelor's degree
students

Public university students

Private, not-for-profit students

Bachelor's degree alumni
(2017-2021)

Public university alumni
(2017-2021)

Private, not-for-profit alumni
(2017-2021)

The education I [am receiving/received] 
[is/was] worth the cost.

Strongly agree Agree

One remedy for declining enrollment and confidence: Help students acknowledge – 
and promote – the value of their degree
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46%

42%

52%

40%

42%

39%

35%

38%

31%

36%

37%

34%

18%

20%

17%

24%

21%

27%

Current bachelor's degree
students

Public university students

Private, not-for-profit students

Bachelor's degree alumni
(2017-2021)

Public university alumni
(2017-2021)

Private, not-for-profit alumni
(2017-2021)

On a scale of 0 to 10, how likely are you 
to recommend [University] to family, 

friends, or colleagues?

9 to 10 7 to 8 0 to 6
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