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Degrees of Value:
Strengthening College ROI Across 
California
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What a positive ROI can do

californiacompetes.org/degrees-of-value

Drive 
economic 
strength

Close
equity gaps

Boost 
economic 
mobility

Build
public trust
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Higher education is both a vaccine and an antidote 

against economic stagnation and social 

stratification―for individual Californians, our 

communities, and the state’s economy.

What we 
believe 

California Competes: 
Higher Education for a Strong Economy
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Our Policy Priorities
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College Access & Success for Adults

Agile & Innovative Higher Education

Coordinated Policy Setting & Implementation

Higher Education-Workforce Alignment
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Degrees of Value: Exploring 
How College ROI Differs 
Across California

californiacompetes.org/
degrees-of-value

Research Briefs
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How we define ROI

where the added value of a college degree is the difference between a 
college graduate’s and a high school graduate’s annual earnings, 
multiplied by 10 years, and educational expenses are a college student’s 
annual education and living expenses minus their annual grant aid, 
multiplied by the standard number of years to complete their degree 
(two for an associate’s, four for a bachelor’s)

ROI =
ADDED VALUE OF 

A COLLEGE 
DEGREE

— EDUCATIONAL 
EXPENSES

5

6



4/1/2026

4

Use the ROI Metrics Matrix to make sense of the
ROI landscape
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californiacompetes.org/resources/
roi-metrics-matrix
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78% of bachelor’s holders

achieve a positive ROI

62% of associate’s holders

A degree pays off for most graduates
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Among bachelor’s holders, White and Asian graduates 
are more likely to see a positive return than Black and 
Latinx graduates

73%

77%

78%

79%

82%

78%

Latinx

Black

Two or more races

White

Asian

Total
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Total
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Associate’s degrees pay off, but with greater variation 
across demographic groups
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Bachelor’s degrees pay off most often in urban, coastal 
regions with strong economies
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North-Far North (72%)

Upper Sacramento Valley (76%)

Central Sierra

San Joaquin Valley (73%)

Inland Empire (70%)

Imperial

Bay Area (84%)

Central Coast (75%)

Orange (82%)
Los Angeles (80%)

San Diego (78%)

Sacramento-Tahoe (74%)

Values are not available for the Central Sierra and Imperial 
regions because of small sample sizes.

The positive ROI rate for associate’s degrees varies 
more by region than that for bachelor’s degrees
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North-Far North
Upper Sacramento Valley (45%)

Central Sierra

San Joaquin Valley (59%)

Inland Empire (67%)

Imperial

Bay Area (55%)

Central Coast (72%)

Orange (63%)
Los Angeles (60%)

San Diego (69%)

Sacramento-Tahoe (56%)

Values are not available for the Central Sierra, North-Far 
North, and Imperial regions because of small sample sizes.
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Bachelor’s pay off at a much higher rate than associate’s 
in some regions, while in others the gap is slim
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55%

63%

60%

69%

45%

72%

56%

59%

67% 70%

72%

73%

74%

75%

76%

78%

80%

82%

84%Bay Area

Orange

Los Angeles

San Diego

Upper Sacramento Valley

Central Coast

Sacramento-Tahoe

San Joaquin Valley

North-Far North*

Inland Empire

Associate’s Bachelor’s

*The share of associate’s degrees with a positive ROI is not available for the 
North-Far North region due to small sample size. For this same reason, values 
for both degree types are omitted for the Central Sierra and Imperial regions. 

How can we improve college’s economic ROI?

Decrease
students’ college 

costs
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Increase
graduates’ earnings
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Opportunities to strengthen college ROI
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Expand 
financial aid 

access

Streamline 
holistic 

supports

Improve 
workforce 

data 
collection

Deepen 
employer 

partnerships

Degrees of Value: Exploring 
How College ROI Differs 
Across California
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