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How College Contributes to 
Workforce Success: Employer 
Views on What Matters Most 
presents the findings of our 
seventh survey of employers, 
which was conducted in 
partnership with Hanover 
Research. Like our previous 
surveys, it found substantial 
support among employers for 
the outcomes and experiences 
of a liberal education and 
makes it clear that a liberally 
educated graduate is strongly 
positioned for success in 
the job market. Nine in ten 
employers believe that it is 
important to achieve the 
learning outcomes that 
define a contemporary liberal 
education, for example, 
and that it is worthwhile to 
obtain a college degree. 
The same number say they 
would be more likely to hire 
a job applicant who had 
participated in at least one 
of a defined set of engaging 
educational practices, often 
called “high-impact practices.” 

Significantly fewer employers 
believe college-educated 
applicants have received this 
type and level of preparation, 
however. Only six in ten 
say that recent graduates 
possess the knowledge and 
skills needed for success in 
entry-level positions at their 
companies or organizations. 
So, while employers clearly 
value liberally educated 
graduates, their actual 
experience with job applicants 
and new hires has shown 

that not all recent graduates 
have, in fact, received a liberal 
education. This discrepancy 
may account for the finding 
that one in three employers 
does not have confidence in 
higher education. 

Finally, for the first time, our 
employer research found 
evidence of an emerging 
generation gap among 
employers that may signal 
increasing confidence in higher 
education and even greater 
support for liberal education 
over the coming years. And 
of particular significance at 
a time of mounting need for 
higher education to redress 
racial injustice and other 



This report presents findings from an online 
survey that was conducted in October 2020 by the 
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FIGURE 1

Characteristics of respondent companies

Total Number of 
Employees

25–99	 25%

100–499 	 25%

500–999	 25%

1,000 +	 25%

Geographic  
Profile

Local 	 23%

Regional	 25%

National	 34%

Multinational	 18%

Industry* 

Technology	 27%

Banking or 
financial services	 12%

Manufacturing	 9%

Professional services	 9%

Healthcare/Medicine	 9%

Construction/ 
Building contractors	 9%

Retail	 8%

Service	 6%

Government (federal, 
state, or local)	 5%

Telecommunications	 5%

Advertising	 4%

Engineering	 4%

Hospitality or restaurant/ 
food service	 3%

Transportation	 3%

Insurance	 2%

Real estate	 2%

Pharmaceuticals	 2%

Printing/Publishing	 2%

Other	 8%

Type 

Private company	 72%

Publicly traded  
company	 17%

Government agency 
or municipality	 5%

Nonprofit  
organization	 5%

Other	 1%

* Cumulative percentage exceeds 100% because respondents could choose multiple categories.
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Employer Views on Higher Education and 
Workforce Preparedness

PART ONE
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As with many institutions today, higher education 
has a public trust problem. The ongoing decline 
in public confidence in higher education has been 
well documented. In 2018, for example, Gallup 
found that the percentage of US adults who had 
“a great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in 
higher education had dropped from 57 to 48 
percent in just three years—a decline steeper than 
for any other US institution measured by Gallup.1 

By contrast, as shown in figure 2, employer 
confidence in higher education remains relatively 
high. In 2018, AAC&U found that 63 percent of 
employers had “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of 
confidence in higher education.2 That number 
has now risen to 67 percent. Moreover, the 
overwhelming majority of employers value the 
college degree itself (see fig. 3). Almost nine in 
ten (87 percent) believe that getting a college 
degree or credential is “definitely” or “probably” 
worth the investment of time and money. In fact, 
the percentage who believe college completion 
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FIGURE 2
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Very 
Important

Somewhat 
important

Not at all/
Not very 
important

Ability to analyze and interpret data

Critical thinking skills

Ability to work effectively in teams

Application of knowledge/skills in  
real-world settings

Digital literacy

Ability to demonstrate complex problem-
solving skills

Ethical judgment and reasoning

Ability to communicate through writing

Ability to locate, evaluate, and use 
information in decision making

Creative thinking

Ability to communicate/work with people 
from different cultural backgrounds

Ability to communicate through speaking/
presentation skills

Ability to work with numbers and statistics

Ability to integrate ideas/information  
across settings and contexts

Civic skills/civic engagement

FIGURE 4

At least half of employers view the skills of a liberal education as “very important” 
for college graduates.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%



n	 Ability to work in teams

n	 Critical thinking

n	� Ability to analyze and  
interpret data

n	� Application of knowledge  
in real-world settings

n	 Digital literacy

n	 Oral Communication

n	 Ability to work in teams

n	� Ethical judgment and  
decision-making

n	 Ability to work independently

n	� Critical thinking/  
analytical reasoning

x

x

x

x

x
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Research has shown that participation in certain 
active and applied educational experiences can 
have a demonstrably positive impact on students 
by improving their engagement and deepening 
their learning.6 Increasingly recognized as a 
distinguishing feature of a contemporary liberal 
education, these “high-impact practices” are 
widely valued by educators. Employers also value 
these practices.

As was found in the 2018 survey,7 a graduate’s 
participation in high-impact practices as part of 
their college experience can positively influence 
hiring decisions. More than four in five employers 
say they would be either “somewhat more likely” 
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FIGURE 7

Employers value applied experiences, but internships lead the list of what makes 
employers “much more likely to consider” hiring a candidate.

10%

15%

14%

15%

17%

12%

16%

11%

10%

12%

49%

40%

41%

41%

42%

43%

44%

44%

46%

47%
An experience that involved working in community 
settings with people from diverse backgrounds or cultures

A work-study program or other form employment  
during college

A portfolio of work showcasing skills and integrating 
college experiences

A global learning experience that included exposure to 
diverse experiences and perspectives and application of 
learning to their major and their own life

An experience that involved working with mentors  
and/or individualized advisors

Multiple courses requiring significant writing assignments

A community-based or service-learning project with a 
community organization

A research project done collaboratively with faculty

An advanced, comprehensive project in the senior year, 
such as a thesis, senior project, or other major assignment

An internship or apprenticeship 41%

45%

44%

44%

41%

44%

40%

45%

44%

41%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Much more 
likely 

Somewhat 
more likely

No more 
likely



The effect of educational attainment on long-term 
career success depends on the quality of the 
educational experience overall. An undergraduate 
education is the sum of many parts. To understand 
how employers view the role of college in 
preparing graduates for long-term career success, 
employers were provided with a list of descriptors 
that characterize various aims of an undergraduate 
education. While any of these descriptors may 
characterize a goal of learning experiences 
of various types, together they constitute the 
distinctive hallmarks of a liberal education. 

Of the descriptors provided, “encouraging 
students to think for themselves” was rated 
most highly, with half of all employers indicating 
that it is “very important” for long-term career 
success (see fig. 8). Echoing findings from 
previous AAC&U employer surveys, responses 
tended overall to reflect a desire for the college 
experience to balance breadth and depth of 
learning. For example, the same percentage of 
employers rated “an emphasis on non-technical 
skills” and “adequately building technical skills for 
employment” as “very important.” 

Half of all employers regard “providing students 
with a well-rounded education” as “very 
important.” However, what constitutes “well-
rounded” is unclear. Only two in five employers 
believe it is “very important” for a college 
education to include “exposure to a wide range of 
academic topics/disciplines,” “fostering a sense 
of social justice,” “a focus on global issues,” or “an 
emphasis on the liberal arts.”

Employers believe both breadth and depth of 
learning contribute to long-term career success.
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FIGURE 10

The percentage of employers that view ePortfolios as “very useful” in evaluating job 
candidates continues to increase.

l ePortfolios  l Transcripts  

2015

36%

9%

43%

37%

48%

38%

2018 2020

FIGURE 9

Nearly nine in ten employers find college graduates to be at least somewhat 
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15%

16%

While nearly nine in ten employers (87 percent) 
report that they are at least “somewhat satisfied” 
with the ability of recent college graduates to 
apply the skills and knowledge learned in college 
to complex problems in the workplace, just under 
half (49 percent) are “very satisfied.” Moreover, as 
shown in figure 11, just six in ten employers believe 
that college graduates possess the knowledge 
and skills needed to succeed in entry-level 
positions, and just over half (55 percent) believe 
they possess the knowledge and skills required 
for advancement and promotion.

To probe these findings further, we asked 
employers to assess college graduates’ level of 
preparedness with regard to each of the learning 
outcomes deemed essential for success in the 
workplace (see fig. 4 above). As was found in 
2018,10 there is a significant gap between the 
high level of importance employers place on 
the learning outcome, on the one hand, and 
their estimation of college graduate’s level of 
preparation, on the other (see fig. 12).
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FIGURE 12

Employers do not believe most graduates possess the level of preparedness needed 
for workforce success. 

Share of employers 
who report that 

recent graduates are 
“very well prepared” 
on a particular skill

Share of 
employers who 
deem a skilll 
to be “very 
important”

Preparedness 
Gap

62% 48%

60% 39%

57% 41%

56% 39%

55% 49%

54% 44%

54% 41%

54% 39%

54% 43%

53% 42%

53% 46%

52% 41%

52%
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more racially and  
ethnically diverse  
than employers aged 50 and 
above and significantly less 
likely to identify as White 
(69% vs. 82%, respectively
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Profile of participating employers by education
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While more than half of all employers under the 
age of forty (54 percent) believe that getting 
a college degree is “definitely” worth the 
investment of time and money, fewer than two in 
five employers aged fifty and above (39 percent) 
agree. Yet, employers under forty also account 
for the highest percentage with “very little” 
confidence in higher education (17 percent, as 
compared to just 3 percent of those over fifty).1 
One possible explanation may be that employers 
under the age of forty are the oldest millennials. 
Members of this generation, the most highly 
educated in US history, may be expected to value 
the college degree,2 but they also came of age 
during a financial crisis that produced widespread 
skepticism in public institutions.3

Perhaps as a result of spending the most time in 
higher education, employers with postgraduate 
education value the college degree more highly 
than those with lower levels of educational 
attainment and also have greater confidence 
in higher education as a public institution. 
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FIGURE 15

Employers under 40 and employers with at least some postgraduate education are 
significantly more likely to report that a college degree is “definitely worth it” but 
also to say they have “very little confidence” in higher education.

39% 17% 3%

50 and Above

^ Significantly different from bachelor’s degree only.
* Significantly different from both bachelor’s degree 
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FIGURE 18

Employers under 40 and employers with postgraduate education are more likely 
to report that “all” college graduates possess the skills and knowledge needed to 
succeed or to advance in their jobs.

ALL RECENT GRADUATES HAVE  
SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE TO SUCCEED  

IN ENTRY-LEVEL POSITIONS

Under 40 Under 40

ALL RECENT GRADUATES HAVE  
SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE TO ADVANCE  

OR BE PROMOTED

50 and Above 50 and Above

18%* 24%*9% 5%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

20%*

19%

12%
15%

10% 10%

*SD,
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FIGURE 19
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Among the most consistent findings of this 
survey are the significant differences among 
employers with respect to the value they place 
on college graduates’ civic and community-based 
experiences. Employers aged fifty years and older 
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FIGURE 21

Percentages of employers who indicated they would be “much more likely to 
consider” hiring a college graduate with the following experiences.

Experience working in community  
settings with people from diverse 
backgrounds or cultures

Had a job or engaged in work-study  
while in college

Completion of a portfolio of work 
showcasing skills and integrating  
college experiences

Exposure to global learning experiences

Experience working with mentors and/or 
individualized advisors
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FIGURE 22

Employers under 40 tend to view a college education focused on breadth of 
experiences and community engagement as very important for long-term career 
success (and technical skills matter, too).

Encouraging students to think  
for themselves

55% 56% 55%

An emphasis on “non-technical” skills 52% 55% 43%*

Adequately building technical skills for employment 52% 58% 41%*

Providing students with a well-rounded education 52% 57% 48%

Producing versatile students who can adapt to 
problems as they arise

51% 52% 49%

Encouraging interactions with diverse groups 
of people

51% 54% 44%

Encouraging students to engage  
in communities 46% 53% 34%*

Exposure to STEM fields 45% 50% 34%

Exposure to a wide variety of academic topics 
and disciplines 44% 50% 34%*

Fostering a sense of social justice 44% 49% 31%
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FIGURE 24

Employers with postgraduate education are more likely to view a college education 
focused on global issues, social justice, and community engagement as very 
important for long-term career success (and technical skills matter, too).

Encouraging students to think for themselves 57% 54% 54%

An emphasis on “non-tecnical” skills 51% 51% 56%

Providing students with a well-rounded education 55% 47%



CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

demonstrate that employers from a range of 
backgrounds and industries seek employees with 
a particular type of postsecondary education—
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1	� Employers under 40 also had a higher percentage of respondents who indicated “a great deal of confidence” in higher education, 
as compared to employers 50 and older (42% vs. 38%), but this difference was not significant. 

2	 https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2014/03/07/millennials-in-adulthood/

3	 https://iop.harvard.edu/sites/default/files_new/IOPSpring15PollExecSumm.pdf 

4	� Employers under 40 were more likely than those aged 50 or above to find both transcripts and ePortfolios very useful. Forty-
nine percent of employers under 40 viewed transcripts as “very useful,” as compared to only 11% of employers fifty and older. 

https://www.dmngood.com/work/
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