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Questions about the value of postsecondary education have become increasingly complex. Rising costs, changing workforce needs,

and growing public skepticism mean audiences want clear answers — but no single metric can fully capture the value of postsecondary

education. This toolkit supports communicating about postsecondary value with confidence and offers practical guidance for real-

world conversations.

To put this guide into practice, as you develop any communication, ask:

1. Who is my audience and what do they care about?

2. Which core message is most relevant to them?

3. What evidence will resonate with them?

4. What action do I want them to take?

Key Communications Themes

1. Postsecondary value is multidimensional. Earnings are a core component of assessing economic mobility and workforce

development. However, social value and community impact also contribute to a holistic understanding of the value of a

postsecondary credential.

2. Trust with audiences is built through transparent, responsible communication. Students, families, and employers are making

important decisions in an environment filled with competing narratives about higher education. Without sufficient framing,

outcomes data or stories about postsecondary outcomes can easily be misunderstood.

3. Insights should be actionable. The purpose of communicating postsecondary value is to help people make better decisions —

whether that's choosing a program, improving institutional practice, or shaping public policy.

4.  Context is key. The same data may be interpreted differently depending on a student's goals, regional workforce needs, or policy

priorities. States and systems should pick up what fits into their policy context, drawing on elements that best fit their audiences.

Introduction
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Every audience comes to the conversation with different priorities. Before developing messaging, ask yourself: what does the

audience care about? What questions are they trying to answer? What information would build trust? Use the audience

snapshots below to tailor messaging.

Know Your Audience

Institution faculty, campus
leaders, career advisors and
institutional communications
practitioners

Committed to student success but often lack post-

graduation data or a clear way to translate

outcomes into advising and program decisions.

A holistic view of value — beyond one earnings figure —

gives every role in the institution (advisor, dean, provost) a

shared way to evaluate and communicate what's working.

Outcomes data becomes powerful only when the right people

know what to do with it. Pair communications with Threshold

0 framing (recoup cost within 10 years) plus a program-level

break-even example.

High school career advising staff
and school counselors

Direct influence on students' next steps, but often

working without current, program-level outcomes

data.

Outcomes data becomes usable advice only when it's specific

to a student's likely path, not a statewide average.

Use PSEO Explorer figures by program // major (1-, 5-, and 10-

year earnings) instead of a single average.

Understanding postsecondary value allows school counselors

to confidently speak to outcomes relevant to a student’s

situation and needs. 

Current and prospective students
and families

Weighing real financial risk, want to see themselves

in the data rather than a generic statewide number.

The question isn't whether a degree pays off in general — it's

whether this program, at this school, pays off.

Outcomes data should provide ROI trajectories for students in

terms they relate to. Clear information supports student

success by helping them understand the opportunities and

outcomes associated with different pathways. 

Audience Audience Mindset Key Messages
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Policymakers, legislators, and
political decision makers

Operating in a “one-pager” environment; need one

number they can defend to constituents, but are

cautious of oversimplified ROI claims.

Legislators need one or two key data points that are both

comprehensible and carry weight to answer constituent

questions.

Create bipartisan alignment via holistic definitions of value;

earnings data is important, but social and community impact

and workforce needs deliver additional momentum. 

Philanthropies and funders
Believe in postsecondary education's value but need

evidence that specific investments produce

measurable, equitable returns.

Funders need a holistic understanding of value that they can

adapt to reach various audiences, which is essential in

reaching the right people who benefit from taking action.

Employers
Navigating pressures to adjust degree requirements

and adopt skills-based talent strategies.

Postsecondary value analyses can help employers identify

which credentials reliably produce the competencies,

earnings trajectories and retention outcomes that match

their workforce needs.

Employers relying on degree requirements as a proxy for

quality need better information communicated to them

clearly.

Fields with wage gaps, particularly those delivering high

public benefit but low individual earnings, like education and

healthcare support, represent a shared problem for

employers and policymakers. Employers in these sectors are

well-positioned to advocate for compensation structures

that better reflect the workforce value those credentialed

workers provide.
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The general public

Increasing costs, student debt headlines, and

growing skepticism about the value of a degree is

creating a high-stakes environment when making

decisions about pursuing a credential. 

A degree’s value isn’t captured by earnings data alone.

Economic security — the ability to be resilient in the face of

a layoff or a career change — is one of the most important

and least-discussed returns on a postsecondary credential.

Where you go, what you study, your unique background, and

your goals all shape what a degree can deliver. Data on

postsecondary value outcomes make those differences

visible. 
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Each scenario follows the same structure: the situation, the recommended approach, and sample language you can adapt.

Messaging in Action

You’re presenting to your Board.
Your goal is to build confidence in

your institution’s approach to

measuring postsecondary value.

Position the Framework as a decision-making tool,

not a scorecard. Emphasize that value is

multidimensional and that different measures

provide different insights depending on the

decision being made.

"We use the Postsecondary Value Framework because it helps us

ask better questions about student outcomes, rather than

reducing success to a single ranking or metric. Depending on the

decision in front of us — a program review, an equity check, a

funding request — we can point to the threshold that actually

answers that question."

You're explaining the

Postsecondary Value Framework
for the first time.

Begin by naming what it isn't, then what it is. Keep

it to two sentences before moving to a concrete

example.

"The Postsecondary Value Framework isn't a single metric or

ranking — it's a structured way to ask whether students are

better off because of their education, from a basic economic

return all the way to long-term financial security."

You're designing a page or report
section that will present outcomes
data to the public.

Be sure to frame data with additional context

before you show numbers. State what's being

measured, why it was chosen, and how to read it.

"The figures below show what graduates earn 1, 5, and 10 years

after completion, compared to what a high school graduate

typically earns over the same period."

Situation Guidance Sample Messaging
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A philanthropic partner wants

evidence that a specific grant or

program produced measurable,
equitable gains.

Separate the access or completion story from the

economic outcome story, and show both are being

tracked.

"We track completion and Threshold 0 (minimum economic return)

alongside Threshold 2 (earnings parity), so we can see not just

whether students finish, but whether the financial return is

reaching every group equitably."
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