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how economic aid can be effectively implemented in conflict. Such a theory would be of 

primary importance in terms of military and defense policy, giving this topic of study 

significant real world implications.  

 

The Economics of Degree Inflation	  
By Justine Moore ‘16	  
       As the percentage of the population that has attained a bachelor’s degree increases, 

the value of a college degree continues to decline -- a phenomenon known as degree 

inflation. Though degree inflation motivates more young people to attend college to 

compete in the job market, it harms many older members of the workforce who face 

changing standards for employment and no longer have the credentials required for even 

low-paying jobs. 
In 1940, less than five percent of the U.S. population held a bachelor’s degree 

(Census Atlas of the United States), a number that rose to almost 25 percent by 2000, and 

exceeded 30 percent in 2011 (Bernstein). Statistics from Burning Glass, a company that 

examines advertisements for jobs around the country, reveal that the percentage of 

employers seeking employees with a bachelor’s degree has increased dramatically from 

2007 to 2012.  
 The increase was noted for many professions, ranging from dental laboratory 

technicians, for which 12 percent of advertisements requested candidates with a 

bachelor’s degree in 2007 compared to 33 percent in 2012, and photographers, where the 

percentage increased from 25 to 34 between 2007 and 2012, according to statistics 

reported by Catherine Rampbell of The New York Times. 	  
 Rampbell acknowledges that although some of these jobs need workers today to 

be more skilled than the workers of 2007 because of developments in the industry, many 

“[requiring] the same old duties and skills” despite having increased their expectations 

for their employees’ educational backgrounds. 	  
According to Rampbell, there is a surplus of labor because the supply of people 

seeking employment exceeds the demand of employers for employees, and employers 

know that they can “afford to be picky” when making hiring decisions. This can manifest 
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itself in the form of employers automatically weeding out job applicants who have not 

attained a bachelor’s degree, as many employers “assume that people who don’t go to 

college in this day and age must be inferior candidates” (Rampbell).  
       In a February 2013 article titled “It Takes a B.A. to Find a Job as a File Clerk,” 

Rampbell dove deeper into the issue of degree inflation through a profile of  Busch, 

Slipakoff & Schuh, a law firm in Atlanta with 45 employees. The firm has a policy of not 

hiring anyone without a bachelor’s degree, even for lower-level jobs that “do not require 

college skills;” (Rampbell) the firm’s receptionists, file clerks, and document runners all 

graduated from college. According to Rampbell, the firm justifies this decision by 

arguing that although graduates will likely not use the skills learned in college at their 

lower-level jobs, they may be “more career-oriented” if they attended college. 

In an article for Bloomberg Businessweek, Sheelah Kolhatkar posited that the 

phenomenon of degree inflation has a particularly dramatic effect on middle-aged women 

working in secretarial or administrative jobs, who are suddenly facing increased 

competition from young college graduates.  
Kolhatkar cites the fact that 96 percent of administrative workers and secretaries 

are women, and quotes several women who were laid off during the economic recession 

and are “suddenly encountering obstacles to finding a job” due to the fact that they lack 

college degrees.  
“Some of them are in their 40s, they’ve raised families. They started out of high 

school and have built up to the higher $90,000-a-year range. And now they’re being told 

they need to have a bachelor’s degree,” said Kerri Crump, who was previously an 

executive assistant and is currently searching for a job (Kolhatkar).  
Degree inflation may even be harming the young, educated workers who are 

replacing the middle-aged women without degrees, as they are forced to accept low-

paying jobs while struggling to pay off their college loans. According to USA Today, the 

cost of college tuition has increased 7.1 percent since 1980, while average inflation 

during this time period was 3.3 percent. The average undergraduate now pays $17,633 

per year for tuition, room and board, compared to $7,341 (in today’s dollars) in 1980 

(Serrano).  
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As a college education becomes increasingly more expensive, students are 

struggling to finance their education. According to NPR, approximately two-thirds of 

students who receive bachelor’s degrees take out loans to pay for their education. The 

average graduating senior has approximately $25,000 in loan debt, which is becoming 

more and more difficult to pay off (What’s Driving College Costs Higher?).  
While students are amassing more in loan debt, the worth of a degree is declining. 

Many young graduates are accepting low-skilled jobs with equivalent salaries, and do not 

make enough money to pay off their loan debts 

However, this proves to be a catch-22 situation, as these workers often would not 

be eligible for even low-paying jobs without college diplomas. According to Rampbell, 

the unemployment rate for workers with only a high school education is 8.1 percent, 

compared to 3.7 percent for those with a bachelor’s degree.  
Although economists around the world have suggested a variety of solutions for 

degree inflation, including prohibiting employers from discriminating against applicants 

without bachelor’s degrees for jobs that do not require a college education, none of these 

simple solutions will fully tackle all of the complex issues involved. For example, a ban 

on discrimination against those without bachelor’s degrees would be extremely difficult 

to enforce and raise a whole new set of questions. How would this ban be enforced? 

What is the threshold for work that requires a college education? This ban would create 

immense inefficiencies and incur high costs. There is no easy way to address this issue. 
As tuition increases and degree value declines, policymakers must develop a 

method to control degree inflation. However, increased regulation could potentially 

backfire. Firms may exploit loopholes in any new regulations to only hire people who 

have degrees beyond the bachelor level to maximize productivity given the higher costs. 

Increased business requirements would also cause firms to hire fewer workers, thus 

exacerbating unemployment facing many new graduates.  

Degree inflation is a major problem facing many college graduates. It is clear that 

new and innovative solutions are necessary to curb degree inflation and maintain the 

benefits of higher education. 
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