
HS HS+1 HS+2 HS+3 HS+4 HS+5 HS+6 HS+7 HS+8 HS+9 HS+10 HS+11 HS+12 HS+13 HS+14 HS+15 HS+16 HS+17 HS+18 HS+19

M
edian N

et C
um

ulative Earnings

High school graduates:  
Brittany, Jake, Maria, Carlos 

Jake enters the 
workforce right after 
graduating high school. 

Brittany, Carlos, and 
Maria entered a UT 

institution in the fall after 
graduating high school. 

Brittany earns her bachelor’s in 4 
years and enters the workforce. At this 
point, Brittany represents 82,500 four-

year UT graduates found working in 
Texas one year after graduation. 

Maria earns her bachelor’s in 5 years 
and enters the workforce. At this 

point, Maria represents 45,900 five-
year UT graduates found working in 

Texas one year after graduation. 

Carlos earns his bachelor’s in 6 
years and enters the workforce. At 

this point, Carlos represents 15,100 
six-year UT graduates found working 

in Texas one year after graduation. 

PRESENT (2021) ROI 
In the long-term, what is the return on the investment 

compared to not going to college? 

Brittany must work for 
five years to break 
even and match the 
cumulative earnings  
of Jake. 

Brittany represents 61,200 four-
year UT graduates working in 
Texas four years after graduation 
with median net cumulative 
earnings of $173,700. 

Maria must work for 
five years to break 
even and match the 
cumulative earnings 
of Jake. 

Maria represents 36,100 five-
year UT graduates working in 
Texas four years after graduation 
with median net cumulative 
earnings of $193,500. 

Carlos must work for 
six years to break 
even and match the 
cumulative earnings 
of Jake. 

Carlos represents 10,400 six-
year UT graduates working in 
Texas six years after graduation 
with median net cumulative 
earnings of $231,900. 

15 years after 
graduation, 
Brittany’s ROI is 

$308,900 

At this point, Brittany 
represents 4,700 four-year UT 
graduates working in Texas 
fifteen years after graduation 
with median net cumulative 
earnings of $733,300. 

14 years after 
graduation, Maria’s 
ROI is 

$265,300 

At this point, Maria represents 
3,400 five-year UT graduates 
working in Texas fourteen years 
after graduation with median 
net cumulative earnings of 
$689,700. 

13 years after 
graduation, Carlos’s 
ROI is 

$140,400 

At this point, Carlos represents 
1,300 six-year UT graduates 
working in Texas thirteen years 
after graduation with median 
net cumulative earnings of 
$564,800. 

Population. For each entering cohort (Fall 2003 through Fall 2013), 
only first-time, full-time students who graduate from the same 
University of Texas institution in four, five, or six years are included.  

Average adjusted cost. The average adjusted cost is calculated by 
first determining each graduate’s total academic cost, prorated 
based on number of Semester Credit Hours enrolled. To calculate 
the adjusted cost, any free aid (e.g., grants and scholarships, tuition 
exemptions and waivers) the graduate received is deducted from 
that total cost.  

Median cumulative earnings. Earnings for high school graduates are 
based on Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) median 
wages in Texas for high school graduates by year and age. The earnings 
for the college graduates were calculated based on individual-level 
Texas Workforce Commission UI wage records.  

Median net cumulative earnings is calculated by deducting the 
average adjusted cost from the median cumulative earnings. To do 
this, we amortized the cost over ten years (similar to paying off 
student loans), assuming evenly distributed “payments.” This is 
deducted from the cumulative earnings, creating net median 
cumulative earnings. 

Break-Even Point (BEP) is the first full year a college graduate has 
recouped the cost of their degree and the opportunity cost of not 
entering the workforce full time after high school. 

Return on Investment (ROI) is the difference between the median 
net cumulative earnings of graduates and the estimated cumulative 
earnings of the high school graduate. 

For more information: data.utsystem.edu/break-even2025 
Research study conducted by The University of Texas System Office of Institutional Research and Analysis 

BREAK EVEN 
How many years do graduates have to work to catch up 

to Jake’s cumulative earnings? 

A Longitudinal Study of Earnings Outcomes for UT System Graduates: Break Even & Return on Investment 

$424,400 
Jake’s cumulative 

earnings after working 
for 19 years 


