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Stronger Nation: Data Management
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Setting Benchmarks
Andrew Dyke, EcoNW
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Credentials of Value

• Population of interest: All individuals age 25-64 in the labor force
• Two criteria identify individuals with a credentials of value (CoV):

1. Having a postsecondary credential
2. Having wages above benchmark

• Wage benchmark = 115% of the median wage of individuals in the labor 
force who are 25-64 and have a high school diploma or equivalent and 
no college experience

• American Community Survey (ACS) microdata (PUMS) is used to 
calculate the wage benchmark and to identify individuals with a 
degree of value (DoV) – those with an associate degree or higher and 
wages above benchmark.
• ACS does not identify individuals with a short-term credential (STC)
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• Wage benchmark = 
115% of the median 
wage of individuals in 
the labor force who 
are 25-64 and have a 
high school diploma 
or equivalent and no 
college experience

• In 2024 this 
benchmark was 
$45,844 (84% of 
median wage and 
salary income among 
all employed adults 
age 25-64 in 2024).

Setting Wage Benchmarks

Wage distribution by educational attainment, U.S. labor force (2024)



Questions about the Benchmark
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State Degree of Value Estimate

• Stronger Nation provides state-level DoV estimates based on the 
national wage benchmark

• Creating a state-specific estimate based on a different set of 
parameters is possible, using the ACS PUMS, by following the 
documented methods*, modified to accommodate the change:

1. Define the population of interest
2. Identify the benchmark population
3. Calculate the benchmark using the population from (2)
4. Calculate the DoV share: the share of the population from (1) with a 

postsecondary degree AND wages above the benchmark from (3)

• Possible for a single state using spreadsheet software such as Excel 
but faster, more reliable, and more easily replicable using other 
platforms such as Python, R, Stata, SAS, etc.

*The methods document provides specific ACS variable names and codes relevant to the calculation.
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State Degree of  Value Estimate Using State-Specific Wage Benchmark

DoV Estimate using State-specific 
Wage Benchmark 
1. Identify the population of 

interest: All individuals 25-64 
that are in the labor force in 
the relevant state*

2. Identify the benchmark 
population: Individuals in the 
population from (1) who have 
a high school diploma or GED 
and no college experience

3. Calculate the benchmark: 
1.15 * Median Wage of the 
population from (2)

4. Calculate the DoV share: 
the share of the population 
from (1) with a 
postsecondary degree AND 
wages above the benchmark 
from (3)

*Using the ACS state variable in the national PUMS or simply retrieving the ACS data for a single state from 
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/microdata/access.html or https://usa.ipums.org/usa/.

Wage distribution of labor force, U.S. and Puerto Rico (2024)

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/microdata/access.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/microdata/access.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/microdata/access.html
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/


Questions about Setting a State’s 
Degrees of Value Rate



Certificate and 
Certification 
Estimates
Jeff Strohl, Georgetown University
Center on Education and the Workforce



Estimating 
Certificates of 
Value

Phase 1. Determine the National Share of Certificates of Value



Estimating 
Certificates of 
Value

Phase 1. Determine the National Share of Certificates of Value

Phase 2. Determine the National and State Counts of Certificates of 
Value



Estimating 
Certificates of 
Value

Phase 1. Determine the National Share of Certificates of Value

Phase 2. Determine the National and State Counts of Certificates of 
Value

Phase 3. Determine the National and State Certificate of Value Rate



Questions about Setting a State 
Certificate of Value Rate



Estimating 
Certifications of 
Value

Phase 4. Determining the Certifications of Value Rate



Questions about Setting a State 
Certification of Value Rate



Open Discussion
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