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Research Objectives

Introduction

Attracting, developing, and retaining employees across the organization has always been difficult; today, the improving economy
(and shrinking unemployment rate) makes it one of the toughest challenges large companies face. It is not surprising, therefore,
that the HR literature is chock-full of research to better understand the impact of various recruitment, engagement, and retention
strategies.

In this paper, we dive deeply into one such HR strategy that (on its face) is not new. Creating a partnership with colleges and
universities has long been understood as a strong option for employers who want to fully or partially outsource their professional
development mandates. However, what is not well understood is the frequency with which employers use higher education as a
workplace benefit with the explicit purpose to attract and retain top talent. And what’s even lesser known is the impact of
offering higher education as such a benefit.

Through the research we describe in this paper, we found that many organizations—especially larger ones and those that are
most reliant on the specific skills and talents of their people—do in fact offer strong higher education benefits as a tool to recruit,
develop, and retain strong employees. What’s more, many of these organizations develop formal partnerships with specific
colleges or universities to ensure tight alignment between the higher education offerings and the organization’s most important
needs.

While the purpose of this research was to quantify and define the use of higher education as a recruitment and retention tool,
those interviewed for the study indicate that the impact of their partnerships with colleges and universities could be greater than
previously estimated.

Research Methodology

To better understand the role of higher education in the workplace, Western Governors University (WGU) commissioned Cicero
Group to conduct a robust national study focused on how companies use education as a tool for improved hiring, retention, and
employee development. This report of that research illustrates and explains data gathered from 1,400 respondents and 30
interviews between March and May 2016. (See Appendix | for more information on the industries surveyed.)

We gathered data using both quantitative and qualitative research methods:

Quantitative Research: Cicero surveyed 1,400 organizations across a nationally representative set of industries. To
ensure relevance of the insights gleaned from this survey, respondents were required to have significant decision-making
authority over hiring or HR policy—particularly in relation to education benefits.

Qualitative Research: Cicero interviewed 30 professionals across a variety of industries. These professionals each played
a significant hiring or HR role in their respective companies.

Research Findings

How do employers utilize higher education to recruit and manage talent?
EDUCATION AS A WORKPLACE BENEFIT

Organizations utilize a variety of creative education incentives to draw, maintain, and develop potential employees. In the survey
we administered, we first tested the types of education benefits that respondents experienced. Among the subset of respondents
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that reported offering any education benefit, we asked specific survey questions to understand what types of education benefits
they offered.

As shown in Figure 1, tuition reimbursement is the most widespread education benefit offered by employers. Additionally, nearly
half of employers (43 percent) offer flexible scheduling to accommodate the pursuit of a degree.

Types of Offered Education Benefits
n=925 | % Selected
Tuition reimbursement 55%
Flexible schedule to accommodate employees pursuing a degree 43%
Pay/Salary increase for successful completion of degree 34%
Availability for promotions upon successful completion of degree 32%
Promotion/Status change upon successful completion of degree 22%
Improved job security for employees with degree 22%
Scholarship opportunities for current or potential employees 20%
Paid Time Off (PTO) (specifically for employee education) 15%

To better understand the most prevalent of the education benefits—tuition reimbursement—we asked several questions about
the details of the tuition reimbursement programs that were offered by respondents’ companies. One such question is
summarized in Figure 2, where we display the finding that employers offered an average of $3,566 per employee in annual higher-
education reimbursement. We also show the variation in tuition reimbursement funding levels across different industries
(warning: the sample sizes become quite small when the results are analyzed at the industry level). Appendix Il includes
additional information about tuition reimbursement benefits.

Tuition Reimbursement Benefits by Industry
n=505 | Number Entry - Average

Information Technology (IT Consulting) (n=17) $6,174
Education (Non-K12) (n=51) $4,502
Technology & Telecommunications (n=38) $4,476
Manufacturing (n=42) $4,117
Financial & Insurance (n=37) $3,845
Hospital/ Hospital Network Administration (n=45) $3,768
Energy (n=34) $3,684
Overall $3,566
Professional Services (Legal, Consulting (Non-IT), etc.) (n=32) $3,508
Construction (n=24) $3,417
Retail, Restaurant & Hospitality (n=30) $3,305
Arts, Media & Entertainment (n=17) $3,115
Healthcare & Pharmaceuticals (Non-Hospital) (n=45) $2,766
Government (n=35) $2,534
Transportation, Utilities & Wholesale Trade (n=24) $2,267
K12 School/ School District (n=34) $2,129

MOTIVATION FOR OFFERING EDUCATION BENEFITS

Employers who choose to offer education benefits are motivated by a variety of factors. Seeking to understand the relative
importance of these factors, we designed a list of potential education benefit motivators. Pulling from our 30 in-depth-interviews,
we created this list to test in the larger survey. Survey respondents could select as many motivations as were relevant.

As shown in Figure 3, approximately half of employers who provide education benefits do so to hire, retain, and develop their
employees. Interestingly, these expected reasons for offering benefits (i.e., hiring, retaining, and developing) are not the most
commonly indicated in this study. The top two reasons employers offer education-related benefits is to encourage a culture of
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continuous learning and to improve the overall quality and output of employees. See Appendix Ill to see similar information
broken down by specific industries.

Motivation to Offer Education-Related Benefits
n=803 | % Selected
To encourage a culture of continuous learning 58%
To improve the overall quality/output of employees 57%
To retain employees with high talent and long-term potential 53%
To hire and recruit top talent 48%
To decrease employee turnover 44%
To ensure employee education fits current role/title 35%
To match benefits offered by competitors 31%
To improve brand or public relations of our organization 22%
To ensure employees can graduate with little to no debt 14%
To meet external requirements (e.g., government or market) 12%
To build relationships with schools 11%
Required by union contract 7%

Figure 3: Why does your organization provide these education incentives to employees?

EMPLOYEES PURSUING DEGREES

Educational pursuits for employees are not always focused on obtaining a specific degree. Across our sample, employers claim
that on average 21 percent of employees are currently pursuing a bachelor’s or master’s degree. As illustrated in Figure 4, there is
wide variation in this number across industries. Technology, education, and healthcare are the three industries with the largest
percentage of employees pursuing higher education degrees.

Employees Pursuing Degrees by Industry
n=686 | Number Entry - Average

K12 School/School District 38%
Information Technology (IT Consulting) 30%
Technology & Telecommunications 29%
Hospital/Hospital Network Administration 28%
Education (Non-K12) 27%
Overall 21%
Government 20%
Construction 19%
Energy (Oil and Gas, Mining, etc.) 19%
Arts, Media & Entertainment 19%
Healthcare & Pharmaceuticals (Non-Hospital) 17%
Retail, Restaurant & Hospitality 17%
Financial & Insurance 16%
Professional Services (Legal, Consulting (Non-IT), etc.) 15%
Transportation, Utilities, & Wholesale Trade 11%
Manufacturing 10%

Figure 4: Approximately what percent of your employees are currently pursuing a bachelor’s or master’s degree?

COMMUNICATION OF EDUCATION BENEFITS

In our in-depth interviews, we discovered that many HR leaders believe that education benefits are under-communicated to
employees, especially in comparison to other types of benefits. We therefore sought to understand the frequency with which
organizations communicate education benefits to employees. The results of this survey question are displayed in Figure 5.
Roughly half of employers believe they communicate education benefits to staff more than “occasionally.”
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Frequency of Education Benefit Communication

n= 803 | % Selected (Scale 1-5)
38%

25%
’ 22%

6% 8%

Not communicated 2 Occasionally communicated 4 Actively communicated to all
atall 3 employees
1 5

Figure 5: Please indicate the extent to which your organization’s education incentive program is communicated to employees.

How are Employers Partnering with Colleges and Universities?

WHAT ARE PARTNERSHIPS?

Our survey of 1,400 HR professionals revealed that many organizations seek to further enhance their educational benefit
programs and their ability to recruit, retain, and develop employees by establishing partnerships with colleges and universities.
Recognizing that a variety of relationships and connections are available between organizations and colleges or universities, we
provided respondents with the following common definition of what generally constitutes an education-benefits partnership.

Partnership Definition: Any formal arrangement made between a corporation and an institution (or institutions) of higher education.
This arrangement would include features that benefit the corporation and the institution of higher education.

As shown in Figure 6, forty percent of employers have partnerships with a college or university.

Employers with Partnership
n=1,400 | % Selected

Don't K
10%

Not Partnered
50%

Figure 6: Has your organization ever had a partnership or special relationship with one or more institutions of higher
education?

WHO ARE THESE ORGANIZATIONS & COLLEGES/UNIVERSITIES?

Seeking greater insight into who the parties were in these partnerships, we asked respondents a series of questions regarding
their organization’s size, industry, and type of partnering college or university. As seen in Figure 7, larger organizations are more
likely to have a partnership with a college or university.

Figure 8 shows that overall roughly 40 percent of organizations have current partnerships with a college/university, and that
organizations from education and healthcare industries are more likely to have partnerships.
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Partnership Status by Number of Organization Employees
n=1,261 | % selected

1 Partnered

Fewer than 25 employees (9% of sample)
25-50 employees (8% of sample)

51-100 employees (9% of sample)

101-500 employees (21% of sample)
501-1,000 employees (10% of sample)
1,001-5,000 employees (17% of sample)
5,001-10,000 employees (8% of sample)
More than 10,000 employees (19% of sample)

m Unpartnered
Co19% 8%

Figure 7: How many people does your organization employ?

Partnership Status by Industry
n="93 each | % Selected

K12 School/School District

Hospital/Hospital Network Administration
Education (Non-K12)

Technology & Telecommunications
Information Technology (IT Consulting)
Government

Energy (Oil and Gas, Mining, etc.)

Overall

Healthcare & Pharmaceuticals (Non-Hospital)
Manufacturing

Retail, Restaurant & Hospitality

Financial & Insurance

Construction

Professional Services (Legal, Consulting (Non-IT), etc.)
Arts, Media & Entertainment
Transportation, Utilities, & Wholesale Trade

71%
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Figure 8: Has your organization ever had a partnership or special relationship with one or more institutions of higher
education?

Partnerships vary not only across company type, but also across different types of colleges and universities. As shown in Figure 9,
nearly 60 percent of employers currently have partnerships with public universities, whereas partnerships with private or other

types of institutions are less likely.

Types of Partnered Institutions
n=559 | % Selected

State University

Private College or University
Community College

State University (Online Program)
For-Profit Online University
Non-Profit Online University
Competency-Based University

DI 59%
D %
T 38%
T 20%

T 14%

T 11%

o 7%

Figure 9: With which types of institutions have you had partnerships or special relationships?

PARTNERSHIP DRIVERS & CRITERIA

In addition to understanding the prevalence and type of college/university partnerships, professionals benefit from gaining
greater insight into the actual reasons for partnership. As shown in Figure 10, nearly a third of organizations with partnerships
credited their decision to partner as the need to recruit and retain employees. In addition, nearly one in five partnered
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respondents chose the partnership because the degrees offered by the college/university fit the needs of the organization (both
through collaboration and curriculum customization).

Motivations to Partner
n=558 | Postcoded Open Responses

Improve/Maintain recruiting & retention efforts 30%
Degrees fit needs of organization (e.g., curriculum customization) 18%
Encourage employees/students to continue education 15%
Employee development (e.g., skill development, etc.) 14%
Develop internship program 11%
Convenient for employee (e.g., program structure, location, etc.) 10%

Reduced costs for employees/organization (e.g., discounts, etc.)
Partnership increased opportunity for positive branding

Strong reputation of university

Improve organization's core business goals

University offers quality education

8%
6%
6%
6%

5%

Figure 10: Please describe in no more than 50 words why your organization chose to partner with an institution of higher
education (i.e., what was/is the goal of the relationship?).

After asking survey respondents with a current college/university partnership to describe their motivations to form the
partnerships, we invited all respondents to design their ideal partnership (see Figure 11) in an open-ended survey format. Far and
away, the top attributes organizations used to describe their ideal partnership center on opportunities to attract and prepare

talent.

Ideal Partnership Attributes
n=1,400 | Postcoded Open Responses

Recruiting tool (e.g., internships, networking, etc.)
Partnership prepares students for work (e.g., industry skills, etc.)

22%
21%

Employer input in curriculum 10%
Tuition discounts 9%
Flexible schedule 9%

Convenient access to courses (e.g., onsite classes, online, etc.)
Tuition that is affordable and convenient to pay

Partnership would have frequent, quality communication
Qualtiy academic standards

Appropriate levels of student support (e.g., mentorship, etc.)
Allows students to advance quickly

9%
7%
5%
5%
4%
4%

Figure 11: If you were designing the ideal partnership with a college/university, what would it look like?

As shown in Figure 12, employers indicate that they have a stronger likelihood of considering a partnership with a college or
university that is local, state-endorsed, and competency-based. Please note, the high opinion of competency-based programs was
likely influenced by the fact that respondents had been shown definitions explaining competency-based education prior to this
question (see Appendix V). The data also suggest that this high ranking is also likely representative of the high opinion employers
tend to apply to competency-based education once they know what it is.
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College/University Types for Which Organizations are Likely to Consider Partnership
n=1,400 | % Top 2 (Scale 1-5)
Local 61%
State Endorsed 60%
Competency-Based 60%
Public 47%
Non-profit 47%
Campus-Based 42%
Online 41%
National 41%
Private 27%
For-Profit 15%

To identify the relative importance that organizations place on various attributes in potential college/university partners, we
utilized a conjoint survey method known as a MaxDiff Analysis. To gather data for this analysis, we presented respondents
repeatedly with a random selection of five attributes from a predetermined list that was informed by our qualitative research.
Each time this selection of five attributes was presented, the respondent was asked to indicate which attribute he or she would
most and least prefer in a partnership with a college or university. The results of this line of questioning (as shown in Figure 13)
indicate how frequently a specific attribute would be selected as most preferable when placed in a group with four other list
options.

From this analysis, we see that accreditation and high academic standards are the most important attributes to organizations
considering partnership with colleges/universities. In addition to this top tier of attributes, organizations want a partner that can
help the organization fill difficult positions and provide industry-specific and organization-specific education/training. This finding
falls in line with the previously-identified theme that education benefits are in place to draw, retain, and develop top talent.

Probability of Choice for Partner Attributes
n=1,400 | MaxDiff Analysis — Probability of Choice

Accredited 59%
High academic standards 53%
Pipeline for hard-to-fill positions 41%
Nationally recognized industry certifications 39%
Customizable curriculum for your organization 35%
Variety of degrees/programs 29%
Complete coursework on employees schedule 29%
Respected brand 27%
Employee graduates without any debt 27%
Discounted tuition 25%
Collaborate with leadership/faculty 24%
Students control pace 23%
Standard tuition less expensive than peer institutions 19%
Student support/coaching 18%
Classes at organization's site 14%
Local ties 13%

PARTNERSHIP EFFECTS

While further research is required to quantify the impact (both positive and negative) of partnerships between organizations and
colleges/universities, the data are clear that partnered organizations tend to offer education benefits more often than do peer
organizations without partnerships. While this makes sense intuitively—an organization that has committed time and resources to
a higher education partnership will be more likely to encourage employees to enroll in higher education—it is important to note
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that data backs up the intuition. Figure 14 and Figure 15 demonstrate the higher rates of enrollment and company reimbursement
for partnered organizations.

Employees Pursuing Degrees by Partnership Status
n=641 | Numeric Entry
26%

21%
17%

Overall Partnered organizations Un-Partnered organizations

Tuition Reimbursement Benefits by Partnership Status
n=456 | Numeric Entry
$3,831

$3,566
$3,357

Overall Partnered organizations Un-Partnered organizations

In addition to the results illustrated in Figure 14 and Figure 15, survey respondents anecdotally report improved hiring, retention,
and employee development because of these partnerships. Consider these sample comments below:

“Our partnership brings more qualified personnel into our company. This ultimately benefits business development and our
company's growth in general. Therefore, it has been a very appealing and beneficial approach for us to follow.” — Healthcare &
Pharmaceuticals (Non-Hospital)

“Forming this partnership allowed the organization to achieve the recognition of being employee-improvement focused. This
status guarantees a stream of interns and applicants from which the organization is able to choose the best.” — Financial and
Insurance

Conclusion

As noted in the beginning of this report, today’s improving economy (and shrinking unemployment rate) makes attracting,
developing, and retaining employees one of the toughest challenges large companies face. To gain an advantage in this
competitive landscape, many employers are turning to learning as an incentive.

Our research of this workplace-benefits strategy reveals that many organizations—especially larger ones—do in fact offer
compelling higher education benefits as a tool to recruit, develop, and retain quality employees. Additionally, many of these
organizations develop partnerships with colleges and universities to ensure accessibility of higher education offerings for their
employees, as well as enable control over the relevance of education and training to the mission of the employing organization.
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Appendix |

SOURCES

Unless otherwise indicated in the text, all data in this report came from a study conducted by Cicero Group as commissioned by
Western Governors University from March to May in 2016. All interviews were conducted in person or over the telephone. The
survey was administered over the internet to an online audience. To ensure relevance of the insights gleaned from this study,
respondents were required to have significant decision-making authority over decisions to hire or HR policy—particularly in
relation to education benefits. Industries sampled include the following:

e Arts, Media & Entertainment

e Construction

e Education (Non-K12)

e Energy (Oil and Gas, Mining, etc.)

e Financial & Insurance

e Government

e Healthcare & Pharmaceuticals (Non-hospital)
e Hospital/Hospital Network Administration

e Information Technology (IT Consulting)

e K12 School/School District

e Manufacturing

e Professional Services (Legal, Consulting (Non-IT), etc.)
e Retail, Restaurant & Hospitality

e Technology & Telecommunications

e Transportation, Utilities, & Wholesale Trade

Appendix Il

EDUCATION BENEFIT MANAGEMENT SERVICES

A service we evaluated in both the qualitative and quantitative phases of this research is that of education benefit management.
While a variety of firms exist that that offer this service, it is still relatively unused and unknown (see Figure 16). Though we do not
advocate using any specific service provider, organizations should know these services exist as a possible option to crafting
education benefits that best meet the needs of employees.

Organizations Using Third-Party Education Benefit Management Services
n=1,400 | % Selected

No: I've never heard of these services 61%
No: I've heard of, but we never considered using these services 22%
No: I’'ve both heard of and we considered using these services 11%
Yes: my organization uses at least one of these services 7%

REIMBURSEMENT BENEFITS BY ORGANIZATION SIZE

From Figure 17, as can be expected, we see that the average amount employers are willing to reimburse on an annual basis per
employee generally increases as the size of the organization increases
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Average Annual Reimbursement by Organization Size
n=505 | Numeric Entry

Less than 25 employees $2,558
25-50 employees $2,912
51-100 employees $3,142
101-500 employees $3,265
501-1,000 employees $4,024
1,001-5,000 employees $3,471
5,001-10,000 employees $3,785
More than 10,000 employees $4,024

Figure 17: On average, how much will your organization reimburse an employee on an annual basis?

Appendix Il

HOSPITAL & K12 UNIQUE MOTIVATOR

As an interesting side note, the interviews highlighted one concern that was further clarified in the survey: an imminent shortage
of nurses and teachers in the K-12 and hospital industries (see Figure 18). This is likely a significant driver of education benefits in
both sectors. Though this specifically applies to the K-12 and hospital industries, HR professionals in other sectors/industries
would do well to keep a pulse on the availability of qualified potential employees in their market.

Concern over Teacher/Nurse Shortage
% Selected (Scale 1-5)

M K12  m Hospital
40%

n=91 n=94 349% 37%

13% 13% 14%
7% 9
u _o -
Not at all concerned 2 Neutral 4 Highly concerned
1 3 5

Figure 18: Is your school district/hospital/hospital network concerned at all regarding an impending teacher/nurse shortage?

Appendix IV

COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION/DEGREES

Though still relatively unfamiliar to a general business audience, competency-based education (CBE) is a teaching model centered
on the objective mastery of skills, or competencies, rather than time spent in a classroom. While still a new approach, CBE is seen
favorably by those familiar with its outcomes. For instance, the Center on Higher Education Reform recently noted the following:

“Overall employer awareness of CBE is low, despite expanding CBE efforts and increasing efforts to engage employers...[still],
hiring managers already aware of CBE [have] a favorable view of the model and its graduates.”

Our findings reinforce what we’ve seen in the literature: CBE is still relatively unknown. In the interview portion of our research,
we studied the group’s familiarity with CBE and discovered that only 15 percent of the respondents could describe CBE at a
sufficient level to demonstrate understanding. Figure 19 catalogs survey responses regarding CBE: although 76 percent of
participants indicate some level of familiarity with the concept of CBE, only 10 percent see themselves as “very familiar” with it.
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Familiarity with CBE
n=1,400 | % Selected

28%
24% 24%
14%
10%
Never heard of it 2 Neutral 4 Very familiar
1 3 5

After testing employers’ familiarity with CBE, we sought further insight regarding employers’ favorability toward the teaching
method. Recognizing the large disparity in employers’ understanding of CBE, we provided survey respondents with the following
general definition of CBE, as well as this series of descriptions:

General Definition: Competency-based education is an educational model that requires students to prove or
demonstrate competency in a relevant set of skills to pass each course and earn a degree.

Competency-Based Education Descriptions:

e Quick Movement & Focus on New Content — Student advancement through coursework is based exclusively on
demonstration of competency.

e Industry Input & Career Readiness — Standards of competency for each skill are developed with industry input to
ensure students are ready for their careers.

e Advancement Based on Competency — Competency is demonstrated through assessments (e.g., tests, papers, and
assignments).

e Specific Demonstration of Competency — Students are able to move quickly through content that they already
know so they can focus on the things they still need to learn.

e Potential Shorter Time to Graduation — Student-driven schedule and flat-rate tuition per term may result in lower
costs for students.

e Potential Lower Cost for Students — Student-driven schedule may result in shorter times to graduation.

We then asked respondents to rank their favorability toward each description on a scale that ranged from “Negatively impacts my
perception” to “Positively impacts my perception.” Figure 20 shows the percent of survey respondents that rank each description
as a4 or5 (Top 2 for positivity).

Reaction to CBE
n=1,400 | % Top 2 (Scale 1-5)
Industry input & career readiness 78%
Specific demonstration of competency 72%
Quick movement & focus on new content 71%

Advancement based on competency 67%

Potential lower cost for students 65%
Potential shorter time to graduation 65%

Across all six descriptions tested, over half of respondents indicate a very positive influence on their perception of CBE. In line with
the educational background theme previously discussed, respondents react most positively toward industry input in CBE
curriculum—ensuring student education is relevant to the industry in which they work (or may work).
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Though further testing is required, this positive reaction to CBE may result in greater acceptance of CBE degrees and teaching
methods in the near future.

Appendix V

HIRING AND RETENTION

The role of an employee’s educational background in hiring and promotion decisions was a major question posed to both our
interview and survey groups. While most interviewees saw GPA as one of the most significant factors in their decision-making
process, a variety of other characteristics are mentioned as important parts of the whole employee picture. For example:

“I’m looking at what they’ve done beyond [school] in the community, what their interest and hobbies are, if they tend to be
self-starters and if they are very active in the community.” — Principal K12 School

“We want to see them getting real-world [industry-specific] experience.” — Energy Sector Recruiter

Based on educational characteristics identified by the interview group, we designed a list to quantitatively test the importance of
various education characteristics in an employee’s hire-ability and promote-ability (see Figure 21). The score associated with each
characteristic in Figure 21 is the percent of respondents who rank that characteristic at a 4 or 5 (Top 2) on the scale of importance.

Importance of Employee Education
n=1,114 | % Top 2 (Scale 1-5)

Current knowledge (e.g., current industry practices, etc.) 85%
Demonstration of ability to self-learn 79%
Appropriate/Relevant degree to function/role 79%
Completion of industry certificates 68%
GPA 62%
Engagement in unique and interesting things outside of school 51%
Format of degree program (e.g., campus-based, online, etc.) 49%
Brand name of school 47%
Involvement in extracurricular activities 44%
Diverse collegiate experiences (e.g., study abroad, etc.) 41%
The length of time applicant took to complete degree 38%
Completion of degree in same school it was started 30%

From Figure 21, we see that even though GPA may have been a top-of-mind consideration during the initial phase of our research,
several characteristics are more important to potential employers, including current knowledge, ability to self-learn, relevance of
degree, and industry certificates.

A common theme among these top-ranked characteristics is their applicability or relevance of education/training to the job or
industry for which the potential employee is interviewing. This does not necessarily diminish the importance of GPA as potential
employers consider the educational background of employees—six out of ten respondents see GPA as very important. Still, these
findings directly emphasize organizations’ needs for employees with applicable and relevant knowledge.

Cicero Group (www.cicerogroup.com) is a premier data-driven strategy consulting firm. Cicero integrates inductive problem solving
with insightful data analytics to guide business strategy.

For more information, visit www.cicerogroup.com or follow us on Twitter: @Cicero_Group.
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