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About one-third of employers say higher ed is 
graduating students with the skills and competencies 
businesses need, according to a Gallup poll. Likewise, a 
separate study from Strada Education Network’s 
Consumer Insights finds about one-third of current 
college students strongly believe they are being well 
prepared for their futures.

Compare those numbers to the 96% of chief 
academic officers who think their higher education 
institutions are doing an effective job of preparing 
students for the world of work, and the real disconnect 
between educators and employers becomes clear.

The silver lining in these challenges is that there is 
a path forward if we listen to the consumers of 
education: current, past and aspiring students.

For the past three years, Strada has partnered with 
Gallup to produce the largest-ever dataset of insights from 
education consumers across all ages, educational levels 
and backgrounds – more than 340,000 of them to date. 

The consumer voice in higher education provides 
guidance to policymakers, business leaders and educators 
working to create a skilled workforce and match it with 
the needs of the labor market. In Indiana alone, our 
research shows 39% of adults between the ages of 18 
and 65 who do not have a college degree – a number 
that represents nearly one million workers – believe 
they need more education to advance their careers.

And in Indiana, education presents a considerable 
value proposition for current and potential employees. 
The research reveals 52% of recent graduates of Indiana 
public colleges and universities (living nationwide) 
strongly agree their education makes them attractive 
candidates to potential employers, tying Indiana’s four-
year institutions for sixth in the nation on career value, 
according to consumers.

So how can Indiana employers effectively fill their 
skills gaps and entice employees to take advantage of 
programs that offset the costs of additional education or 
training? Our data gives some insights. Here are six:
1. Guarantee a career reward. What’s the No. 1 

driver of an education consumer’s decision to enroll 
in training or a degree-seeking program? The 
promise of a wage increase or job placement upon 
completion. Fifty-seven percent of Americans (and 
54% of Hoosiers) ages 18 to 65 with less than an 
associate degree say a guaranteed job outcome 
would increase their likelihood of enrolling.

2. Bring the education to the employees. Fifty-
three percent of adults without degrees nationwide 
(and 49% of the same population of Hoosiers) rank 
their likelihood of returning to school within the 
next five years as a 4 or 5 on a five-point scale. Of 

those, courses offered by employers ranked No. 1 in 
a list of preferred providers, outpacing professional 
associations, online providers and traditional 
educational outlets. 

3. Ensure the education is relevant to the job. 
The more relevant the learning is to a career, the 
more valuable the experience is – and this pattern 
holds true across all walks of life. In fact, education 
consumers in Indiana who strongly agree their 
courses are relevant to their careers and lives are 49 
percentage points more likely to strongly agree their 
education was worth the cost and 61 percentage 
points more likely to strongly agree their education 
makes them an attractive candidate to employers. 
Employers can influence the relevance of 
coursework when they are involved in the design 
and delivery of education. 

4. Formalize career advice and mentoring 
efforts. Our research reveals that consumers value 
advice about careers and education from their 
employers – over traditional sources like school 
counselors – yet it is the most seldom accessed. 
Employees appreciate employers’ involvement in 
helping them chart their career and education paths.

5. Consider work-based learning options. 
Work-based learning integrated into education is 
the best way to provide relevance. Such programs 
can take a variety of forms, like vocational 
coursework, summer jobs, internships, 
apprenticeships or other workplace learning 
opportunities. In some cases, these can even be 
modeled as for-credit training that helps workers 
build toward a degree or credential. Strada’s 
research indicates these offerings might be most 
helpful for vulnerable populations such as first-
generation college students or people of color.

6. Recognize the schedules of adult learners. 
For employees who are parents or caregivers, the 
time commitment required can make further 
education seem unattainable. Fifty-four percent of 
American adults with less than an associate degree 
report that courses and training that fit their 
schedule would make them more likely to enroll.
According to the 2018 Manpower Talent Shortage 

Survey, 45% of U.S. employers are having difficulty filling 
jobs. But the Strada-Gallup Education Consumer Survey also 
shows us employees understand their need to upskill 
and are seeking education paths that are affordable, 
flexible and, above all, relevant to their career path.

Employees recognize their need for further 
training. Employers want employees who have the skills 
they need. Together, everybody wins.
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Building From Within
Steps for Employers to Solve Their Skilled Worker Shortage

Does our higher education system prepare graduates for the workplace? Most employers 
and college students agree: Not really.
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