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Executive Summary 

Local economic conditions—particularly 
unemployment rates—are strongly associated 
with whether Washington high school graduates 
enroll in college immediately after graduation. 
This analysis finds that higher unemployment 
rates correspond with higher college 
enrollment, especially at two-year colleges. 
Relationships between unemployment and 
enrollment appear strongest among students in 
more urban counties, counties with higher 
shares of adults with at least a high school 
diploma, and counties with a two- or four-year 
college. The patterns suggest that students 
weigh immediate job prospects against the 
long-term value of investing in a college degree, 
and that their calculations vary depending on 
where in the state they live. The findings 
underscore the need for college access policies that account for local economic contexts and that 
help students across Washington pursue postsecondary opportunities that are timely, accessible, 
and valuable.  
 
This report examines how economic conditions relate to college enrollment across Washington’s 
39 counties between 2013 and 2022 (see Figure 1). It shows how county-level indicators shape the 
likelihood that high school graduates will attend college directly after graduation, and how those 
relationships differ for two-year and four-year colleges. The analysis centers on local labor market 
conditions, including unemployment rates and job openings, while also considering poverty rates 
and housing affordability for buyers and renters. The findings point to clear connections between 
the strength of the labor market and immediate college enrollment; poverty and housing 
affordability show more modest and varied associations, further underscoring the importance of 
considering local context in efforts to increase college enrollment. 

Key Findings 

Unemployment influences enrollment. 
Higher unemployment corresponds with 
higher enrollment. 

Two-year colleges show the clearest 
pattern. 

Poverty and housing affordability also 
correlate with enrollment, but more 
modestly. 

Local context shapes the results. 
Relationships vary by county characteristics. 
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Figure 1: Relationships between economic conditions and college enrollment 

Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a one-unit change in 
the relevant economic condition. “HAI” stands for housing affordability index. Bar height reflects the size of 
the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates 
(p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and 
unshaded indicates no significance. 

 

Key Findings 

When unemployment rates increase, so do college enrollments, especially at the two-year 
level. This pattern appears across a range of student groups and represents the strongest and 
most robust relationship of all the economic conditions. The tradeoff between unemployment and 
enrollment highlights the changing opportunity cost of college: When job prospects are strong, 
students may be more inclined to enter the workforce rather than pursue higher education. Job 
openings show a similar pattern. Although higher labor demand might be expected to draw more 
students directly into the workforce, higher numbers of job openings are linked to higher college 
enrollment. A close look reveals one possible explanation: Many job openings are in lower-wage 
sectors, which may have led some graduates to pursue further schooling in search of better-paying 
opportunities.    
 
Other local economic conditions—poverty and housing affordability—also relate to 
enrollment, but more modestly. Higher poverty rates are associated with higher four-year 
enrollment, but the two-year sector remains relatively insulated. This pattern may suggest that 
access initiatives, including FAFSA and WASFA completion campaigns, are gaining traction among 
some students. But the absence of a two-year relationship, together with the concentration of 
these patterns in higher-income, urban areas, calls for closer investigation into how poverty shapes 
enrollment dynamics.  
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Housing affordability also shows a modest relationship with enrollment, pointing to a possible 
connection between enrollment and students’ basic needs: The buyer housing affordability index, 
which may serve as a proxy for measures of affordability and basic needs, is positively associated 
with enrollment, particularly at two-year colleges. Overall, the weaker patterns suggest that 
affordability gains may not reach all students equally, reinforcing the need for equity-centered 
supports. 
 
Students’ enrollment responses to local economic conditions vary by county context. Rural, 
lower-income, and lower-educational-attainment counties show patterns different from urban, 
higher-income, and higher-educational-attainment counties. Many of the overall findings are driven 
by students in counties with higher wages, higher educational attainment, easier access to college 
campuses, and urban designations. 
 

Conclusion 

The findings in this report show that college access policies must account for Washington’s diverse 
local economic contexts. To increase college enrollment and credential attainment across the 
state, policymakers should anticipate how shifts in local economies may alter the barriers 
students face and tailor supports accordingly. They should also clearly communicate the long-term 
value of postsecondary credentials, emphasizing the widespread economic and social benefits for 
students and communities. Finally, policymakers should expand flexible, career-aligned pathways, 
which can help connect education to local labor market needs. 
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Introduction 

For over a decade, college enrollment in Washington State has been on the decline, particularly at 
two-year colleges (Huynh and Byrne, 2025). The COVID-19 pandemic only exacerbated losses 
across both two-year and four-year colleges, though declines at four-year colleges were much less 
pronounced. Recently, however, students have been returning to college: two-year enrollment is 
driving the state’s postsecondary enrollment recovery, while four-year enrollment is staying 
somewhat steady (Huynh and Byrne, 2026). Still, there is significant work needed to reach the 
state’s goal of at least 70% of adults obtaining a college credential. 

Factors that contribute to whether students enroll in college can stem from within higher education 
itself, such as costs of attendance and affordability concerns (College Board, 2024), growing 
competition and selectivity (Knox, 2024), funding and resource shortages, especially at community 
colleges (WSFE Staff, 2025; Edgecombe, 2022), and a growing wariness about the value of a 
college degree (Fry et. al., 2024). Other factors lie further from the education system but can play 
critical roles in college enrollment and attainment. Among these factors are the economic 
conditions students face when deciding whether to continue their education after high school. 
Across Washington State, people encounter very different local economic realities when deciding 
whether to attend college after graduating from high school. Differences in economic conditions 
may contribute to whether high school seniors choose to attend college right away.  

This report examines relationships between enrollment and economic conditions, with a particular 
focus on how labor market strength relates to college enrollment likelihoods. Specifically, it looks 
at three overarching economic conditions—labor markets, poverty rates, and housing 
affordability—and how each is linked to whether students enroll in college immediately after high 
school. It begins by highlighting how these economic conditions vary across the state’s 39 
counties, illustrating differences in local economic landscapes, and then explores how those 
variations correspond to the likelihood of students enrolling in college. Three key questions frame 
the investigation into the relationships between enrollment and local economic conditions: 

1. How do local economic conditions relate to a student’s likelihood of enrolling in college?  
2. How do the relationships between economic conditions and enrollment show up differently 

in the two-year and four-year sectors? For labor market indicators, how do they show up 
differently for different types of students? 

3. How do the relationships vary across counties with a range of geographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics? 

This analysis looks at overall enrollment—whether students enroll in any college—as well as 
enrollment at two-year and four-year institutions. It also explores how labor market conditions, 
including unemployment and job openings, relate to enrollment across student subgroups, 
including race and ethnicity, high school academic performance, and free or reduced-price lunch 
eligibility. Finally, the report shows how these relationships vary across county characteristics, 
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including average income levels, urban vs. rural status, adult educational attainment, and the 
presence or absence of two- and four-year college campuses. 

Among the economic indicators examined: 

• unemployment shows the strongest and most consistent relationship with college 
enrollment, particularly at the two-year level  

• poverty rates show a weaker but notable relationship with enrollment, appearing only at the 
four-year level 

• housing affordability appears only modestly related to enrollment patterns  

This research underscores the role that external factors can play in shaping students’ 
postsecondary pathways. Efforts to increase college access often focus on factors within the 
education system, but this report shows that students’ local economic realities may also influence 
the college decision process. For policymakers and education leaders, the implication is clear: 
supporting high-school-to-college transitions and reducing regional disparities in educational 
attainment may require robust strategies that address factors beyond the education system itself.  

Context  

How Do Economic Conditions Across the State Vary? 
Across Washington’s counties, three economic factors vary widely: labor market, poverty rates, 
and housing affordability. 

Labor Market 
Between 2013 and 2022, the average U.S. unemployment rate was just under 5.3%. In Washington 
State, only five counties met or outperformed 
that benchmark:  

• King (4.1%) 
• Snohomish (4.6%) 
• Asotin (4.6%) 
• Whitman (4.8%) 
• San Juan (4.9%)  

 
At the other end of the spectrum, 14 counties 
averaged unemployment rates of 7% or higher, 
including six that exceeded 8%. Ferry County 
recorded the highest average unemployment rate 
in the state, at nearly 10.8%. Notably, all 
counties with unemployment rates above 7% are 
classified as rural. See Figure 2 for differences in average unemployment rates. 
 

Figure 2: Counties’ average unemployment 
rates 

 
Note: The map shows the average unemployment 
rate between 2013 and 2022 for each county. Data on 
unemployment rates comes from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. 
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Alongside unemployment rates, job openings—
which is an aggregated measure of the change 
in job growth (the total number of people 
employed) and the change in job replacements 
(the number of vacant positions that need to be 
filled)—is an additional measure of labor 
market strength that estimates demand in the 
job market. Looking at the average number of 
job openings relative to the population 
between 2013 and 2022, two counties—Chelan 
and King—stand out with relatively high 
average job openings across the decade, 
nearing almost 10% of their respective 
population sizes. In contrast, many counties, 
particularly in the state’s northeast, had far 
fewer job openings, just upwards of 3% of their population size. See Figure 3 for differences in the 
average number of job openings relative to the population.  

Figure 3: Counties’ average number of job 
openings 

Note: The map shows the average total number of job 
openings relative to the population size between 2013 
and 2022 for each county. Total number of job 
openings is estimated by looking at changes in the 
total number of jobs alongside changes in the number 
of job vacancies. Data on job openings comes from 
Lightcast. 

 

Poverty Rates 
Poverty rates across Washington State vary widely, with ten-year averages between 2013 and 2022 
ranging from a low of 5.6% in Island County to a high of 28.2% in Whitman County. While the nation 
averaged about a 12.5% poverty rate across the 10-year period, 27 of Washington’s 39 counties 
recorded poverty rates exceeding that. Six counties stand out for particularly high average poverty 
rates:  

• Yakima (18.9%) 
• Kittitas (19%) 
• Ferry (19.4%) 
• Okanogan (20.6%) 
• Adams (23%) 
• Whitman (28.2%) 

Some of these higher-poverty areas, like Yakima 
and Ferry, are also areas that experienced 
relatively high unemployment during the same 
period. Some of the lowest poverty areas, like 
Snohomish and King, also had the lowest 
unemployment. However, Whitman County 
presents an exception: despite a relatively low average unemployment rate, it had the highest 
poverty rate in the state. In general, these higher-poverty areas tend to be rural, with four out of five 
of the lowest-poverty counties being urban. See Figure 4 for differences in average poverty rates. 

Figure 4: Counties’ average poverty rates  

 
Note: The map shows the average poverty rate 
between 2013 and 2022 for each county. Data on 
poverty rates comes from American Community 
Surveys. 
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Housing Affordability 
Washington State’s Housing Affordability Indices (HAIs), developed and distributed by the 
Washington Center for Real Estate Research, measure the affordability of buying or renting a home 
based on local median wages, housing prices, and 
mortgage rates. Several different indices exist, 
including those for median buyers, first-time 
buyers, median renters, and low-income renters. 
The two indices focused on here—median buyers 
and median renters—take into account local 
median incomes, average housing and rental 
prices, and mortgage rates (when applicable). An 
HAI value below 100 indicates that housing is 
unaffordable for the median-income household in 
that area, while values above 100 signal relative 
affordability. While these indices primarily measure 
direct housing costs, they can also serve as proxies 
for broader differences in costs of living if 
comparisons between key components—
specifically, median wages and home prices—are 
indicators for these larger cost differences.1 See 
Figures 5 and 6 for differences in average buyer HAI 
and renter HAI, respectively. 

 
1 When compared to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Living Wage calculations—which show “the hourly 
rate that an individual in a household must earn to support themselves and/or their family, working full-time”—the 
correlations are weak to moderate (around or just under 0.5) when using the 2025 MIT data, which is the current dataset 
listed on the calculator. See the MIT Living Wage Calculator for more information on how these numbers are calculated.  

Figure 5: Counties’ average buyer housing 
affordability index (HAI) 

 
Note: The map shows the average housing 
affordability index (HAI) for buyers between 2013 and 
2022 for each county. The buyer HAI is calculated by 
considering whether a median-income household 
can afford to purchase a home with a 20% down 
payment, given median income, housing prices, and 
mortgage rates. An HAI above 100 is considered 
affordable while an HAI below 100 is considered 
unaffordable. HAIs come from the Washington Center 
for Real Estate Research. 

https://wcrer.be.uw.edu/dashboards/county-dashboards/
https://livingwage.mit.edu/
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Between 2013 and 2022, eight counties in Washington had average buyer HAIs below 100, 
indicating that buying or renting a home was 
relatively unaffordable in these counties during this 
period:  

• San Juan (65) 
• King (75) 
• Jefferson (85) 
• Whatcom (91) 
• Island (96) 
• Clallam (96) 
• Kittitas (97) 
• Snohomish (98) 

On the opposite end, five counties had average 
HAIs above 150, indicating relatively high 
affordability: 

• Grant (151) 
• Columbia (153) 
• Adams (158) 
• Ferry (169) 
• Lincoln (265) 

These averages illustrate a wide gap in housing affordability across the state. Notably, in the span 
of the decade, every single county became less affordable, with only five counties remaining above 
the HAI affordability threshold in 2022.  

The average Housing Affordability Index (HAI) for renters, which measures the affordability of home 
rental for a median-income household, shows less variation across Washington counties than the 
buyer HAI. Among the 34 counties for which the renter HAI data is available, the least affordable 
county for renters is, perhaps unsurprisingly, King, though its average HAI of just over 125 still puts 
it in the affordable category. The most affordable county to rent in is Columbia, with an average HAI 
of 262, and four other counties—Klickitat (203), Mason (204), Jefferson (207), and Columbia (262)—
also averaged above 200. 

These stark economic differences across Washington’s communities show why college enrollment 
patterns must be understood in local context. Students make enrollment decisions within the 
context of their local economies, with some experiencing strong job markets and affordable 
housing while others face higher unemployment and more limited opportunities. Linking local 
economic indicators to enrollment allows policymakers and education leaders in Washington to 
craft strategies that expand access to college while addressing the economic differences that can 
shape educational opportunity in the state.  

Figure 6: Counties’ average renter housing 
affordability index (HAI) 

 
Note: The map shows the average housing 
affordability index (HAI) for renters between 2014 and 
2022 for each county (while other data incorporates 
2013 figures, renter HAI is calculated only from 2014 
onward). The renter HAI is calculated by considering 
whether a median-income household can rent a 
home given median income and the local rental 
market. An HAI above 100 is considered affordable 
while an HAI below 100 is considered unaffordable. 
The renter HAI is not calculated for 5 counties (which 
appear greyed-out in the map). HAIs come from the 
Washington Center for Real Estate Research. 



 

Washington Student Achievement Council   11 
 

What Enrollment Patterns Exist?  
The average college enrollment rate between 2013 and 2022 was just over 59%. Many enrollments 
were at in-state institutions; for two-year enrollments, almost all occurred at Washington State 
public community and technical colleges, as shown in Table 1.  

Table 1: Average College Enrollment Rates by College Type, 2013 through 2022 

Total 
Students Any College Two-Years Four-Years In-State 

In-State 
Two-Years 

In-State 
Public Two-

Years 

In-State 
Four-Years 

703,292 59.1% 26.1% 33.0% 46.8% 24.6% 24.3% 22.1% 
Note: This table shows college enrollment rates by sector for students who graduated between 2013 and 2022. 

The average college enrollment rate for different student groups varies widely, as shown in Table 2. 
For example, Asian students enroll at a rate of over 80%, while Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander students enroll at a rate of less than half of that. Additionally, students not on free and 
reduced-price lunch (FRPL) enroll at over 150% the rate at which FRPL students enroll, and top-
performing students enroll at almost 3 times the rate at which bottom-performing students do. 
There are even more nuanced differences when separating enrollments by two- and four-year 
institutions. The varying enrollment rates make clear why it is important to investigate relationships 
between economic conditions and enrollment not just overall but also by various student 
demographics.2  

Table 2: Average College Enrollment Rates by Student Sub-Groups 
  # of Students Any College Two-Years Four-Years 
All Students     

All Years (2013-2022) 703,292 59.1% 26.1% 33.0% 
Non COVID-19 Years (2013-2019) 480,111 62.2% 28.7% 33.5% 

By Race     

American Indian or Alaska Native 9,000 41.6% 24.1% 17.5% 
Asian 61,237 80.6% 27.9% 52.7% 
Black or African American 31,886 60.9% 31.8% 29.1% 
Hispanic or Latino of any race(s) 132,405 49.1% 28.8% 20.3% 
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 6,581 38.5% 19.7% 18.7% 
Not Provided  242 61.2% 26.9% 34.3% 
Two or More Races 41,958 59.4% 24.9% 34.6% 
White 419,983 59.7% 24.8% 34.9% 

By GPA Quartile     

Bottom (GPA<2.38) 175,968 30.0% 23.7% 6.2% 
2nd (2.38<GPA<2.99) 176,581 49.7% 33.4% 16.3% 
3rd (2.99<GPA<3.53) 175,886 71.4% 30.8% 40.6% 
Top (GPA>3.53) 174,857 85.7% 16.4% 69.3% 

By FRPL Status     

Not on FRPL 374,726 70.6% 25.5% 45.1% 
On FRPL 328,566 46.1% 26.8% 19.3% 

Note: This table shows college enrollment rates by sector for different subgroups of students between 2013 and 2022. 

 
2 It should be noted that there are significant population-size differences among students of different races and 
ethnicities. These population-size differences mean (a) overall relationships may be driven by the relationships seen for 
the largest student subgroups—another reason to investigate differences across these students—and (b) significant 
relationships may be more likely to appear for these larger-sized subgroups.  
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Data and Methods 
Data from the Washington State Preschool to Grade 20 to Workforce Data System (P20W)3, which 
tracks students from early childhood education to participation in the workforce, shows students’ 
demographics, high school achievement and completion characteristics, and whether, when, and 
where they enroll in college. Students who appear in the P20W are students who have enrolled in 
Washington State public education systems. The specific elements of the P20W used in this 
analysis include student demographic data and academic data from high school files alongside 
student postsecondary enrollment data provided by both the Washington State public 
postsecondary institutions and the National Student Clearinghouse.   

Data related to economic conditions come from multiple sources. Unemployment rates come 
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics annual unemployment rate data. Job openings are collected 
from county-level Lightcast employment data estimates; specifically, they come from the total 
annual job openings data in the Lightcast occupation tables. Poverty rates come from the U.S. 
Census American Community Survey (ACS) county-level poverty rate estimates. Population data 
also come from ACS estimates. Housing affordability indices (HAIs) come from the Washington 
Center for Real Estate Research. While this center puts out multiple HAIs, the specific HAI data 
used in this report come from the county-level median buyer and median renter housing 
affordability index tables. Data on other county characteristics used to examine differences across 
county subgroups come from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (for average wages), the U.S. Census 
(for urbanicity), the American Community Surveys (for average educational attainment), and the 
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (for college campus locations). Data related to 
economic conditions are merged with student enrollment data by linking the location of each 
student’s high school to the relevant county’s local population and economic indicators. This 
method facilitates the creation of profiles featuring local economies during the year each student 
graduated from high school in order to show how the prevailing conditions relate to decisions to 
enroll in college. Additional information about this dataset is given in the Appendix’s Data 
subsection. 

Relationships between the labor market and enrollment, poverty and enrollment, and housing and 
enrollment are estimated for high school graduates across Washington’s 39 counties between 
2013 and 2022. Specifically, these relationships are estimated by seeing if the probability that a 
student will enroll in college has a significant relationship with differences in each economic 
condition after controlling for preexisting enrollment and population differences. The model used 
to investigate this relationship is:  

𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑙𝑡 =  𝛼 + 𝛽𝑐𝑙𝑡 + 𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑡 + 𝜂𝑡 + 𝜌𝑙 + 𝜇𝑖𝑙𝑡 

 
3 Education Research and Data Center (ERDC). P20W Data Warehouse. Washington Office of Financial Management, 
Forecasting and Research Division. Data obtained in October 2024 via ERDC’s data request process,  
https://erdc.wa.gov/data-resources/data-request-submission.  

https://erdc.wa.gov/data-resources/data-request-submission
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where the outcome variable, 𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑙𝑡, equals 1 if the student enrolls in college in the academic 
year following graduation. The coefficient of interest, 𝛽, measures the percentage point change in 
the likelihood of enrolling in college after a change in the county’s relevant economic condition, 𝑐 
(unemployment rate, number of job openings, poverty rate, buyer housing affordability index, or 
renter housing affordability index). Additional information about the estimating equation 
methodology is given in the Appendix’s Methods section. 

After looking at how these economic conditions relate to the likelihood of students enrolling in any 
sort of postsecondary program, relationships are examined separately across sectors and for 
different groups of students and counties. First, these relationships are investigated separately for 
the likelihood that a student will enroll in a two-year college4 and the likelihood that a student will 
enroll in a four-year college. Then, specifically for the labor market relationships—between 
unemployment and enrollment and between job openings and enrollment—they are explored both 
overall and by type of college for students by race and ethnicity (American Indian or Alaskan Native, 
Asian, Black, Hispanic or Latino, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, White, and Multiracial), 
educational attainment (measured by cumulative GPA), and family income (proxied by free or 
reduced-price lunch [FRPL] eligibility). Finally, each relationship between an economic condition 
and enrollment is examined within specific county subgroups based on socioeconomic or 
geographic characteristics: average income, average educational attainment (percent of the 
population with at least a high school diploma and at least a bachelor’s degree), urban vs. rural, 
and college presence (counties with vs. without colleges located in them).  

Findings and Interpretations 

How does the labor market relate to college enrollment? 
Because the opportunity cost of attending college changes with unemployment rate fluctuations, 
policymakers and others can expect an overall positive relationship between unemployment rates 
and college enrollment. 

Choosing to go to college comes with a much higher opportunity cost in a low-unemployment 
context, as students forgo strong immediate job prospects. When unemployment rates are low, the 
strength of the job market tends to be much higher than when unemployment is high, making 
immediate entry into the workforce an attractive option for high school graduates. Conversely, 
when unemployment is high, high school graduates may view college more favorably, as job 
opportunities are limited and there is potential for a college degree to improve their long-term job 
prospects while they wait out the poor job market. 

Main Findings 

 
4 Relationships are also examined specifically for enrollment into Washington’s public community and technical colleges 
(in-state public institutions). Since the vast majority of students enrolling in a two-year college enroll in-state and, more 
specifically, at in-state public colleges, the relationships between two-year enrollment and economic conditions are 
similar to those between public in-state two-year enrollment and the different economic conditions. 
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In general, higher unemployment rates are associated with a higher likelihood of high school 
graduates enrolling in college.  

Higher unemployment corresponds with higher college 
enrollment. 

This pattern appears repeatedly, suggesting that college access 
policies must anticipate and address the enrollment shifts that 

follow the strength of the labor market. 

This relationship is most pronounced at two-year colleges, especially among Black, White, and 
high-achieving students. For these groups, the association between unemployment and 
enrollment can be as large as 1-to-2; in other words, a 1-percentage-point higher unemployment 
rate can be associated with more than a two-percentage-point higher enrollment rate.  

An additional measure of the strength of the labor market—the number of job openings in the local 
economy—produces similar trends: The more job openings there are, the higher the likelihood of 
students enrolling in college. More job openings may signal a weaker job market rather than reflect 
more job opportunity; while such logic may seem counterintuitive, it is the case that a large number 
of job openings does not necessarily mean a large number of high-value jobs.  

Addressing enrollment challenges under both high and low unemployment conditions requires 
policy approaches that consider how college opportunities can remain accessible and relevant for 
various types of learners at different stages of their careers. Two-year colleges, in particular, tend 
to serve a disproportionate share of students who may be more responsive to changing 
unemployment conditions, including part-time students and adult learners. Additionally, the 
programs offered at two-year colleges tend to be more short-term and career focused, which could 
be particularly appealing during times of economic uncertainty. The availability of flexible 
educational pathways that are clearly tied to career advancement —such as short-term stackable 
credits or degrees offered through a range of modalities—may influence individuals’ decisions to 
enroll. 

Detailed Findings 
Higher unemployment rates relate to higher college enrollment, especially at the two-year 
level. In general, a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate is associated with a 0.7-
percentage-point (or 1.2%) rise in the likelihood that students will pursue higher education of any 
kind, as shown in Figure 7. The relationship is particularly pronounced at the two-year level: The 
likelihood that students will enroll in a two-year college increases by 0.8 percentage points (or 
3.1%) as unemployment rises. In contrast, any sort of meaningful relationship disappears at the 
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four-year level: Unemployment rate changes show little to no connection with shifts in the 
likelihood that students will attend a four-year college.5 

Figure 7: Relationships between unemployment rates and college enrollment 

 

Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 1-percentage-point 
change in unemployment rates. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical 
significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, 
dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 

Black, White, and higher-GPA students appear most sensitive to changes in the 
unemployment rate. A closer look at the relationship between unemployment and enrollment 
reveals that unemployment rates are more strongly associated with college enrollment for some 
students than for others (see Figure 8). The positive overall relationship between unemployment 
and enrollment appears for Black, White, and multiracial students, as well as for students with 
GPAs in the top 25% (above 3.53) and, more weakly, among students not receiving FRPL. Black 
students show the strongest association: a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate 
increase is associated with a 2.1-percentage-point (3.4%) rise in the likelihood that Black students 
will enroll in college.  

At the two-year level, this positive relationship also holds for Black, White, and top-GPA students, 
as well as for students with GPAs in the second highest quartile (between 2.99 and 3.53) and for 
students who qualify for FRPL. Top-GPA students show one of the most pronounced relationships: 
a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate relates to a 1.3-percentage-point 
increase in the likelihood that top-GPA students will enroll in a two-year college, an average 

 
5 Because the COVID-19 pandemic caused significant disruptions to both employment and enrollment, additional 
analyses exclude 2020–2022 enrollment years to see if the overall relationships between unemployment and enrollment 
change. In general, the overall relationships remain relatively unchanged. The relationship between unemployment and 
enrollment still exists and appears particularly strong at the two-year level. At the four-year level, while the direction 
matches that of the analyses including the COVID-19 years (a decline in enrollment relative to an increase in 
unemployment), the exclusion of 2020–2022 data produces a marginally significant estimate, with a 1-percentage-point 
increase in unemployment related to a 0.5-percentage-point decrease in four-year enrollment likelihoods. 
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increase of almost 8% given their relatively low average two-year enrollment rate of only 16.4%. 
Many of these two-year enrollment increases likely come from students who may not have 
attended school at all, rather than students switching from four-year to two-year enrollment, as 
suggested through the corresponding increases in the likelihood of attending any type of college. 

Two notable exceptions show negative relationships between unemployment and enrollment 
relationships, one at the two-year level and one at the four-year level. Rising unemployment is 
linked to lower two-year-enrollment likelihoods for Asian students and lower four-year-enrollment 
likelihoods for Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students. For the latter, the relationship is 
particularly strong: a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate is associated with a 
3.1-percentage-point or a (16.6%) decrease in the likelihood that Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander students will enroll at four-year colleges; the relatively large percentage drop can be 
attributed to the low average four-year college enrollment rate for these students. These students 
could be switching from one sector to another—while insignificant, the point estimate is positive 
for four-year enrollment for Asian students and two-year enrollment for Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander students. Overall, however, the frequency and strength of the positive 
relationships relative to the negative ones suggest a tradeoff between strong higher education 
sectors and strong job markets. 

Figure 8: Relationships between unemployment rates and college, by student characteristics 
 

 

Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 1-percentage-point 
change in unemployment rates. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical 
significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, 
dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 

As with unemployment, a higher number of job openings is associated with higher enrollment 
likelihoods. A demand-side measure of labor market strength is the total number of job openings, 
measured by aggregating changes in job growth alongside changes in the number of jobs that still 
need to be filled. There is a positive relationship between job openings and enrollment for many 
students. 
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Figure 9: Relationships between the total number of job openings and college enrollment 

 

Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 10,000-unit change in 
the number of job openings. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical 
significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, 
dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 

As shown in Figure 9, higher numbers of job openings are associated with greater likelihoods of 
students enrolling anywhere and with greater likelihoods of students enrolling in a two-year 
institution, though the magnitude of these relationships is modest compared to that of 
unemployment rates. For an additional 10,000 job openings, there is a 0.3-percentage-point 
increase in the likelihood of students enrolling both anywhere and specifically at a two-year 
institution. This translates to a 0.5% increase in overall enrollment likelihood and a 1.2% increase 
in the likelihood of two-year enrollment. Importantly, however, this relationship is quite small, as a 
shift of 10,000 job openings is extremely large for certain labor markets.  

The positive relationship between job openings and enrollment may seem counterintuitive. While 
more job openings may signal more job opportunity, the types of jobs showing high numbers of 
openings may not be as attractive to some high school graduates. Indeed, the specific industries 
posting the most job openings tend to be the ones with the lowest salaries: in each county, and in 
every year between 2013 and 2022, the median salary for the industries with the highest 25% of job 
openings was $33,766, while the median salary for the industries with the lowest 25% was $46,748. 
Thus, while higher levels of job openings may signal higher levels of job market demand, it might 
not signal higher levels of good, well-paying job opportunity.  

While some student subgroups display particular sensitivities to changes in job openings, most 
groups show positive patterns, suggesting fewer differences across populations. For instance, as 
seen in Figure 10, there are few distinctions across GPA and FRPL status. Notable exceptions 
include a negative relationship between lowest-GPA students’ two-year-enrollment likelihoods and 
job openings—as compared to positive relationships for all other GPA quartiles—and a negative 
relationship between job openings and enrollment for second-lowest GPA students enrolling 
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anywhere. Additionally, for students in the middle GPA quartiles there is a negative relationship 
between job openings and the likelihood of four-year enrollment; the same is true for students who 
do not receive FRPL. Patterns also vary by race and ethnicity. Higher levels of job openings are 
associated with higher enrollment rates both overall and in two-year colleges for Asian, Hispanic, 
and White students. As with the negative four-year relationship that appears with unemployment 
rates, the relationship is negative for Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students. 

In summary, job openings are positively associated with enrollment for most students, with the 
strongest effects in the two-year sector. These findings mirror those observed overall between 
unemployment rates and enrollment, suggesting that employment market dynamics may partially 
shape students’ postsecondary enrollment decisions in consistent ways. 

Figure 10: Relationships between the total number of job openings and college enrollment, by 
student characteristics 

 
Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 10,000-unit change in 
the number of job openings. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical 
significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, 
dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 

Implications 
Increases in the unemployment rate tend to correlate with increases in college enrollment, but 
primarily at the two-year-college level. The same is true for job openings. Two-year college 
enrollment is generally counter cyclical: During economic downturns, two-year college enrollment 
tends to peak. This counter-cyclical relationship between unemployment and enrollment has been 
highlighted in past research, especially at the two-year level (Barr and Turner, 2015; Hillman and 
Orians, 2013; Betts and McFarland, 1995). Four-year college enrollment, on the other hand, 
remains relatively insulated from unemployment rate fluctuations. 

The relationship between unemployment and enrollment holds important implications for higher 
education policy, particularly in the context of public funding. Economic downturns have often 
coincided with reductions in state funding for higher education. For instance, following the 2008 
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financial crisis, Washington State implemented large cuts to higher education appropriations that 
resulted in rising tuition at both two-year colleges and four-year universities—an outcome that was 
true for much of the country (WSAC, n.d.; Mitchell et. al., 2019). Funding reductions often correlate 
with spikes in enrollment, which can result in diminished support per student and can potentially 
affect the quality of education and student outcomes. Research has found that declines in public 
funding can lead to lower college completion, achievement rates, and future job market success 
(Chakrabarti et. al. 2020; Deming and Walters, 2017). Understanding how unemployment rates 
relate to enrollment rates can help states plan for higher education funding that remains adequate 
and equitable across economic conditions.  

The relationship between unemployment and enrollment also highlights the importance of aligning 
education with local workforce needs. Two-year colleges, especially, play a central role in 
providing workforce training and skills, including opportunities for mid-career learners to advance 
or pivot in the workforce. In periods of both strong and weak labor market opportunities, the 
existence of educational programs that resonate with labor market demand may influence 
enrollment decisions and improve post-graduation outcomes. Washington’s Regional Challenge 
Grants and workforce development awards represent efforts to improve collaboration between 
sectors and create relevant career-oriented postsecondary pathways (WSAC, n.d.; SBCTC, 2025). 
Such efforts can help ensure that program offerings reflect current and emerging workforce needs 
that are sustainable across the business cycle. Developing educational pathways that allow 
students to acquire new skills or build on existing ones in response to changing labor market 
conditions may add value to students. 

How do poverty rates relate to college enrollment? 
On the one hand, higher poverty rates may be associated with lower college enrollment because 
resources for higher education are limited and there are fewer community supports to guide 
students through the college admissions process. On the other hand, there are several college 
access programs aimed specifically at low-income students, which could lead to a positive 
relationship if higher poverty levels draw targeted interventions that create increased college 
enrollment.  

Findings 
Higher poverty rates lead to higher four-year enrollment. While there are not many strong or 
consistent relationships between poverty rates and overall college enrollment, there are multiple 
positive relationships in the four-year sector (see Figure 11). Unlike any of the other relationships 
between enrollment and economic conditions, differences in poverty rates do not show much 
impact on the two-year sector. However, in the four-year sector, the likelihood that a student will 
enroll in a four-year college rises by 0.5 percentage points—or 1.5%—for every percentage-point 
increase in the poverty rate. The positive relationship is particularly strong in more recent years.  
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Higher poverty correlates with higher four-year enrollment. 
College access initiatives in high-poverty areas may help students 

access college. The lack of a relationship at the two-year level, 
however, suggests a need to understand why some students aren’t 

engaging with their most accessible college options. 

The pattern of higher poverty leading to a higher likelihood of four-year enrollment appears 
reflected in some national enrollment trends, which have seen large influxes of low-income 
students in recent years (Fry and Cilluffo, 2019). It may suggest that some college access initiatives 
targeted to low-income communities are helping students access postsecondary education. 
However, the probability that students will enroll in two-year colleges seems relatively insulated 
from differences in poverty rates, which is surprising given that two-year colleges cost less and are 
easier to access.  

Figure 11: Relationships between poverty rates and enrollment 

 

Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 1-percentage-point 
change in the poverty rate. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: 
solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate 
the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 

Students in higher-poverty areas may face resource constraints, family support obligations, or a 
lack of community infrastructure that keeps them from pursuing postsecondary pathways. 
Students from higher-poverty communities need college access programs that address barriers 
beyond the classroom, including campus visits, financial aid advising, and transportation support 
for internships, apprenticeships, and other opportunities beyond their immediate communities. 
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Implications 
The positive relationship between poverty rates and four-year college enrollment may point to the 
potential effectiveness of programs targeting low-income high school students. Such programs 
include the Seattle Promise program and its Path to UW (Seattle Colleges, n.d.; Path to UW, n.d.). 
Similar programs also exist in other states, including the Kalamazoo Promise, which offers eligible 
students tuition-free enrollment at two- and four-year colleges (Kalamazoo Promise, n.d.). Efforts 
also include state need grants, including the Washington College Grant, federal Pell grants, and 
college enrollment and outreach initiatives like Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 
Undergraduate Programs, or GEAR UP (WSAC, n.d.; GEAR UP Washington, n.d.).  

The relationship may also reflect trade-offs between workforce and college pathways—similar to 
that of the tradeoff between unemployment and enrollment—in which higher poverty rates may 
drive students to pursue higher education as a means of improving long-term employment 
prospects when current opportunities appear limited. 

However, postsecondary outcome gaps between high-poverty and low-poverty areas are still large 
and widespread nationally (National Student Clearinghouse, 2025), and the lack of a strong 
relationship between poverty rates and both overall and two-year college enrollment raises 
important questions about how policy interventions are structured. Some interventions may 
prioritize four-year enrollment while doing less to expand access to two-year institutions, despite 
the fact that two-year institutions are among the most affordable and accessible postsecondary 
options for students, especially students in more rural and high-poverty communities. States could 
expand two-year college access in higher-poverty and rural areas through institutional consortia, 
such as Colorado’s Rural College Consortium, which allows colleges to share resources and offer 
students flexible, career-oriented programs with stronger support services. (Colorado Community 
College System, 2024).   

How does housing affordability relate to college enrollment? 
Housing affordability appears to have a modest relationship with college enrollment: Areas 
with higher buyer HAIs—which measure the affordability of buying a home in a local housing 
market—also tend to have higher enrollment rates. 

In theory, higher housing affordability indices (HAIs) indicate that a given area has more affordable 
housing options; thus, higher HAIs, both for buyers (buyer HAI) and renters (renter HAI), could be 
positively associated with college enrollment as families in more affordable areas may have greater 
financial capacity to save for and invest in higher education while students choosing to enroll in 
college locally could potentially find more affordable housing options. However, if lower 
affordability is an indicator of lower-income families being priced out of certain areas, the 
relationship could be negative. Also, HAIs may not fully capture the variation in cost of living or 
housing stress experienced by various student populations within the same area. 
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Higher HAIs modestly relate to higher college enrollment. 
While the relationship is relatively small, it suggests that students 
could benefit from support for basic needs, including housing and 

food. Designing those supports with equity in mind can help ensure 
that they reach students facing the greatest barriers. 

Findings 
Of the economic conditions considered in this report, HAIs are the least related to enrollment 
likelihoods, though there are still some clear patterns that emerge. Most notably, increases in the 
buyer HAI are generally associated with higher likelihoods of college enrollment overall and at the 
two-year level. As seen in Figure 12, a 10-point increase in the buyer HAI is associated with a 0.3-
percentage-point (0.5%) increase in overall enrollment likelihood, and a 0.2-percentage-point 
(0.8%) increase in two-year enrollment likelihood. On the other hand, the renter HAI, which 
measures the affordability of renting housing in a given area, doesn’t seem to relate to the 
likelihood that students will enroll in any college, a two-year college, or a four-year one.6  While 
most students are not directly considering whether to purchase a home when they are also 
deciding whether to enroll in college, the buyer HAI may act as a more generalizable housing 
affordability indicator, as it considers local housing markets alongside local median wages. 

Figure 12: Relationships between the buyer housing affordability index (HAI) and college enrollment 
(left) and the renter HAI and college enrollment (right) 

  
Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 10-point change in 
the HAI. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color 
indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least 
significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 

 
6 Because housing affordability has gotten worse in recent years, excluding data from the years of the COVID-19 
pandemic does change some outcomes. In particular, with the years 2020 to 2022 excluded, higher renter affordability is 
associated with slightly lower likelihoods of four-year enrollment. Also, though the general size and direction of the 
relationships are similar, the overall and two-year enrollment relationships to the buyer index appear weaker than when 
the 2020–2022 data are included. 
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Ensuring that affordable housing is not a barrier to attending college for any student—and making 
sure that affordable opportunities equitably support students most at risk of having unmet basic 
needs—can help eliminate many of the non-tuition costs of postsecondary education that go 
unaddressed, such as transportation, housing, and food. Moreover, housing barriers may intersect 
with college access barriers for low-income students and students from underrepresented racial 
and ethnic groups, creating a need for more targeted support. Initiatives that address both housing 

and college access could help reduce these overlapping inequities. 

Implications 
Housing affordability indices are not as strongly linked to college enrollment decisions as other 
economic indicators, but improved housing affordability, specifically when measured through the 
buyer index, does relate to increased college enrollment opportunities for students across 
Washington State. The relationship between housing affordability and college enrollment at the 
two-year-college level supports the idea that basic-needs affordability can play an important role in 
enrollment decisions. Students attending two-year colleges are often (a) more likely to remain 
close to home while enrolled in college, and (b) more likely to be working while enrolled; in 
addition, they could be paying for their own or others’ living expenses (Conzelmann et. al., 2024; 
BLS, 2023). Increasingly, students across the nation report that housing is one of the biggest costs 
associated with postsecondary education—sometimes even bigger than tuition itself (Barron-
Lopez, 2024).  

The magnitude and strength of the relationship between housing affordability and college 
enrollment suggest that housing affordability indices may not fully capture disparities in 
affordability or cost-of-living burdens within a given county. Even when overall affordability 
increases, affordability may not translate to meaningful housing access for all the students 
struggling to find affordable options—especially when they are taking pay cuts in order to devote 
hours to college coursework (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2015). 
Moreover, many underrepresented and underserved racial and ethnic groups do not appear 
particularly sensitive to changes in housing affordability, and these groups are more likely to report 
having unmet basic needs (McKibben and Qarni, 2022). Programs like Tacoma Community 
College’s College Housing Assistance Program (CHAP), which showed success in increasing 
completion, transfer, and labor force participation rates, also reported issues in equitably serving 
students (Goldrick-Rab et. al., 2024). Given that housing affordability is closely tied to racial and 
economic equity across the state, there is a need for more nuanced affordability measures and 
equity-centered interventions that reflect the lived realities of students in diverse communities.  

How do the relationships between economic indicators and college enrollment 
vary across counties?  
There are significant differences in the average college enrollment rates of students in different 
counties (see Table 3). These differences demonstrate the importance of investigating 
relationships between economic conditions and enrollment separately for various county 
groupings. 
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This section groups counties according to the following characteristics. The discussion below 
examines the relationships that emerge for each group. 

1) average income, split into four quartiles 
2) urban vs. rural 
3) educational attainment by differences in the percentage of adults with at least a high 

school degree and the percentage of adults with at least a bachelor’s degree 
4) counties with colleges vs. counties without colleges7, 8  

Table 3: College Enrollment Means by County Sub-Groups 
  # of Students Any College Two-Year Four-Year 
Annual Wage Quartiles     

Bottom (<$37,815) 47,956 54.6% 30.0% 24.5% 
2nd (between $37,815 and $43,575) 66,670 55.5% 29.5% 26.0% 
3rd (between $43,575 and $50,165) 159,395 55.5% 27.0% 28.5% 
Top (>50,165) 429,271 61.6% 24.8% 36.8% 

Urbanicity     

Rural 168,273 50.3% 27.0% 23.3% 
Urban 535,019 61.9% 25.8% 36.1% 

Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of 
adults with a high school degree or higher)     

Bottom (<87.5%) 87,933 50.5% 28.8% 21.8% 
2nd (between 87.5% and 90.6%) 79,133 53.5% 28.1% 25.5% 
3rd (between 90.6% and 92.9%) 315,251 61.7% 27.3% 34.4% 
Top (>92.9%) 220,975 61.0% 22.7% 38.2% 

Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of 
adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher) 

    

Bottom (<18%) 80,848 50.4% 29.8% 20.6% 
2nd (between 18% and 24.5%) 52,925 50.2% 25.3% 24.9% 
3rd (between 24.5% and 31.6%) 251,011 56.4% 26.7% 29.7% 
Top (>31.6%) 318,508 65.0% 24.9% 40.2% 

Counties with Colleges     
Any College 637,054 60.0% 26.2% 33.7% 

No College 66,238 51.1% 24.8% 26.3% 
2-year 630,566 60.0% 26.4% 33.6% 

No 2-year 72,726 51.8% 23.9% 27.9% 
4-year 401,396 62.9% 25.0% 37.9% 

No 4-year 301,896 54.1% 27.6% 26.6% 
Note: This table shows college enrollment rates by sector for students who live in different subgroups of counties 
between 2013 and 2022. 

Average Income: Students in high-income counties are more responsive to economic conditions, 
as seen in Figure 13. When any of the economic conditions discussed in this report rises, so does 
the probability that students in high-income counties will enroll in any type of college. 

 
7 Note that, as with differences in student subgroups by race and ethnicity, differences in subgroups by county 
characteristics often reflect significantly different numbers of high school graduates. As a result, many of the significant 
relationships between economic conditions and the likelihoods of students enrolling in college could be driven by areas 
with the largest population of high school graduates and, therefore, could show up primarily in the geographic subgroups 
that contain the largest numbers of students. 
8 The characteristics identified here are generalized and may not apply to every student within a county; for instance, not 
all students living in counties considered to be urban live in urban areas; likewise, there could be low-income students in 
high-income counties. Also, students who live in counties that contain colleges do not necessarily live close to a college 
campus. 
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Unemployment rates have the strongest relationship, with a 1-percentage-point increase in the 
unemployment rate associated with a 1.2-percentage-point increase in the likelihood of students 
in high-income counties enrolling in college. Additionally, when poverty rates rise, so does the 
probability that high-income students will enroll specifically in four-year institutions. On the other 
hand, students in counties in the lowest income quartile have no significant relationships with any 
economic conditions. The lack of overall, two-year, or four-year enrollment relationships for lower-
income areas shows how higher-income areas drive many of the state-wide patterns. 

Figure 13: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ 
average wages  

  
Note: The map shows the wage quartile (1 being lowest, 4 being highest) that each county falls into on 
average, based on each county’s average wages between 2013 to 2022. The bar graph shows relationships 
between economic conditions and enrollment for students in high-income counties (top) and low-income 
counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid 
color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the 
least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. Data on wages comes from the 
bureau of labor statistics. 

Urban vs. Rural: Students in more urban counties seem to be particularly sensitive to differences 
in unemployment rates and poverty rates; for those students, the relationships between 
unemployment and enrollment and between poverty and enrollment mimic those seen across the 
state. In rural counties, students do not experience the relationships as strongly, as Figure 14 
shows. The relationship between housing and enrollment is positive in both urban and rural 
counties, but the relationship appears in different sectors: a 10-point increase in the buyer HAI in 
urban counties relates to a 0.3-percentage-point increase in a student’s likelihood of enrolling in a 
four-year college, while for students in rural counties, the same increase relates to a 0.3-
percentage-point increase in both overall and two-year-enrollment likelihoods. 
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Figure 14: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ 
urbanicity 

Note: The map shows differences in each county’s urbanicity, with blacked-out counties considered urban. 
The bar graph shows relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in urban 
counties (top) and rural counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects 
statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes 
indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no 
significance. Data on urbanicity comes from the U.S. Census. 

 

Educational Attainment: Students in counties with higher percentages of adults with at least a 
high school diploma tend to drive many of the relationships between economic conditions and 
enrollment, as Figure 15 shows. In counties with lower percentages of adults with high school 
degrees or higher, the relationships between unemployment and enrollment, poverty and 
enrollment, and housing affordability and enrollment do not appear as strongly or at all. 

Figure 15: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ 
average educational attainment, as measured by the percentage of adults with a high school 
degree or higher 

Note: The map shows the educational attainment quartile (1 being lowest, 4 being highest) that each county 
falls into on average, based on each county’s average educational attainment between 2013 to 2022. 
Educational attainment is measured by the percentage of adults with a high school degree or higher. The bar 
graph shows relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in high educational 
attainment counties (top) and low attainment counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. 
Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal 
stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no 
significance. Data on educational attainment comes from the U.S. Census American Community Surveys. 
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When counties are grouped by the share of adults with at least a bachelor’s degree, unemployment 
rates show no clear pattern. Other economic conditions, however, vary more noticeably by 
educational attainment. As shown in Figure 16, counties with the lowest bachelor’s degree 
attainment show that higher poverty rates lead to lower enrollment likelihoods, and while there is a 
positive relationship between buyer HAI and enrollment overall and at two-year colleges, in less 
educated areas there is a negative one between buyer HAI and enrollment at four-year colleges.  

Figure 16: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ 
average educational attainment, as measured by the percentage of adults with a bachelor’s degree 
or higher 

Note: The map shows the educational attainment quartile (1 being lowest, 4 being highest) that each county 
falls into on average, based on each county’s average educational attainment between 2013 to 2022. 
Educational attainment is measured by the percentage of adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher. The bar 
graph shows relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in high educational 
attainment counties (top) and low attainment counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. 
Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal 
stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no 
significance. Data on educational attainment comes from the U.S. Census American Community Surveys. 
 
Counties With and Without Colleges9: For students in counties without community or technical 
colleges, the relationship between unemployment and enrollment is positive in the two-year 
sector; in counties with community or technical colleges, that relationship is much weaker, and it 
is weakly negative in the four-year sector, as Figure 17 shows. Interestingly, for students in counties 
without any colleges, an increase in poverty rates relates to an increase in the likelihood of 
enrolling at a two-year college, while, for students in counties with them, it weakly relates to a 
decrease in the likelihood of enrolling at a two-year college. The positive relationship between 
poverty and enrollment in the four-year sector is also negligible in counties without four-year 
colleges. The positive relationships between the buyer HAI and enrollment also disappear when 
looking just at counties without colleges, and there is a weak negative relationship between the 
renter HAI and enrollment for the four-year sector in those counties. 

 

 
9 College campus locations are obtained via IPEDS directory information. There may be satellite campuses not listed in 
IPEDS that are located in other areas. A county is considered to have a college campus if the IPEDS address is in that 
county. 
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Figure 17: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by whether 
counties have colleges 

 

Note: The map shows whether each county has at least one college and, if so, what type of college. The bar 
graphs show relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in counties without 
colleges (left-hand side) and for students in counties with colleges (right-hand side). Bar height reflects the 
size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant 
estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), 
and unshaded indicates no significance. Data on college locations comes from the National Center for 
Education Statistics Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. 

Policy Implications 

The existence of relationships between economic conditions and enrollment demonstrates the 
need to consider fluctuating economic conditions when designing college access policies that 
create valuable, timely, and relevant postsecondary pathways. As the geographic analysis 
suggests, these relationships play out differently across Washington’s counties, underscoring the 
importance of tailoring policy responses to local economic contexts.  

• Unemployment: When unemployment is low, students may opt to enter or remain in the 
workforce rather than pursue higher education. Because the analysis suggests that 
students may delay enrollment when short-term labor market opportunities are strong, 
communicating the long-term returns to postsecondary credentials—the payoffs to both 
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four-year degrees (Cooper, n.d.; Carnevale et. al., 2021) and two-year degrees (Minaya & 
Scott-Clayton, 2022; Carnevale et. al., 2021; Jepsen et. al., 2014; Cooper, n.d.)—may be 
particularly important during periods of low unemployment. Additionally, the availability of 
flexible educational pathways clearly tied to career advancement may influence 
individuals’ decisions to enroll during times of both low and high job opportunity. Such 
pathways include both short-term credentials that facilitate affordable training 
opportunities for students and stackable credentials that can help students immediately 
enter the workforce upon completion or return to school and build on existing credits 
(Murphy, 2024; Partnership for Learning, 2023). They may also include apprenticeship 
opportunities that allow students to get on-the-job training while earning college credit 
(Roach, 2025). 
 

• Poverty: Although poverty rates are positively associated with four-year enrollment overall, 
that relationship does not appear in rural, low-income areas. This pattern suggests that 
rural, low-income communities may be important places to target interventions aimed at 
increasing college enrollment among low-income students. Students need to have access 
to programs that address barriers beyond the classroom, including information and 
advising about the FAFSA, WASFA, and other financial aid and scholarships, as well as 
increased exposure to postsecondary pathways (Washington Student Achievement 
Council, 2023; Smith et. Al., 2022). Additionally, transportation can be a significant barrier 
to both high school and college attendance in rural areas (Chen, 2023; Schuette, 2023). 
Not only could better transportation increase academic attendance, it also could facilitate 
increased access to internship and workforce opportunities (American Student 
Assistance, 2024; Schwartz, 2024).  
 

• Housing Affordability: Addressing housing affordability and other basic needs may help 
reduce hidden costs that can prevent students from attending college (for more 
information on basic needs insecurity across Washington State, see Washington Student 
Achievement Council and Western Washington University, 2025). Importantly, supporting 
students most at risk of having unmet basic needs means making sure an equity-centered 
approach is at the forefront of all basic-needs policies.  

Overall, Washington State needs greater emphasis on communicating the long-term and 
widespread benefits of earning college credentials, as shorter-term economic fluctuations, 
especially labor market conditions, can overshadow the broader value of higher education. The 
state should ensure that students making college decisions understand the following facts: 

• Beyond earnings, postsecondary education is associated with lower likelihoods of poverty, 
unemployment, and imprisonment; better health, longevity, working conditions, and 
general well-being; and higher civic engagement, including voter participation (Trostel, 
2017; Dee, 2004).  
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• When individuals earn college credentials, there are many external, community-centric 
benefits: Graduates as a whole contribute billions more in economic value, each graduate 
can add hundreds of thousands of dollars to local economies, and increasing the supply of 
college graduates can raise wages for others in a community, including those without 
college or high school degrees (Dancy, 2025; Rothwell, 2015; Moretti, 2004).  
 

• States that invest more in producing more highly educated workforces experience higher 
wages and more economic productivity (Berger and Fisher, 2013). In Washington State, 
each additional college graduate boosts the state’s GDP by almost $170,000 annually and 
almost $2 million over their lifetime, while also supporting the creation of eight additional 
jobs (NCAN, 2023).  

In addition to helping students make decisions about college, understanding these broad 
economic, civic, and social benefits may encourage local policymakers, industries, and 
community members to more actively support college access and attainment. 

Lessons from other states’ programs, services, and models can also help address local economic 
needs and barriers to success by offering examples of adaptable postsecondary pathways tied to 
local contexts.  

• Workforce-aligned pathways, such as Virginia’s G3 and GO programs, can increase college 
accessibility, incentivize involvement in regional economic development, and acquire 
supplemental funding streams for colleges through regional partners (Kazis and Mevs, 
2025).  
 

• Shared resource models and administrative data systems also demonstrate how colleges 
can combine student support efforts, resources, and student-facing data systems to 
address local inequities within states, including New Mexico’s Collaborative for Higher 
Education Shared Services, Colorado’s Rural College Consortium, and California’s College 
Guidance Initiative (CHESS, n.d.; Pirius, 2021; California Department of Education, 2024).  

 

• Comprehensive college support programs like New York’s CUNY ASAP—which Washington 
has previously explored for feasibility—demonstrate the value of sustained assistance 
once students do enroll to help address challenges including transportation, financial 
strain, and career development (MDRC, n.d.; WSAC, 2023).  

Together, these approaches underscore how Washington can continue building systems, 
programs, and services that are both locally responsive and integrated across the state. 
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Conclusion 

Additional research is needed to better understand how economic conditions shape college 
enrollment. Future research can dive into more specific subgroups of students facing specific 
economic realities, such as low-income students in rural areas. Research can also create more 
comprehensive local economic profiles that examine multiple economic indicators together, 
identifying how shifting conditions interact to potentially influence enrollment. Researchers and 
policymakers can also partner with organizations focused on economic opportunity—such as 
affordable housing or workforce development—to align college access initiatives with broader 
challenges, including unemployment, poverty, and housing costs. Lastly, more rigorous causal 
research could help policymakers anticipate how changing local economies will influence 
enrollment, informing data-driven policies that can get ahead of different realities. 

Students across Washington State face barriers shaped by their specific local economic contexts. 
Considering how local economic conditions relate to postsecondary decisions is critical to 
designing effective college access strategies. Aligning Washington’s college access initiatives with 
local economic realities can help ensure that all students across Washington have access to 
postsecondary opportunities that are relevant, affordable, and valuable.  
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Appendix 

This appendix provides details on data sources, dataset construction, and methodology, along with 
tables that show additional regression estimates.  

Data 

Student-level data comes from ERDC through the Washington State longitudinal data system 
called the P20W. Students who appear in the P20W are students who have enrolled in Washington 
State public education systems. The specific elements of the P20W used in this analysis are 
student demographic and academic data from students’ high school files alongside student 
postsecondary enrollment data provided by both the Washington State public postsecondary 
institutions as well as the National Student Clearinghouse. A student has a college enrollment 
value of 1 if they are enrolled in any postsecondary institution in the academic year following their 
high school graduation date (i.e., within 10 months of their graduation date). Each student’s first 
enrollment entry following their high school graduation date is recorded as their relevant 
postsecondary enrollment. Students who have postsecondary enrollments that appear prior to 
their high school graduation date are considered to be dual-enrollment students; those 
enrollments are not included in the postsecondary enrollment indicator. Enrollments are defined 
as in-state if the state of students’ postsecondary institution is Washington. Federal race 
categories are used for the racial and ethnic data on students. 

Student and economic data are merged at the county-by-year level. Each student’s county is 
defined as the county containing the high school from which they graduated. Each high school is 
matched to a county based on the location of its main office as described in the common core 
data. It is possible that a given student might reside in a county other than the county containing 
their high school; this may be true especially for students who reside near county borders and 
students who attend school online or are majority or completely homeschooled. That said, this 
matching method ensures that the vast majority of students are accurately matched to a county 
and is the best matching option using this data. The validity of this method is also aided by the fact 
that, because students identified in the P20W are enrolled in public high schools, these students 
tend to live relatively close to their high schools. The year variable on which the data is merged is 
defined as each student’s high school graduation year.  

Methods 

The estimating equation isolates the relationships between each economic condition and college 
enrollment likelihoods. The equation takes the form: 

𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑙𝑡 =  𝛼 + 𝛽𝑐𝑙𝑡 + 𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑙 + 𝜂𝑡 + 𝜌𝑙 + 𝜇𝑖𝑙𝑡  

where:  
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• 𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑙𝑡 is a binary variable for if student 𝑖 graduating from high school in county 𝑙 in year 𝑡 
enrolls in college in the academic year following graduation  

• 𝑐𝑙𝑡  is the value of the relevant economic condition in county 𝑙 in time 𝑡 
• 𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑡  is the population of county 𝑙 in time 𝑡 
• 𝜂𝑡  are year fixed effects 
• 𝜌𝑙  are county fixed effects 
• 𝜇𝑖𝑙𝑡  is the error term  

The fixed effects control for differences in the average annual college enrollment rate each year 
across the whole state (year fixed effects), and the average college enrollment rate in each county 
across the entire timespan (county fixed effects).  

A one-unit change in the relevant economic condition relates to a 100 × 𝛽% change in the 
likelihood of enrolling in college, given differences in average annual enrollment likelihoods and 
average county enrollment rates. Because county and year fixed effects are incorporated, 𝛽 is 
interpreted as deviations from the county and annual mean college enrollment rate. Said another 
way, the model accounts for the fact that each county has different average rates of college-going, 
and there is a different annual average college-going rate for the whole state. The model isolates 
the relationship between an economic condition and enrollment relationship because it accounts 
for the fact that counties across the state have different baseline (average) levels of college-going, 
and the state has different average enrollment rates in each year that could be caused by a whole 
host of factors unrelated to differences in economic conditions. 

The goal of this model is to isolate the relationship between college enrollment and each economic 
condition. It is not the case that this model is deriving any causal connection—that is, it is not 
saying “enrollment increased because unemployment rates increased.” Instead, so policymakers 
and educators can better understand how differences in local economies can interact with 
college-going efforts, the model focuses on how changes in each condition are related to changes 
in enrollment likelihoods. Any claims of causality are left to both prior literature on the topics and 
potential future research in Washington State and elsewhere.   
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Regression Tables 
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	Executive Summary 
	Local economic conditions—particularly unemployment rates—are strongly associated with whether Washington high school graduates enroll in college immediately after graduation. This analysis finds that higher unemployment rates correspond with higher college enrollment, especially at two-year colleges. Relationships between unemployment and enrollment appear strongest among students in more urban counties, counties with higher shares of adults with at least a high school diploma, and counties with a two- or 
	Figure
	 
	This report examines how economic conditions relate to college enrollment across Washington’s 39 counties between 2013 and 2022 (see Figure 1). It shows how county-level indicators shape the likelihood that high school graduates will attend college directly after graduation, and how those relationships differ for two-year and four-year colleges. The analysis centers on local labor market conditions, including unemployment rates and job openings, while also considering poverty rates and housing affordability
	 
	Figure 1: Relationships between economic conditions and college enrollment 
	 
	Figure
	Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a one-unit change in the relevant economic condition. “HAI” stands for housing affordability index. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 
	Key Findings 
	When unemployment rates increase, so do college enrollments, especially at the two-year level. This pattern appears across a range of student groups and represents the strongest and most robust relationship of all the economic conditions. The tradeoff between unemployment and enrollment highlights the changing opportunity cost of college: When job prospects are strong, students may be more inclined to enter the workforce rather than pursue higher education. Job openings show a similar pattern. Although high
	 
	Other local economic conditions—poverty and housing affordability—also relate to enrollment, but more modestly. Higher poverty rates are associated with higher four-year enrollment, but the two-year sector remains relatively insulated. This pattern may suggest that access initiatives, including FAFSA and WASFA completion campaigns, are gaining traction among some students. But the absence of a two-year relationship, together with the concentration of these patterns in higher-income, urban areas, calls for c
	 
	Housing affordability also shows a modest relationship with enrollment, pointing to a possible connection between enrollment and students’ basic needs: The buyer housing affordability index, which may serve as a proxy for measures of affordability and basic needs, is positively associated with enrollment, particularly at two-year colleges. Overall, the weaker patterns suggest that affordability gains may not reach all students equally, reinforcing the need for equity-centered supports. 
	 
	Students’ enrollment responses to local economic conditions vary by county context. Rural, lower-income, and lower-educational-attainment counties show patterns different from urban, higher-income, and higher-educational-attainment counties. Many of the overall findings are driven by students in counties with higher wages, higher educational attainment, easier access to college campuses, and urban designations. 
	 
	Conclusion 
	The findings in this report show that college access policies must account for Washington’s diverse local economic contexts. To increase college enrollment and credential attainment across the state, policymakers should anticipate how shifts in local economies may alter the barriers students face and tailor supports accordingly. They should also clearly communicate the long-term value of postsecondary credentials, emphasizing the widespread economic and social benefits for students and communities. Finally,
	Introduction 
	For over a decade, college enrollment in Washington State has been on the decline, particularly at two-year colleges (Huynh and Byrne, 2025). The COVID-19 pandemic only exacerbated losses across both two-year and four-year colleges, though declines at four-year colleges were much less pronounced. Recently, however, students have been returning to college: two-year enrollment is driving the state’s postsecondary enrollment recovery, while four-year enrollment is staying somewhat steady (Huynh and Byrne, 2026
	Factors that contribute to whether students enroll in college can stem from within higher education itself, such as costs of attendance and affordability concerns (College Board, 2024), growing competition and selectivity (Knox, 2024), funding and resource shortages, especially at community colleges (WSFE Staff, 2025; Edgecombe, 2022), and a growing wariness about the value of a college degree (Fry et. al., 2024). Other factors lie further from the education system but can play critical roles in college enr
	This report examines relationships between enrollment and economic conditions, with a particular focus on how labor market strength relates to college enrollment likelihoods. Specifically, it looks at three overarching economic conditions—labor markets, poverty rates, and housing affordability—and how each is linked to whether students enroll in college immediately after high school. It begins by highlighting how these economic conditions vary across the state’s 39 counties, illustrating differences in loca
	1.
	1.
	1.
	 How do local economic conditions relate to a student’s likelihood of enrolling in college?  

	2.
	2.
	 How do the relationships between economic conditions and enrollment show up differently in the two-year and four-year sectors? For labor market indicators, how do they show up differently for different types of students? 

	3.
	3.
	 How do the relationships vary across counties with a range of geographic and socioeconomic characteristics? 


	This analysis looks at overall enrollment—whether students enroll in any college—as well as enrollment at two-year and four-year institutions. It also explores how labor market conditions, including unemployment and job openings, relate to enrollment across student subgroups, including race and ethnicity, high school academic performance, and free or reduced-price lunch eligibility. Finally, the report shows how these relationships vary across county characteristics, 
	including average income levels, urban vs. rural status, adult educational attainment, and the presence or absence of two- and four-year college campuses. 
	Among the economic indicators examined: 
	•
	•
	•
	 unemployment shows the strongest and most consistent relationship with college enrollment, particularly at the two-year level  

	•
	•
	 poverty rates show a weaker but notable relationship with enrollment, appearing only at the four-year level 

	•
	•
	 housing affordability appears only modestly related to enrollment patterns  


	This research underscores the role that external factors can play in shaping students’ postsecondary pathways. Efforts to increase college access often focus on factors within the education system, but this report shows that students’ local economic realities may also influence the college decision process. For policymakers and education leaders, the implication is clear: supporting high-school-to-college transitions and reducing regional disparities in educational attainment may require robust strategies t
	Context  
	How Do Economic Conditions Across the State Vary? 
	Across Washington’s counties, three economic factors vary widely: labor market, poverty rates, and housing affordability. 
	Labor Market 
	Figure 2: Counties’ average unemployment rates 
	Figure 2: Counties’ average unemployment rates 
	 
	Note: The map shows the average unemployment rate between 2013 and 2022 for each county. Data on unemployment rates comes from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

	Figure
	Between 2013 and 2022, the average U.S. unemployment rate was just under 5.3%. In Washington State, only five counties met or outperformed that benchmark:  
	•
	•
	•
	 King (4.1%) 

	•
	•
	 Snohomish (4.6%) 

	•
	•
	 Asotin (4.6%) 

	•
	•
	 Whitman (4.8%) 

	•
	•
	 San Juan (4.9%)  


	 
	At the other end of the spectrum, 14 counties averaged unemployment rates of 7% or higher, including six that exceeded 8%. Ferry County recorded the highest average unemployment rate in the state, at nearly 10.8%. Notably, all counties with unemployment rates above 7% are classified as rural. See Figure 2 for differences in average unemployment rates. 
	 
	Alongside unemployment rates, job openings—which is an aggregated measure of the change in job growth (the total number of people employed) and the change in job replacements (the number of vacant positions that need to be filled)—is an additional measure of labor market strength that estimates demand in the job market. Looking at the average number of job openings relative to the population between 2013 and 2022, two counties—Chelan and King—stand out with relatively high average job openings across the de
	Figure 3: Counties’ average number of job openings 
	Figure 3: Counties’ average number of job openings 
	 
	Note: The map shows the average total number of job openings relative to the population size between 2013 and 2022 for each county. Total number of job openings is estimated by looking at changes in the total number of jobs alongside changes in the number of job vacancies. Data on job openings comes from Lightcast. 

	Figure
	Poverty Rates 
	Poverty rates across Washington State vary widely, with ten-year averages between 2013 and 2022 ranging from a low of 5.6% in Island County to a high of 28.2% in Whitman County. While the nation averaged about a 12.5% poverty rate across the 10-year period, 27 of Washington’s 39 counties recorded poverty rates exceeding that. Six counties stand out for particularly high average poverty rates:  
	Figure
	•
	•
	•
	 Yakima (18.9%) 

	•
	•
	 Kittitas (19%) 

	•
	•
	 Ferry (19.4%) 

	•
	•
	 Okanogan (20.6%) 

	•
	•
	 Adams (23%) 

	•
	•
	 Whitman (28.2%) 


	Some of these higher-poverty areas, like Yakima and Ferry, are also areas that experienced relatively high unemployment during the same period. Some of the lowest poverty areas, like Snohomish and King, also had the lowest unemployment. However, Whitman County presents an exception: despite a relatively low average unemployment rate, it had the highest poverty rate in the state. In general, these higher-poverty areas tend to be rural, with four out of five of the lowest-poverty counties being urban. See Fig
	Housing Affordability 
	Washington State’s Housing Affordability Indices (HAIs), developed and distributed by the , measure the affordability of buying or renting a home based on local median wages, housing prices, and mortgage rates. Several different indices exist, including those for median buyers, first-time buyers, median renters, and low-income renters. The two indices focused on here—median buyers and median renters—take into account local median incomes, average housing and rental prices, and mortgage rates (when applicabl
	Washington Center for Real Estate Research
	Washington Center for Real Estate Research

	1
	1


	Figure 5: Counties’ average buyer housing affordability index (HAI) 
	Figure 5: Counties’ average buyer housing affordability index (HAI) 
	 
	Note: The map shows the average housing affordability index (HAI) for buyers between 2013 and 2022 for each county. The buyer HAI is calculated by considering whether a median-income household can afford to purchase a home with a 20% down payment, given median income, housing prices, and mortgage rates. An HAI above 100 is considered affordable while an HAI below 100 is considered unaffordable. HAIs come from the Washington Center for Real Estate Research. 

	Figure
	1 When compared to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Living Wage calculations—which show “the hourly rate that an individual in a household must earn to support themselves and/or their family, working full-time”—the correlations are weak to moderate (around or just under 0.5) when using the 2025 MIT data, which is the current dataset listed on the calculator. See the  for more information on how these numbers are calculated.  
	1 When compared to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Living Wage calculations—which show “the hourly rate that an individual in a household must earn to support themselves and/or their family, working full-time”—the correlations are weak to moderate (around or just under 0.5) when using the 2025 MIT data, which is the current dataset listed on the calculator. See the  for more information on how these numbers are calculated.  
	MIT Living Wage Calculator
	MIT Living Wage Calculator



	Between 2013 and 2022, eight counties in Washington had average buyer HAIs below 100, indicating that buying or renting a home was relatively unaffordable in these counties during this period:  
	Figure 6: Counties’ average renter housing affordability index (HAI) 
	Figure 6: Counties’ average renter housing affordability index (HAI) 
	 
	Note: The map shows the average housing affordability index (HAI) for renters between 2014 and 2022 for each county (while other data incorporates 2013 figures, renter HAI is calculated only from 2014 onward). The renter HAI is calculated by considering whether a median-income household can rent a home given median income and the local rental market. An HAI above 100 is considered affordable while an HAI below 100 is considered unaffordable. The renter HAI is not calculated for 5 counties (which appear grey

	Figure
	•
	•
	•
	 San Juan (65) 

	•
	•
	 King (75) 

	•
	•
	 Jefferson (85) 

	•
	•
	 Whatcom (91) 

	•
	•
	 Island (96) 

	•
	•
	 Clallam (96) 

	•
	•
	 Kittitas (97) 

	•
	•
	 Snohomish (98) 


	On the opposite end, five counties had average HAIs above 150, indicating relatively high affordability: 
	•
	•
	•
	 Grant (151) 

	•
	•
	 Columbia (153) 

	•
	•
	 Adams (158) 

	•
	•
	 Ferry (169) 

	•
	•
	 Lincoln (265) 


	These averages illustrate a wide gap in housing affordability across the state. Notably, in the span of the decade, every single county became less affordable, with only five counties remaining above the HAI affordability threshold in 2022.  
	The average Housing Affordability Index (HAI) for renters, which measures the affordability of home rental for a median-income household, shows less variation across Washington counties than the buyer HAI. Among the 34 counties for which the renter HAI data is available, the least affordable county for renters is, perhaps unsurprisingly, King, though its average HAI of just over 125 still puts it in the affordable category. The most affordable county to rent in is Columbia, with an average HAI of 262, and f
	These stark economic differences across Washington’s communities show why college enrollment patterns must be understood in local context. Students make enrollment decisions within the context of their local economies, with some experiencing strong job markets and affordable housing while others face higher unemployment and more limited opportunities. Linking local economic indicators to enrollment allows policymakers and education leaders in Washington to craft strategies that expand access to college whil
	What Enrollment Patterns Exist?  
	The average college enrollment rate between 2013 and 2022 was just over 59%. Many enrollments were at in-state institutions; for two-year enrollments, almost all occurred at Washington State public community and technical colleges, as shown in Table 1.  
	Table 1: Average College Enrollment Rates by College Type, 2013 through 2022 
	Total Students 
	Total Students 
	Total Students 
	Total Students 

	Any College 
	Any College 

	Two-Years 
	Two-Years 

	Four-Years 
	Four-Years 

	In-State 
	In-State 

	In-State Two-Years 
	In-State Two-Years 

	In-State Public Two-Years 
	In-State Public Two-Years 

	In-State Four-Years 
	In-State Four-Years 


	703,292 
	703,292 
	703,292 

	59.1% 
	59.1% 

	26.1% 
	26.1% 

	33.0% 
	33.0% 

	46.8% 
	46.8% 

	24.6% 
	24.6% 

	24.3% 
	24.3% 

	22.1% 
	22.1% 



	Note: This table shows college enrollment rates by sector for students who graduated between 2013 and 2022. 
	The average college enrollment rate for different student groups varies widely, as shown in Table 2. For example, Asian students enroll at a rate of over 80%, while Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students enroll at a rate of less than half of that. Additionally, students not on free and reduced-price lunch (FRPL) enroll at over 150% the rate at which FRPL students enroll, and top-performing students enroll at almost 3 times the rate at which bottom-performing students do. There are even more nuan
	2
	2


	2 It should be noted that there are significant population-size differences among students of different races and ethnicities. These population-size differences mean (a) overall relationships may be driven by the relationships seen for the largest student subgroups—another reason to investigate differences across these students—and (b) significant relationships may be more likely to appear for these larger-sized subgroups.  
	2 It should be noted that there are significant population-size differences among students of different races and ethnicities. These population-size differences mean (a) overall relationships may be driven by the relationships seen for the largest student subgroups—another reason to investigate differences across these students—and (b) significant relationships may be more likely to appear for these larger-sized subgroups.  

	Table 2: Average College Enrollment Rates by Student Sub-Groups 
	  
	  
	  
	  

	# of Students 
	# of Students 

	Any College 
	Any College 

	Two-Years 
	Two-Years 

	Four-Years 
	Four-Years 


	All Students 
	All Students 
	All Students 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	All Years (2013-2022) 
	All Years (2013-2022) 
	All Years (2013-2022) 

	703,292 
	703,292 

	59.1% 
	59.1% 

	26.1% 
	26.1% 

	33.0% 
	33.0% 


	Non COVID-19 Years (2013-2019) 
	Non COVID-19 Years (2013-2019) 
	Non COVID-19 Years (2013-2019) 

	480,111 
	480,111 

	62.2% 
	62.2% 

	28.7% 
	28.7% 

	33.5% 
	33.5% 


	By Race 
	By Race 
	By Race 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	American Indian or Alaska Native 
	American Indian or Alaska Native 
	American Indian or Alaska Native 

	9,000 
	9,000 

	41.6% 
	41.6% 

	24.1% 
	24.1% 

	17.5% 
	17.5% 


	Asian 
	Asian 
	Asian 

	61,237 
	61,237 

	80.6% 
	80.6% 

	27.9% 
	27.9% 

	52.7% 
	52.7% 


	Black or African American 
	Black or African American 
	Black or African American 

	31,886 
	31,886 

	60.9% 
	60.9% 

	31.8% 
	31.8% 

	29.1% 
	29.1% 


	Hispanic or Latino of any race(s) 
	Hispanic or Latino of any race(s) 
	Hispanic or Latino of any race(s) 

	132,405 
	132,405 

	49.1% 
	49.1% 

	28.8% 
	28.8% 

	20.3% 
	20.3% 


	Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 
	Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 
	Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 

	6,581 
	6,581 

	38.5% 
	38.5% 

	19.7% 
	19.7% 

	18.7% 
	18.7% 


	Not Provided  
	Not Provided  
	Not Provided  

	242 
	242 

	61.2% 
	61.2% 

	26.9% 
	26.9% 

	34.3% 
	34.3% 


	Two or More Races 
	Two or More Races 
	Two or More Races 

	41,958 
	41,958 

	59.4% 
	59.4% 

	24.9% 
	24.9% 

	34.6% 
	34.6% 


	White 
	White 
	White 

	419,983 
	419,983 

	59.7% 
	59.7% 

	24.8% 
	24.8% 

	34.9% 
	34.9% 


	By GPA Quartile 
	By GPA Quartile 
	By GPA Quartile 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	Bottom (GPA<2.38) 
	Bottom (GPA<2.38) 
	Bottom (GPA<2.38) 

	175,968 
	175,968 

	30.0% 
	30.0% 

	23.7% 
	23.7% 

	6.2% 
	6.2% 


	2nd (2.38<GPA<2.99) 
	2nd (2.38<GPA<2.99) 
	2nd (2.38<GPA<2.99) 

	176,581 
	176,581 

	49.7% 
	49.7% 

	33.4% 
	33.4% 

	16.3% 
	16.3% 


	3rd (2.99<GPA<3.53) 
	3rd (2.99<GPA<3.53) 
	3rd (2.99<GPA<3.53) 

	175,886 
	175,886 

	71.4% 
	71.4% 

	30.8% 
	30.8% 

	40.6% 
	40.6% 


	Top (GPA>3.53) 
	Top (GPA>3.53) 
	Top (GPA>3.53) 

	174,857 
	174,857 

	85.7% 
	85.7% 

	16.4% 
	16.4% 

	69.3% 
	69.3% 


	By FRPL Status 
	By FRPL Status 
	By FRPL Status 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	Not on FRPL 
	Not on FRPL 
	Not on FRPL 

	374,726 
	374,726 

	70.6% 
	70.6% 

	25.5% 
	25.5% 

	45.1% 
	45.1% 


	On FRPL 
	On FRPL 
	On FRPL 

	328,566 
	328,566 

	46.1% 
	46.1% 

	26.8% 
	26.8% 

	19.3% 
	19.3% 



	Note: This table shows college enrollment rates by sector for different subgroups of students between 2013 and 2022. 
	Data and Methods 
	Data from the Washington State Preschool to Grade 20 to Workforce Data System (P20W), which tracks students from early childhood education to participation in the workforce, shows students’ demographics, high school achievement and completion characteristics, and whether, when, and where they enroll in college. Students who appear in the P20W are students who have enrolled in Washington State public education systems. The specific elements of the P20W used in this analysis include student demographic data a
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	3 Education Research and Data Center (ERDC). P20W Data Warehouse. Washington Office of Financial Management, Forecasting and Research Division. Data obtained in October 2024 via ERDC’s data request process,  .  
	3 Education Research and Data Center (ERDC). P20W Data Warehouse. Washington Office of Financial Management, Forecasting and Research Division. Data obtained in October 2024 via ERDC’s data request process,  .  
	https://erdc.wa.gov/data-resources/data-request-submission
	https://erdc.wa.gov/data-resources/data-request-submission



	Data related to economic conditions come from multiple sources. Unemployment rates come from the Bureau of Labor Statistics annual unemployment rate data. Job openings are collected from county-level Lightcast employment data estimates; specifically, they come from the total annual job openings data in the Lightcast occupation tables. Poverty rates come from the U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) county-level poverty rate estimates. Population data also come from ACS estimates. Housing affordabilit
	Relationships between the labor market and enrollment, poverty and enrollment, and housing and enrollment are estimated for high school graduates across Washington’s 39 counties between 2013 and 2022. Specifically, these relationships are estimated by seeing if the probability that a student will enroll in college has a significant relationship with differences in each economic condition after controlling for preexisting enrollment and population differences. The model used to investigate this relationship 
	𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑙𝑡= 𝛼+𝛽𝑐𝑙𝑡+𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑡+𝜂𝑡+𝜌𝑙+𝜇𝑖𝑙𝑡 
	where the outcome variable, , equals 1 if the student enrolls in college in the academic year following graduation. The coefficient of interest, , measures the percentage point change in the likelihood of enrolling in college after a change in the county’s relevant economic condition,  (unemployment rate, number of job openings, poverty rate, buyer housing affordability index, or renter housing affordability index). Additional information about the estimating equation methodology is given in the Appendix’s 
	𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑙𝑡
	𝛽
	𝑐

	After looking at how these economic conditions relate to the likelihood of students enrolling in any sort of postsecondary program, relationships are examined separately across sectors and for different groups of students and counties. First, these relationships are investigated separately for the likelihood that a student will enroll in a two-year college and the likelihood that a student will enroll in a four-year college. Then, specifically for the labor market relationships—between unemployment and enro
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	4 Relationships are also examined specifically for enrollment into Washington’s public community and technical colleges (in-state public institutions). Since the vast majority of students enrolling in a two-year college enroll in-state and, more specifically, at in-state public colleges, the relationships between two-year enrollment and economic conditions are similar to those between public in-state two-year enrollment and the different economic conditions. 
	4 Relationships are also examined specifically for enrollment into Washington’s public community and technical colleges (in-state public institutions). Since the vast majority of students enrolling in a two-year college enroll in-state and, more specifically, at in-state public colleges, the relationships between two-year enrollment and economic conditions are similar to those between public in-state two-year enrollment and the different economic conditions. 

	Findings and Interpretations 
	How does the labor market relate to college enrollment? 
	Because the opportunity cost of attending college changes with unemployment rate fluctuations, policymakers and others can expect an overall positive relationship between unemployment rates and college enrollment. 
	Choosing to go to college comes with a much higher opportunity cost in a low-unemployment context, as students forgo strong immediate job prospects. When unemployment rates are low, the strength of the job market tends to be much higher than when unemployment is high, making immediate entry into the workforce an attractive option for high school graduates. Conversely, when unemployment is high, high school graduates may view college more favorably, as job opportunities are limited and there is potential for
	Main Findings 
	In general, higher unemployment rates are associated with a higher likelihood of high school graduates enrolling in college.  
	Higher unemployment corresponds with higher college enrollment. This pattern appears repeatedly, suggesting that college access policies must anticipate and address the enrollment shifts that follow the strength of the labor market. 
	This relationship is most pronounced at two-year colleges, especially among Black, White, and high-achieving students. For these groups, the association between unemployment and enrollment can be as large as 1-to-2; in other words, a 1-percentage-point higher unemployment rate can be associated with more than a two-percentage-point higher enrollment rate.  
	An additional measure of the strength of the labor market—the number of job openings in the local economy—produces similar trends: The more job openings there are, the higher the likelihood of students enrolling in college. More job openings may signal a weaker job market rather than reflect more job opportunity; while such logic may seem counterintuitive, it is the case that a large number of job openings does not necessarily mean a large number of high-value jobs.  
	Addressing enrollment challenges under both high and low unemployment conditions requires policy approaches that consider how college opportunities can remain accessible and relevant for various types of learners at different stages of their careers. Two-year colleges, in particular, tend to serve a disproportionate share of students who may be more responsive to changing unemployment conditions, including part-time students and adult learners. Additionally, the programs offered at two-year colleges tend to
	Detailed Findings 
	Higher unemployment rates relate to higher college enrollment, especially at the two-year level. In general, a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate is associated with a 0.7-percentage-point (or 1.2%) rise in the likelihood that students will pursue higher education of any kind, as shown in Figure 7. The relationship is particularly pronounced at the two-year level: The likelihood that students will enroll in a two-year college increases by 0.8 percentage points (or 3.1%) as unemployment rise
	four-year level: Unemployment rate changes show little to no connection with shifts in the likelihood that students will attend a four-year college. 
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	5 Because the COVID-19 pandemic caused significant disruptions to both employment and enrollment, additional analyses exclude 2020–2022 enrollment years to see if the overall relationships between unemployment and enrollment change. In general, the overall relationships remain relatively unchanged. The relationship between unemployment and enrollment still exists and appears particularly strong at the two-year level. At the four-year level, while the direction matches that of the analyses including the COVI
	5 Because the COVID-19 pandemic caused significant disruptions to both employment and enrollment, additional analyses exclude 2020–2022 enrollment years to see if the overall relationships between unemployment and enrollment change. In general, the overall relationships remain relatively unchanged. The relationship between unemployment and enrollment still exists and appears particularly strong at the two-year level. At the four-year level, while the direction matches that of the analyses including the COVI

	Figure 7: Relationships between unemployment rates and college enrollment 
	 
	Figure
	Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 1-percentage-point change in unemployment rates. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 
	Black, White, and higher-GPA students appear most sensitive to changes in the unemployment rate. A closer look at the relationship between unemployment and enrollment reveals that unemployment rates are more strongly associated with college enrollment for some students than for others (see Figure 8). The positive overall relationship between unemployment and enrollment appears for Black, White, and multiracial students, as well as for students with GPAs in the top 25% (above 3.53) and, more weakly, among st
	At the two-year level, this positive relationship also holds for Black, White, and top-GPA students, as well as for students with GPAs in the second highest quartile (between 2.99 and 3.53) and for students who qualify for FRPL. Top-GPA students show one of the most pronounced relationships: a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate relates to a 1.3-percentage-point increase in the likelihood that top-GPA students will enroll in a two-year college, an average 
	increase of almost 8% given their relatively low average two-year enrollment rate of only 16.4%. Many of these two-year enrollment increases likely come from students who may not have attended school at all, rather than students switching from four-year to two-year enrollment, as suggested through the corresponding increases in the likelihood of attending any type of college. 
	Two notable exceptions show negative relationships between unemployment and enrollment relationships, one at the two-year level and one at the four-year level. Rising unemployment is linked to lower two-year-enrollment likelihoods for Asian students and lower four-year-enrollment likelihoods for Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students. For the latter, the relationship is particularly strong: a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate is associated with a 3.1-percentage-point or a (16.
	Figure 8: Relationships between unemployment rates and college, by student characteristics 
	 
	 
	Figure
	Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 1-percentage-point change in unemployment rates. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 
	As with unemployment, a higher number of job openings is associated with higher enrollment likelihoods. A demand-side measure of labor market strength is the total number of job openings, measured by aggregating changes in job growth alongside changes in the number of jobs that still need to be filled. There is a positive relationship between job openings and enrollment for many students. 
	Figure 9: Relationships between the total number of job openings and college enrollment 
	 
	Figure
	Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 10,000-unit change in the number of job openings. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 
	As shown in Figure 9, higher numbers of job openings are associated with greater likelihoods of students enrolling anywhere and with greater likelihoods of students enrolling in a two-year institution, though the magnitude of these relationships is modest compared to that of unemployment rates. For an additional 10,000 job openings, there is a 0.3-percentage-point increase in the likelihood of students enrolling both anywhere and specifically at a two-year institution. This translates to a 0.5% increase in 
	The positive relationship between job openings and enrollment may seem counterintuitive. While more job openings may signal more job opportunity, the types of jobs showing high numbers of openings may not be as attractive to some high school graduates. Indeed, the specific industries posting the most job openings tend to be the ones with the lowest salaries: in each county, and in every year between 2013 and 2022, the median salary for the industries with the highest 25% of job openings was $33,766, while t
	While some student subgroups display particular sensitivities to changes in job openings, most groups show positive patterns, suggesting fewer differences across populations. For instance, as seen in Figure 10, there are few distinctions across GPA and FRPL status. Notable exceptions include a negative relationship between lowest-GPA students’ two-year-enrollment likelihoods and job openings—as compared to positive relationships for all other GPA quartiles—and a negative relationship between job openings an
	anywhere. Additionally, for students in the middle GPA quartiles there is a negative relationship between job openings and the likelihood of four-year enrollment; the same is true for students who do not receive FRPL. Patterns also vary by race and ethnicity. Higher levels of job openings are associated with higher enrollment rates both overall and in two-year colleges for Asian, Hispanic, and White students. As with the negative four-year relationship that appears with unemployment rates, the relationship 
	In summary, job openings are positively associated with enrollment for most students, with the strongest effects in the two-year sector. These findings mirror those observed overall between unemployment rates and enrollment, suggesting that employment market dynamics may partially shape students’ postsecondary enrollment decisions in consistent ways. 
	Figure 10: Relationships between the total number of job openings and college enrollment, by student characteristics 
	 
	Figure
	Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 10,000-unit change in the number of job openings. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 
	Implications 
	Increases in the unemployment rate tend to correlate with increases in college enrollment, but primarily at the two-year-college level. The same is true for job openings. Two-year college enrollment is generally counter cyclical: During economic downturns, two-year college enrollment tends to peak. This counter-cyclical relationship between unemployment and enrollment has been highlighted in past research, especially at the two-year level (Barr and Turner, 2015; Hillman and Orians, 2013; Betts and McFarland
	The relationship between unemployment and enrollment holds important implications for higher education policy, particularly in the context of public funding. Economic downturns have often coincided with reductions in state funding for higher education. For instance, following the 2008 
	financial crisis, Washington State implemented large cuts to higher education appropriations that resulted in rising tuition at both two-year colleges and four-year universities—an outcome that was true for much of the country (WSAC, n.d.; Mitchell et. al., 2019). Funding reductions often correlate with spikes in enrollment, which can result in diminished support per student and can potentially affect the quality of education and student outcomes. Research has found that declines in public funding can lead 
	The relationship between unemployment and enrollment also highlights the importance of aligning education with local workforce needs. Two-year colleges, especially, play a central role in providing workforce training and skills, including opportunities for mid-career learners to advance or pivot in the workforce. In periods of both strong and weak labor market opportunities, the existence of educational programs that resonate with labor market demand may influence enrollment decisions and improve post-gradu
	How do poverty rates relate to college enrollment? 
	On the one hand, higher poverty rates may be associated with lower college enrollment because resources for higher education are limited and there are fewer community supports to guide students through the college admissions process. On the other hand, there are several college access programs aimed specifically at low-income students, which could lead to a positive relationship if higher poverty levels draw targeted interventions that create increased college enrollment.  
	Findings 
	Higher poverty rates lead to higher four-year enrollment. While there are not many strong or consistent relationships between poverty rates and overall college enrollment, there are multiple positive relationships in the four-year sector (see Figure 11). Unlike any of the other relationships between enrollment and economic conditions, differences in poverty rates do not show much impact on the two-year sector. However, in the four-year sector, the likelihood that a student will enroll in a four-year college
	Higher poverty correlates with higher four-year enrollment. College access initiatives in high-poverty areas may help students access college. The lack of a relationship at the two-year level, however, suggests a need to understand why some students aren’t engaging with their most accessible college options. 
	The pattern of higher poverty leading to a higher likelihood of four-year enrollment appears reflected in some national enrollment trends, which have seen large influxes of low-income students in recent years (Fry and Cilluffo, 2019). It may suggest that some college access initiatives targeted to low-income communities are helping students access postsecondary education. However, the probability that students will enroll in two-year colleges seems relatively insulated from differences in poverty rates, whi
	Figure 11: Relationships between poverty rates and enrollment 
	 
	Figure
	Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 1-percentage-point change in the poverty rate. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 
	Students in higher-poverty areas may face resource constraints, family support obligations, or a lack of community infrastructure that keeps them from pursuing postsecondary pathways. Students from higher-poverty communities need college access programs that address barriers beyond the classroom, including campus visits, financial aid advising, and transportation support for internships, apprenticeships, and other opportunities beyond their immediate communities. 
	Implications 
	The positive relationship between poverty rates and four-year college enrollment may point to the potential effectiveness of programs targeting low-income high school students. Such programs include the Seattle Promise program and its Path to UW (Seattle Colleges, n.d.; Path to UW, n.d.). Similar programs also exist in other states, including the Kalamazoo Promise, which offers eligible students tuition-free enrollment at two- and four-year colleges (Kalamazoo Promise, n.d.). Efforts also include state need
	The relationship may also reflect trade-offs between workforce and college pathways—similar to that of the tradeoff between unemployment and enrollment—in which higher poverty rates may drive students to pursue higher education as a means of improving long-term employment prospects when current opportunities appear limited. 
	However, postsecondary outcome gaps between high-poverty and low-poverty areas are still large and widespread nationally (National Student Clearinghouse, 2025), and the lack of a strong relationship between poverty rates and both overall and two-year college enrollment raises important questions about how policy interventions are structured. Some interventions may prioritize four-year enrollment while doing less to expand access to two-year institutions, despite the fact that two-year institutions are among
	How does housing affordability relate to college enrollment? 
	Housing affordability appears to have a modest relationship with college enrollment: Areas with higher buyer HAIs—which measure the affordability of buying a home in a local housing market—also tend to have higher enrollment rates. 
	In theory, higher housing affordability indices (HAIs) indicate that a given area has more affordable housing options; thus, higher HAIs, both for buyers (buyer HAI) and renters (renter HAI), could be positively associated with college enrollment as families in more affordable areas may have greater financial capacity to save for and invest in higher education while students choosing to enroll in college locally could potentially find more affordable housing options. However, if lower affordability is an in
	Higher HAIs modestly relate to higher college enrollment. While the relationship is relatively small, it suggests that students could benefit from support for basic needs, including housing and food. Designing those supports with equity in mind can help ensure that they reach students facing the greatest barriers. 
	Findings 
	Of the economic conditions considered in this report, HAIs are the least related to enrollment likelihoods, though there are still some clear patterns that emerge. Most notably, increases in the buyer HAI are generally associated with higher likelihoods of college enrollment overall and at the two-year level. As seen in Figure 12, a 10-point increase in the buyer HAI is associated with a 0.3-percentage-point (0.5%) increase in overall enrollment likelihood, and a 0.2-percentage-point (0.8%) increase in two-
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	6 Because housing affordability has gotten worse in recent years, excluding data from the years of the COVID-19 pandemic does change some outcomes. In particular, with the years 2020 to 2022 excluded, higher renter affordability is associated with slightly lower likelihoods of four-year enrollment. Also, though the general size and direction of the relationships are similar, the overall and two-year enrollment relationships to the buyer index appear weaker than when the 2020–2022 data are included. 
	6 Because housing affordability has gotten worse in recent years, excluding data from the years of the COVID-19 pandemic does change some outcomes. In particular, with the years 2020 to 2022 excluded, higher renter affordability is associated with slightly lower likelihoods of four-year enrollment. Also, though the general size and direction of the relationships are similar, the overall and two-year enrollment relationships to the buyer index appear weaker than when the 2020–2022 data are included. 

	Figure 12: Relationships between the buyer housing affordability index (HAI) and college enrollment (left) and the renter HAI and college enrollment (right) 
	  
	Figure
	Figure
	Note: Each bar represents the difference in enrollment likelihood that corresponds to a 10-point change in the HAI. Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates no significance. 
	Ensuring that affordable housing is not a barrier to attending college for any student—and making sure that affordable opportunities equitably support students most at risk of having unmet basic needs—can help eliminate many of the non-tuition costs of postsecondary education that go unaddressed, such as transportation, housing, and food. Moreover, housing barriers may intersect with college access barriers for low-income students and students from underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, creating a need 
	Implications 
	Housing affordability indices are not as strongly linked to college enrollment decisions as other economic indicators, but improved housing affordability, specifically when measured through the buyer index, does relate to increased college enrollment opportunities for students across Washington State. The relationship between housing affordability and college enrollment at the two-year-college level supports the idea that basic-needs affordability can play an important role in enrollment decisions. Students
	The magnitude and strength of the relationship between housing affordability and college enrollment suggest that housing affordability indices may not fully capture disparities in affordability or cost-of-living burdens within a given county. Even when overall affordability increases, affordability may not translate to meaningful housing access for all the students struggling to find affordable options—especially when they are taking pay cuts in order to devote hours to college coursework (U.S. Department o
	How do the relationships between economic indicators and college enrollment vary across counties?  
	There are significant differences in the average college enrollment rates of students in different counties (see Table 3). These differences demonstrate the importance of investigating relationships between economic conditions and enrollment separately for various county groupings. 
	This section groups counties according to the following characteristics. The discussion below examines the relationships that emerge for each group. 
	1)
	1)
	1)
	 average income, split into four quartiles 

	2)
	2)
	 urban vs. rural 

	3)
	3)
	 educational attainment by differences in the percentage of adults with at least a high school degree and the percentage of adults with at least a bachelor’s degree 

	4)
	4)
	 counties with colleges vs. counties without colleges,   
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	7 Note that, as with differences in student subgroups by race and ethnicity, differences in subgroups by county characteristics often reflect significantly different numbers of high school graduates. As a result, many of the significant relationships between economic conditions and the likelihoods of students enrolling in college could be driven by areas with the largest population of high school graduates and, therefore, could show up primarily in the geographic subgroups that contain the largest numbers o
	7 Note that, as with differences in student subgroups by race and ethnicity, differences in subgroups by county characteristics often reflect significantly different numbers of high school graduates. As a result, many of the significant relationships between economic conditions and the likelihoods of students enrolling in college could be driven by areas with the largest population of high school graduates and, therefore, could show up primarily in the geographic subgroups that contain the largest numbers o

	8 The characteristics identified here are generalized and may not apply to every student within a county; for instance, not all students living in counties considered to be urban live in urban areas; likewise, there could be low-income students in high-income counties. Also, students who live in counties that contain colleges do not necessarily live close to a college campus. 
	8 The characteristics identified here are generalized and may not apply to every student within a county; for instance, not all students living in counties considered to be urban live in urban areas; likewise, there could be low-income students in high-income counties. Also, students who live in counties that contain colleges do not necessarily live close to a college campus. 

	Table 3: College Enrollment Means by County Sub-Groups 
	  
	  
	  
	  

	# of Students 
	# of Students 

	Any College 
	Any College 

	Two-Year 
	Two-Year 

	Four-Year 
	Four-Year 


	Annual Wage Quartiles 
	Annual Wage Quartiles 
	Annual Wage Quartiles 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	Bottom (<$37,815) 
	Bottom (<$37,815) 
	Bottom (<$37,815) 

	47,956 
	47,956 

	54.6% 
	54.6% 

	30.0% 
	30.0% 

	24.5% 
	24.5% 


	2nd (between $37,815 and $43,575) 
	2nd (between $37,815 and $43,575) 
	2nd (between $37,815 and $43,575) 

	66,670 
	66,670 

	55.5% 
	55.5% 

	29.5% 
	29.5% 

	26.0% 
	26.0% 


	3rd (between $43,575 and $50,165) 
	3rd (between $43,575 and $50,165) 
	3rd (between $43,575 and $50,165) 

	159,395 
	159,395 

	55.5% 
	55.5% 

	27.0% 
	27.0% 

	28.5% 
	28.5% 


	Top (>50,165) 
	Top (>50,165) 
	Top (>50,165) 

	429,271 
	429,271 

	61.6% 
	61.6% 

	24.8% 
	24.8% 

	36.8% 
	36.8% 


	Urbanicity 
	Urbanicity 
	Urbanicity 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	Rural 
	Rural 
	Rural 

	168,273 
	168,273 

	50.3% 
	50.3% 

	27.0% 
	27.0% 

	23.3% 
	23.3% 


	Urban 
	Urban 
	Urban 

	535,019 
	535,019 

	61.9% 
	61.9% 

	25.8% 
	25.8% 

	36.1% 
	36.1% 


	Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of adults with a high school degree or higher) 
	Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of adults with a high school degree or higher) 
	Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of adults with a high school degree or higher) 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	Bottom (<87.5%) 
	Bottom (<87.5%) 
	Bottom (<87.5%) 

	87,933 
	87,933 

	50.5% 
	50.5% 

	28.8% 
	28.8% 

	21.8% 
	21.8% 


	2nd (between 87.5% and 90.6%) 
	2nd (between 87.5% and 90.6%) 
	2nd (between 87.5% and 90.6%) 

	79,133 
	79,133 

	53.5% 
	53.5% 

	28.1% 
	28.1% 

	25.5% 
	25.5% 


	3rd (between 90.6% and 92.9%) 
	3rd (between 90.6% and 92.9%) 
	3rd (between 90.6% and 92.9%) 

	315,251 
	315,251 

	61.7% 
	61.7% 

	27.3% 
	27.3% 

	34.4% 
	34.4% 


	Top (>92.9%) 
	Top (>92.9%) 
	Top (>92.9%) 

	220,975 
	220,975 

	61.0% 
	61.0% 

	22.7% 
	22.7% 

	38.2% 
	38.2% 


	Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher) 
	Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher) 
	Educational Attainment Quartiles (percentage of adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher) 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	Bottom (<18%) 
	Bottom (<18%) 
	Bottom (<18%) 

	80,848 
	80,848 

	50.4% 
	50.4% 

	29.8% 
	29.8% 

	20.6% 
	20.6% 


	2nd (between 18% and 24.5%) 
	2nd (between 18% and 24.5%) 
	2nd (between 18% and 24.5%) 

	52,925 
	52,925 

	50.2% 
	50.2% 

	25.3% 
	25.3% 

	24.9% 
	24.9% 


	3rd (between 24.5% and 31.6%) 
	3rd (between 24.5% and 31.6%) 
	3rd (between 24.5% and 31.6%) 

	251,011 
	251,011 

	56.4% 
	56.4% 

	26.7% 
	26.7% 

	29.7% 
	29.7% 


	Top (>31.6%) 
	Top (>31.6%) 
	Top (>31.6%) 

	318,508 
	318,508 

	65.0% 
	65.0% 

	24.9% 
	24.9% 

	40.2% 
	40.2% 


	Counties with Colleges 
	Counties with Colleges 
	Counties with Colleges 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


	Any College 
	Any College 
	Any College 

	637,054 
	637,054 

	60.0% 
	60.0% 

	26.2% 
	26.2% 

	33.7% 
	33.7% 


	No College 
	No College 
	No College 

	66,238 
	66,238 

	51.1% 
	51.1% 

	24.8% 
	24.8% 

	26.3% 
	26.3% 


	2-year 
	2-year 
	2-year 

	630,566 
	630,566 

	60.0% 
	60.0% 

	26.4% 
	26.4% 

	33.6% 
	33.6% 


	No 2-year 
	No 2-year 
	No 2-year 

	72,726 
	72,726 

	51.8% 
	51.8% 

	23.9% 
	23.9% 

	27.9% 
	27.9% 


	4-year 
	4-year 
	4-year 

	401,396 
	401,396 

	62.9% 
	62.9% 

	25.0% 
	25.0% 

	37.9% 
	37.9% 


	No 4-year 
	No 4-year 
	No 4-year 

	301,896 
	301,896 

	54.1% 
	54.1% 

	27.6% 
	27.6% 

	26.6% 
	26.6% 



	Note: This table shows college enrollment rates by sector for students who live in different subgroups of counties between 2013 and 2022. 
	Average Income: Students in high-income counties are more responsive to economic conditions, as seen in Figure 13. When any of the economic conditions discussed in this report rises, so does the probability that students in high-income counties will enroll in any type of college. 
	Unemployment rates have the strongest relationship, with a 1-percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate associated with a 1.2-percentage-point increase in the likelihood of students in high-income counties enrolling in college. Additionally, when poverty rates rise, so does the probability that high-income students will enroll specifically in four-year institutions. On the other hand, students in counties in the lowest income quartile have no significant relationships with any economic conditions. T
	Figure 13: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ average wages  
	  
	Figure
	Figure
	Note: The map shows the wage quartile (1 being lowest, 4 being highest) that each county falls into on average, based on each county’s average wages between 2013 to 2022. The bar graph shows relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in high-income counties (top) and low-income counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, 
	Urban vs. Rural: Students in more urban counties seem to be particularly sensitive to differences in unemployment rates and poverty rates; for those students, the relationships between unemployment and enrollment and between poverty and enrollment mimic those seen across the state. In rural counties, students do not experience the relationships as strongly, as Figure 14 shows. The relationship between housing and enrollment is positive in both urban and rural counties, but the relationship appears in differ
	Figure 14: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ urbanicity 
	 
	Figure
	Figure
	Note: The map shows differences in each county’s urbanicity, with blacked-out counties considered urban. The bar graph shows relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in urban counties (top) and rural counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least significant estimates (p<0.1), and unshaded indicates
	Educational Attainment: Students in counties with higher percentages of adults with at least a high school diploma tend to drive many of the relationships between economic conditions and enrollment, as Figure 15 shows. In counties with lower percentages of adults with high school degrees or higher, the relationships between unemployment and enrollment, poverty and enrollment, and housing affordability and enrollment do not appear as strongly or at all. 
	Figure 15: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ average educational attainment, as measured by the percentage of adults with a high school degree or higher 
	 
	Figure
	Figure
	Note: The map shows the educational attainment quartile (1 being lowest, 4 being highest) that each county falls into on average, based on each county’s average educational attainment between 2013 to 2022. Educational attainment is measured by the percentage of adults with a high school degree or higher. The bar graph shows relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in high educational attainment counties (top) and low attainment counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of 
	When counties are grouped by the share of adults with at least a bachelor’s degree, unemployment rates show no clear pattern. Other economic conditions, however, vary more noticeably by educational attainment. As shown in Figure 16, counties with the lowest bachelor’s degree attainment show that higher poverty rates lead to lower enrollment likelihoods, and while there is a positive relationship between buyer HAI and enrollment overall and at two-year colleges, in less educated areas there is a negative one
	Figure 16: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by counties’ average educational attainment, as measured by the percentage of adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher 
	 
	Figure
	Figure
	Note: The map shows the educational attainment quartile (1 being lowest, 4 being highest) that each county falls into on average, based on each county’s average educational attainment between 2013 to 2022. Educational attainment is measured by the percentage of adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher. The bar graph shows relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in high educational attainment counties (top) and low attainment counties (bottom). Bar height reflects the size of t
	 Counties With and Without Colleges: For students in counties without community or technical colleges, the relationship between unemployment and enrollment is positive in the two-year sector; in counties with community or technical colleges, that relationship is much weaker, and it is weakly negative in the four-year sector, as Figure 17 shows. Interestingly, for students in counties without any colleges, an increase in poverty rates relates to an increase in the likelihood of enrolling at a two-year colleg
	9
	9


	9 College campus locations are obtained via IPEDS directory information. There may be satellite campuses not listed in IPEDS that are located in other areas. A county is considered to have a college campus if the IPEDS address is in that county. 
	9 College campus locations are obtained via IPEDS directory information. There may be satellite campuses not listed in IPEDS that are located in other areas. A county is considered to have a college campus if the IPEDS address is in that county. 

	Figure 17: Relationships between economic conditions and enrollment likelihoods, by whether counties have colleges 
	 
	Figure
	 
	Figure
	Note: The map shows whether each county has at least one college and, if so, what type of college. The bar graphs show relationships between economic conditions and enrollment for students in counties without colleges (left-hand side) and for students in counties with colleges (right-hand side). Bar height reflects the size of the estimate. Bar fill reflects statistical significance: solid color indicates the most significant estimates (p<0.01), diagonal stripes indicate p<0.05, dots indicate the least sign
	Policy Implications 
	The existence of relationships between economic conditions and enrollment demonstrates the need to consider fluctuating economic conditions when designing college access policies that create valuable, timely, and relevant postsecondary pathways. As the geographic analysis suggests, these relationships play out differently across Washington’s counties, underscoring the importance of tailoring policy responses to local economic contexts.  
	•
	•
	•
	 Unemployment: When unemployment is low, students may opt to enter or remain in the workforce rather than pursue higher education. Because the analysis suggests that students may delay enrollment when short-term labor market opportunities are strong, communicating the long-term returns to postsecondary credentials—the payoffs to both 


	four-year degrees (Cooper, n.d.; Carnevale et. al., 2021) and two-year degrees (Minaya & Scott-Clayton, 2022; Carnevale et. al., 2021; Jepsen et. al., 2014; Cooper, n.d.)—may be particularly important during periods of low unemployment. Additionally, the availability of flexible educational pathways clearly tied to career advancement may influence individuals’ decisions to enroll during times of both low and high job opportunity. Such pathways include both short-term credentials that facilitate affordable t
	four-year degrees (Cooper, n.d.; Carnevale et. al., 2021) and two-year degrees (Minaya & Scott-Clayton, 2022; Carnevale et. al., 2021; Jepsen et. al., 2014; Cooper, n.d.)—may be particularly important during periods of low unemployment. Additionally, the availability of flexible educational pathways clearly tied to career advancement may influence individuals’ decisions to enroll during times of both low and high job opportunity. Such pathways include both short-term credentials that facilitate affordable t
	four-year degrees (Cooper, n.d.; Carnevale et. al., 2021) and two-year degrees (Minaya & Scott-Clayton, 2022; Carnevale et. al., 2021; Jepsen et. al., 2014; Cooper, n.d.)—may be particularly important during periods of low unemployment. Additionally, the availability of flexible educational pathways clearly tied to career advancement may influence individuals’ decisions to enroll during times of both low and high job opportunity. Such pathways include both short-term credentials that facilitate affordable t


	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Poverty: Although poverty rates are positively associated with four-year enrollment overall, that relationship does not appear in rural, low-income areas. This pattern suggests that rural, low-income communities may be important places to target interventions aimed at increasing college enrollment among low-income students. Students need to have access to programs that address barriers beyond the classroom, including information and advising about the FAFSA, WASFA, and other financial aid and scholarships,

	•
	•
	 Housing Affordability: Addressing housing affordability and other basic needs may help reduce hidden costs that can prevent students from attending college (for more information on basic needs insecurity across Washington State, see Washington Student Achievement Council and Western Washington University, 2025). Importantly, supporting students most at risk of having unmet basic needs means making sure an equity-centered approach is at the forefront of all basic-needs policies.  


	Overall, Washington State needs greater emphasis on communicating the long-term and widespread benefits of earning college credentials, as shorter-term economic fluctuations, especially labor market conditions, can overshadow the broader value of higher education. The state should ensure that students making college decisions understand the following facts: 
	•
	•
	•
	 Beyond earnings, postsecondary education is associated with lower likelihoods of poverty, unemployment, and imprisonment; better health, longevity, working conditions, and general well-being; and higher civic engagement, including voter participation (Trostel, 2017; Dee, 2004).  


	 
	•
	•
	•
	 When individuals earn college credentials, there are many external, community-centric benefits: Graduates as a whole contribute billions more in economic value, each graduate can add hundreds of thousands of dollars to local economies, and increasing the supply of college graduates can raise wages for others in a community, including those without college or high school degrees (Dancy, 2025; Rothwell, 2015; Moretti, 2004).  


	 
	•
	•
	•
	 States that invest more in producing more highly educated workforces experience higher wages and more economic productivity (Berger and Fisher, 2013). In Washington State, each additional college graduate boosts the state’s GDP by almost $170,000 annually and almost $2 million over their lifetime, while also supporting the creation of eight additional jobs (NCAN, 2023).  


	In addition to helping students make decisions about college, understanding these broad economic, civic, and social benefits may encourage local policymakers, industries, and community members to more actively support college access and attainment. 
	Lessons from other states’ programs, services, and models can also help address local economic needs and barriers to success by offering examples of adaptable postsecondary pathways tied to local contexts.  
	•
	•
	•
	 Workforce-aligned pathways, such as Virginia’s G3 and GO programs, can increase college accessibility, incentivize involvement in regional economic development, and acquire supplemental funding streams for colleges through regional partners (Kazis and Mevs, 2025).  


	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Shared resource models and administrative data systems also demonstrate how colleges can combine student support efforts, resources, and student-facing data systems to address local inequities within states, including New Mexico’s Collaborative for Higher Education Shared Services, Colorado’s Rural College Consortium, and California’s College Guidance Initiative (CHESS, n.d.; Pirius, 2021; California Department of Education, 2024).  


	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Comprehensive college support programs like New York’s CUNY ASAP—which Washington has previously explored for feasibility—demonstrate the value of sustained assistance once students do enroll to help address challenges including transportation, financial strain, and career development (MDRC, n.d.; WSAC, 2023).  


	Together, these approaches underscore how Washington can continue building systems, programs, and services that are both locally responsive and integrated across the state. 
	Conclusion 
	Additional research is needed to better understand how economic conditions shape college enrollment. Future research can dive into more specific subgroups of students facing specific economic realities, such as low-income students in rural areas. Research can also create more comprehensive local economic profiles that examine multiple economic indicators together, identifying how shifting conditions interact to potentially influence enrollment. Researchers and policymakers can also partner with organization
	Students across Washington State face barriers shaped by their specific local economic contexts. Considering how local economic conditions relate to postsecondary decisions is critical to designing effective college access strategies. Aligning Washington’s college access initiatives with local economic realities can help ensure that all students across Washington have access to postsecondary opportunities that are relevant, affordable, and valuable.  
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	Appendix 
	This appendix provides details on data sources, dataset construction, and methodology, along with tables that show additional regression estimates.  
	Data 
	Student-level data comes from ERDC through the Washington State longitudinal data system called the P20W. Students who appear in the P20W are students who have enrolled in Washington State public education systems. The specific elements of the P20W used in this analysis are student demographic and academic data from students’ high school files alongside student postsecondary enrollment data provided by both the Washington State public postsecondary institutions as well as the National Student Clearinghouse.
	Student and economic data are merged at the county-by-year level. Each student’s county is defined as the county containing the high school from which they graduated. Each high school is matched to a county based on the location of its main office as described in the common core data. It is possible that a given student might reside in a county other than the county containing their high school; this may be true especially for students who reside near county borders and students who attend school online or 
	Methods 
	The estimating equation isolates the relationships between each economic condition and college enrollment likelihoods. The equation takes the form: 
	𝑒𝑛𝑟𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑙𝑡= 𝛼+𝛽𝑐𝑙𝑡+𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑙+𝜂𝑡+𝜌𝑙+𝜇𝑖𝑙𝑡 
	where:  
	•
	•
	•
	 is a binary variable for if student  graduating from high school in county  in year  enrolls in college in the academic year following graduation  
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	The fixed effects control for differences in the average annual college enrollment rate each year across the whole state (year fixed effects), and the average college enrollment rate in each county across the entire timespan (county fixed effects).  
	A one-unit change in the relevant economic condition relates to a  change in the likelihood of enrolling in college, given differences in average annual enrollment likelihoods and average county enrollment rates. Because county and year fixed effects are incorporated,  is interpreted as deviations from the county and annual mean college enrollment rate. Said another way, the model accounts for the fact that each county has different average rates of college-going, and there is a different annual average col
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	The goal of this model is to isolate the relationship between college enrollment and each economic condition. It is not the case that this model is deriving any causal connection—that is, it is not saying “enrollment increased because unemployment rates increased.” Instead, so policymakers and educators can better understand how differences in local economies can interact with college-going efforts, the model focuses on how changes in each condition are related to changes in enrollment likelihoods. Any clai
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