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1 Introduction 

In March 2019, the West Virginia Legislature passed Senate Bill 1, which established the West Virginia 
Invests grant. Through this last-dollar-in grant program, students use other federal and/or state financial 
aid awards first, with West Virginia Invests covering the remaining costs of tuition and fees for an 
undergraduate certificate or associate’s degree programs. 

With the large majority of the jobs in the current economy requiring postsecondary education or 
training, West Virginia Invests is designed to help more West Virginians earn the credentials they need 
to land a career in their home state. Only academic programs approved by the West Virginia 
Department of Commerce in high-demand fields, such as information technology and healthcare, are 
eligible – so students receiving the grant are on a path to careers that are growing in the Mountain 
State. 

The maximum award amount is limited to the total cost of basic tuition and mandatory fees minus other 
grant or scholarship aid. Certain programs charge additional fees not approved for this program. 
Effective Summer 2021, in an effort to cover additional costs for students, academic program fees 
approved by the West Virginia Council for Community and Technical College Education are included in 
the award amount at the state’s two-year community and technical colleges. 

In this brief report, we provide an early examination of the possible economic effects of West Virginia 
Invests. 
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2 Potential Enrollment Effects of West Virginia Invests  

Two-Year College Enrollment: We begin by examining enrollment in two-year colleges in West Virginia. 
As reported in Figure 1, two-year college enrollment had been on a downward trajectory for several 
years, but the figure stabilized for the 2018-2019 academic year, and then there was a slight uptick for 
the 2019-2020 academic year, which was the first year of the West Virginia Invests program. This slight 
uptick does provide some simple early evidence that the West Virginia Invests program did boost 
enrollment, however this conclusion is certainly not definitive as many other factors affect enrollment 
as well. Enrollment did fall significantly for the 2020-20211 academic year, but this was likely due, at 
least in part, to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

In Figure 2 we report four-year college enrollment in the state for comparison purposes. Here we 
observe a long-run downward trend in enrollment. 

Figure 1: Two-Year College Enrollment 

 

 

 
1 Beginning in Fall 2020, short-term workforce development and training enrollment data for West Virginia Public 
Two-Year Institutions (CTCS institutions) were collected through a separate data collection.  This change in the 
collection methodology will likely have an impact on the enrollment presented for 2020 – 21 academic year, which 
as shown excludes the student enrollment in short-term workforce programs.   
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Figure 2: Four-Year College Enrollment 
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College-Going Rate: To further the point made above, next we report the overall college-going rate in 
Figure 3. The enrollment trends depicted in Figures 1 and 2 may be a function of a reduction in the 
college-going rate and/or a reduction in the number of high school graduates in the state. As reported in 
Figure 3, we see that there is indeed a long run drop in the college-going rate in West Virginia, between 
the years 2010 and 2014, followed by increases in 2015 and 2016. The figure did fall again after 2016, 
but rose again noticeably in 2019. This uptick in 2019 may also support the hypothesis that the West 
Virginia Invests program has worked to improve college attendance. However, as stated above, the 
evidence at this point is too early to be definitive. 

Figure 3: College-Going Rate 
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High School Graduates and Youth Population: Next we turn to a second primary determinant of college 
enrollment: the population of college-aged men and women. As reported in Figure 4, the number of 
high school graduates in West Virginia has been generally stable over the last decade or so, after a 
noticeable increase over the preceding several years (not shown). However, the figure has fallen over 
the past two years. The college-age population in the state, in contrast, has been in decline since around 
2013.  

Altogether, these figures make it difficult to conclude if, and to what extent, any additional men and 
women graduated with an associate’s degree or undergraduate certificate as a result of the West 
Virginia Invests program. The data show a slight increase in enrollment and the state’s college-going 
rate, as discussed, but it is too early to definitely quantify the possible effect of West Virginia Invests. 
This is especially true given that data from 2020 and 2021 are likely significantly marred by the impacts 
of COVID-19. Given these difficulties, below we are only able to speculate on the economic impacts of 
the program rather than offer any definitive conclusions.   

Figure 4: High School Graduates and College-Age Population 
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3 Potential Direct Economic Effects of Two-Year Graduates 

Wage Differentials among Graduates: To consider the direct economic impacts of any additional two-
year college graduates in West Virginia that were generated as a result of West Virginia Invests, we 
examine wage differentials among college graduates and the probability that graduates at different 
educational levels work in the state after graduation. 

In Figure 5 we report wage differentials among those with only a high-school diploma, those with an 
undergraduate certificate, and those with an associate’s degree. As depicted in the figure, median 
earnings rise substantially as one progresses from a high school diploma, to an undergraduate 
certificate, and to an associate’s degree. And the differential increases over time. For instance, the 
typical individual with an associate’s degree earns nearly $14 thousand more than the typical individual 
with only a high school diploma annually two years after graduation. And this differential rises to $15 
thousand by six years after graduation. Altogether, this result suggests that increasing education 
attainment in West Virginia from a high school level to an undergraduate certificate or associate’s 
degree can substantially increase average earnings in the state.  

Figure 5: Median Annual Earnings Differential by Highest Degree Attained and Years after 
Graduation 
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Probability of Working after Graduation: Another important consideration is the likelihood that an 
individual works in West Virginia after graduation for any given educational level. In Figure 6 we report 
the share of West Virginia graduates that are working in the state after graduation. As reported, the 
probability that an individual will work in the state after graduation is substantially higher for those with 
an undergraduate certificate or associate’s degree as opposed to only a high school diploma.  

Figure 6: Graduates Remaining to Work in West Virginia by Years after Graduation 
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Cumulative Earnings Benefits: As reported in the previous two figures, moving from a high school 
diploma to an associate’s degree (or even an undergraduate certificate) increase both median earnings 
and the probability of working in West Virginia after graduation. In Figure 7 we combine these two 
effects to arrive at an overall earnings boost to the state’s economy as a result from advancing one 
individual from only a high school diploma to either an undergraduate certificate or a two-year degree. 
As shown, the boost to annual earnings rises from around $10 thousand by six years after graduation for 
those with an undergraduate certificate to over $15 thousand for those with an associate’s degree.  

Altogether, the findings presented in Figures 5, 6, and 7 provide suggestive evidence that raising 
educational attainment from high school to an undergraduate certificate or associate’s degree college 
may have significant economic benefits to the state broadly. 

Figure 7: Cumulative Earnings Differential between High School Graduates and College 
Graduates by Years after Graduation 
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4 Costs of West Virginia Invests 

Estimated total cost: Now that we have considered the benefits of increasing educational attainment 
from high school to an undergraduate certificate or an associate’s degree, we move on to consider the 
cost of the West Virginia Invests program. 
 
According to data from the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission, the average total cost to 
a student, barring any financial aid, is approximately $4,300 for an undergraduate certificate and 
approximately $8,600 for an associate’s degree.2 1  
 
In the 2019-20 academic year, 62 students receiving financial assistance from West Virginia Invests 
graduated with an undergraduate certificate and another 122 graduated with an associate’s degree. In 
the 2020-21 academic year, these figures increase to 55 and 225 graduates, respectively. 
 
Our analysis focuses on these graduates who are associated with the West Virginia Invests program. As 
shown in Figure 8, the estimated tuition cost (without accounting for West Virginia Invests funding or 
other public support) for 184 graduates in completing their undergraduate certificates or associate’s 
degrees is approximately $1.3 million in the 2019-20 academic year. As the number of graduates rises to 
280 in the next year, total cost rises to $2.2 million. In total, the two cohorts incur a combined cost of 
$3.5 million over the two-year period. 
 
We reiterate that we are simply presenting the total cost of the education of these men and women. 
Our analysis does not differentiate between whether these dollars were actually paid by the individual 
student, the State of West Virginia, or the federal government. 
 

Figure 8: Estimated Total Cost for West Virginia Invests Graduates Completing Undergraduate 
Certificates or Associate’s Degrees in 2019-20 and 2020-21 Academic Years 

 

 
  

 
2 Total cost includes tuition and a drug test each semester to comply with the requirements of the West Virginia 
Invests program. 
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5 Economic Impact 

Direct Economic Impact: As stated above, we are unable to definitively conclude how many students 
actually graduated as a direct result of the support offered by the West Virginia Invests program. As 
such, we simply consider the economic impacts of all of the students who participated in the program. 
Therefore, these figures should be interpreted as the upper-bound of the economic impact of the 
program if all of the students involved completely relied on the program’s support to finish their 
undergraduate certificate or associate’s degree.  
 
To estimate the overall impact of West Virginia Invests we first estimate the program’s direct economic 
impact, which represents the direct increase in the state’s economic activity due to implementing the 
program. In this case, the direct impact is equivalent to the cumulative increase in the annual earnings 
gained after program beneficiaries complete an undergraduate certificate or an associate’s degree. This 
is already depicted for selected years (two, four, and six years after graduation) in Figure 7. For more 
detail calculations of the direct impact, see Appendix 1. 
  

Figure 9: Estimated Direct Economic Impact of Earning an Undergraduate Certificate or 
Associate’s Degree per Person  
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Total Economic Impact: The total economic impact of the program, however, is not limited to the direct 
impact, but also includes the secondary economic impacts accrued as those initial direct expenditures 
are re-spent throughout the rest of the economy.   
 
In 2021, only the 184 program beneficiaries that graduated in 2019-20 school year generate an 
economic impact. We estimate that they generated a total impact of $3.3 million in output, supporting 
13 additional jobs through the additional spending that is circulated through the economy as a result of 
the extra income earned by these men and women. In 2022, those graduated in the 2020-21 school year 
start generating economic impact. We estimate that the two cohorts combined generate a total impact 
of $8.9 million in output in 2022, supporting 35 jobs (Figure 10). This means, within two years after 
graduation, the two cohorts will have generated a total of $12.2 million in output, which already 
exceeds the total estimated cost of $3.5 million shown in Figure 8 (and far exceeds specific West Virginia 
Invests funding). 
 
The economic impact will recur for as long as the two cohorts continue to work in West Virginia. The 
magnitude of the economic impact, around $10 million in output and 40 jobs annually, is expected to 
increase gradually as their wages increase over time. 
 

Figure 10: Upper Bound Economic Impact of West Virginia Invests Program 
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6 Appendix 

Appendix 1: Direct Output Impact of the 2019-20 and 2020-21 Graduates 
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About the Bureau of Business and Economic Research 

Since the 1940s, the BBER’s mission has been to serve the people of West Virginia by providing the 
state’s business and policymaking communities with reliable data and rigorous applied economic 
research and analysis that enables the state’s leaders to design better business practices and public 
policies. BBER research is disseminated through policy reports and briefs, through large public forums, 
and through traditional academic outlets. BBER researchers are widely quoted for their insightful 
research in state and regional news media. The BBER’s research and education/outreach efforts to 
public- and private-sector leaders are typically sponsored by various government and private-sector 
organizations. 

The BBER has research expertise in the areas of public policy, health economics, energy economics, 
economic development, economic impact analysis, economic forecasting, tourism and leisure 
economics, and education policy, among others. The BBER has a full-time staff of three PhD economists 
and one master’s-level economist. This staff is augmented by PhD student research assistants. The BBER 
also collaborates with affiliated faculty from within the College of Business and Economics as well as 
from other parts of WVU. 

To learn more about our research, please visit our website at http://www.be.wvu.edu/bber. 

http://www.be.wvu.edu/bber

