
www.fcfep.org  Florida Center for Fiscal and Economic Policy 1 

 

 
 

Issue Brief            May 2010 

 

Florida’s State University System: 

An Investment that Creates Jobs! 
 

Introduction 

 

With over 900,000 jobs lost in Florida over the past three years, it is crucial that policymakers do 

everything possible to create jobs.  In the past and again this year, the legislature has enacted numerous 

tax breaks, relocation incentives, job creation tax credits, and other business subsidies to incentivize job 

creation and retention.   Considering that Florida’s unemployment rate is 12.3% - the fifth worst in the 

country – and the state has had huge job losses, these incentives have not been effective.   

 

One consequence of devoting resources to tax breaks in the hopes that they will create jobs is that state 

funds are diverted away from a more proven path for job creation and economic development - 

investment in the state’s education system.   An alternative economic development strategy would close 

business tax loopholes and repeal unwarranted tax subsidies and exemptions to provide the revenue 

necessary for increasing the investment in public education. 

 

A job-creating engine already exists – the State University System (SUS).   This report, the first is a series 

devoted to education as the key to economic prosperity for Floridians, focuses on the SUS.  Subsequent 

reports will examine the investment and outcomes of the K-12 public school system.  Better high school 

graduation rates and more qualified graduates will lead to higher enrollment and greater successes in 

the university system.  The last report in this series will review Florida’s Universal Prekindergarten 

program to point out how it can be improved to provide four-year-olds with the necessary tools to be 

successful in kindergarten.  Being “ready for kindergarten” will lead to success in the K-12 system, which 

will produce more high school graduates prepared for post-secondary education, who will in turn 

graduate with advanced degrees leading to higher-paying jobs.   Higher-paying jobs will help the state’s 

economy grow and consequently create more jobs.     
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Research Evidence  

In April 2001, the Florida State University Center for Economic Forecasting and Analysis (CEFA) published 

a report from a study of the economic impacts of the state’s universities.1  The major findings were that 

the State University System: 

¶ Plays a pivotal role in the economy and will become increasingly vital to sustaining the economic 

prosperity of the state; 

¶ Trains the professionals, technicians, scientists, engineers, and other employees (i.e. college 

graduates) needed to fuel the new knowledge economy and to develop the technologies that 

power its growth; and 

¶ Is a key engine of economic productivity, innovation, and cutting-edge technology. 

 

The study also found that Florida’s production of college graduates was well below that of the national 

average.  Florida graduated 18%, 20% and 17% below the national average (per 100,000 population) of 

B.S. degrees, M.S. degrees, and Ph.D. degrees, respectively.2  This meant that the state was not 

maximizing the opportunities for economic development tied to the earnings of students it graduates 

from the university system.  Consequently, the study concluded, in terms of improving the economic 

conditions in Florida, increasing the investment in the State University System would yield economic 

benefits to the extent additional funds increased the number of college graduates.  

 

Indeed, as noted in the 2001 study (and in 2010), the lack of a well-trained and skilled workforce acts a 

barrier to improving economic conditions and to business expansion.   

 

The study also noted the significant contribution to Florida’s economy that the SUS makes, both in terms 

of its graduates’ earnings and the additional jobs and earnings that develop from that contribution.   In 

addition, another significant influence to Florida’s economy is faculty-secured contracts and grants, 

totaling several hundred million dollars each year. 

 

With the severe economic recession battering Florida, it is imperative to keep in mind the important 

contribution the SUS makes to the state’s economy, especially as a “jobs creator.”  This paper re-

examines, replicates, and updates the work of the earlier study and finds that funding cuts hinder the 

continuing and growing value that Florida’s State University System has to the economic wellbeing of all 

Floridians.  

 

Update 

The FSU study conducted in 2001 found a very positive relationship between the investments in 

Florida’s university system and its economic impact.  Nine years later, Florida like the rest of the country 

is in a major recession and policymakers are trying to design strategies to improve the state’s economy.  

A replication of the earlier study should prove useful to the consideration of such strategies.  Key 

findings from the 2001 study are noted, followed by results updated after replicating the earlier 

methodology. 
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2001 Projections and Findings 

V Fastest-growing occupations requiring a B.S. degree or higher were in computer science, 

engineering and management.  These occupations were forecast to experience a demand 

increase of 60% – 130% between 1997 and 2007.3 

V Fiscal Year 1998–99 college graduate lifetime earnings were projected to generate $10.7 billion 

and indirectly infuse even more income into the economy from the 283,546 jobs that were 

projected to be created from the spending of these graduates.4  

V In FY 1998-99 the faculty of the SUS generated $743 million in contract and grants revenue that 

also impacted the state’s economy and created jobs.  

V The annual cost-to-benefit ratio in terms of tax dollars invested in the SUS and the benefits 

returned was $1 to $2.435 -- computed by dividing the annual salary difference of college 

graduates and high-school graduates by the annual tax dollars invested over a five-year period.  

 

2010 Replication - Updated 

Projections and Findings 

V Fastest-growing occupations 

requiring a B.S. or higher are 

marriage and family 

therapists, medical and 

public health social workers, 

and mental health and 

substance abuse social 

workers.  These occupations 

are expected to grow at 

3.5% annually through 

2017.6  

V FY 2002-03 graduate 

lifetime earnings  are projected to generate $22.3 billion more in earnings than high school 

graduates and will also indirectly increase income in our economy from the 475,260 jobs 

created over that period.7  

V From FY 1998-99 to FY 2007-08, faculty generated a total of $11,820,215,079 in contract and 

grants revenues as an additional contribution to the state’s economy.8 

V The annual cost-to-benefit ratio in terms of tax dollars invested in the SUS and the benefits 

returned is $1 to $2.75, computed by dividing the annual salary difference of college graduates 

and high-school graduates by the annual tax dollars invested over a five-year period.9 

 

The Value of the State University System to Florida’s Economy 
 

In direct terms, the existence of a university within a geographic region creates thousands of jobs for 

those individuals living in the community.  As noted above, the earlier study projected that college 

graduates generate $10.7 billion in additional income over their lifetimes, leading to the creation of 

283,546 jobs.   A more current review (2004) and projection indicates that the SUS had 52,740 
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graduates, resulting in 

$22.3 billion in income 

compared to the lifetime 

earnings of high school 

graduates, and led to the 

creation of 475,260 jobs.10   

A comparison of the 

annual salaries of those 

with a high school diploma 

and those with a B.A./B.S. 

degree or higher illustrates 

these differences in 

earnings as shown in the 

graph above.11 

 

Other studies lend support 

to this significant contribution of universities to the state’s economy.   For example, another study found 

that the University of Florida impacts the state’s economy by providing direct employment for 34,000 

faculty and staff at the University and Shands Healthcare, and total statewide employment impacts of 

74,894 jobs.12  Similarly, a study found that the University of West Florida’s Emerald Coast Campus 

generates $40 million in goods and services in Okaloosa, Walton, Jackson, Bay, Holmes and Washington 

counties.13  In addition to these economic benefits, the faculties at SUS institutions generate hundreds 

of thousands of grant and contract dollars annually, as illustrated in the following graph, which, in turn, 

generate additional jobs and wages.14   

 

From Fiscal Year 1998-99 to Fiscal Year 2007-08, the faculty of the SUS generated a total of $11.8 billion 

in federal, state, and private contract and grant revenues, illustrated by year in the chart above.   These 

funds lead not only to the creation of jobs in our economy, but also to patents, technological advances, 

and new business ventures within the state.15    

 

In non-monetary terms, the SUS creates countless cultural activities, such as visual arts, performance 

arts, and sporting events that enhance the lives of all Floridians and also contribute to the economy.  In 

indirect terms, the SUS impacts the health of Florida’s economy by enhancing the earning capacity and 

productivity of Florida’s workforce through education.16  Perhaps one of the other important greatest 

affects of Florida’s SUS is that it produces leaders who impact Florida’s economy in a transformational 

sense by developing new business and economic opportunities within Florida.17  The highly-skilled and 

productive workforce that emerges from the SUS receives higher wages, which result in increases in 

economic activity and tax revenues.  In fact, a recent study by a Harvard economist noted that 

unemployment is a function of educational attainment.18  In essence, college graduates will naturally 

have lower unemployment which will allow greater self-sufficiency and less dependence on public 

supports and the related impact on the state budget requirements.    
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A Failure to Invest 

As illustrated in the graph,19 total 

General Revenue funding on the SUS 

rose from academic year 1998-99 

through 2007-08 – an increase of about 

57%.  However, over the past four years, 

the state dollars used to fund the SUS 

declined by 21%. 

 

When viewed as funding per student in 

the following graph, the increase in 

General Revenue funding of the SUS over 

the last decade and the recent 

decline in such support shines a 

different light on the state’s 

investment.   Considering all funds 

(i.e., General Revenue, Tuition and 

Trust Funds), per student funding 

only increased by a little over 15% 

since 1998 and actually declined by 

almost 10% in the most recent three 

years.  The decline in per student 

funding would have been much 

greater without the substantial 

increase in tuition revenues (25%) 

as well as $161 million in funding 

from the American Recovery and 

Restoration Act in FY 2009-10. 

 

There is a relationship between university budgets and student enrollment.   As the legislature reduces 

funding for the State University System, universities have two options – either increase student tuition 

or take actions (like capping enrollments or cutting course options) that reduce the production of 

college graduates.  Neither option is good for creating jobs.   

 

Attempting to create jobs by diverting revenue to more tax loopholes and subsidies for businesses 

interests diminishes the funds available to support universities (or to fund other levels of education, 

healthcare and other critical state services).   The result is a decline in the investment in the SUS, as 

reflected by the decline in General Revenue dollars and total dollars per student.  The decline would be 

even greater without increased revenue from higher tuition and federal dollars.  Increased tuition places 

more of an economic burden on students and their families.  Funding declines mean fewer students 

graduate from universities as admission standards are made higher and the price of a college education 

exceeds the ability of some to enroll. 
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On the other hand, increasing general revenue funding for the State University System is an economic 

investment.   Extra dollars allow for more classes, more degree options, and better instructors, all of 

which work to increase enrollment and retention and thereby boost the number of students who 

graduate with college degrees.   The study conducted in 2001 and its update in 2010 demonstrates that 

investment in universities brings more jobs and economic value to Florida.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This report was co-authored by Alex Krivosheyev, Research Analyst, and Michael Walsh, 

Director of Research, with assistance from John Hall, Executive Director.   We are indebted 

for the advice and guidance given by Dr. Thomas A. (Tim) Lynch on this replication and 

update of his earlier research on this subject. 

The Florida Center for Fiscal and Economic Policy conducts independent research and 

educates the public and policymakers on state fiscal and economic policies with particular 

attention to their impact on low- and moderate-income families, individuals and small 

businesses. This research was funded in part by generous support from the Kellogg, 

Stoneman Family and Annie E. Casey Foundations. The report and its findings do not 

necessarily reflect the views of the Foundations or the FCFEP Board of Directors. 
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