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Liberal Arts Skills, Psychology Baccalaureates, and
First-Year Employment: Notes on a Meritocracy
Hypothesis

D. W. Rajecki
Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis

Victor M. H. Borden
Indiana University Bloomington

Selections from the career counseling literature indicated
that the undergraduate psychology curriculum is a poten-
tial source of generic liberal arts skills—for example, nu-
meracy, literacy, critical thinking—said to be useful to
baccalaureates entering the workforce. A “meritocracy hy-
pothesis” stated that psychology and other liberal arts grad-
uates having comparatively high levels of such skills should
obtain relatively more desirable first-year-out employment.
Alumni survey responses from a university sample (c.
2003–2006, N = 305) served to test the hypothesis, but
revealed only weak and inconsistent support. Discussion
touched on issues of adequate research design regarding the
impact of acquired skills on employment outcomes, and the
implications of accountability measures for improved career
advising.

Psychology educators have long debated the mat-
ter of career possibilities for the substantial percentage
of their undergraduate majors not destined for grad-
uate school (e.g., J. H. Korn & Nodine, 1975). One
position is that certain generic skills—literacy; nu-
meracy; critical thinking; and competencies in com-
puter use, research, cooperative activity, and interper-
sonal interaction—that can be acquired through the
standard psychology curriculum should be useful to
baccalaureate alumni in their quest for suitable em-
ployment. Writers in the area speak to one of three

interrelated topics regarding such skills: employer per-
spectives, departmental program standards, and stu-
dent recruitment and retention. Our capsule review
of this literature is followed by the formulation of a
“meritocracy hypothesis” concerning variation in skill
levels in relation to range of employment outcomes:
More skills mean better outcomes. Recent alumni sur-
vey data then serve to illustrate tests of the hypoth-
esis, revealing only weak and inconsistent support at
best.

Liberal Arts Skills

As noted previously, individual publications (or sec-
tions thereof) in the growing literature on skills gener-
ally fall into one of three thematic categories. First, it
is incumbent on skills advocates to demonstrate that
competencies presumably acquired through exposure
to academic psychology have value in the everyday
world of work. The point is to establish the external
validity of products of psychology instruction. That is,
will psychology students find opportunities to use their
acquired skills? Writers seek correspondences between
expectable employer personnel requirements and as-
sumed psychology alumni qualifications (e.g., Appleby,
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2000; Beins, 2003; Carroll, Shmidt, & Sorensen, 1992;
Landrum & Harrold, 2003; Morgan & Korschgen,
1998; Silvia, Delaney, & Marcovitch, 2009; Sleigh &
Ritzer, 2007).

Second, it is important to demonstrate that psychol-
ogy departments provide courses and other offerings
that can foster the skills in question, which is a matter
of the internal validity of the typical undergraduate cur-
riculum. That is, will psychology students have oppor-
tunities to gain skills? To this end, authors recommend
extensive lists of academic psychology-linked skills
for systematic use in advising services and program
assessment (e.g., American Psychological Associa-
tion, 2007; Fried & Johanson, 2003; Graham, 1998;
Halonen, Bosack, Clay, & McCarthy, 2003; Halpern,
1988; Kruger & Zechmeister, 2001; Levy, Burton,
Mickler, & Vigorito, 1999; McGovern, Furumoto,
Halpern, Kimble, & McKeachie, 1991).

Finally, having apparently satisfied these external
and internal concerns, skills advocates are in a posi-
tion to promote the discipline. A third theme, then, is
recruitment and retention. The telling point to stu-
dents (and their patrons) is that the potential ac-
quisition of psychology-related skills is, in and of
itself, a convincing rationale for becoming or re-
maining an undergraduate major in the field (e.g.,
Aubrecht, 2001; Cannon, 2005; Hayes, 1997; P. R.
Korn, 1980; Landrum, 2009; Lorig, 1996; Schultheiss,
2008).

Outside of psychology, commentators in the wider
liberal arts community also endorse the proposition
that curriculum-based skills are key to successful future
employment (Colander, 2009). At a rhetorical level,
Knotts (2002) argued that liberal arts curricula offer
students skills that confer a “competitive edge” in an
information-based economy, asserting that these com-
petencies facilitate continuing, lifelong learning under
conditions of changing labor market demands. On the
empirical side, the Association of American Colleges
and Universities (AAC&U) supports and publishes
research on the career advantages of liberal arts study.
With reference to the three themes in the psychol-
ogy literature on skills, the AAC&U in its various
publications recounts in detail the supportive view-
points of employers, college faculty, and college stu-
dents or recent alumni (e.g., AAC&U, 2005). Beyond
the campus, the U.S. government periodical Occupa-
tional Outlook Quarterly also recently offered a data-
rich article that said “the skills employers say they
want most in a candidate, such as communication
and critical thinking, are precisely those for which lib-

eral arts students are known” (Gehlhaus, 2007–2008,
p. 3).

Meritocracy Hypothesis

Needed in the skills literature are explicit proposi-
tions at a meaningful level of analysis. For example,
it would be fruitful to speculate that specific alumni
with comparatively more liberal arts skills, or higher
levels of those skills, should be statistically more likely
than their less skilled peers to obtain relatively bet-
ter jobs. Stated differently, for psychology baccalaure-
ates and those in related fields, individual skills level
should be a predictor variable for employment features
as an outcome variable. Collectively, these notions
might be labeled the meritocracy hypothesis: If higher
skills, then better jobs. Of course, a practical consid-
eration is that testing this hypothesis demands two
types of information: measures or representations of
skill levels, and measures or representations of job
quality. A related consideration is that the meritoc-
racy hypothesis is presented here in a rudimentary
form; operational definitions of “higher skills” and “bet-
ter jobs” will depend on local resources of individual
investigators.

We are aware of only one previous attempt to
test the meritocracy hypothesis. To represent skills,
Rajecki (2005) analyzed transcripts of graduating psy-
chology seniors, recording final grades for methodol-
ogy and content courses in the major, as well as for
courses in the outside areas of English, speech, and
computer science. To represent employment outcomes,
the students’ perceptions of qualities of immediate fu-
ture opportunities (career concerns) were obtained via
an exit survey. Results were that skills measures did not
strongly or consistently predict employment measures.
Many students who showed exemplary performance in
their course work nevertheless scored at the lowest lev-
els of career optimism.

This article describes another effort to identify con-
nections between an expression of levels of recent
graduates’ liberal arts skills and their first-year employ-
ment outcomes. Analyses focused on new psychology
baccalaureates, along with graduates from the human-
ities and social sciences. Alumni surveys conducted
at a Midwestern university provided the data. Ques-
tionnaire items tapped respondents’ self-perceptions
of generic skill levels as well as current work circum-
stances, allowing for approximate tests of the meritoc-
racy hypothesis.
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Method

Survey Procedure

The research occurred at Indiana University-Purdue
University Indianapolis (IUPUI), a public, urban insti-
tution. Along with other types of assessment, IUPUI’s
Office of Information Management and Institutional
Research (IMIR) conducts a regular campus-wide study
termed the Recent Alumni Survey. This annual ef-
fort generates representative data regarding the insti-
tution’s new baccalaureates’ general satisfaction with
university experiences, selected educational outcomes,
current employment, and further education. For this
project, we utilized selected survey results from the
academic years 2003–04, 2004–05, and 2005–06. We
chose these particular years because they are the most
recent and the questionnaires involved utilized items
first included in the 2003–04 panel.

All IUPUI undergraduate degree recipients received
an initial paper mailing of the Recent Alumni Survey
questionnaire 9 to 15 months following graduation.
The entire sample received a reminder postcard ap-
proximately 1 week after the first mailing. For nonre-
sponders, a second paper mailing was sent some 3 weeks
after the first mailing. Participants had the option of
responding online. Over the 2003–04, 2004–05, and
2005–06 academic years response rates, adjusted for
undeliverable surveys, were 30%, 26%, and 27%, re-
spectively.

First-Year Employment Outcomes

The Recent Alumni Survey questionnaire opened
with items regarding current employment, including
several relevant to this article:
� Did you work for your current employer at least 6

months before receiving your degree? (yes or no)
� If no . . . [to the preceding question] Did your first

new job after graduating require a college degree?
(yes, no, or not applicable)

� How closely does your job relate to your major area
of study? (3 = directly related, 2 = somewhat related,
or 1 = not related)

� How well did your IUPUI education prepare you for
this job? (3 = very well, 2 = somewhat, or 1 = not at
all)

� If you are employed full-time, within which category
does your personal annual gross salary fall? (Dollar
response options were eight levels ranging from un-
der $20,000 to $50,000 or above.)

The IMIR questionnaire did not have an item that
directly tapped respondents’ satisfaction with their cur-
rent employment. However, measures of need for a
degree, salary, relatedness, and preparedness are tra-
ditional in the employment literature. We assumed
that for college graduates, jobs that do not require
a degree and offer low salary are relatively unsatis-
factory. Relatedness and preparedness as concepts re-
semble well-established vocational constructs such as
personality–environment congruence (e.g., Holland,
1996) and person–job fit (e.g., Kristof-Brown, Zimmer-
man, & Johnson, 2005).

Skills Levels

Under the heading of “Impact of IUPUI on Your
Learning,” a section of the questionnaire presented a
34-item list of skills and knowledge such as reading and
understanding books, articles, and instruction manuals;
and solving mathematical problems. Respondents in-
dicated current ability level on 5-point rating scales.
Each rating scale presented three verbal anchor points
ranging from 1 (My ability level is not at all adequate to
meet even my current goals and responsibilities), to 3 (My
ability level is adequate for my current responsibilities but
falls short of what I will need to pursue my long-term per-
sonal and career goals), to 5 (I believe I currently have the
level of ability that I need in this area to pursue my long-
term personal and career goals). Respondents could also
choose intermediate numerical scale points of 2 and
4. In addition to the preceding self-report items, a tra-
ditional index of academic achievement was available
in terms of a respondent’s overall grade point average
(GPA). We obtained this measure directly from uni-
versity records.

Self-reports of academic development have utility in
the literature (e.g., AAC&U, 2005; National Survey
of Student Engagement, 2004; Pryor, Hurtado, Saenz,
Santos, & Korn, 2007). At the same time, such subjec-
tive measures have certain limitations. Correlations of
scores from questionnaire items and objective achieve-
ment tests are influenced by the amount of content
overlap (shared constructs) between the two methods,
so self-reports should be used “with care” as proxies for
achievement test scores (Pike, 1995).

Participants

The university-wide survey effort during the years of
study netted 1,760 usable questionnaires from alumni
in fields ranging from business, to education, nursing,
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and engineering, to general studies and fine arts. For
the current purpose, however, we concentrated on re-
spondents from the major groups of psychology (n =
93, 84% women, 61% employed full time) and hu-
manities and social sciences (n = 212, 65% women,
68% employed full time). Of these individuals, not all
met the criteria for particular analyses so we indicate
specific sample sizes where appropriate.

Results

Liberal Arts Skills: Factor Analysis

To reduce the information from the 34 skills items
to a smaller number of dimensions and derive more sta-
tistically robust scale scores, we entered the full sam-
ple (N = 1,760) of alumni responses into a standard
factor analysis. An SPSS program provided a principal
component analysis using varimax rotation with Kaiser
normalization. We specified the program default set-
ting of an eigenvalue greater than 1 to select the maxi-
mum number of factors. Five factors emerged. Twenty-
two of the 34 items loaded (having factor scores of
at least .50) with related items on the relevant learn-
ing outcome dimension; the remaining 12 items were
dropped from further consideration in this report. Re-
sulting groupings of from 2 to 7 items retained on the
basis of the factor analysis are shown in the Appendix,
along with specific factor eigenvalues and Cronbach’s

alpha as indexes of internal consistency. We calcu-
lated scale scores as unweighted averages across the
items (i.e., using a multiplier of “1” rather than specific
factor loadings) to minimize sample dependency.

Descriptive Statistics

Distributed variables. Means, standard devia-
tions, and obtained ranges for distributed variables
appear in Table 1. Two features of this table are
noteworthy. First, scores on all measures varied as
shown by standard deviations and obtained ranges.
To clarify one example, the relatedness item offered
three response options: directly related, somewhat re-
lated, and not related. Of the psychology respondents,
roughly 25% chose “directly,” 43% chose “somewhat,”
and 32% chose “not.” Respective values for human-
ities and social sciences were 26%, 31%, and 43%.
Such variability indicates that the data are suitable for
correlation analyses. Second, patterns of values in the
psychology columns resemble patterns of values in the
humanities and social sciences columns.

Dichotomous variable. The single dichoto-
mous variable in this study was the outcome measure of
whether a college degree was needed to qualify for a cur-
rent job. Of the full-time employed psychology students
who obtained a new job on graduation, about 49% in-
dicated a degree was not needed. The corresponding
value for humanities and social sciences graduates who
found a new job was 45%.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Obtained Ranges of Outcomes and Skills Measures for
Psychology and Humanities and Social Sciences Major Groups

Psychology Humanities and Social Sciences

Measures M SD Range M SD Range

Outcomes
Related 1.93 0.76 1–3 1.83 0.82 1–3
Prepared 2.15 0.62 1–3 2.07 0.73 1–3
Salary 3.87 1.86 1–8 4.06 2.01 1–8

Skills
Grade point average 3.13 0.53 2.12–3.97 3.12 0.49 2.09–3.99
Creative thinking 4.23 0.50 3.00–5.00 4.26 0.58 3.00–5.00
Ethics 4.33 0.53 3.33–5.00 4.30 0.57 2.17–5.00
Communications 4.40 0.48 3.00–5.00 4.37 0.56 2.60–5.00
Computer savvy 4.39 0.63 3.00–5.00 4.35 0.69 2.00–5.00
Numeracy 3.74 0.74 1.50–5.00 3.50 0.83 1.00–5.00

Note. Sample sizes (n) varied from 54 to 57 for Psychology and 139 to 144 for Humanities/Social Sciences, depending on missing
data in questionnaires. Under outcomes, the relatedness and preparedness scale endpoints = 1–3. Salary values are based on
eight categories (1–8) extending from less than $20,000 to $50,000 or above. Under skills, the GPA extent = 0–4. For the last
five rows, scale endpoints = 1–5.
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Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for Psychology and Humanities and Social Sciences Alumni
Skills Measures Related to the Ad Hoc Variable of Need for a College Degree (No, Yes) to Qualify for a New

Job Upon Graduation

Psychology Humanities and Social Sciences

No Yes No Yes

Skills Measure M SD n M SD n t M SD n M SD n t

Grade point average 3.12 0.46 16 3.05 0.59 17 0.37 3.05 0.51 40 3.13 0.48 49 −0.79
Creative thinking 4.37 0.58 16 4.16 0.33 17 1.26a 4.37 0.55 40 4.24 0.60 48 1.07
Ethics 4.41 0.52 16 4.22 0.52 17 1.05 4.44 0.51 39 4.29 0.57 47 1.28
Communications 4.58 0.39 16 4.26 0.45 17 2.17∗ 4.45 0.46 40 4.38 0.60 48 0.60
Computer savvy 4.63 0.59 16 4.29 0.64 17 1.54 4.38 0.71 39 4.38 0.63 48 0.67
Numeracy 4.06 0.73 16 3.71 0.71 17 1.43 3.60 0.75 40 3.53 0.85 48 0.40

Note. This analysis is based on full-time employed alumni who obtained a new job upon graduation. The scale for grade point
average = 0–4. For the last five rows, scale endpoints = 1–5. Different sample sizes n are due to missing data in questionnaires.
aBecause of unequal variances as determined by Levene’s Test for Equality of Variance, the Bonferroni adjusted t value is shown.
∗p < .05.

Testing the Meritocracy Hypothesis

Correlational test. As noted, three of the
outcome variables—relatedness, preparedness, and
salary—are suitable for correlational tests of the meri-
tocracy hypothesis. The basic hypothesis states that if
higher skills, then better jobs. To test this proposition,
we calculated Pearson correlation coefficients based on
respondents’ scores on the five self-report skills scales
identified in the Appendix (plus GPA as a sixth, non-
self-report measure), and their responses regarding se-
lected job features. For this analysis, the chosen em-
ployment outcomes were (a) an index based on the
multiplicative product of pairs of scores from the re-
latedness and preparedness items, and (b) salary level.
In sum, for each major group, 12 coefficients emerged
as a consequence of two employment variables crossed
with six skills variables.

The 12 correlations for psychology alumni ranged
from –.24 to .22. Based on sample sizes ranging from 49
to 53, none of the psychology coefficients were statis-
tically significant. For humanities and social sciences
alumni, only 2 of the 12 resulting coefficients were
significant: communication with salary, r (137) = .20,
p < .05; and numeracy with salary, r (137) = .39, p <

.01.
Generally speaking, then, skills measures did not

consistently or convincingly predict quality of occupa-
tional outcomes as defined here. This conclusion holds
about equally for the psychology and humanities and
social sciences major groups. Thus, the correlational
approach produced only weak and inconsistent sup-
port for the meritocracy hypothesis.

Ad hoc variable test. The fourth variable, need
for a degree, was expressed dichotomously, so the rela-
tion of this variable to skills levels is open to an ad hoc
variable test. For this second test of the meritocracy hy-
pothesis, we identified subsamples of respondents who
had obtained a new job on graduation. An ad hoc
predictor variable was then defined using responses to
the survey item that read “Did your first new job after
graduating require a college degree?” Alumni were as-
signed to one or another group based on “no” or “yes”
answers to this question.

The six skills measure means of the respective ad
hoc No subsamples were compared with those of the
Yes subsamples, as shown in Table 2. Regarding the psy-
chology application (left panel), only the means from
the communications measure differed reliably, t(31) =
2.17, p < .05. Even so, the mean for the No group-
ing (4.58) was higher than that of the Yes grouping
(4.26, effect size d = .76), a direction opposite to that
predicted by the meritocracy hypothesis. For the hu-
manities and social sciences application (right panel),
none of the pairs of means differed reliably. Thus, pat-
terns of results in Table 2 indicate that the current
skills measures did not compellingly relate to the out-
come of obtaining a job that required a degree. The
ad hoc variable approach produced no support for the
meritocracy hypothesis.

Discussion

The current data focus on issues of first-year em-
ployment outcomes of psychology baccalaureates, but
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do not speak to longer term career trajectories. There
are some indications in the literature that over several
years psychology alumni, along with graduates from re-
lated liberal arts fields, can expect upward mobility in
terms of the percentage of a cohort having jobs that
require a college degree (Stringer, 2000–2001; Titley,
1978). Another point is that in many occupations that
do not always require a degree, college alumni tend
to earn more than less educated co-workers because
the graduates might qualify for promotions and spe-
cial training (Crosby, 2000–2001). Nevertheless, com-
mencement is a milestone in a person’s life and the
impact of generic skills on work experiences (includ-
ing salary) in the immediately subsequent year is surely
not a trivial consideration.

Clear-eyed assessments of the skills message would
result from evaluations of what we call the meritocracy
hypotheses: If higher skills, then better jobs. Direct
tests of this formulation require a representation of
both skills and employment outcomes, and this report
describes efforts to perform such tests. At best, research
has produced only weak and inconsistent support for
the hypothesis, including the current correlational and
ad hoc tests, and as found in Rajecki (2005). Our judg-
ment of the utility of existing data is that they are stim-
ulating and provocative, but not necessarily definitive.
These considerations leave two possibilities. First, the
existing meritocracy data might be unsound. Second,
the existing meritocracy data might be sound.

Existing Meritocracy Data as Unsound:
Implications for Advising

If the existing meritocracy data are unsound, a rea-
sonable reaction is to call for proposals for an adequate
test of the meritocracy hypothesis. For a definitive test,
extensive multifactor longitudinal information is nec-
essary. These features would include (a) an in-depth
prior assessment of senior students’ levels of acquired
liberal arts skills, (b) independent, objective evidence
of their subsequent differential employment outcomes
after graduation, and (c) direct comparisons of em-
ployment outcomes with skills levels (and not just
relatedness to academic major area). Once this core
design is adopted, it can be crossed with any number of
informative variables, such as consequences of differ-
ences between institutions and effects of double majors,
minors, service learning opportunities, practica, and
internships. When armed with systematic data about
these factors, counselors can confidently provide stu-

dents with realistic expectations and guidance about
preparation for employment with a baccalaureate.

Existing Meritocracy Data as Sound:
Implications for Advising

If the existing meritocracy data are sound, we are
in a position to offer suggestions regarding the skills
message. In our reading of the skills literature, advo-
cates do not carefully distinguish between the value or
potential of figuratively “soft” skills such as creative
thinking and ethics versus “hard” skills such as com-
puter savvy and numeracy. For certain first-year em-
ployment opportunities, however, some skills might
matter more than others, or not at all.

Accordingly, we recommend a brake on counseling
claims that lack empirical verification. In the words
of one anonymous reviewer for this article, “many of
us have faith that psychology majors come away with
a certain skill set, and faith is believing in something
in the absence of evidence.” Recent national atten-
tion to the inadequacy of evidence to back claims from
the academy regarding student learning has spurred
the federal government and other advocacy groups
to propose fairly intrusive accountability measures
(Borden & Pike, 2008). Most psychology departments,
with expertise in learning theory and assessment, have
the resources to contribute to broader undergraduate
education reform, including the identification of psy-
chometrically sound measures of skills and their re-
lation to student success in employment and further
education pursuits. We would do well to invest more
research in these matters, and serve our students better
by advising them of real-world features of early employ-
ment.
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Appendix
Skill Scale Type, Item Content, Factor

Eigenvalue, and Cronbach’s Alpha

Creative thinking scale (7 items, factor eigen-
value = 7.76, Cronbach’s α = .92)

◦ Systematically reviewing and improving my own
ideas about how to approach an issue or a problem.

◦ Creatively thinking about new ideas or ways to im-
prove existing ideas.

◦ Gathering information from a variety of sources
when deciding what action to take.

◦ Finding new ways to use my skills and knowledge as
I encounter new situations or problems.

◦ Putting ideas together in new ways.
◦ Learning new approaches to my work or to advanced

studies.
◦ Trying different approaches to solving a problem.

Ethics scale (6 items, factor eigenvalue = 6.01, Cron-
bach’s α = .88)

◦ Dealing with conflict among co-workers and friends.
◦ Communicating effectively with people who see

things differently than I do.
◦ Keeping my composure in difficult situations.
◦ Making informed judgments when faced with ethi-

cal dilemmas.
◦ Recognizing the consequences of my actions when

facing a conflict.
◦ Making choices about my conduct based on

thoughtful reasoning about what is appropriate.

Communications scale (5 items, factor eigenvalue =
3.54, Cronbach’s α = .81)

◦ Reading and understanding books, articles, and in-
struction manuals.

◦ Writing clearly and effectively.
◦ Speaking clearly and effectively.
◦ Preparing a presentation that I will deliver to a

group.
◦ Writing a final report on a project or other work

assignment.

Computer savvy scale (2 items, factor eigenvalue =
1.82, Cronbach’s α = .63)

◦ Using the computer applications that are most com-
mon to my field of work or study.

◦ Finding useful information on the Internet for work-
related projects.

Numeracy scale (2 items, factor eigenvalue = 1.94,
Cronbach’s α = .61)

◦ Solving mathematical problems.
◦ Understanding a statistical report.

Note

Send correspondence to D. W. Rajecki, 11245 Gar-
rick Street, Fishers, IN 46038–1928; e-mail: dwrajecki@
sbcglobal.net
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