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As lifelong Utahns raising children and grandchildren here,
we recognize and share the questions many families and state
legislators are asking about higher education. Concerns about
rising costs, uncertain career payoff, and aspects of campus
culture that feel disconnected from local values are real and
deserve attention. Colleges and universities should continue
addressing these issues while building stronger, more authen-
tic relationships with the communities they serve.

At the same time, focusing only on higher education’s eco-
nomic contributions or its role in exposing students to diverse
political views overlooks another critical dimension that re-
ceives far less attention. Higher education shapes awareness
of the many issues that allow families and communities to
thrive. Decades of national and international research show
that educational attainment is closely linked to stronger health
and well-being, greater civic and political participation, in-
creased financial stability, and deeper engagement in commu-
nity life.! Recent studies affirm these patterns. The 2026 State
of Higher Education report from Lumina Foundation and
Gallup shows that adults with higher levels of education re-
port greater confidence navigating complex institutions,
stronger trust in institutions, and a heightened sense of per-
sonal agency.?

Education also shapes how people interpret information, as-
sess risk, and understand social issues. As individuals’ edu-
cation levels increase, their awareness of broader issues tends
to expand. They become more attuned to the wide variety of
challenges affecting families and children and more support-
ive of policies and practices that promote
safety, stability, and opportunity.? In this
way, education influences not only indi-
vidual and economic outcomes but also
the collective well-being of communities
and the broader social fabric of the state.
One set of researchers refers to this as
community capital, which is the capacity
of a community to create conditions that foster opportunity,
trust, health, safety, and prosperity for its members. Educa-
tion strengthens these capacities.*

This pattern emerged clearly in the Utah Women & Leader-
ship Project’s (UWLP) 2025 statewide survey. Across the 83
items measured, educational attainment was one of the
strongest and most consistent predictors of how Utahns view
issues related to family well-being, safety, health, civic en-
gagement, and community stability. Whether respondents

Education matters not only
for economic outcomes but

also for the social and com-
munity conditions that
allow Utahns to thrive.

were asked about domestic violence, child sexual abuse, pov-
erty and homelessness, political and civic participation, finan-
cial security, or the importance of higher education itself, one
trend was unmistakable: individuals with higher levels of ed-
ucation demonstrated greater awareness of both the challenges
facing Utah families and the opportunities to strengthen com-
munities.

This brief—the second in a two-part series—focuses on the
ten non-workplace spokes of the A Bolder Way Forward
(BWF) framework.> The first eight workplace spokes were
published in a UWLP research and policy titled, The Power
of Education: How Higher Education Shapes Utah Work-
places.® By examining how educational attainment shapes
Utahns’ views on family, safety, health, and civic life, we
highlight how education matters for the social and community
conditions that help Utahns thrive. Understanding these pat-
terns is essential as Utah continues to strengthen families, re-
duce violence, improve health outcomes, expand civic partic-
ipation, and build a more resilient future.

Survey Background

This brief draws on findings from the UWLP’s third annual
statewide survey, conducted in fall 2025. The survey was de-
signed to capture Utahns’ awareness, understanding, and atti-
tudes related to the challenges and opportunities facing
women and girls across the state. The study assessed (1) lev-
els of awareness and concern about key issues, (2) attitudes
toward topics that shape the experiences of Utah women and
families, and (3) variation in perceptions
across gender and other demographic char-
acteristics. Additional details on the re-
search design and respondent demographics
are available in the five white papers re-
leased in early 2026.7

The survey instrument included 83 items
aligned with the 18 spokes of the BWF
framework. Each item was measured on a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Thirteen de-
mographic questions were also included. The survey required
approximately 10-20 minutes to complete and received ap-
proval from Utah State University’s Institutional Review
Board. Data were collected between October 1 and November
19, 2025, using two samples: a representative sample of Utah
adults obtained through Qualtrics (1,945 completed responses)
and a statewide convenience sample gathered through UWLP
networks, BWF coalitions, community partners, and targeted
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outreach efforts (3,267 completed responses). In total, 5,212
Utahns participated.

Research Findings

For this brief, we conducted a new analysis examining how
educational attainment shapes Utahns’ views across the ten
BWF spokes that fall outside the traditional workplace—fi-
nancial security, higher educational attainment, K—12 initia-
tives, political and civic engagement, health across the
lifespan, home and family, child sexual abuse, domestic vio-
lence, poverty and homelessness, and sexual assault. The re-
sults reveal clear and consistent differences in how people
with varying levels of education view these issues. For each
category, we include a table summarizing these patterns using
an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), a statistical method that
identifies whether respondents having varying educational
levels hold meaningfully different views on these topics.® The
ten subsections below are presented in alphabetical order.

Overall, higher levels of education were associated with
greater awareness of individual, family, and community
well-being—including stronger understanding, recognition,
and attitudes across a wide range of issues. These patterns ap-
peared among both men and women. However, women gen-
erally expressed higher levels of agreement on many items,
indicating that they recognized these challenges more strongly
than men. Although this brief does not include a dedicated
section on gender differences, the first paper in this series pro-
vides a detailed analysis of those patterns.’

Child Sexual Abuse

Educational attainment was associated with greater aware-
ness and recognition of child sexual abuse and its prevention
as a public health issue (see Table 1). This pattern mirrors the
broader survey findings: as education levels increased, re-
spondents demonstrated stronger understanding of both the
scope of the problem and the importance of community-based
prevention. Those with more education were not only more
likely to view child sexual abuse as a serious issue within their
communities (with mean values increasing significantly,
from 4.0 to 4.7), but they also expressed higher agreement
that child sexual abuse is preventable. Agreement increased
steadily from 5.5 among those with a high school degree or
less to 6.1 among those with a graduate degree.

Respondents with more education were increasingly likely to
believe that child sexual abuse is more prevalent in Utah than
many people recognize, with ratings rising from 4.4 to 5.0.
This shows that these respondents could be more attuned to
the reality that child sexual abuse often remains hidden, un-
derreported, and misunderstood—particularly in communi-
ties where stigma or lack of information limits open discus-
sion. Although increases in awareness were consistent across
education groups, gains in confidence about knowing where
to find prevention resources were more modest (from 4.8 to
5.1), suggesting that many Utahns—regardless of education—

still need clearer information about where to seek help or
guidance. Together, these findings indicate that education
strengthens understanding of the problem while highlighting
the ongoing need for visible, accessible, and community-sup-
ported prevention strategies.

Table 1. Views of Child Sexual Abuse by
Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Commu- More Aware
Level of nity Is Prevent- Prevalent of Re-
Education Problem* able* in Utah* sources®
High
School or 4.0 5.5 44 4.8
Less
Some
Tl 4.2 5.7 4.6 4.6
Bachelor’s 44 5.9 48 49
Degree
Graduate 47 6.1 5.0 5.1
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Domestic Violence

Higher educational attainment was associated with greater
awareness of domestic violence, while producing more mod-
est gains in confidence about community action (see Table 2).
Perceptions that domestic violence is a problem in respond-
ents’ communities increased from 4.4 among those with a
high school education or less to 5.2 among graduate degree
holders. Agreement that emotional abuse is as serious as
physical abuse rose from 5.8 to 6.3. Awareness of community
resources also increased modestly, from 5.1 to 5.4. Confi-
dence in knowing how to take concrete steps to address do-
mestic violence changed relatively little, ranging only from
4.4 t0 4.7. Taken together, these results suggest that education
shapes how respondents understand domestic violence far
more than it shapes how prepared they feel to respond to it.
In other words, education helps shape people’s understanding
of the problem much more than it changes their perceived
ability to address it.

Table 2. Views of Domestic Violence

by Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Commu- Seriousness Aware Help
Level of nity of Emotional of Re- Commu-
Education  Problem* Abuse* sources*  nity*
High
School or 4.4 5.8 5.1 4.7
Less
Some
Tl 4.7 6.1 5.0 4.4
Bachelor’s 4.9 6.2 5.2 4.4
Degree
Graduate 5.2 6.3 5.4 4.6
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
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Finances

Educational attainment contributed not only to greater finan-
cial literacy but also to increased confidence in managing per-
sonal financial decisions (see Table 3). Respondents with
more education were more likely to report awareness of avail-
able financial resources, with values rising from 4.6 to 5.3.
Utilization of those resources also increased, from 4.1 to 5.0.
Larger differences appeared in financial knowledge and con-
fidence. Belief in understanding one’s personal finances in-
creased from 5.6 among respondents with a high school edu-
cation or less to 6.7 among those with a graduate degree. Con-
fidence in managing personal finances and improving finan-
cial well-being rose from 5.1 to 6.0.

Table 3. Views of Finances by Educational
Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Aware Utilized Under- Improve
Level of of Re- Re- stand Fi- Financial
Education sources® sources® nances® Wellness*
High
School or 4.6 4.1 5.6 5.1
Less
Some
Sl 4.6 4.2 6.1 5.4
Bachelor’s 5.0 4.6 6.5 5.7
Degree
(Sl 53 5.0 6.7 6.0
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Health Across the Lifespan

Educational attainment was consistently associated with
greater confidence in navigating healthcare and making in-
formed health decisions (see Table 4). Respondents with
more education were increasingly likely to believe they could
schedule and complete a preventive healthcare visit within the
next 12 months, with average ratings rising from 5.1 among
those with a high school education or less to 6.5 among those
with a graduate degree. Confidence in making reproductive
health decisions also increased from 5.1 to 6.0. Knowledge of
perimenopause rose modestly, from 4.6 to 5.0. Respondents
with higher levels of education were also more confident that
healthcare providers would appropriately screen them for in-
timate partner violence, with ratings increasing from 4.9 to
5.7. These findings suggest that education enhances individ-
uals’ confidence in navigating healthcare systems and making
informed health decisions.

Table 4. Views of Health Across the Lifespan by
Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Schedule  Reproduc- Perimeno-
Level of Preven- tive Health pause Screen
Education tive Visit* Decisions* Knowledge* for IPV*
High
School or 5.1 5.1 4.6 4.9
Less
Some
Sl 5.7 54 4.7 5.1

Bachelor’s 6.2 5.8 4.8 55
Degree
S 6.5 6.0 5.0 5.7
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Higher Education

Unsurprisingly, educational attainment reinforced positive at-
titudes toward the value and accessibility of higher education
itself (see Table 5). Respondents with higher levels of educa-
tion were more likely to view college as valuable for intellec-
tual growth, personal development, and lifelong contributions
to society, with values increasing from 5.2 to 6.5. Agreement
that college is worth the financial investment rose from 4.5 to
5.9. Support for increasing the number of Utah women com-
pleting a graduate degree also increased steadily, from 4.8
among respondents with a high school education or less to 5.9
among those with a graduate degree. Likewise, support for
encouraging prospective students to complete the Free Appli-
cation for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) increased from 5.1
to 5.7.

Table 5. Views of Higher Education by
Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Important  Worth Women Apply for
Level of for Invest- Graduate Financial
Education  Growth* ment* Degrees*  Aid*
High
School or 5.2 4.5 4.8 5.1
Less
Some
Cholllgs 5.7 4.8 5.1 53
Bachelor’s 6.2 55 5.5 5.5
Degree
Graduate 6.5 5.9 5.9 5.7
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Home & Family

Higher educational attainment is associated with more egali-
tarian attitudes toward family decision making and intimate
relationships. Educational attainment was linked with more
equitable perceptions of family relationships and household
responsibilities (see Table 6). Respondents with higher levels
of education were increasingly likely to report that they and
their partners had equal opportunities to express their views
during conflict, with ratings rising from 4.9 to 5.9. This pat-
tern suggests that education may shape the ways individuals
interpret communication dynamics and approach shared de-
cision making within relationships.

Perceptions that domestic labor and caregiving responsibili-
ties were shared fairly remained relatively stable but increased
slightly across educational groups (from 4.7 to 4.9 and 4.8 to
4.9, respectively), indicating modest but consistent move-
ment toward more balanced views of household roles. These
small increases align with broader survey trends showing that
higher educational attainment is associated with greater aware-
ness of equity-related issues, even when changes in personal
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confidence or behavior are more limited. In contrast, agree-
ment that a partner’s sexual needs should take priority declined
from 4.1 among respondents with a high school education or
less to 3.5 among those with a graduate degree.

Table 6. Views of Home & Family by
Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Express Domestic  Caregiv- Partner’s
Level of Views with  Labor Is ing Is Sexual
Education  Partner* Shared* Shared* Needs*
High
School or 4.9 4.7 4.8 4.1
Less
Some
il 5.2 4.6 4.6 3.9
Bachelor’s 5.7 48 48 3.6
Degree
Graduate 5.9 49 49 3.5
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
K-12 Initiatives

Respondents with higher educational attainment consistently
expressed stronger support for educational opportunities that
prepare girls for future success (see Table 7). Agreement that
girls should develop strong math skills increased from 5.3 to
6.2. Support for girls completing Career and Technical Edu-
cation (CTE) pathways also rose from 5.1 to 5.8. Belief that
girls should complete advanced coursework that prepares
them for college and careers showed one of the strongest ed-
ucational effects, increasing from 5.4 to 6.7. Concern about
chronic school absenteeism likewise increased substantially
from 5.4 to 6.5.

Table 7. Views of K-12 by Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Girls’ Girls Prepare Absent
Level of Math Complete  Girls for Chil-
Education Skills* CTE* Careers* dren*
High
School or 5.3 5.1 5.4 5.4
Less
Some
Collazs 5.7 5.6 6.0 6.0
Bachelor’s 6.1 5.8 6.5 6.2
Degree
ST 6.2 5.8 6.7 6.5
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Political & Civic Engagement

Educational attainment was strongly associated with positive
attitudes toward women’s civic and political participation (see
Table 8). As education increased, respondents became less
likely to believe that a woman’s participation in politics would
negatively affect her family. Average ratings declined from
3.4 among those with a high school education or less to 2.6
among respondents with a graduate degree. At the same time,

respondents with higher levels of education expressed stronger
agreement that women are well suited for elected office, with
ratings increasing from 5.4 to 6.4. Civic awareness also rose
steadily, with knowledge of how to become involved in civic
activities increasing from 4.5 to 5.5, while reported commu-
nity engagement increased from 4.6 to 5.7.

Table 8. Views of Political & Civic Representation by
Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Negative = Women Aware of  Engaged
Level of Effect on Well Suited  Civic Ac- in Com-
Education Family* for Politics* tivities* munity*
High
School or 3.4 54 4.5 4.6
Less
Some
Chlllge 3.0 5.9 49 5.0
Bachelor’s 2.8 6.3 53 5.5
Degree
CLERIED 2.6 6.4 5.5 5.7
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Poverty & Homelessness

Educational attainment was associated with less emphasis on
individual-choice explanations for poverty and homelessness
(see Table 9). Respondents with more education were less
likely to believe that poverty results primarily from an indi-
vidual’s own choices. Average ratings declined from 3.5
among respondents with a high school education or less to 2.6
among those with a graduate degree. Similar declines oc-
curred for beliefs about homelessness, falling from 3.5 to 2.7.
Respondents with more education were also less likely to be-
lieve there was little they could do to address poverty and
homelessness, with ratings declining from 3.9 to 3.1. At the
same time, agreement that the home environment is the first
step that enables children and families to thrive in the future
increased from 5.5 to 6.2.

Table 9. Views of Poverty &
Homelessness by Educational Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Poverty Homeless Not Home Is
Level of Is Own Is Own Much I First
Education Choice*  Choice* Can Do* Step*
High School 3.5 3.5 3.9 5.5
or Less
Some
ol 3.1 3.2 3.5 5.9
Bachelor’s 2.8 3.0 34 6.1
Degree
Graduate 26 53] 3.1 6.2
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Sexual Assault

Educational attainment was associated with greater aware-
ness of sexual assault and stronger confidence in available
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community resources (see Table 10). Respondents with
higher levels of education were progressively less likely to
believe that sexual assault is not a problem in Utah, with rat-
ings declining from 3.1 among those with a high school edu-
cation or less to 2.1 among holders of a graduate degree.
Agreement that there was little individuals could do to ad-
dress sexual assault in their communities also declined from
3.8 t0 3.2. Awareness of available sexual assault resources in-
creased modestly from 4.7 to 5.0. One item showed little var-
iation across educational groups: respondents consistently
agreed that any unwanted sexual contact constitutes sexual
assault, with ratings remaining near 5.9 regardless of educa-
tional level. Together, these findings suggest that education
strengthens awareness of sexual assault while increasing con-
fidence that communities can respond effectively.

Table 10. Views of Sexual Assault by Educational
Attainment
(N=4,905; 1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree)

Not a Unwanted Not Aware
Level of Problem Sexual Much I of Re-
Education in Utah* Contact Can Do* sources*
High School 3.1 5.8 3.8 4.7
or Less
Some
College 2.6 5.9 3.5 4.5
Bachelor’s 2.4 5.9 3.4 4.8
Degree
ST 2.1 5.9 32 5.0
Degree

*Columns marked with an asterisk are statistically significant at p <.05.
Policy Implications

The findings of this study suggest that educational attainment
is not simply a workforce or economic development issue. It
is also a powerful community development strategy. Across
nearly every outcome we ex-
amined, respondents with
higher levels of education

Investments in education are

First, continue expanding educational opportunity as a long-
term community investment. State leaders should continue in-
vesting in policies that increase educational attainment for all
members of the population as a whole. These should include
expanding access through dual-enrollment opportunities,
FAFSA completion initiatives, and need-based financial aid;
strengthening degree-completion pathways for adult and non-
traditional students through flexible scheduling, credit for
prior learning, and transfer partnerships; and supporting
stackable certificates and workforce credentials that allow in-
dividuals to build skills and continue their education over
time.

Second, strengthen community response capacity through
training and resource awareness. The findings suggest that ed-
ucational attainment increases awareness of issues such as do-
mestic violence, child sexual abuse, and sexual assault more
than it increases confidence in responding to them. Likewise,
across domains such as financial security, healthcare, domes-
tic violence, child sexual abuse, and sexual assault, many re-
spondents reported only moderate awareness of available
community resources. These findings indicate that awareness
alone is insufficient. State and local governments should find
ways to expand evidence-based intervention programs, com-
munity response training, and public education campaigns.
They should also simultaneously increase the visibility and
accessibility of available resources, so residents know where
to seek help before crises occur. Local governments, schools,
libraries, healthcare providers, and community organizations
are well positioned to deliver many of these programs and to
connect residents with the services they need.

Third, and perhaps most important, cultivate three-way part-
nerships that include higher education institutions, local gov-
ernment, and community residents. These stakeholders can
facilitate formal partnerships in which students, faculty, non-
profit organizations, neighborhood associations, and
public agencies work together to identify and address

demonstrated greater aware-
ness of challenges facing fam-
ilies and stronger confidence
in navigating social institu-
tions. These patterns are sug-

likely to improve community
well-being by strengthening

people’s capacity to recognize
local needs and participate in
finding meaningful solutions.

community needs. These collaborations could in-
clude community-based research projects, service-
learning courses, neighborhood leadership opportu-
nities, public health initiatives, financial literacy pro-
grams, violence prevention campaigns, and youth

gestive. Investments in educa-
tion are likely to improve community well-being by strength-
ening people’s capacity to recognize local needs and partici-
pate in finding meaningful solutions.

The results also highlight an important distinction between
awareness and action. While education consistently increased
respondents’ recognition of issues such as domestic violence,
child sexual abuse, sexual assault, and poverty and homeless-
ness, it produced more modest gains in confidence about how
to respond to many of these challenges. This finding suggests
that education alone is insufficient. Awareness must be ac-
companied by local resources, practical skills, and commu-
nity leadership. These findings point toward several policy
priorities for state and local governments.

councils where students help contribute to practical
solutions to local problems. Universities and munic-
ipalities could partner to establish internships that place col-
lege students within city and county agencies to work on is-
sues related to housing, health, public safety, transportation,
education, and family well-being. In doing so, higher educa-
tion becomes a pathway to employment as well as a catalyst
for long-term public problem solving.

Conclusion

This study broadens the conversation about the value of
higher education and documents its individual and communal
assets. Too often, debates focus on tuition costs, workforce
preparation, or political and cultural disagreements. While
these issues deserve thoughtful attention, they address only
part of higher education’s role in the lives of Utahns. The
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findings presented here suggest that educational attainment
also shapes how people understand their communities, navi-
gate institutions, and engage in civic life. Across nearly every
outcome we examined, respondents with higher levels of ed-
ucation demonstrated greater awareness of the issues that in-
fluence individual, family, and community well-being.

One important pattern emerged across several domains: edu-
cational attainment increased awareness of community chal-
lenges more consistently than confidence in how to address
them. This distinction suggests that while education builds
civic understanding, communities must also invest in practi-
cal training, leadership development, and accessible resources
that enable residents to translate awareness into meaningful
action.

Taken together, these findings indicate that higher education
is not only an investment in human capital but also an invest-
ment in community capital. Communities rely on people who
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