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N AN ENVIRONMENT IN WHICH BUDGET LIMITATIONS FORCE GOVERNMENTS TO CHOOSE 

between a selection of public services for preferential funding, public-service 

providers are under pressure to demonstrate ‘value’, especially if they require 

public funding. To justify the direction of public funding, governments mandate 

providers to conduct cost-benefit or social return-on-investment analyses to 

demonstrate the return on a dollar invested in a public service. This creates an 

environment in which providers are required to engage in an exercise to gage the 

dollar-value of the public service. 

 

While universities are publicly funded institutions in Australia, the mandate to 

demonstrate ‘economic value’ has encountered considerable resistance, especially 

from HASS scholars.1 The issue is not constrained to the Australian context either. 

There is a substantial body of diverse research from various humanities and social 

sciences disciplines addresses many concerns related to valuing the humanities 

and the complexities of such approaches within their national contexts over the 

last several decades. In fact, there exists a broad literature that draws on multiple 

perspectives to establish the intrinsic value of HASS for both society and 

 
1 There is significant diversity in the types of HASS scholarship being drawn on in this essay. For 
simplicity references to HASS and humanities are used interchangeably while recognising the 
vast scope of differences that exist between the disciplines and their national contexts.  

I 
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individuals who pursue them. Some reject the notion of a valuation exercise in 

public-service provision outright. Others challenge the process engaged in a 

valuation exercise, asking for example, who is to determine what is of value and 

value to whom? 

 

To ensure that the concerns raised by scholars regarding the valuation of HASS 

scholarship and teaching are not downplayed, this essay will first consider key 

critiques and public benefits identified in the research. The aim is to characterise 

the overall thrust of the arguments related to valuation and impact analysis. 

 

Following this, the essay will focus on proposed methods that can generally be 

used to attribute value to the provision of public services, specifically applied to 

regional tertiary humanities and social science sector and its attempts to engage 

in the valuation exercise to examine impact on individuals and communities, 

particularly among those who hold humanities degrees. This perspective is 

particularly relevant in regions where the value of humanities education may be 

less recognised or appreciated. While this analysis emphasises personal and 

communal benefits, it is important to acknowledge that other forms of value—

such as contributions to cultural enrichment—are beyond the scope of this article. 

As we will see in this essay, HASS scholars would be well served, within the current 

marketised environment, to proactively engage with these discussions, especially 

if they wish to influence market-driven discourses. 

 

Current Practices: Valuing Tertiary Humanities and Social Sciences 

The current framework for evaluating academic outputs of the public sector is 

often traced back to the UK in the 1980s, under the Thatcher government (see, for 

example: Belfiore and Bennett; Bulatis; Martin). This environment and period 

marked a decisive shift towards the neoliberalism of Milton Friedman’s market-

oriented approaches within higher education and the public sector, emphasising 

managerialism and the use of performance metrics (Marginson 271). It was during 

this era that the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) was introduced (with the 

first RAE conducted in 1986), aimed at assessing the quality of research within 

British higher education institutions, in order to inform funding decisions. This 

initiative reflected a broader agenda to increase accountability and efficiency in 

the public sector. In 2014, the RAE was replaced by the Research Excellence 

Framework (REF) impact assessment, a change spurred on by the increasing 

emphasis on impact, increasing expectations of transparency, and heightened 

expectations that publicly funded research should have application and value to 

the wider community. Some of these increasing pressures were related, at least in 

part, to strains on the public purse in the fallout of the Global Financial Crisis of 

2008-09. The importance of demonstrating research impact beyond academia, 

and expectations of ‘value-for-money’ consequently became prominent and 
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widespread (see, for example: Bulaitis; Chiang; Chubb and Reed; Holbrook; 

Martin; Smith). These changes have contributed to the growing ‘impact agenda’.  

 

Their historical roots notwithstanding, the proliferation of ‘impact analysis’ and 

economic value approaches to measuring the outputs, social benefit, value-for-

money and other determinants of ‘value’ are now evident throughout many 

discussions of the tertiary humanities and social science sector beyond the UK, 

including the United States, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, and Australia (see, for 

example: Hazelkorn et al.; McCormack and Baron). Despite—or perhaps because 

of—the move toward the impact agenda, HASS scholars have strongly resisted the 

shift towards economic valuation. As Benneworth (2015) poignantly states,  

 

Humanities and the arts are so profoundly different as academic 

pursuits from science, engineering and technology, that this difference 

casts them with a mark of Cain, destined to peripherality and suffering. 

(3) 

Despite the HASS disciplines’ commitment to advancing societal good, HASS 

scholars often prioritise interpreting, influencing, and shaping society, preserving 

cultural heritage, and fostering self-understanding in various contexts, rather than 

producing immediately ‘usable’ results. Humanities studies also tend to prioritise 

qualitative and interpretive approaches over quantitative and positivistic 

methods typical of the sciences. Moreover, truth claims in the humanities are not 

universally verifiable like those in the natural sciences (Benneworth 6; Bulatis 2; 

Small 23). Consequently, many argue that the impact of HASS should not be 

evaluated merely in terms of ‘return on investment’ or value-for-money 

expectations; many also note that while scientific contributions may be more 

measurable, they are not inherently more valuable or relevant (Doidge et al. 1129; 

Olmos-Peñuela et al. 67). HASS defenders who take a version of this position tend 

to argue that the imposition of impact and valuation demands on HASS is an 

unsuitable application of scientific metrics.  

 

Although the diverse disciplines within HASS foster a variety of perspectives in 

their response to arguments for and against economic valuation of humanities and 

social sciences, consistent patterns and themes are demonstrably evidenced in the 

extensive body of literature on this topic. They challenge the comparison of HASS 

scholarship with natural science disciplines, highlighting a fundamental 

incongruity between HASS values and prevailing impact metrics (see, for example: 

Archambault and Larivière; Reale et al.). Additionally, they point out the inherent 

challenges in defining and quantifying impacts and criticise the excessive reliance 

on econometric models as a standard of relevance (Belfiore and Bennett; 

Benneworth).  
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HASS scholars highlight several critical flaws in impact analysis that lead to 

perverse outcomes, particularly the funding models that disproportionately 

favour STEM research. These models encourage a focus on projects that promise 

immediate benefits and clear market results, often at the expense of research with 

potentially greater long-term significance and intellectual depth. This emphasis on 

short-term gains and marketable outcomes constrains the scope of research and 

neglects more complex, nuanced studies that could offer substantial contributions 

over time (see, for example: Bulaitis; Doidge et al.; Pedersen et al.; Pike). There is 

also the concern that impact assessments encourage a utilitarian view of research, 

where the value of academic work is judged primarily by its direct contributions 

to economic growth or to addressing specific societal problems. This perspective 

can undermine blue-sky, pure research and critical studies, which tend to 

predominate in HASS, which do not have immediate practical applications but are 

vital for the comprehensive development of knowledge. Other arguments against 

imposing these kinds of valuation and impact assessments on HASS highlight the 

way the pressure to produce measurable impacts can limit academic freedom, 

pushing scholars to pursue research topics that are likely to yield quantifiable 

outcomes rather than those driven by curiosity or societal necessity (see, for 

example: Chubb and Reed; Doidge et al.; Holbrook). These and many other 

concerns are consistently raised in discussions aiming to moderate the 

expectations of impact assessments and to call into question the relevance and 

insistence on a direct return on investment for funding research and education in 

the Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences. 

 

Despite the expressed concern by many scholars on the possibility and relevance 

of economic valuation of tertiary HASS research, an increasing number of efforts 

have begun to engage in valuation exercises, especially in regard the valuation of 

HASS teaching, leveraging the expertise of major economic and consulting firms 

to translate HASS education into economically understood terms. Notably, these 

influential policy research and consulting entities significantly shape public policy 

through their research and strategic consulting services, impacting government 

decisions across various sectors, including higher education. However, they face 

criticism for potential conflicts of interest, concerns about the objectivity, quality, 

and methodological rigor of their research, as well as the influence of funding on 

academic priorities. One of the earliest such attempts, commissioned by the 

University of Cambridge, RAND Corporation’s Report (Levitt et al.) recognises the 

challenges of assessing impacts in HASS but makes suggestions for how economic 

modelling might be adjusted to do so. It suggests modifications to the Payback 

Framework to evaluate scholarly impacts through diverse means. These include 

both research measures that contribute to useable resources or influence policy, 

and education measures that value educational outcomes and enhancing public 

engagement. The report’s case studies, in particular, highlight the strength of HASS 

in these areas (Doige et al. 1132; Levitt et al. 46). 



doi: 10.56449/14619327 Australian Humanities Review (February 2025) 223 

 

KPMG’s 2018 (Parker et al.) report Re-imagining Tertiary Education: From Binary 

System to Ecosystem is another such attempt to highlight educational impacts. 

While not focusing on HASS exclusively, it highlights the importance of HASS to 

building and maintaining civil society and models value statements for forms of 

education like HASS that are not ‘purely instrumental but do have important social 

purpose’ (17). Another is Price Waterhouse Cooper’s (PWC) Lifelong Skill report 

in 2018. It makes passing reference to HASS by emphasising the importance of soft 

skills such as critical thinking, open-mindedness, and both written and oral 

communication—skills highly valued by employers. In a report commissioned by 

the UK’s Arts and Human Research Council (AHRC), PWC conducted an economic 

valuation that foregrounded both the economic and civil capital of humanities 

research and teaching; noting that excellence in humanities research drives 

tertiary jobs and income-generating student places, as well as cultural industries, 

suggesting a £1.10 return for every pound invested in the humanities (34).  

 

In the Australian context, the Deloitte Access Economics 2018 Value of the 

Humanities report is the most comprehensive consultancy-generated 

investigation into the value of HASS. It, too, emphasises the value of HASS 

education. The report emphasises the significant benefits HASS graduates bring to 

the labour market, particularly highlighting their transferable skills such as critical 

thinking, communication, and problem-solving. These skills, vital in addressing 

complex societal challenges, align well with the needs of non-market industries 

like the public sector and enhance economic productivity through higher labour 

force participation and wage premiums they can command. Furthermore, Deloitte 

Access Economics argue, humanities education contributes to business practices 

and governance reforms, underlining the economic impact and adaptability of 

humanities graduates have in a rapidly changing job market.  

 

The Deloitte report foregrounds the way that both humanities research and 

teaching in the tertiary sector plays a crucial role in society by enhancing 

awareness, encouraging engagement, and shaping both policy development and 

cultural change. Both HASS research and teaching, it argues, lead to significant 

societal benefits, including improved health outcomes, policy reforms, and 

cultural innovation. These contributions are often amplified through media 

exposure and collaborations with other research entities and policy-making 

bodies, further extending the influence and reach of humanities research in 

addressing contemporary challenges and enriching public and academic 

discourse. 

 

The Deloitte report also underscores the substantial benefits that humanities 

graduates bring to the workforce and communities, highlighting their high levels 

of job satisfaction, which at 86 percent surpasses all other industries. Additionally, 
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these graduates exhibit a greater propensity for workforce participation, standing 

3.8 percent above the average (Deloitte 7). Furthermore, Deloitte demonstrates 

the impact of significant pro-social values in humanities graduates, which are 

evident in their high levels of civic engagement, including the values of trust and 

trustworthiness, active participation in voting and political arenas, and 

commitment to volunteerism. These attributes not only contribute to graduates’ 

personal well-being but also enhance their communities.  

 

Although the Deloitte report acknowledges changes in the labour market, it 

provides insufficient evidence to demonstrate how these shifts are influencing 

hiring practices within, for example, major industries, where many HASS 

graduates find employment. This gap highlights the necessity for more detailed 

research to examine how and whether large institutional employers are adapting 

their recruitment strategies to capitalise on the unique skills of HASS graduates. 

Understanding this alignment is an opportunity for assessing impact of these 

graduates in key sectors of the economy. Furthermore, the Deloitte report was 

commissioned for Macquarie University, and while it attempts to adjust for factors 

like regionality and remoteness, no existing study yet exists that focuses on the 

value of HASS education in regional Australia. 

 

In summary, the discourse surrounding the valuation of HASS contrasts their 

intrinsic worth, that is, their inherent value and value in their own right, against 

the need to express their value in economic terms in ways that are typically 

required by funders, policymakers, stakeholders, and increasingly by 

governments. While the reluctance of HASS scholars to adopt economic metrics is 

understandable, we argue that HASS sector must move beyond its entrenched 

reluctance to engage with the tools of economic analysis and embrace their 

economist colleagues. Even international consulting firms have attempted to 

provide analyses comprehensible to policymakers. This leaves the valuing of the 

regional humanities, which appear to be under increasing threat (Kuttainen) 

particularly vulnerable.  

 

In an era focused on metrics of economic development and societal impact, it is 

imperative for HASS to proactively employ economic measures to advocate for the 

support needed to ensure these disciplines thrive and contribute meaningfully to 

public policy, especially in regional communities. It serves the interests of the 

community, students, and scholars to do so. Active data collection initiatives in 

Australia, such as the QILT research, highlight the significance of these metrics. So 

too can research reports such as the Mapping Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences 

in Australia developed by Graeme Turner and Kylie Brass (2014). Implementing 

such approaches can substantially influence future policy decisions, benefiting 

HASS scholarship, students, and the community at large. This approach can secure 

their relevance and sustainability by aligning their intrinsic values with 
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quantifiable impacts that resonate within current policy frameworks, making 

them comprehensible to policymakers, university administrators, and industry 

leaders. 

 

Attributing Value 

Much of the critique in the HASS sector on economic valuation focuses on the 

question whether its output can be monetised. This leaves other elements of the 

valuation exercise (for example, value attribution, spatial heterogeneity and non-

person related, inherent value) aside. We will explore the importance of these 

elements to demonstrate alternative methods for attributing value that have not 

been considered. 

 

The HASS sector intends to understand the world and our place in it through 

research and teaching. To illustrate value attribution methods, we focus on the 

second component, the economic value of which, is difficult to gage. This valuation 

process contains two elements (value creation and value attribution), which both 

cause empirical challenges for at least two reasons. 

 

First, as alluded to already, much of the value creation is inherently complex to 

quantify economically. This complexity often leads researchers to exclude 

complex-to-measure value from the valuation analysis, de facto assuming complex 

value has zero or limited economic value. The literature is quite explicit about this 

concern (see, for example: Olmos-Peñuela et al; Benneworth; Bate). 

 

Second, even if we acknowledge the first concern and the complexities of 

economic valuation applied to HASS scholarship, we must select appropriate 

methods to establish to what extent identified value creation is attributable to 

HASS education, which is the gist of this essay.  

 

It is important to note that the approach taken here highlights that students in the 

Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences (HASS) are Bachelor of Arts (BA) students. 

Given the constraints faced by regional universities and their smaller course 

offerings, it is common for BA students to pursue a broader range of disciplinary 

studies to fulfill core and elective course requirements for degree completion. For 

the purposes of the proposed methodology, a HASS student within the Bachelor of 

Arts may also be enrolled in classes such as journalism, marketing, business, law, 

education or social work.   

 

From a theoretical perspective value created by HASS education is (by definition) 

attributable to HASS education, hence there is no need to differentiate between 

the two concepts. However, an empirical setting may obfuscate the boundaries 

between both concepts. 
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As a running example in this section, we focus on a HASS student completing a 

Bachelor of Arts degree through which they will augment their critical thinking 

skills (typically measured as a stock variable at degree completion), which, as 

highlighted earlier (AHRC 15; Deloitte 8; Hazelkorn et al. 61) is a common claim of 

universities offering a Bachelor of Arts degree.2 Equally relevant as the question 

how to measure the economic value of those skills (value creation), is the question 

to what extent these skills are attributable to degree completion (value 

attribution).  

 

Assuming they are fully attributable to degree completion, for example, implies 

that the student: 

 

a) had no critical thinking skills before they commenced the Bachelor of 

Arts and,  

b) would not have developed critical thinking skills through other 

pathways, which they may have traversed, had they not completed 

a Bachelor of Arts. 

 

Both assumptions are likely untenable and may distort the valuation exercise even 

if we manage to establish what elements produce and how to measure that value 

economically. 

 

Consequently, we need a methodology that relaxes both assumptions. Figure 1 

highlights the characteristics that such a methodology must have. The figure 

represents a person’s life trajectory, who arrives at a crossroad (the black dot in 

Figure 1), when they must decide to complete a Bachelor of Arts or pursue an 

alternative pathway.  

 

If they opt to study a Bachelor of Arts, assume they will produce a bundle of value 

(for example, critical thinking skills) gaged at $x during their lifetime (still assume 

we manage to establish what is of value and how to measure it). The bundle 

contains value that is both attributable and non-attributable to completing the 

Bachelor of Arts. 

 

If, at the same crossroad, the person chose to pursue an alternative pathway 

instead, assume they will produce a bundle of value gaged at $y during their 

lifetime. The bundle valued at $y contains value that is exclusively non-

attributable to completing the Bachelor of Arts. The difference then between $x 

and $y is the value exclusively created by completing the Bachelor of Arts. 

 
2 For ease of argument, we assume that every student that starts a Bachelor of Arts degree will 
complete it. That is of course not true, with ramifications for the valuation exercise. However, 
these ramifications are not the focus of this essay, but certainly worthwhile further research. 
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This methodology is resistant to the two assumptions discussed earlier. That is, 

comparing two alternative life trajectories for the same person differences out 

critical thinking skills the person may have developed when arriving at the 

crossroad and since this methodology explicitly accounts for the alternative life 

trajectory, it also addresses the second assumption regarding attributability. 

 

However, we can only observe one of the two trajectories (the person either chose 

to study the Bachelor of Arts or they did not), rendering application of this 

approach in its strictest sense impossible. This is known as the ‘problem of the 

counterfactual’. 

 

 

Figure 1. Life trajectory 

 

 
 

 

Researchers have developed applicable methodologies, which approximate the 

above approach, which we will discuss briefly. 

 

These methodologies rely on similar strategies: if the counterfactual is 

unobservable then we must compare observable pathways of at least two persons, 

one of whom completed a Bachelor of Arts and the other pursued the alternative 

life trajectory. Crucially, the determinants of the decision to complete the Bachelor 

of Arts should not be determinants of the outcome variable (critical thinking 

skills). To illustrate, Giri and Paily (2021) show that instructing scientific 

argumentation methods builds critical thinking skills in secondary school 

students. If students who were instructed in scientific argumentation methods at 

secondary school are also more likely to study a Bachelor of Arts, then the critical 

thinking skills that Bachelor of Arts graduates have are partially a result of 

completing the degree and partially a result of persons with high critical thinking 

skills self-selecting into a Bachelor of Arts.3 We need a methodology that controls 

 
3 Anecdotally, students entering HASS education are less likely to have had exposure to natural 
sciences at secondary school but are considered to have better critical thinking skills, suggesting 
other selection processes into HASS education exist, which may further entangle determinants of 
degree choice and outcome variables. 

B. Arts Value $x 

Value $y 

Life trajectory 
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for the latter, which is successful if the decision to complete a Bachelor of Arts and 

the development of critical thinking skills are independent processes. 

 

Beyond a random control trial (it would be hard to ethically justify withholding a 

group of students the right to study a Bachelor of Arts and do so for the three years 

duration of a Bachelor of Arts degree), there are two methodologies that satisfy 

the independence condition in different ways; natural experiments and quasi-

experimental settings.  

 

Where a random control trial is likely unfeasible, a situation may occur in which 

the conditions of a random control trial arise naturally such as a changed policy 

environment (that is, a natural experiment). Circumstances on either side of the 

policy change may cause persons in pre-policy change conditions to make a 

different choice than in the post-policy change environment. For example, take the 

changes to student contributions to tertiary studies in the society and culture 

discipline that were legislated in 2021. 4  Differences in life trajectories of pre-

policy change students to similar students post-policy change, where the policy 

change causes students to no longer study a Bachelor of Arts, can be validly 

attributed to completing the degree. However, it will be difficult to identify groups 

of students who alter their study plans, challenging the applicability of this 

methodology. 

 

Alternatively, researchers can rely on quasi-experimental settings, such as 

‘difference-in-differences’, ‘regression discontinuity’, ‘instrumental variable’, and 

‘matching-estimator’ designs. We focus on the latter as it is most suited to gaging 

the value of completing a Bachelor of Arts. 

 

A matching-estimator setting consists of two stages. In stage one, the researcher 

predicts the likelihood of a person choosing to complete a Bachelor of Arts 

(regardless of whether the person chooses to complete the degree) based on the 

(shared) determinants of choosing to study a Bachelor of Arts and the 

development process of critical thinking skills. Then in stage two, the researcher 

compares critical thinking skills of two persons with similar a-priori likelihood of 

choosing to complete a Bachelor of Arts, however, one person did study the 

degree, whereas the other took the alternative pathway. The decision to choose to 

complete the degree and the development process of critical thinking skills are 

now conditionally independent, that is, they reason why the two compared 

persons chose different pathways is independent of the development of critical 

thinking skills. 

 

 
4 Refer to the changes made to student contributions at <http://www.education.gov.au/job-
ready>. 

http://www.education.gov.au/job-ready
http://www.education.gov.au/job-ready
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The application of a matching-estimator design is data hungry. The set of shared 

determinants of choosing to complete a Bachelor of Arts and the development 

process of critical thinking skills may be large (and not necessarily observable), all 

of which need to be controlled for (or matched) to causally estimate the effect of 

completing a Bachelor of Arts on critical thinking skills. 

 

We are not aware of a study using a matching-estimator design to establish the 

value of HASS education. However, applications in the field of education exist. For 

example, Thomas (2019) applied a matching-estimator design to establish the 

value of flexible learning organisations (FLOs), which reengage students that 

disenfranchise from Australian mainstream schools. Thomas uses Longitudinal 

Surveys of Australian Youth data, which follows about 10,000 students from age 

15 through to age 25 annually. The study identified a group of students who are 

not in employment, education or training (NEET) at age 15 to 17 (NEET 15-17) 

and a group of students who, in terms of characteristics relevant to 

disenfranchisement, resemble, but who are in employment, education or training 

at age 15 to 17 (Non-NEET 15-17). Thomas modelled the former group as students 

who have disenfranchised from mainstream school and have not benefited from 

FLO participation. He modelled the latter group as students who have 

disenfranchised from mainstream school (or at least had all the characteristics to 

disenfranchise) and benefited from FLO participation. The findings suggest that 

FLO participants fare better in terms of NEET status at age 23/24 (ten percent 

point difference) than the non-participants. 

 

We depict this analysis in Figure 2, which shows the two pathways that this 

method takes explicitly into consideration: the actual and predicted alternative 

pathways. The effect attributable to FLO participation is the difference between 

the two pathways. 

 

 

Figure 2. Value attribution to Flexible Learning Organisations 
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We assert that a similar approach may be applied to determining economic value 

of HASS education, measuring the differences between those in HASS and those 

not in HASS.  

 

Spatial Heterogeneity 

The Thomas study offers interesting parallels to the economic valuation in HASS 

studies because it can be readily applied to regional contexts with relative ease. 

Since the outcomes achieved in the actual and the alternative pathway may 

depend on the regional setting in which they occur, the value of a Bachelor of Arts 

is likely to be spatially heterogeneous—a feature that is rarely recognised in 

valuation exercises. 

 

For example, King et al. (15) show that first-in-family students are more likely to 

study the disciplines of nursing, education, management and commerce, society 

and culture (including a Bachelor of Arts). Therefore, as Patfield suggest, the 

alternative pathway to studying a Bachelor of Arts is more likely to not include 

tertiary education for first-in-family students, of which there are (far) more in 

regional Australia (‘They don’t expect’). Consequently, the alternative pathway of 

a metropolitan student completing a Bachelor of Arts may look quite different 

from the alternative pathway of a regional Bachelor of Arts student. 

 

Additionally, if the share of the workforce with university education is lower in the 

regions (which the first-in-family data suggest), then critical thinking skills are in 

relative strong demand in the regions, raising the value of completing a Bachelor 

of Arts degree accordingly (in terms of employment opportunities). That is, the 

value of the chosen pathway may be spatially dependent.  

 

Both reasons justify a regional breakdown of a valuation exercise, rather than a 

one-size-fits-all estimate of the value of a Bachelor of Arts. 

 

Researchers wishing to attribute value to a public service must (most likely) rely 

on a quasi-experimental setting. Such a strategy has several shortcomings, and we 

will focus on two: longitudinal data requirements and partial-equilibrium 

analysis. 

 

Longitudinal Data Requirements 

The researcher that wishes to gage the value of completing a Bachelor of Arts must 

follow the graduate throughout their life. Consequently, not only does the 

researcher need cross-sectional data (which covers a broad range of shared 
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determinants), but also longitudinal data to sufficiently cover life trajectories, i.e., 

the researcher needs panel-data. 

 

Since there are hardly any (if any) panel-data sets that cover complete life 

trajectories, researchers must revert to second-best solutions. They typically 

employ stepping-stone outcome variables. In our running example, we used 

critical thinking skills as an outcome variable. It is a variable that is measurable at 

degree completion. Researchers have linked critical thinking skills to improved 

labour market outcomes (for example: Deloitte; Doidge et al.; Parker et al.). Hence, 

we can use insights from these studies to apply the attributable increase in critical 

thinking skills as a result of completing a Bachelor of Arts as a stepping stone to 

map out value in the labour market of completing a Bachelor of Arts (for example, 

additional lifetime wages, income tax, and savings on unemployment benefit 

payments). 

 

The shortcoming of this approach is that using stepping-stone (for example, 

critical thinking skills) rather than final-outcome variables (for example, labour 

market outcomes) introduces noise between the treatment variable (completion 

of a Bachelor of Arts) and outcome (for example, labour market outcomes). The 

lack of sufficiently long panel-data sets makes this shortcoming unavoidable.  

 

Partial Equilibrium Analysis 

Value attributed to a public service using random control trials, natural 

experiments, or quasi-experimental settings produce person-related value. For 

example, the person who completed the Bachelor of Arts (rather than the 

alternative pathway), gains additional critical thinking skills which led to higher 

lifetime wages, and higher income tax and savings on unemployment benefit 

payments. The first value falls to the person, the latter two to society, but all three 

are related to the person, who chose to complete the Bachelor of Arts rather than 

an alternative pathway. 

 

However, a person completing the Bachelor of Arts degree may also produce value 

that supersedes person-related value. Some of this value may improve sense-

making or enrich experience, which will lead to human flourishing (see, for 

example: Lomas; Tay et al.), but is hard to link to economic indicators and 

therefore left out of the analysis as argued earlier. Another part of the value that 

supersedes person-related value can be quantified, and this matters for regional 

graduates. 

 

We give three examples, where regionality enhances value. First, think a firm that 

is making a locational choice. It will consider the availability of suitably qualified 

personnel in the region. A Bachelor of Arts program in the region, which provides 
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a pool of workers with critical thinking skills, may persuade the firm to locate in 

the region, providing employment opportunities in the region (and not only to the 

Bachelor of Arts graduates). Agglomeration effects may induce other firms to 

locate nearby. Second, think a council government. The quality of decision making 

in council government depends upon, among other things, the critical thinking 

skills of its councillors and staff. A Bachelor of Arts program in the region provides 

a pool of workers with critical thinking skills, which—if employed in council—

improves local public service provision of workers who have local knowledge and 

expertise. Third, think a public sector agency that fulfils an essential service in a 

region (that is, cannot leave). In absence of suitably qualified personnel (which the 

presence of HASS education in the region may provide), such an agency will face 

significant training costs and likely recruitment costs to deal with staff turnover.  

 

The value created in the above three examples is not included in random control 

trials, natural experiments and/or quasi-experimental settings, because they 

focus on how the completion of the Bachelor of Arts benefits the graduate. In 

economics, this is called ‘partial-equilibrium analysis’, that is, the analysis focuses 

on a part of the economy (assuming no wider effects). 

 

If benefits extend beyond the person (the presence of Bachelor of Arts graduates 

affects locational choice of firms, improves government decision making and 

reduces training/recruitment cost), the researcher must cast their net wider when 

assessing the value of a Bachelor of Arts program. Since these wider effects are 

likely to be region-specific, another source of spatial heterogeneity emerges, 

which necessitates a regional breakdown. 

 

Conclusions  

In an era dominated by economic metrics, the humanities and social sciences 

(HASS) sector must engage with economic valuation to demonstrate their value 

and secure funding. Despite resistance from HASS scholars, such valuation is 

crucial for influencing policy decisions and ensuring the sustainability of these 

disciplines. The concern is especially acute for regional areas. 

 

Whilst some HASS scholars critique the underlying assumption of economic 

metrics that value can be quantified (for example: Belfiore; Olmos-Peñuela et al.) 

and others have developed models to articulate where HASS produces value 

(Lomas; Tay et al.), this article—acknowledging the above—focuses on the 

methods used in economic value attribution. Our exploration of methods to 

attribute economic value to HASS education highlights the complexity of this task. 

The proposed methodology, which compares life trajectories of graduates with 

alternative pathways, attempts to address the inherent challenges of attributing 

value to HASS education. Additionally, by recognising the spatial heterogeneity 
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and regional differences in value creation, this approach provides a more nuanced 

understanding of the economic impact of HASS degrees to regional contexts. 

 

The analysis underscores the importance of collecting detailed longitudinal data 

to capture the life trajectories of HASS graduates. While this data is currently 

limited, employing stepping-stone outcome variables like critical thinking skills 

can provide valuable insights into the broader economic impacts of HASS 

education. 

 

Moreover, the partial-equilibrium analysis traditionally used in economic 

valuation may overlook broader societal benefits, particularly in regional contexts. 

HASS education contributes not only to individual graduates but also to regional 

development, public service quality, and local economies. Recognising these wider 

effects emphasises the necessity of a regional breakdown in valuation exercises to 

capture the full spectrum of benefits provided by HASS education. 

 

While economic valuation of HASS education presents significant challenges, it is 

crucial for demonstrating the sector’s value in the fiscally constrained 

environments of the foreseeable future. By adopting robust methodologies and 

embracing economic analysis, HASS scholars can better advocate for their 

disciplines, ensuring their continued relevance and support. This proactive 

engagement will not only benefit individual students and scholars but also 

enhance the regional communities in which they live and contribute to the broader 

societal good. 
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