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Angus Campbell, in The Sense of Well-Being in America (1981) found 

that those who attended college but did not complete a four-year college pro- 

gram had higher levels of dissatisfaction with their education, their jobs, 

and themselves than either high school graduates who never attended college or 

college graduates. He credited this distress to a gap between aspirations and 

expectations or actual attainments (campbell, 1981, pp. 60-63, 118-119, 216- 

217, 242). He observed: 

The case of those people who went to college but did not complete a 
degree is particularly interesting. Many of them must have gone 
with hopes of completing a four-year degree. Their college experi- 
ence might be expected to strengthen their aspirations to the 
occupational, economic, and social goals they see associated with a 
college degree. When for whatever reason they drop out of college, 
they are left with a particularly acute sense of falling short of 
their goal and the attendant feelings of dissatisfaction. (pp. 61- 
62) 

They (those with a partial college education) have been exposed to a 
long period of formal education which must have broadened their 
perceptions of occupational options and raised their job aspira- 
tions. Relatively few of these men will be able to enter the pro- 
fessions or other prestigious occupations, however, and this is 
likely to leave them in the situation of achieving considerably less 
than they aspire to. (p. 119) 

Campbell did not single out how college dropouts did on other satisfactions 

and related items but it appears that he did not find a similar pattern on 

satisfaction with the United States, marital happiness, or family satisfaction 

and the associations with happiness and satisfaction with friends are not dis- 

cussed. 

We attempted to replicate and extend Campbell's work on the psycho- 

logical strain caused by dropping out of college by using the General Social 

Surveys, 1972-1980. The General Social Surveys are eight independent cross- 

sections of the adult, noninstitutional population of the contiguous United 

States. The data were collected by the National Opinion Research Center and 

funded by the National Science Foundation. The merged or cumulative data set 



is employed in this analysis. We created seven educational groups: (1) less 

than high school education, (2) high school graduates with no college, 

(3 )  high school graduates with some college but no college degrees, 

( 4 )  associate degree holders, (5) bachelor degree holders, ( 6 )  bachelor degree 

holders with five or more years of college but no graduate degree, and 

(7) graduate degree holders. The third group in our categorization probably 

corresponds most closely to Campbell's college dropouts although we can not 

tell how he treated those with associate degrees. Our sixth group, roughly 

graduate dropouts, are a second group that might be expected to suffer similar 

psychological distress as the undergraduate dropouts focused on by Campbell. 

To measure the psychological well-being and socio-psychological attitudes of 

each educational group, we used one measure of global well-being, general 

happiness (HAPPY), and one conditional measure, marital happiness (HAPMAR) . 
Sat is fact ion on six life domains, friends ( SATFRND) , family ( SATFAM) , leisure 
time (SATHOBBY), local community (SATCITY), personal finances (SATFIN), and 

occupation (SATJOB) were used. In addition, a second measure of job satisfac- 

tion, willing to continue working is financially independent (RICHWORK) , was 
also employed. Also, three anomia items from the Srole scale were used: 

believing the lot of the common man was getting worse (ANOMIA~), concern about 

having children given state of the world (ANOMIAG), and alienation towards 

government officials (ANoMIA~). To tap attitudes towards the educational 

system, we had a rating of confidence in the people running education 

(CONEDUC) and an item concerning whether educational spending should be 

increased, decreased, or maintained (NATEDUC). These measures cover approx- 

imately the same domains that Campbell reported on, satisfaction with job, 

self, and own education, and related areas. 



The evidence in Table 1 shows little support for Campbell's descrip- 

tion of college dropouts as psychologically distressed. In 10 of 15 instances 

there's a monotonic increase from high school graduates to undergraduate drop- 

outs to holders of four-year degrees. Two satisfaction items, family and 

friends, show the predicted dip but Campbell had not reported such associ- 

ations for these domains. Neither of our job satisfaction measures showed 

lower contentment as reported. Nor is there evidence of lower self- 

satisfaction from the anomia and well-being measures. 

Confidence in educational leaders was less for college dropouts but 

the differences were quite small. In addition, the data suggest a curvilinear 

association between confidence and educational level which would mean that the 

lower level of confidence was not actually out of line. Spending for educa- 

tion also shows some irregularity with support for more spending being higher 

for college dropouts.' Finally, one item, general happiness, showed the same 

level of happiness for high school graduates and undergraduate dropouts, with 

higher happiness for those with college degrees. In sum, the data show little 

support for Campbell's hypothesis of the distressed college dropout. Most 

items show no disjuncture and where a higher level of distress or dissatis- 

faction is indicated, the differences are usually quite modest. A one-way 

analysis of variance showed only four items deviated significantly from 

linearity (and two of these still have monotonic relationships) and the 

2 2  2 
average percent of explained variance due to non-linearity (eta -r /eta ) was 

only 25 percent. Overall, averaging across the 13 well-being, satisfaction, 

and socio-psychological items, the mean proportion with positive responses 

increases steadily from .362 for those with less than high school to .422 for 

'previous research indicates that those with low confidence tended to 
consist to two distinct types: those favoring more spending and those 
favoring less spending (Smith, 1981). 
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h igh  school  graduates ,  .454 f o r  undergraduate dropouts,  .478 f o r  a s soc i a t e  

degrees,  and .511 f o r  bachelor  degrees.  

Among graduate  dropouts ,  however, we observe a c l e a r  d i s junc tu re  simi- 

l a r  t o  t h a t  which Campbell descr ibed  f o r  co l l ege  dropouts.  On only two of our 

15 measures do monotonic r e l a t i o n s h i p s  appear between bachelors ,  graduate  

dropouts ,  and graduate  degree ho lde r s .  I n  add i t i on ,  many of t h e  decreases  a r e  

q u i t e  pronounced. Job s a t i s f a c t i o n  i s  4.5 percentage p o i n t s  below bachelors  

and 17.5 percentage p o i n t s  below graduate  degree holders .  Anomia on two of 

t h e  th ree  measures i s  9 t o  17 percentage po in t s  h igher .  Confidence i n  educa- 

t i o n  i s  o f f  by 7 t o  10 percentage po in t s .  The a n a l y s i s  of va r i ance  showed 

seven s i g n i f i c a n t  dev ia t ions  from l i n e a r i t y  with t h e  mean explained var iance  

due t o  non- l inear i ty  of  64 percent .  Overa l l ,  among t h e  13 social-psycho- 

l o g i c a l  measures t he  mean p o s i t i v e  responses average .511 f o r  bachelor  

degrees,  .482 f o r  graduate  dropouts ,  and .542 f o r  graduate  degree holders .  

Even among the  graduate  dropouts we found v a r i a t i o n  from Campbell's 

suggest ion t h a t  t he  d i s t r e s s  came from the  i n a b i l i t y  of dropouts  t o  achieve a s  

much m a t e r i a l  and s t a t u s  rewards. It i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  c o l l e g e  and graduate  

dropouts a r e  not  a b l e  t o  o b t a i n  a s  much rewards a s  t hose  who completed t h e i r  

educa t iona l  programs, b u t  they do o b t a i n  more rewards than  those  who never 

en tered  c o l l e g e  o r  graduate  school .  Both occupat iona l  p r e s t i g e  and family 

income inc reases  monotonically ac ros s  educa t iona l  groups. The mean Hodge- 

Siegel-Rossi occupat iona l  p r e s t i g e  score  r i s e s  from 30.9 among those  wi th  l e s s  

than a h igh  school educa t ion  t o  37.6, 42.5, 45.6, 51.8, 53.7, and 60.6 among 

those  wi th  graduate  degrees.  The family income l e v e l  ( g r o s s  income coded i n t o  

12 c a t e g o r i e s  from l e s s  than  $1,000 t o  $25,000+) r i s e s  from 6.4 t o  8.6, 8.8, 

9.2, 9.6, 9.7, and 10.2. Psychologica l ly  t hese  p a r t i a l  ga ins  may no t  be  

enough, of  course,  i f  a s p i r a t i o n s  were r a i s e d  t o  t h e  n e x t  degree l e v e l  while 
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a t ta inment ,  while  increas ing ,  d id  not  match t h e  a n t i c i p a t e d  l e v e l .  But we s e e  

t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  d e f i n i t e  increases  i n  s t a t u s  and income assoc ia ted  wi th  p a r t i a l  

co l l ege  and graduate  education. 

W e  a r e  l e f t  wi th  t h e  problem of expla in ing  why d i s t r e s s  i s  ev ident  f o r  

graduate  dropouts b u t  no t  f o r  t h e i r  undergraduate counterpar t s .2  We specu la t e  

t h a t  t he  sense of f a i l u r e  might be g r e a t e r  and more enduring among graduate  

dropouts.  For many, a bachelor ' s  degree was perhaps only an  educa t iona l  goa l  

with no d e f i n i t e  and d i r e c t  a s soc i a t ion  t o  a s p e c i f i c  ca ree r .  I n  add i t i on ,  

most ca ree r s  open by a bachelor ' s  degree would be  obta inable  by those  wi th  a 

p a r t i a l  c o l l e g e  educat ion.  Many of those e n t e r i n g  graduate  o r  p ro fe s s iona l  

school  probably had a very  narrow c a r e e r  goa l  (doc tor ,  lawyer, p ro fe s so r ,  

e t c . )  t h a t  could not  be  obtained without  completion of the  graduate  program. 

This f a i l u r e  would cause a permanent c a r e e r  detour .  Even yea r s  l a t e r  a person 

might r e g r e t  no t  having been ab le  t o  fo l low h i s  o r i g i n a l  c a r e e r  path and t h i s  

might we l l  show up i n  g r e a t e r  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  wi th  many domains of l i f e ,  more 

anomia, and a l ack  of confidence i n  t h e  educa t iona l  establ ishment .  

While we found l i t t l e  support f o r  Campbell's observa t ion  t h a t  under- 

graduate  dropouts  s u f f e r  genera l  d i s t r e s s ,  we found s t rong  evidence t h a t  such 

a process  was ope ra t ing  among graduate  dropouts .  We b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h i s  condi- 

t i o n  p r e v a i l s  among t h e  l a t e r  because t h e  f a i l u r e  i s  l i k e l y  t o  have a more 

d i r e c t  and enduring impact on ca ree r s .  Aspi ra t ions  f o r  s p e c i f i c  c a r e e r s  were 

s e t  by t h e  graduate  school  l e v e l  and many of t h e s e  c a r e e r s  could no t  be  

followed wi thout  completion of a graduate- level  program. The r e s u l t  of t h i s  

c a r e e r  blockage appears  t o  be  lower psychological  well-being, more anomia, and 

l e s s  confidence i n  l eade r s  of educat ion.  

2 ~ e  checked t o  s e e  i f  many of t h e  dropouts ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a t  t h e  graduate  
l e v e l ,  were s t i l l  s t uden t s .  Only a few were and the  l e v e l  was s i m i l a r  f o r  
each c o l l e g e  l e v e l  educa t ion  group. 



TABLE 1 

SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATIONS AND ASSESSMENTS OF EDUCATION BY LEVEL OF SCHOOLING 

I Level of Schooling 
I Bachelor's 

I Degree 

Item 

Proportion: 

Less High Some with 5 or 
than School College Associate Bachelor's More Years Graduate 
High Graduate No Degree Degree Degree of College; Degree 
School No Graduate 

HAPPY (very) .. .. 
HAPMAR (very) ... 
SATJOB (very) ... 
RICHWORK (stay) . 
SATFIN (Sat.) ... 
SATFAM 
(very great) .. 

SATCITY 
(very great) . . 

SATHOBBY 
(Very great) . . 

SATFRND 
(Very great) .. 

LIFE 
(Exciting) .... 

ANOMIA5 
 isag agree) . . . . 

ANOMIA6 
(Disagree) .... 

ANOMIA7 
 isag agree) .... 

NATEDUC 
(TOO little) .. 
(About right) . 

CONEDUC 
 reat at deal) . . 

SOURCE: Cumulative 1972-1978, 1980 GSS. 
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