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Foreword

Education at a Glance is one of the OECD’s yearly 
flagship publications. It provides an authoritative 
compendium of statistics on education systems in OECD 
countries. This Spotlight draws from Education at a 
Glance 2022 data with the aim of providing the reader 
a snapshot of the state of play in tertiary education 
through data available at the education system level. 

The image of the sector drawn by the data is intriguing. 
It shows that the rapid expansion of tertiary education 
continues. This both reflects and drives the development 
of our knowledge societies that require highly skilled 
people. The good news for the sector is that the benefits 
of tertiary education for individuals and societies remain 
clear, and take many forms, despite the expansion of 
and continued public debate about the relevance of 
tertiary education in a quickly evolving labour market. 

These averages, however, often hide a significant 
variation. For example, divisions in tertiary education 
attainment between countries, men and women, as 
well as rural and urban areas, lead to questions about 
equity and inclusion and may hamper balanced 
economic development. Similarly, while tertiary 
education attainment has grown, completion rates are 
quite modest in some cases, with the OECD average 
remaining at 38% of students who entered a bachelor’s 
programme graduating from that or another bachelor’s 
programme by the end of the theoretical duration of the 
programme. There are many reasons for students not 
completing their studies. But this still requires attention 
because it raises questions about the quality of teaching 
and student support, as well as productivity of the sector 
at a time when tertiary education faces ever-increasing 
competition for limited public funding; the public, 
contributing to its funding through private means, will 
want value for money.

Specific sections on how tertiary education has 
responded to two recent major crises – the COVID-19 
pandemic and the Russian war in Ukraine – are included 
in this Spotlight. In both cases, the sector has shown its 
resilience and capacity to quickly respond to changing 
circumstances. All the more so given that the examples 
provided in this Spotlight are not exhaustive as they 
largely focus on national responses and measures 
taken. Tertiary education is typically defined by high 
levels of institutional autonomy, which means that in 
many aspects the responses have been decided on at 
the institutional level.

One major question pending is what the long-term 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tertiary 
education will be. While online learning was already 
being used in tertiary education before the pandemic, 
there is a widespread consensus that the key legacy of 
the pandemic will be enhanced use of opportunities 
provided by advances made in using digital tools. 
Interestingly, even the pandemic did not stop the growth 
of international mobility in tertiary education, but what 
will international mobility look like in the future? And 
finally, while some studies exist already looking into 
the impact of the pandemic on learning results and 
educational attainment, this is an area that requires 
further attention in the next steps. 

It is hoped that the data presented in this Spotlight will 
be used to inform discussion on how tertiary education 
and its outcomes will need to evolve to ensure that 
they support economic recovery and growth, as well 
as respond to the personal needs of growing and 
diversifying student populations. This kind of dialogue 
involving all stakeholders is essential for tertiary 
education to attract talent and also to ensure the value 
added of qualifications in the future.
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Highlights

Trends and facts in tertiary education
 » Tertiary attainment has been increasing strongly 

across OECD countries in recent decades. Between 
2000 and 2021, the share of 25-34 year-olds with 
tertiary education has increased by 20 percentage 
points, from 27% to 48%. 

 » Among 25-34 year-olds, the average share of 
women with tertiary attainment is 53%, 12 percentage 
points higher than the share for men (41%). A notable 
pattern in many countries is exceptionally high tertiary 
attainment levels in the region that is home to the 
capital (which is often the largest city of a country). 

 » International student mobility has been expanding 
consistently over the past 20 years. In 2020,  
6.4 million tertiary students worldwide had crossed 
a border to study, more than twice the number  
in 2007. These internationally mobile students account 
for only 5% of bachelor’s students on average in  
OECD countries, but 14% of master’s students and 
24% of doctoral students1. 

 » Improvements in employment prospects due to 
tertiary education remain strong overall despite 
increased tertiary attainment. The employment 
rate of tertiary-educated 25-64 year-olds was  
10 percentage points higher on average across 
OECD countries than that of those with upper 
secondary or post-secondary non-tertiary 
qualifications in 2021. 

 » Higher levels of tertiary education yield better 
earnings. Compared with an upper secondary 
qualification, the average earnings advantage 
for those with a bachelor’s or equivalent degree is  
44%, rising to 88% for those with a master’s or 
doctoral or equivalent degree. 

 » On average across the OECD in 2018, the lifetime 
private net financial returns to tertiary education were 
USD 287 200 for men, representing an internal rate 
of return of 15%, and USD 266 800 for women,  
a return of 19%.

 » Spending per student is higher at tertiary level 
than at other levels of education in almost all 
OECD countries. In 2019, expenditure per student 
averaged USD 17 600 at tertiary level, compared to  
USD 11 400 at secondary level and USD 10 000 
at primary level. The gap in spending can partly be 
explained by higher staff salaries at tertiary level, but 
also by the research and development (R&D) that 
takes place at this level of education.

 » Almost one-third of total expenditure on tertiary 
institutions across OECD countries came from the 
private sector in 2019. Notably, about three-quarters 
of this private expenditure comes from households, 
with the remainder from other private entities including 
private businesses and non-profit organisations. 

 » In all countries except Luxembourg and Mexico, at 
least half of academic staff in tertiary education have 
jobs which combine both teaching and research 
activities.

Tertiary education at the time of COVID-19
 » Tertiary educational institutions across OECD 

countries and participants closed their physical 
campuses for an average total of 86 days during the 
course of the pandemic. However, these averages 
hide large differences among countries. In some 
countries campuses remained open throughout 
the pandemic, while in others, closures exceeded  
200 days.

 » The transition to distance learning during these 
closures was easier than for other levels of education, 
as distance learning was already common in tertiary 
education institutions, even though it was rarely used 
institution-wide until then. This partly explains why 

there were no cancellations of national-level tertiary 
exams in 2020 and 2021, in contrast to upper 
secondary education. 

 » The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the 
transition towards digitalised education and shown 
the importance of technology when in-person 
learning is disrupted. Virtually all OECD countries 
plan to continue this increased use of digital tools. 
Despite this, approximately half of countries with 
available data have not changed their regulatory or 
institutional frameworks on digitalisation and have no 
plans to do so. 
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 » Public education spending continued to rise in 2021 
budgets in response to the pandemic. More than 
75% of countries with available data increased the 
financial resources directed to tertiary educational 
institutions compared to 2020 levels. In 10 out of  
26 countries with available data, this increase 
exceeded 5%. 

 » Despite fears that the pandemic would lead to a fall 
in the share of international students, more than half of 
the 17 OECD countries with available data reported 
increases in the share of internationally mobile 
students in both 2020 and 2021. However, in many 
of these, the rate of growth has slowed compared to 
before the pandemic.

 » Of the 27 OECD countries with available data,  
22 reported undertaking studies into whether the use 
of distance learning at tertiary level had changed 
during the pandemic. Many of these studies have 
emphasised how distance learning has created new 
opportunities for students, as well as challenges. 

 » The impact on well-being has also been a concern; 
15 out of 25 OECD countries with available data 
have studied the impact of the pandemic on 
tertiary students’ mental health, but only 9 out of 
22 conducted similar studies concerning tertiary 
teachers. Only four countries collected statistics on 
student absences during this period, namely Chile, 
Japan, Mexico and Poland.

Challenges for tertiary education
 » Tertiary completion rates are low in many countries 

– only 38% of students who enter a bachelor’s 
programme graduate by the end of the theoretical 
programme duration. This rises to 65% after a further 
three years, with 3% having graduated from another 
level, 9% still in education and 23% no longer 
enrolled.

 » Strengthening equity and inclusion in access to 
tertiary education is still a challenge for most 
countries. In nearly every country with available 
data, the completion rate after three additional years 
is lowest for students whose parents did not complete 
upper secondary education and highest for students 
with at least one tertiary-educated parent. 

 » Disparities in gender equity in access to tertiary 
education persist. On average across OECD 
countries in 2020, women made up only 31% of 
new entrants to science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM) bachelor’s programmes, 
although the gaps narrow at master’s and doctoral 
levels. Moreover, women are a clear minority among 
senior academic staff. Across all fields, women 
typically make up between one-fifth and one-third of 
full professors in European tertiary institutions.

 » As tertiary education expands, and the need for 
funding increases, countries must strike a balance 
between private and public funding for tertiary 
institutions. Countries with high tuition fees tend 
to also be those where private entities other than 
households make a more significant contribution to 
funding tertiary institutions. They also tend to have 
student financial support systems that offer income-
contingent loans to all students, combined with 
means-tested grants. In contrast, in countries with 
low or no tuition fees and generous public subsidies 
for tertiary education, students often then face high 
income tax rates on their earnings in later life. 

 » Holders of doctorates play an important role in 
modern knowledge-based economies. Many 
countries are trying to attract doctoral students 
domestically and internationally. On average across 
OECD countries, 1.2% of 25-64 year-olds held a 
doctoral degree in 2021, compared to 0.9% in 2014, 
an increase of 35%. Nonetheless, not all countries 
have been equally successful in attracting doctoral 
students and in providing the opportunities to use 
their skills in labour markets outside of academia.

Introduction
Education at a Glance is an authoritative compendium 
of statistics on education systems in OECD countries. 
This Spotlight on Tertiary Education is released as an 
accompanying publication to Education at Glance 
2022, which has the theme of tertiary education. The 

Spotlight provides an overview of the main messages 
on the topic in Education at a Glance 2022. Unless 
otherwise mentioned, Education at Glance 2022 
(OECD, 2022) is the source for all data in this 
publication. 



Tertiary education facts, trends 
and benefits

Holding a tertiary qualification helps 
individuals to find a job, stay 
employed and earn higher wages

The employment rate 
for those with a tertiary 
education was 

10 percentage 
points higher 

in 2021 compared to those 
with upper secondary

Tertiary educated  
full-time, full-year 
workers earn   

55% more 
than upper 
secondary workers

The share of 25-34 year olds 
with tertiary education has  
increased from:

to 48% 
in 2021

The biggest share of those are 
bachelor’s or equivalent degrees.

Only about 1% hold 
doctoral or equivalent 
degrees

27% 
in 2000

Tertiary international mobility 
and global mindedness

Between 1998 and 
2020 international 
mobility among tertiary 
students increased by

Students with a tertiary-educated mother had 
the strongest sense of global mindedness 

This in turn affects people’s active roles in promoting collective 
well-being and sustainable development in society

Students at higher levels of education are more 
likely to pursue international studies

24%
of doctoral 
students are 

internationally 
mobile in 2022

14%
of master’s 
students5%

of bachelor’s 
students

On average in OECD countries:

5.6% per year
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1
Trends and facts in tertiary education

The expansion of tertiary education
Tertiary attainment has been rising strongly among 
OECD countries in recent decades. This has partly 
been due to increasing incentives for individuals to 
pursue tertiary degrees. In many countries, the wage 
premium that individuals receive from obtaining a tertiary 
degree has been rising (Lindley & Machin, 2016). 
Governments have also been actively encouraging the 
increases in tertiary attainment because of the manifold 
macroeconomic and societal benefits that increasing 
education levels provide. For example, the European 
Union (EU) has set a target to achieve tertiary attainment 
rates of at least 45% among 25-34 year-olds by 2030.

As a consequence of these incentives, the share of 
25-34 year-olds with tertiary education increased 
by 20 percentage points, from 27% in 2000 to 48%  
in 2021. While growth rates differed, no OECD 
country experienced a fall in tertiary attainment among 
young adults over this period. Several OECD countries 
saw tertiary attainment rates jump by more than  
30 percentage points among this age group, while 
Finland and Israel were the only countries where the 
increase was less than 10 percentage points. These 
rapid increases mean 13 EU countries have already met 

the EU’s 2030 target for tertiary attainment (Eurostat, 
2022).

Despite these increases in all OECD countries, large 
differences persist in the share of individuals with tertiary 
attainment. Tertiary attainment rates among young 
adults across OECD countries range from less than 30% 
in Mexico and Italy to almost 70% in Korea (Figure 1). 
Moreover, national averages hide significant variations 
in tertiary attainment within countries. For example, 
the average share of 25-34 year-olds with tertiary 
educational attainment is 12 percentage points higher 
among women (53%) than it is among men (41%).  
A notable pattern in many countries is exceptionally high 
tertiary attainment levels in the region that is home to the 
capital. This is partly due to the high number of tertiary-
educated workers employed in national administrations, 
which have their seat in the capital regions. More 
importantly, however, it is because the capital region is 
often home to the largest city of a country. There is a 
clear urban-rural divide in countries with available data, 
with the average tertiary attainment rate in cities being 
substantially higher than in rural areas in most countries.

International mobility among tertiary students
International student mobility has been expanding 
consistently in the past 20 years. In 2020, 6.4 million 
tertiary students worldwide had crossed a border to 
study, more than twice the number in 2007. The total 
number of international and foreign tertiary students 
across the world grew by an average of 5.6% per year 
between 1998 and 2020. Even though OECD countries 
host a large majority of the world’s international and 
foreign students, the number of internationally mobile 

students enrolled in non-OECD countries has been 
rising faster: their numbers have grown by 6.9% per 
year on average, compared to 4.9% for international 
and foreign students in OECD countries. 

Students at higher levels of education are more likely 
to cross borders to pursue their studies. Internationally 
mobile students account for only 5% of bachelor’s 
students, but 14% of master’s students and 24% of 
doctoral students on average in OECD countries. 
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Figure 1•Percentage of 25-34 year-olds with tertiary attainment (2021)
By ISCED levels, in percentage

Notes: 1. Year of reference: 2020. 
2. Data for bachelor’s or equivalent degree includes other tertiary degrees. 
OECD and partner countries are ranked in descending order of total tertiary attainment among 25-34 year-olds.
Source: OECD (Education at a Glance Database, 2022) Education at a Glance Database, http://stats.oecd.org/.

Importantly, exchange students who study abroad 
during a short period as part of the programme are 
not included in these figures. The distribution of these 
mobile students across fields of study did not change 
substantially between 2015 and 2020 across the 

OECD. The share of mobile students enrolled in STEM 
programmes is higher compared to other fields and 
increased by 2 percentage points between 2015 and 
2020, while remaining constant in other fields such as 
education and health and welfare.

The structure of tertiary degrees
In most OECD and partner countries, those with a 
bachelor’s or equivalent degree account for the largest 
share of tertiary-educated 25-34 year-olds. However, 
some countries have expanded tertiary education by 
developing shorter programmes to provide participants 
with professional knowledge, skills and competencies 
and match the needs of the labour market. For example, 
in Canada and Korea, more than one-fifth of young 
adults hold short-cycle tertiary qualifications, and in 
Austria, those with a short-cycle tertiary degree make up 
the largest share of tertiary-educated 25-34 year-olds. 
Countries are continuing to set up short-cycle 
tertiary programmes. Portugal, for example, started 
implementing short-cycle tertiary programmes in 
2014, and the number of graduates of short-cycle 
tertiary education is steadily increasing in the country.  
In 2021, only a few countries without short-cycle tertiary 
programmes remain (Figure 1).

Professional qualifications at bachelor’s or equivalent 
level with an applied, practical focus are also gaining 

importance. In many countries, 15% or more of  
25-34 year-olds hold a professional bachelor’s degree 
or equivalent level of qualification (OECD, 2022).

Studying to attain a master’s degree is the norm 
among tertiary students in some countries. In the 
Czech Republic, France, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, 
Poland and the Slovak Republic, those with a master’s 
or equivalent degree account for the largest share 
of 25-34 year-olds adults with tertiary education.  
A large share of individuals with master’s degrees can 
also reflect the organisation of tertiary education in a 
country, with some countries having a strong tradition 
of long first degree programmes that lead directly to 
a master’s qualification. Doctoral programmes are still 
limited to a small proportion of students. On average 
across OECD countries, about 1% of 25-34 year-olds 
have a doctoral or equivalent qualification. Slovenia 
has the largest share of young adults with a doctorate 
among OECD countries; about 8% hold a qualification 
at this level (Figure 1).
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Figure 2•Employment rates of 25-34 year-olds, by level of tertiary attainment (2021)
In percentage

Notes: 1. Data for tertiary education include upper secondary or post-secondary non-tertiary programmes (less than 5% of the adults are 
under this group).
2. Year of reference differs from 2021.
Countries are ranked in descending order of the employment rate among 25-34 year-olds with a bachelor's or equivalent degree.
Source: Indicator A3, OECD (Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 2022), Education at a Glance 2022.

Employment rates among tertiary-educated adults
On average, tertiary education continues to strongly 
improve individuals’ employment prospects, despite 
the increase in tertiary attainment. The employment 
rate among tertiary-educated 25-64 year-olds was  
10 percentage points higher on average across OECD 
countries than among those with upper secondary or 
post-secondary non-tertiary qualification in 2021. 
The average share of those neither employed nor in 
education or training (NEET) among 25-29 year-olds 
with a tertiary qualification (12%) was also smaller 
than those with upper secondary or post-secondary  
non-tertiary qualifications (20%) in the second quarter 
of 2021.

Holding a tertiary qualification also reduces the risk 
of long-term unemployment in almost all OECD and 
partner countries. On average, 31% of unemployed 
tertiary-educated 25-64 year-olds have been 
unemployed for 12 months or more, compared to 35% of  
those with upper secondary or post-secondary  
non-tertiary attainment and 40% of those with below 
upper secondary attainment.

Even among tertiary-educated adults, higher levels of 
education are associated with higher employment rates. 
Adults (25-64 year-olds) with a doctoral degree had 
the highest employment rate (93%) in 2021 on average 
across the OECD, followed by adults with a master’s 
degree (89%), a bachelor’s degree (84%) and a  
short-cycle tertiary qualification (81%) (Figure 2). 

Participation rates in non-formal education and training 
also increase with the level of tertiary attainment, 
ranging from 12% for adults (25-64 year-olds) with 
short-cycle tertiary attainment to 22% for adults with a 
doctoral degree in 2021.

However, the extent of the labour-market advantage 
from tertiary education varies across and within 
countries. While in some countries, more than 90% of 
tertiary-educated 25-34 year-olds are in employment, 
in other countries the share is below 70% (Figure 2). 
These numbers show that the benefits from tertiary 
attainment are not automatic. Tertiary education has 
to be aligned with the needs of the labour market, as 
well as the talents and interests of students, in order to 
produce strong labour-market benefits. This is especially 
important at a time when tertiary attainment is increasing 
rapidly and the profiles of tertiary students and their 
career trajectories are becoming more diverse.

Moreover, even in countries where tertiary attainment 
provides strong labour-market benefits on average, 
not every individual will be best served by a tertiary 
degree. Yet, especially in countries with very high tertiary 
attainment rates, there is a risk that employers will start 
to expect tertiary degrees as a new norm. Therefore, 
alternatives to tertiary such as high-quality vocational 
education and training will be indispensable to ensuring 
that all individuals have the chance to acquire skills that 
meet their full potential. 
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Figure 3•Relative earnings of tertiary-educated adults, by level of tertiary attainment (2020)
25-64 year-old full-time full-year workers; in percentage; upper secondary education = 100

Notes: There are cross-country differences in the inclusion/exclusion of zero and negative earners.
1. Year of reference differs from 2020.
2. Earnings net of income tax.
3. Index 100 refers to the combined ISCED levels 3 and 4 in the ISCED 2011 classification.
4. Interpretation of the relative earnings of those with short-cycle tertiary education needs to be done with caution. There have been no 
graduates with this degree since 2013/14.
Countries are ranked in descending order of the relative earnings of 25-64 year-olds who attained a bachelor's or equivalent 
degree. 
Source: Indicator A4, OECD (Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 2022), Education at a Glance 2022.

Earnings advantages from tertiary education
A tertiary degree not only helps individuals to develop 
themselves and to find a job, but it can also lead to 
higher wages. On average across OECD countries, 
full-time full-year workers with tertiary education 
earn approximately 55% more than those with upper 
secondary attainment. In Brazil, the earnings of full-time 
full-year workers with tertiary education are more than 
2.5 times the earnings of those with upper secondary or 
post-secondary non-tertiary level qualifications.

Labour-market outcomes also vary with the level of 
tertiary education: higher levels yield better earnings. 
On average across OECD countries, full-time full-year 
workers with short-cycle tertiary education earned 20% 
more than their peers with upper secondary attainment 
did in 2020. The earnings advantage increases to 44% 

for those with a bachelor’s or equivalent degree and to 
88% for those with a master’s or doctoral or equivalent 
degree (Figure 3). 

Although the wages of tertiary-educated adults vary 
by field of study, even fields with relatively low wages 
tend to provide an earnings advantage over upper 
secondary attainment. Among all the OECD countries 
with available data, Norway is the only country where 
the average wages for tertiary-educated workers 
in some fields of study are lower than for those with 
upper secondary attainment. In all other countries with 
available data, average earnings for tertiary-educated 
workers are always higher than those of workers with 
upper secondary attainment, even in comparatively 
low-paying fields of study such as the arts. 

Over a working lifetime, the higher wages attracted 
by tertiary attainment more than compensate for the 
costs of pursuing tertiary education, such as tuition 
fees and foregone earnings. On average across the 
OECD in 2018, the lifetime private net financial returns 
to tertiary education were USD 287 200 for men and  

USD 226 800 for women, representing an internal rate 
of return of 15% for men and 19% for women. Although 
the absolute benefit of obtaining a tertiary degree is 
larger for men, the relative benefit is larger for women.  
In other words, the increase in lifetime income compared 
to that of individuals with upper secondary attainment 
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Figure 4•Distribution of public and private expenditure on tertiary educational institutions (2019)
In percentage

Notes: International expenditure is aggregated with public expenditure for display purposes.
Countries are ranked in descending order of the share of expenditure on tertiary educational institutions from public sources. 
Source: Indicator C3, OECD (Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 2022), Education at a Glance 2022.

is higher for women than for men, even though the 
total increase for women is smaller because women 
do not earn as much as men in any OECD country  
(OECD, 2021).

Tertiary-educated adults also provide significant public 
benefits in the form of greater income tax revenue and 
social contributions. In relative terms, the public benefit 
is generally lower than the private benefit since total 

costs of tertiary education are greater for governments 
than for individuals. On average across the OECD, 
the total public benefits from higher taxes and social 
contributions are USD 194 500 for a tertiary-educated 
man and USD 122 600 for a tertiary-educated 
woman (OECD, 2021). Beyond these benefits, tertiary 
education produces multiple public goods that are 
consumed collectively, including social mobility and 
social and scientific literacy (Marginson, 2011).

Funding for tertiary education 
Spending per student is higher at tertiary level than at 
other levels of education in almost all OECD countries. 
In 2019, expenditure per student averaged USD 17 600 
at tertiary level, compared to USD 11 400 at secondary 
level and USD 10 000 at primary level. The difference 
is partly explained by higher staff salaries at tertiary 
level, but also by the research and development that 
takes place within tertiary education institutions.

Expenditure on tertiary education has increased 
considerably in recent years to keep pace with the 
expansion of and demand for tertiary education. Total 
expenditure on tertiary educational institutions increased 
by 22% between 2008 and 2019 in real terms, 
outpacing the growth in expenditure on non-tertiary 
educational institutions by about 4 percentage points. 
The greatest increases at the tertiary level occurred 

in Chile, Estonia, Israel, Mexico and Norway, where 
expenditure grew by more than 40% during this time. 

Unlike at non-tertiary levels of education, where 
public sources account for 90% of total expenditure 
on average, almost one-third of total funding for 
tertiary institutions came from the private sector 
across OECD countries in 2019 (Figure 4). Notably, 
about three-quarters of this private funding comes 
from households, with the remainder coming from 
other private entities including private businesses and  
non-profit organisations. While in some countries, such 
as Colombia, Greece and Mexico, almost all private 
funding comes from households, in Denmark, Finland 
and Sweden other private entities such as companies, 
charities and non-profit organisations account for 
nearly all private funding and their investment is mainly 
allocated to research. 
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Reliance on private sources is increasing and private 
expenditure has grown faster than public expenditure 
in recent years. From 2015 to 2019, the share of 
expenditure on educational institutions from private 
sources increased by 1 percentage point. The largest 
increases were in Colombia, Latvia and Mexico, 
where the share of private expenditure grew by over  
10 percentage points during this time.

The tuition fees charged by educational institutions 
account for a large part of the differences in the 
distribution of private and public expenditure across 
countries. In countries such as Finland, Iceland and 
Norway, where no tuition fees are charged for national 
students, private funding contributes less than 10% of 
total expenditure. In contrast, in the United Kingdom 
and the United States, where tuition fees are among 

the highest in the OECD, the private sector contributes 
approximately two-thirds or more of total funding at 
tertiary level. 

The increasing share of expenditure coming from 
households raises important questions about equity and 
access to education, particularly in countries where 
tertiary tuition fees are high and public support levels 
are low. Greater requirements for private spending 
may deter some students from participating in tertiary 
education, even though higher future earnings would 
make it financially worthwhile. When striking the balance 
between public and private sources of spending, 
policy makers should consider both the financial and  
non-financial benefits of tertiary attainment, as well as 
the capacity of households to bear the costs of investing 
in tertiary education.

Responsibilities of academic staff in tertiary education 
Academic staff include personnel whose primary 
assignment is instruction, research or both. Given the 
large variety of roles and responsibilities of academic 
staff members within tertiary educational institutions, 
it is important to develop internationally comparable 
classifications of tertiary staff to provide meaningful 
cross-country statistics on tertiary staff.

Academic staff in most countries usually have to divide 
their responsibilities between teaching and research. 
However, there are significant differences in the 
distribution of academic staff performing exclusively 
instructional or exclusively research duties or combining 
both. There are four countries where all academic staff 
have both responsibilities. In all other countries except 
Luxembourg and Mexico, at least half of academic 
staff divide their time between teaching and research 
responsibilities. In the countries where some staff have 
only one main function, academic staff are more likely to 
have responsibility for teaching only, except in Hungary, 

Luxembourg and the United Kingdom, where the share 
of academic staff with research-only duties is higher. 
Non-instructional staff (with research-only duties) make 
up less than 1% of academic staff in France and Portugal 
but exceed 63% in Luxembourg (Figure 5). 

Academic staff in tertiary education are older on average 
than in all other levels of education. On average across 
OECD countries, 40% of academic staff are aged 50 
or over. There is, however, a large amount of variation 
across countries, ranging from 13% in Luxembourg 
(where the higher education system has been quite 
recently established) to 56% in Italy. Having a relatively 
large share of academic staff nearing retirement age 
indicates that tertiary systems are managing to retain 
prestigious senior scholars, but it suggests they will need 
to attract a large number of staff over the next decade. 
It may also create budgetary challenges, as salaries for 
senior staff tend to be higher and may indicate of a lack 
of job opportunities for junior scholars (Kaskie, 2017).

Tertiary-educated parents and children’s attitudes 
Parents can transmit knowledge and act as role models, 
affecting their children's behaviour. Parents can help their 
children to develop the skills and attitudes they need to 
thrive in today’s interconnected world. Evidence from 
the Programme of International Student Assessment 
(PISA) suggests that students with tertiary-educated 
mothers show greater interest in learning about other 
cultures, more positive attitudes towards immigrants and 
a stronger sense of global mindedness. 

In nearly all OECD countries, students’ interest in 
learning about other cultures is positively correlated with 
their mothers’ educational attainment. In some countries 
– Australia, Estonia, Iceland, Ireland and Latvia – only 
students with tertiary-educated mothers expressed 
more curiosity about other cultures than the average 

of all students from OECD countries. Among the 
countries where students had below-average interest 
in learning about other cultures, Italy was the only one 
where mothers’ educational attainment made almost no 
difference (Figure 6). 

In all OECD countries except Italy, students with a 
tertiary-educated mother had the strongest sense of 
global mindedness. “Global mindedness“ is used here 
to explore students’ interest in and sense of agency over 
global issues, and is related to individuals’ ability to fit 
into the world and their sense of responsibility about 
engaging with global challenges. This is important 
because, in this interconnected world, people are 
expected to take more active roles in promoting 
collective well-being and sustainable development.
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Figure 5•Distribution of academic staff by primary function (2020)
In percentage, full-time equivalent, for bachelor's, master's and doctoral levels combined

Figure 6•Students’ interest in learning about other cultures, by mothers’ educational attainment (2018)
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA); mean index

Notes: This fi gure only includes countries where data for all categories are available or not applicable. Please note that employed 
doctoral candidates are excluded from this fi gure. 
1. Data cover all levels of tertiary education.
2. Data cover only academic institutions
Countries are ranked in ascending order of the share of instructional and research academic staff.
Source: Indicator D8, OECD (Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 2022), Education at a Glance 2022.

Notes: PISA 2018 asked 15-year-old students to respond to the following four statements: “I want to learn how people live in different 
countries”; “I want to learn more about the religions of the world”; “I am interested in how people from various cultures see the world”; 
and “I am interested in fi nding out about the traditions of other cultures”. These statements were combined to create the index of students’ 
interest in learning about other cultures whose average is 0 and standard deviation is 1 across OECD countries. Positive values in this 
index indicate that the students exhibited a greater interest in learning about other cultures than the average student in OECD countries. 
Negative values do not imply that students responded negatively, but rather that they exhibited less interest in learning about other 
cultures than the average student across OECD countries.
Countries are ranked in descending order of mean index of the interest in learning about other cultures among students with 
tertiary-educated mothers.
Source: Indicator A6, OECD (Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 2022), Education at a Glance 2022.



Impact of COVID-19 and support for 
tertiary education students

82 days on average

Despite the need for more data, it is 
clear that the pandemic has taken a 

tertiary students

Common national policy 
measures to mitigate the 
effects of the pandemic were:

Cash transfers 
to families of 
disadvantaged 
students

Provision of 
strengthened or 
additional water, 
sanitation and 
hygiene (WASH) 
services

During the COVID-19 Pandemic, physical 
tertiary education campuses were closed for

Provision of 
psychosocial and 
mental health 
support

In 2020, about 2/3 of OECD 
countries increased their education 
budgets in response 
to the pandemic

The financial and digital 
response to the pandemic

In 2021, nearly 90% of 
countries further increased 
the financial resources 
directed to tertiary educational 
institutions compared to 2020

The most widely used digital 
solution measures included:

Virtually all OECD countries will continue to 
offer online platforms, and provide development 
resources for teachers on digital solutions

Flexible and self-
paced learning 
platforms

Improved access 
to infrastructure for 
learners in remote areas

The remaining 1/3
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constant

Digital devices
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2
Tertiary education at the time of 

COVID-19

The second half of 2021 and first half of 2022 were 
marked by persistent challenges due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, but also by a gradual move to normality 
thanks to widespread vaccinations. As countries moved 
from crisis management to recovery, the policy focus 
shifted towards assessing the impact of the pandemic 
and implementing measures to facilitate recovery. 
However, in early 2022, education systems in some 

OECD member countries faced a new kind of crisis as 
Russia’s large-scale aggression against Ukraine forced 
millions of Ukrainians to flee. Education systems in some 
OECD countries had to adapt rapidly to enable a 
large number of students to continue learning in their 
new surroundings. Box 1 at the end of this section 
provides examples of how tertiary education systems in  
OECD countries have responded to this challenge.

Closures of tertiary educational institutions and the return to in-person 
learning 
The number of instruction days (excluding school 
holidays, public holidays and weekends) for which 
the campuses of tertiary educational institutions were 
physically closed during the pandemic varied widely 
across countries. As of 30 April 2022, full physical 
closures had occurred in all countries with comparable 
data except Israel, Japan, Luxembourg and the Republic 
of Türkiye. In Japan, nationwide closures of tertiary 
educational institutions between 2020 and 2021 were 
not mandatory but most institutions postponed the start 
of the spring 2020 semester. In Israel and Luxembourg, 
campuses of tertiary educational institutions were never 
fully physically closed but reduced their capacity for 
110 days (in Israel) and 131 days (in Luxembourg). In 
Israel, for example, universities could admit students 
at a reduced rate per class for practical training and 

laboratory courses. At the other end of the scale, tertiary 
educational institutions were fully closed for more than 
130 days in Austria, Germany, Lithuania and the Slovak 
Republic (Figure 7). Partial closures were also common 
in 2020 and 2021, exceeding 100 days in 7 countries 
(OECD COVID-19 database).

Many countries had different closure policies for upper 
secondary and tertiary education. These differences 
are not apparent at first glance: on average among the 
countries and participants with comparable data across 
all years, the physical campuses of tertiary educational 
institutions were closed for 82 days on average against 
81 days for general upper secondary schools. However, 
these averages hide large differences between 
countries. In Austria, France, Germany and Switzerland, 
tertiary educational campuses were closed for at least 
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50 days longer than general upper secondary schools. 
In contrast, Chile, Colombia, Israel, Latvia and Türkiye 
closed their general upper secondary schools for at 
least 50 days longer than their tertiary educational 
campuses (Figure 7).

Differences between countries’ closure policies 
became especially apparent during the later stages 
of the pandemic. After the almost universal use of 
closures in most countries in the academic year of  

2019/20 (or 2020), approaches diverged significantly 
during 2020/21. In some countries, institutions remained 
closed as viral transmission increased, while others 
kept them open. Eight countries – Austria, Denmark, 
Germany, Iceland, Lithuania, Portugal, the Slovak 
Republic and England (UK) – fully closed their tertiary 
educational institutions for longer in 2020/21 (or 2021) 
than during 2019/20 (or 2020). However, only the 
Netherlands decided to fully close its tertiary institutions 
during the first quarter of 2022, for five days (Figure 7).
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Figure 7•Closures of tertiary educational institutions due to COVID-19 (2020, 2021 and the first quarter of 
2022)
Number of instruction days of full closure excluding school holidays, public holidays and weekends

Notes: The data underlying this report were produced through the Survey on Joint National Responses to COVID 19, a collaborative 
effort conducted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF), the World Bank (WB), and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).
Data are available at  https://www.oecd.org/education/Results-4th-wave-COVID-Survey-OECD-database.xlsx
1. Although higher education institutions were physically closed, there was full online provision of teaching; exemptions for certain fields 
of studies applied.
2. Data for 2021 at the tertiary level are missing. 
3. Data on upper secondary education (general programmes) are missing.
Countries and other participants are ranked in descending order of the total number of days tertiary educational institutions were fully 
closed during the school years 2019/20 (2020), 2020/21 (2021) and 2021/22 (2022).
Source: OECD/UIS/UNESCO/UNICEF/WB (2022).
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Online learning became a lifeline when tertiary 
education campuses were closed to in-person learning. 
Both students and academic staff had to quickly adapt 
to the new circumstances and use digital technologies 
for teaching and learning. This instantaneous transition 
to distance learning was easier at tertiary level than at 
other levels, as many countries had started to adopt 
digital technologies in tertiary education decades ago. 
As a consequence, the large number of days of closure 
of tertiary institutions in some countries did not mean 
the end of learning for students, as distance learning 
was already common in tertiary education institutions, 
even though it was rarely used institution-wide 
until then. For instance, Austria physically closed 
tertiary educational institutions for more than 200 days 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, but switched to full 
online provision of teaching very quickly (there were 
exemptions to distance learning in certain fields of study, 
e.g. medicine, health, arts and music, and programmes 

using laboratories). Similarly, institutions were closed 
for a total of 94 days in Portugal during 2019/20 and 
2020/21 (35 days in the school year 2019/2020 and 
59 days in the school year 2020/2021), but distance 
education took place over the entire period and facilities 
such as libraries stayed open for students to use.

Distance learning explains why no national-level 
cancellations of national-level exams at tertiary level 
took place in 2020 and 2021, in contrast to other levels 
of education. Exams were rescheduled only in Brazil, 
Colombia, Germany, Spain and Türkiye. However, 
tertiary institutions or subnational governments have 
autonomy to decide whether to conduct examinations 
in about half of the countries with available data. 
This may have led to divergent approaches within 
subnational regions, potentially having an impact on the 
harmonisation of degrees at the national level.

Impact of the pandemic on international mobility 
When countries around the world closed their borders 
in order to contain the spread of COVID-19, the impact 
on international student mobility became a particular 
concern. Not only were there widespread restrictions 
on international travel, but it was also uncertain whether 
students would be able to attend in-person classes 
even if they were physically present in a host country. 
This may affect students’ perceptions of whether 
the benefits of studying abroad outweigh the costs  
(Di Pietro, 2022), especially since many countries 
charge international students higher tuition fees than 
domestic students (OECD, 2022). 

Despite fears that the pandemic would lead to falls in 
the share of international students, this has not been the 

case in many countries across the OECD. More than 
half of the 17 countries with available data reported 
increases in the share of mobile students in both 2020 
and 2021. However, the rate of growth was often 
much slower than in the years before the pandemic. For 
example, in Portugal the share of international students 
increased by only 0.1 percentage points in 2020/21, 
compared to increases of 1.8 percentage points in 
2018/19 and 1.9 percentage points in 2019/20. 
Among the countries that experienced declines, the 
largest decrease in the number of international students 
was reported in Sweden, where numbers fell by 16% 
between 2020 and 2021.

Assessment of learning and other losses 
Assessing the impact of the pandemic is essential to 
develop adequate recovery policies and most countries 
have initiated studies at various levels of education.  
At tertiary level, one of the most common focuses has 
been on distance-learning strategies during the closures, 
which may reflect the importance of distance learning 
at this level. Out of 27 OECD countries and participants 
with available data, 22 reported undertaking studies 
into how the use of distance learning had changed 
during the pandemic. A similar study is planned in 
Slovenia but has not yet been carried out.

The findings of such studies tend to emphasise that 
distance learning created new opportunities for student 
learning as well as challenges. In Austria, for example, 

many students noted that the move to online learning 
meant that they had recordings of learning material, 
which they could replay or follow at their own pace 
(Pausits, et al., 2021). In Denmark, some students found it 
easier to arrange individual meetings with their teachers 
after teaching moved on line, which helped to build 
stronger relationships (Georgsen, 2021). However, 
students in these Danish institutions generally felt that 
they learned less via online classes. In Estonia, several 
tertiary education institutions reported that the shift to 
distance learning instigated a search for new teaching 
solutions, which they viewed as beneficial (EKKA, 2020). 
However, this did cause substantial increases in 
workloads for teaching staff.
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Many OECD countries have also sought to understand 
the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on mental health 
and well-being, although more often for students than 
for teachers. Studies on the effects of the pandemic on 
the mental health of tertiary students were conducted in 
15 out of 25 OECD participants with available data, 
and on tertiary teachers in only 9 out of 22. Although 
many studies have been conducted on the effects of 
the pandemic on students' mental health, little data was 
collected on whether students missed classes. Only four 
countries collected statistics on student absences during 
this period, namely Chile, Japan, Mexico and Poland.

It is clear from the results of these studies that the 
pandemic has taken a considerable toll on the mental 
health of tertiary students across the OECD. In the 
French Community of Belgium, for example, more 

than one-third of students surveyed reported that they 
were experiencing severe anxiety, and 18% of students 
indicated that they had severe symptoms of depression 
in the spring of 2021 (UCLouvain and ULB, 2021). 
Surveys of tertiary students in Finland also suggest that 
40% of students suffered academic stress linked to 
changes in study methods, increased workloads, and 
uncertainty about what was expected of them and 
whether they would be able to complete the academic 
year (Sarasjärvi, et al., 2022). Similar studies in the 
United Kingdom found that students are experiencing 
stress and anxiety related to their work and ability to 
complete their studies, but also regarding their health, 
and that of friends and family (Unterhalter, Howell, 
Vigurs, France, & Candy, 2021).

Recovery measures in response to COVID-19
The evidence from studies into the impact of COVID-19 
on tertiary education suggest that a variety of measures 
could help to recover from the effects of the pandemic. At 
tertiary level, the most common national policy measure 
to mitigate the effects of the pandemic has been the 
provision of psychosocial and mental health support. In 
the 2021/22 (or 2022) academic year, 12 out of 29 
OECD participants and partners made such services 
available nationally (Figure 8). In 12 countries, decisions 
about whether to provide mental health support are the 
responsibility of tertiary education institutions.

The next most popular recovery measure at a national 
level in 2021/22 was the provision of strengthened 
or additional water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 

services. However, this was still implemented by only 
10 of the 27 OECD participants and partners with 
available data (Figure 8). More countries (12) left it 
up to tertiary education institutions to implement such 
measures or not.

Generally, fewer countries currently have plans for 
education recovery measures in the year 2022/23 
(or 2023) than implemented such measures in 
2021/22. For instance, 9 of the 12 respondents who 
administered extra psychosocial and mental health 
support in 2021/22 envisage continuing these services 
in 2022/23. Likewise, only 7 countries have reported 
provisional plans to continue strengthening WASH 
services on a national level in 2022/23 (Figure 8).

Financial support for tertiary education during the crisis
Maintaining the continuity of learning amid closures 
and ensuring tertiary educational institutions reopened 
safely required additional financial resources beyond 
those budgeted for prior to the pandemic. As the 
sanitary crisis evolved into an economic and social one, 
governments have had to take difficult decisions about 
the allocation of funds across sectors. In 2020, about 
two-thirds of OECD countries increased their education 
budgets in response to the pandemic, with the remaining 
one-third keeping spending constant. 

Public education spending continued to rise in 2021. 
Nearly 90% of countries with available data increased 
the financial resources directed to tertiary educational 
institutions compared to 2020 levels (OECD, 2021). 
For the financial year 2021, 13 out of 26 countries with 
available data reported moderate increases of 1-5% 
to their budgets for tertiary education over the previous 
financial year, while another 10 countries reported 

increases of 5% or more. Only Colombia and Denmark 
declared that public expenditure remained the same 
between 2020 and 2021.

Different levels of government can have different 
responsibilities for spending decisions related to 
COVID-19. At tertiary level, greater decentralisation 
means measures often differ across institutions and 
universities in contrast to primary and secondary 
levels, where policies were more likely to be adopted 
systematically for all schools. For example, at primary 
and secondary levels, 14 out of 30 countries reported 
hiring temporary staff at national level in response to 
the pandemic during the school year 2020/21 (2021), 
while only 3 countries out of 27 reported having done 
so at tertiary level. The decision to hire temporary staff 
was deferred to local authorities or schools in 7 countries 
at primary and secondary levels and 11 countries at 
tertiary level. 
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Developing and maintaining digitalisation measures during and after 
the pandemic
The pandemic forced countries to adopt solutions for 
digital teaching and learning to compensate for periods 
when in-person lessons were limited or not possible at 
all. Although many of these solutions were implemented 
as emergency measures, they have proved valuable 
beyond the immediate crisis. Among the most widely 
used measures were the provision of flexible and  
self-paced learning platforms, subsidised digital 
devices, and improved access to infrastructure for 
learners in remote areas (OECD, 2021) 

Virtually all OECD countries will continue to offer online 
platforms, whether as complementary support or as an 
alternative form of education delivery. Many countries 

are also maintaining or further developing digital tools 
and distance and hybrid learning, related pre-service 
and in-service training for teachers, and the enhanced 
use of digital exams (Figure 9). Even the use of mobile 
phones – long an anathema in education – will 
continue in the education systems of 12 countries. Only 
six countries – Chile, France, Luxembourg, Portugal, the 
Slovak Republic and Türkiye – declared they would not 
continue the use of mobile phones to support education 
and training beyond the pandemic.

Many of these plans have been backed up by additional 
resources. Thus, 8 out of 13 countries found additional 
resources for teachers’ professional development in the 
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Figure 8•Number of countries implementing and planning national recovery policies for students due to 
COVID-19 (2022 and 2023)
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Notes: The data underlying this report were produced through the Survey on Joint National Responses to COVID 19, a collaborative 
effort conducted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF), the World Bank (WB), and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
Data are available at https://www.oecd.org/education/Results-4th-wave-COVID-Survey-OECD-database.xlsx
Source: OECD/UIS/UNESCO/UNICEF/WB (2022).
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Figure 9•Share of countries planning to maintain or develop digitalised measures implemented due to 
COVID-19 
Tertiary education, in percentage

Notes: The data underlying this report were produced through the Survey on Joint National Responses to COVID 19, a collaborative 
effort conducted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF), the World Bank (WB), and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
Data are available at  https://www.oecd.org/education/Results-4th-wave-COVID-Survey-OECD-database.xlsx
Source: OECD/UIS/UNESCO/UNICEF/WB (2022).

effective use of digital technologies, 9 out of 13 countries 
made additional investments in the deployment of new 
devices or infrastructure directly targeting distance 
learning, 8 out of 14 countries purchased new 
technology for learning in classrooms for teachers and 
students, and 6 out of 14 countries purchased new 
technology for students’ distance learning.

Although the majority of countries plan to continue their 
increased use of digital tools, changes to the regulatory 
or institutional framework governing digital education 
have not been as widespread. Approximately half of 
countries with available data made no changes to 

their frameworks on digitalisation and had no plans 
to do so. While a number of countries did introduce 
changes to their regulatory or institutional framework 
during the pandemic, only four have plans for future 
changes: Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg and the Slovak 
Republic. A few countries had introduced changes in 
their framework just before the start of the pandemic. 
For instance, Colombia changed its regulatory and 
institutional framework shortly before the pandemic, for 
example, by regulating hybrid learning modalities and 
programmes, which were not previously recognised.
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Labour market: adults with a tertiary qualification during COVID-19 
crisis
Tertiary attainment provides strong protection against 
the effects of economic crises. In many OECD and 
partner countries, tertiary-educated adults were less 
likely to be unemployed in 2021 than those with lower 
levels of education. Indeed, while unemployment among 
adults with education below upper secondary grew by  
1.7 percentage points between 2019 and 2021; 
among tertiary-educated adults it increased by less 
than 0.6 percentage points.

The impact of the pandemic and the associated 
lockdowns on employment has varied with the ability 
to work from home, which is in turn associated with 
educational attainment. On average across OECD 
countries taking part in the EU Labour Force Survey 
(EU-LFS), only 10% of employed adults with below 
upper secondary attainment reported sometimes or 
usually working from home in 2021, compared to 47% 
of tertiary-educated adults. The pandemic strongly 

increased the use of working from home: in 2019 only 
30% of tertiary-educated adults reported usually or 
sometimes working from home.

The pandemic also increased the need for older adults 
to use the Internet to make telephone or video calls. This 
trend is especially striking for tertiary-educated adults. 
On average across OECD countries taking part in  
EU-ICT in 2021, about seven out of ten 55-74 year-olds 
with tertiary attainment had made telephone or video 
calls over the Internet within the three months prior to the 
survey, an increase of 19 percentage points compared 
to 2019. However, virtually all tertiary-educated adults 
aged 25-54 already use the Internet. Therefore, no 
change was seen in the EU Survey on Information and 
Communication Technologies (EU-ICT) 2021; 99% of 
tertiary-educated 25-54 year-olds reported using the 
Internet at least once a week.
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Box 1•Providing tertiary education opportunities to refugees: The case of Ukrainian students

Education can play a central role in helping refugees adjust to life in their host countries. It can provide 
a sense of security and stability as well as ensuring access to career opportunities. However, evidence 
suggests that refugees may experience difficulties in accessing education, with opportunities for attaining 
tertiary education being particularly limited. The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) 
estimates that globally in 2020, only 5% of refugees were enrolled in tertiary education. 

As of 29 June 2022, Russia’s large-scale aggression had resulted in the displacement of about 5.4 million 
Ukrainians to neighbouring countries and beyond. This includes nearly 665 000 students (16% of the 
total number of enrolled students) and over 25 000 educators (6% of the total) (World Bank, 2022). 
Host countries’ educational systems have responded very quickly by adapting their service delivery 
and adopting different strategies to help refugee students cope with displacement challenges, including 
addressing potential barriers they may face in accessing tertiary education.

Refugees may be prevented from pursuing tertiary education by a lack of knowledge about the available 
opportunities, the structure of the tertiary education system, application processes or support mechanisms in 
their host country. Refugees usually access information about tertiary education opportunities, scholarships 
and study visas via social media or word of mouth, which may not provide relevant or accurate information 
(UNHCR, 2020). Many countries have provided administrative support to facilitate Ukrainian refugees’ 
registration at universities. Canada established processes to fast-track applications, and Belgium has 
dedicated registration days specifically for Ukrainian refugees. Similarly, in Ireland, the National Students 
and Researcher Helpdesk is helping displaced Ukrainian people with their English language competency 
requirements, the translation of documents and applications to colleges or universities (Irish Times, 21 June 
2022). Finland and Spain have put mentoring and guidance services in place to support refugee students 
throughout the academic registration process. Denmark has shown flexibility over application deadlines 
for these students (OECD/INES, 2022).

The financial costs of tertiary education may represent a considerable burden for refugees. These include 
application and tuition fees, documentation, study materials, and lodging and transportation, among many 
others (UNHCR, 2019). In some countries, Ukrainian refugee students are granted exemptions from fees 
(Belgium, Italy, Poland and Sweden), whereas in others they are being charged similar fees to national 
students (Portugal). In Denmark, if Ukrainian refugees are granted a temporary residence permit, they are 
treated identically to Danish nationals with regards to tuition fees. Study grants and scholarships have 
been set up in many countries including Belgium, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Spain, Switzerland and the 
United Kingdom. In France, Ukrainian refugees may benefit from social grants as well as student housing, 
with decisions about tuition fee exemptions being left to the judgement of tertiary educational institutions. 
In the United States, the Temporary Protected Status and Special Student Relief programmes provided 
by the government allow Ukrainians to take advantage of on- and off-campus employment opportunities 
for the duration of their education, which may grant them some financial freedom (OECD/INES, 2022). 

Limited proficiency in the language of instruction may restrict students’ ability to integrate into tertiary 
education institutions. Some countries or institutions require greater language proficiency for certain 
degree paths, which limits the studies some refugee students will be able to pursue (UNHCR, 2022). Some 
countries, including Spain and Switzerland, among others, are offering language courses to Ukrainian 
refugees who are enrolled in tertiary education (OECD/INES, 2022). 

Recognition of refugees’ prior qualifications is important to facilitate their access to host countries’ tertiary 
education systems, as they are often unable to bring official records of their credentials with them. To this 
end, the European Commission has provided some guidelines on the fast-track recognition of Ukrainian 
academic qualifications. These guidelines offer a simple and rapid recognition mechanism to enable 
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Ukrainian students to study at the appropriate level and access suitable employment for their existing 
qualifications (European Commission, May 2022). Countries such as Belgium, Portugal and Spain have 
used these guidelines to establish fast-track processes to recognise Ukrainian students’ prior qualifications 
on entering tertiary educational institutions. More specifically, in Portugal, Ukrainian refugees can apply 
to register and enrol in a similar tertiary education course to the one they were studying in Ukraine. Where 
the applicant does not have documentary evidence of their qualifications, the tertiary education institution 
may use the European Qualifications Passport for Refugees process. In Iceland, the Toolkit for Recognition 
of Refugees’ Qualifications, designed by the European Network of Information Centres (ENIC) is 
systematically used for refugees’ integration into Higher Education Institutions (OECD/INES, 2022). 

Refugees may have experienced traumatic events and may need social and emotional support. Some 
countries provide psychological support to tertiary students as part of their integration and social 
assistance. In Spain, Ukrainian refugees entering tertiary education programmes are offered this support 
(OECD/INES, 2022). Similarly, in Austria, the University of Vienna provides psychological counselling 
for Ukrainian students and has also taken numerous measures to facilitate access to tertiary education for 
Ukrainian refugees (https://www.bmbwf.gv.at/en/Topics/Higher-education---universities/ukraine.html).

Academics are as much a part of tertiary education as students. Researchers’ work may have been 
significantly disrupted by displacement, which suggests a need to offer them the opportunity to pursue their 
research. In Finland, tertiary education institutions and research institutes have set up fixed-term researcher 
positions for Ukrainian researchers and research-related work. In addition, the Finnish National Agency 
for Education’s scholarship programme, the EDUFI Fellowship for doctoral researchers from Ukraine, 
provides opportunities for doctoral researchers who have fled Ukraine to continue their academic work in 
Finland (Finnish Government, 2022). Similarly, in Sweden, the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences and 
Swedish higher education institutions are making a joint effort to support Ukrainian researchers by offering 
scholarships and research positions (https://www.vr.se/english/just-now/support-for-researchers-from-
ukraine.html). France has set up a national programme to help refugee researchers find French host 
institutions and co-finance the costs of integrating them into their new positions (PAUSE, 2022). 
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3
Challenges for tertiary education

With public debate often focusing on lower levels of 
education, tertiary education does not always receive 
as much attention. While the benefits of tertiary 
attainment for individuals and societies are obvious, 
tertiary education needs to continue to adapt if it is to 
best serve students in an increasingly globalised and 
competitive education market.

This section discusses some of the challenges that 
countries’ tertiary education systems face: boosting 
completion rates, enhancing gender equity, finding 
the right funding balance and making doctoral studies 
more relevant and attractive. It does not aim to give a 
comprehensive overview of all the challenges facing 
tertiary education, but to present those that are best 
illustrated by data in Education at a Glance 2022 
(OECD, 2022).

Boosting completion rates and offering the same chance of success to 
all learners
Tertiary completion rates remain low in most countries. 
On average across countries and other participants 
with available data, only 38% of students who entered a 
bachelor’s programme graduated from that or another 
bachelor’s programme by the end of the theoretical 
duration of the course. About 1% had transferred 
and graduated instead from a short-cycle tertiary 
programme, 40% had not yet graduated and were still 
in tertiary education (even if at a different level) and 21% 
had not graduated and were no longer enrolled in any 
tertiary programme (Figure 10). 

Completion rates increase in the years that follow the 
end of the theoretical programme duration, as many of 
those who were still in education graduate. However, 
even after an additional three years, only 65% of 

students have graduated from a bachelor’s programme 
on average across the OECD, 2% have graduated 
from a short-cycle tertiary programme and 1% from 
a master’s long first degree programme. Some 9% 
are still in education and 23% are no longer enrolled  
(Figure 10). 

To improve the situation, many countries have 
implemented a variety of policies aimed at increasing 
tertiary completion rates in recent years. One common 
approach is to make the financing of institutions 
conditional to some extent on student completion 
rates. In Estonia, for example, 20% of the funding for 
higher education institutions is performance-based 
and takes into account the share of students who 
graduate within specified timeframes as a key criterion.  
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Figure 10•Status of full-time bachelor’s students, by timeframe (2020)
In percentage 

Notes: The year of reference for the data (2020) corresponds to the graduation year three years after the theoretical end of the 
programme. The reference year for the entrance cohort changes depending on the duration of programmes.
1. Data refer only to programmes with a theoretical duration of three, four or five years in Australia. Only programmes with a theoretical 
duration of three or four years are included for the United Kingdom.
3. Data are provided for the theoretical duration plus one year in Canada and plus two years in the United States (not three years). Data 
are provided for the theoretical duration plus one semester (not the theoretical duration) in Sweden.
4. Data on bachelor’s level or equivalent programmes refer to tertiary education provided in universities only.
5. Data refer only to the hautes écoles (HE) and the écoles des arts (ESA), representing about 60% of entrants to bachelor’s or equivalent 
programmes.
Countries and other participants are ranked in descending order of the share of students who graduated by the theoretical duration.
Source: Indicator B5, OECD (Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 2022), Education at a Glance 2022.

There are similar conditional funding mechanisms in 
Finland, Israel, Lithuania and Sweden. In other countries, 
completion rates are taken into account in the financing 
provided directly to students. In Norway, for example, 
students may have up to 40% of their student loans 
converted into grants if they progress through their 
studies without delay and meet the relevant income and 
residence requirements (Eurydice, 2021). 

Other policies focus on helping students make better 
choices about their field of study, thereby reducing 
the likelihood of students transferring to other courses 

or leaving tertiary education entirely. For instance, in 
the United Kingdom, all government-backed careers 
information has been gathered onto the National 
Careers Service website to clarify the careers 
landscape for young adults and help them find the 
education programmes with the right fit (Department for 
Education, 2021).

Another challenge is to improve equity in completion 
rates. A variety of factors can influence completion 
rates, including students’ prior educational background 
and social and economic characteristics. Studies 
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have shown that coming from a disadvantaged  
socio-economic background has a strong impact 
on tertiary completion (Vossensteyn, et al., 2015; 
Thomas & Quinn, 2006). Even among highly qualified 
students, those from disadvantaged backgrounds 
tend to be more at risk of dropping out because of 
financial constraints, family problems or peer pressure  
(Quinn, 2013). In nearly every country with available 
data, the completion rate within the theoretical duration 
plus three years is highest for students with at least one 
tertiary-educated parent and lowest for students whose 
parents did not complete upper secondary education. 
Similarly, an immigrant background, although not 

always indicative of disadvantage, is also correlated 
with lower student performance (OECD, 2018). 

It is important to keep in mind that low completion 
rates do not necessarily imply an inadequate tertiary 
education system, as students may leave a programme 
for a variety of reasons. They may realise that they have 
chosen a subject or programme that is not a good 
fit for them, or they may find attractive employment 
opportunities before completing the programme. 
In some educational systems, it is also common for 
students to enrol in part-time studies or without intending 
to graduate in order to pursue a few courses as part of 
lifelong learning or upskilling. 

Improving gender equity throughout tertiary education
Educational attainment has increased much faster for 
women than for men, and women now make up the 
majority of new entrants to tertiary education. Yet two 
important areas of gender disparity persist. First, there 
are large gender disparities in many fields of study. 
Women are strongly under-represented in STEM 
fields while men are under-represented in fields such 
as education or health and welfare. In 2020, 21% of 
new entrants to STEM short-cycle tertiary programmes 
were women, rising to 31% at bachelor’s level. Master’s 
and doctoral STEM programmes are slightly closer to 
gender parity across OECD countries, with women 
averaging 36% of new entrants at master’s level and 
38% at doctoral level (Indicator B4, (OECD, 2022)). 
These gender differences by field of study are also 

reflected in other dimensions. For example, only 22% 
of scientific authors are women, and the proportion 
of patents filed by female inventors ranges from 4% in 
Austria to 15% in Portugal (OECD, 2017). 

Second, there are major gender disparities among 
academic staff. These are not obvious at first glance, 
as women make up 45% of all academic staff  
(Indicator D8, (OECD, 2022)). However, gender 
disparities are much greater when considering the 
most senior academic staff. Women typically make up 
between one-fifth and one-third of full professors in their 
institution (ETER, 2022). These numbers suggest that 
women continue to face significant barriers to reaching 
the highest academic positions.

Financing the expansion of tertiary education 
The financing of tertiary education is a major concern 
for education policy makers (OECD, 2020). As the 
expansion of tertiary education is set to continue in 
the next decades, the challenge for countries is to find 
additional resources to maintain the quality of learning. 
A well-designed and well-resourced student support 
programme can help to meet the policy goals of equity 
and inclusion in tertiary education systems. Currently, 
the balance between private and public funding on the 
one hand, and countries’ ability to provide various forms 
of public subsidies for tertiary institutions on the other, 
have been two factors that help to explain the wide 
differences in approaches to the financing of tertiary 
education. 

When comparing tertiary student financial support with 
the level of tuition fees charged to national students, 
three groups of countries and other participants clearly 
stand out: those with low or no tuition fees and high 
levels of financial support to students (Denmark, Finland, 
Norway and Sweden); those with high tuition fees and 
high financial support to students (Australia, Chile, 

England [United Kingdom], Lithuania, New Zealand 
and the United States); and those with low or moderate 
tuition fees and targeted financial support provided to 
less than 50% of tertiary students (Austria, the Flemish 
and French Communities of Belgium, France, Germany, 
Italy, and Spain) (Figure 11). 

Countries with high tuition fees also tend to be those 
where private entities other than households make 
a more significant contribution to funding tertiary 
institutions. They also tend to have student financial 
support systems that offer all students loans with 
income-contingent repayments combined with means-
tested grants. In contrast, students in countries with more 
progressive tax regimes often pay low or no tuition 
fees and have access to generous public subsidies for 
tertiary education but face high income tax rates on 
their earnings later in life. 

As countries try to strike the right balance between 
keeping student costs at a level guaranteeing equity 
in access to tertiary education and finding sufficient 
funding for their tertiary education systems, they 
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increasingly look to other measures. For example, 
some countries with highly subsidised tertiary education 
systems, such as Denmark and Sweden, have charged 
tuition fees for non-European Union students in recent 
years, joining a long list of countries that charge higher 
fees for international students. 

In the current context, tight public budgets make it hard 
to justify any additional public expenditure. At the 
same time, it is important to ensure that the economic 
burden of tertiary education does not rest too heavily 

on students, especially those from low socio-economic 
backgrounds. Finding the right mix of tuition fees, grants 
and loans to provide all students with the opportunity to 
access and complete tertiary education while requesting 
some level of financial commitment from them is an 
ongoing balancing act for policy makers. There is no 
evident correlation between the financial support given 
to tertiary students and the level of tertiary attainment, 
implying that no particular system is deterring large 
numbers of students from completing a tertiary degree. 

Public or government-guaranteed private loans only in 2019/20
Public grants/scholarships only in 2019/20
Public grants/scholarships and public or government-guaranteed private loans in 2019/20
Student loan or public grant beneficiaries in 2009/10
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Figure 11•Share of national tertiary students enrolled full-time and receiving public financial support  
(2009/10 and 2019/20)
In percentage 

Notes: 1. Reference year: calendar year 2018 for Australia; 2019 for Chile and New Zealand; academic year 2015/16 for the United 
States; academic year 2018/19 for England (UK), France and Spain.
2. Reference year for trends: calendar year 2008 for Australia; 2009 for New Zealand; 2010 for Chile; academic year 2007/08 for 
the United States; academic year 2008/09 for the Flemish Community of Belgium.
3. The distribution of loans refers to ISCED 5 and 6 only.
4. Students who benefit of government-guaranteed private loans are not taken into account, but their number is negligible. 
Countries and other participants are ranked in descending order of the share of tertiary students receiving public grants/scholarships 
and/or public or government-guaranteed private loans in 2019/20.
Source: Indicator C5, OECD (Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 2022), Education at a Glance 2022.
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Note

1.   Exchange students who study abroad for a short period as part of the programme are not included in these figures.

Making doctoral studies more relevant and attractive 
Although holders of doctoral degrees have historically 
represented only a small fraction of the population 
in OECD countries, they play an outsized role in 
the education system and the modern economy. 
Contemporary societies rely on innovation, R&D, and 
knowledge and information sharing for economic 
development and growth (Guellec & Van Pottelsberghe 
De La Potterie, 2001; OECD, 2015). At tertiary 
institutions, holders of doctorates create and disseminate 
knowledge through research and teaching. Outside 
academia, workers with doctoral degrees are the pillars 
of private sector R&D and fill highly specialised roles 
that are essential in modern economies. A steady flow 
of doctoral graduates into the private sector also helps 
firms to stay in touch with the latest academic research. 

The importance of workers with a doctorate is reflected 
in their average employment rate of 93% across the 
OECD. They are the group with the highest employment 
rate, well ahead of individuals with master’s degrees 
and bachelor’s degrees. However, despite high 
employment rates, doctoral programmes do not always 
prepare students as well as they could for the labour 
market. This is problematic, as career options within 
academia are limited and many doctoral graduates 
have to find positions outside of academia, where they 
are often not able to fully use their skills in their new 
jobs. Improving the relevance of doctoral programmes 

for careers outside academia would improve the value 
of doctoral degrees further while attracting additional 
students to doctoral studies.

Recognising the value of doctorates, many countries 
have policies to make doctoral studies more attractive 
for students. For instance, some countries, such as 
Australia, Italy and Switzerland, charge lower fees 
for doctoral programmes than at lower levels of 
education. Others recognise doctoral candidates as 
employees rather than students, such as in Norway and 
Switzerland (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 
2017). Policies like these have led to a strong increase 
in doctoral attainment among 25-64 year-olds, from 
0.9% in 2014 to 1.3% in 2021 on average across 
OECD countries with available data for both years.

As well as making doctoral studies more attractive for 
domestic students, many countries have made particular 
efforts to attract international students, and the share 
of internationally mobile students is higher than at 
other levels of tertiary education. On average across  
OECD countries, 30% of doctoral new entrants are 
international students in comparison to 27% in master’s 
programmes and 22% in bachelor’s programmes. In 
some countries, international students make up the 
majority of new entrants at doctoral level: around 60% 
or more are international students in Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands and Switzerland.
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