Variation in student success across Europe: Exploring the
relevance of system-level explanations

ABSTRACT
Student success is often defined as students completing their degree, preferably within the estimated
time to degree. However, if we apply this definition, student success is quite varied if we
compare countries in Europe (OECD Education at a Glance 2013, Vossensteyn et al 2015). The article
identifies and discusses some system-level factors that is often mentioned as possible explanations of
these differences including costs, selection and admission system differences and the structuring of
higher education offerings, and the relationship between higher education and the labour
market. However, based on existing data, the identified system-level factors do not correlate with the
empirical variation in student success, and the article ends with some reflections about future
research needs to advance the knowledge about student success.
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Introduction
As higher education has become a mass phenomenon globally, there is increased public attention to
how the higher education sector is performing on dimensions such as quality, relevance and
efficiency (Yorke & Longden 2004). Given the huge amount of economic and human resources going
into the sector, public authorities in a number of countries are interested in investigating the returns
of higher education, either with regards to graduation on time, and that students starting higher
education are not dropping out, or with regards to the employability of graduates from universities
and colleges and whether the competence and skills acquired are relevant in a rapidly shifting labour
market (Vossensteyn et al 2015). As such, student success is a label that relates not only to the
individual accomplishments of the graduate, but also to the dimensions of higher education as a
public good, in terms of generating quality, relevance and efficiency for the society at large.
The fact that there are several ways of understanding student success, suggest that the term cannot
be considered an established concept in higher education. One line of research, which has been very
prominent in the US, is to define success in very broad terms, not just as completion of a course or a
degree suggesting that success in higher education is also linked to creating good citizens or good
learners (see for example Astin 1975, 1993, Pascarella & Terenzini 1991, 2005, Kuh et al 2006).
Alongside this line of research there is also a large amount of research in the US focusing on various
ways of measuring student completion and using various independent variables, primarily focused on
prior educational achievements, to predict the likelihood of success (for examples see Shulruf, Hattie
& Tumen 2008, Jones-White et al 2010). The approach to measuring student success in Europe has
been more varied, with focus on completion of course and/or degree as well as successful outcomes
in the labour market.
Acknowledging that student success is a label that covers many different dimensions, the current
article still employs a more limited perspective and focuses mostly on the economic aspects of the
term i.e., whether students are completing their degree, and preferably within the estimated time to
degree. OECD statistics (2013) show that time to degree and drop-out rates are varying considerably
between countries, and that there are many potential factors impacting the outcome on this issue
(Vossensteyn et al. 2015). The fact that higher education is a sector that in most countries is strongly
affected by national, cultural and socio-economic traditions and characteristics (Clark 1983), may
explain this variation in efficiency. For example, in Europe, graduation rates vary quite a lot between
what seems to be high-performing countries such as Denmark, Finland, and the UK, and what seems
to be relatively low-performing countries such as Norway, Sweden and Hungary (OECD 2013, Quinn
2013, Vossensteyn et al 2015). However, these countries are also very different with respect to the
design and organization of their higher education systems, and as such, Europe makes up an
interesting laboratory for studying the potential impact of system-level factors affecting graduation
and drop-out. Hence, the aim of the current article is to look into the relevance of some of the key
system-level factors often believed to have an impact on student performance with respect to
completion and drop-out, discuss their significance, and reflect on possible research implications
related to how the research in this area may be advanced in the future.
The remains of the article are organized as follows: Based on existing literature on completion and
drop-out, three factors which are thought of as having impact on the level of completion and dropout rates are identified. The three factors are: i) the implications of the cost level of higher education
for the individual student, ii) the consequences different systems of access and/or selection practices
may have for level of completion and drop-out rates, as well as iii) the influence of the labour market
situation and conditions in a country. Based on these factors, empirical illustrations are provided
from various European countries, and the significance of the factors and their interrelationship is
discussed. We close the article by providing possible avenues for further research in the area of
student success.
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Key factors affecting completion and dropout rates
Research on student success in terms of completion (and drop-out) has a long history in higher
education (Astin 1993, Kuh et al. 2006, Aljohani 2016). In general, it is acknowledged that student
success is a very complex phenomenon although a number of studies tend to agree that valid
explanations are found with respect to i) individual characteristics of students and their background
(e.g., gender, motivation, and the educational and socio-economic background of their parents) (see
e.g., Shulruf et al. 2008, Chen 2012, Severiens & Dam 2012, Quinn 2013, Bradley 2017), and ii)
characteristics of the higher education institution and how the institution may integrate students in
an academic and social learning environment (see e.g., Astin 1993, Pascarella & Terenzini 1999, 2005,
Kuh et al. 2006). While acknowledging this research, the current article employs a different point of
departure. As student success seems to differ considerable between countries, it is also reasonable
to assume that there might be system-level characteristics that may impact on student success, not
least as a consequence of policy choices made in individual countries. Hence, in this article, a public
policy perspective is applied where completion is seen as an issue which can be addressed through
the key tools of government, especially funding, organization and information measures (Hood &
Margetts 2007).
In most countries funding of higher education is one of the most important issue for public policy,
especially concerning what the private cost of education should be. In higher education systems with
tuition fees is the private cost of not completing or finishing delayed higher than in higher education
systems without tuition fees. Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley (2009:xii) point out that while higher
education traditionally has been seen as a public good, which contributes to society by improving
human capital and boosting economic development, it is now gradually more being “seen as a
private good, largely benefiting individuals”. This has implications for how higher education is
funded, not least since mass higher education has created funding shortages, and where also public
higher education institutions have to start generating some of their own revenue. This is by some
researchers seen as a major concern. “The growing emphasis on cost recovery, higher tuition and
university-industry links distracts from the traditional social role and service function of higher
education that are central to contemporary society” (Altbach et al 2009:xii). Hence, the change in
how higher education is viewed has implications for higher education systems, and may in some
cases have given way to rising tuition fees (England is perhaps the prime example here). Still, the
indirect implication of this for student success is that high tuition fees provide a strong incentive for
students to complete, and possibly also on time.
Another key area for public policy is to decide upon the access practices within different higher
education systems, i.e. how easy or difficult it is for students to enter into the sector. It is possible to
distinguish access systems in a range of ways. According to Trow (1973, 2006), will the move from
elite to mass higher education have a range of implications for higher education, and among them
are changes in access and admission. In general, an increase of participants in the system affects the
ways access and admission is designed. Admission can be configured by concentrating on how
students are channelled into or out of higher education via upper secondary education (by attending
a type of upper secondary education which makes them eligible to enter higher education) or by
concentrating on when selection takes place – if selection is done before the student enter higher
education, usually based on grades from upper secondary, or if it is done through achievement after
entering higher education. Orr et al (2017) focus on the first approach in their overview of European
admissions systems, a project done for the European commission. They choose to focus on how
secondary education in some countries stream students into higher education (while students
choosing a different path are streamed away from higher education) combined with the selectivity of
institutions (how higher education institutions choose students), and see this together as a process.
The alternative way of viewing this is focusing on when selection takes place, or what kind of
selection is it. Selection can either take place before the student start higher education, preselection, or after the student already has started a programme, commonly at the end of the first
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course or the first year of studying, denoted as post-selection. Poland and Austria are examples of
countries which practices this type of selection of students. In countries with post-selection
processes the great majority of programmes are open access, all students who are eligible for higher
education entry can start a programme. Selection is done through the exam after the first semester
or first year which creates a sort of “survival of the fittest” approach to selection in higher education.
Hence, the way the access system is designed may in some ways be linked to how the expansion of
the higher education system has been handled, which has been pointed out for example for Italy by
de Francesco (1978) and by Tuijnman (1990) for Sweden. As a general rule, one might also expect
that liberal access policies would have negative consequences for student success as more poorly
qualified and less motivated students would more likely drop-out from their studies.
A third factor which might have implications for the completion rate in a country is the labour market
situation, as students probably are more eager to complete their degree in countries where there are
more jobs for higher education graduates, and that students in countries with poor labour market
would prioritise having a higher education degree. While public policy may have less direct impact on
the functioning of the labour market, there have been arguments made that governments (Germany,
Italy and Norway are examples) have used higher education as a form of “parking lot”, where young
people are being given an alternative to unemployment and where students continue to be enrolled
in higher education despite other preferences (Oppedisano 2007, Bratti, Checchi & de Blasio 2008).
Public policy options here might be to promote higher education qualifications and continuing
education in times when the labour market prospects are poor. Studies done in a period when the
business cycle and the labour market prospects in Norway were particularly good indicate that this
might have positive implications, both for labour market adjustment and for risk of unemployment or
having irrelevant work (doing a job that does not require that level of education) among graduates
(Støren & Arnesen 2007, Støren, Wiers-Jenssen & Arnesen 2011). Hence, based on this we would
expect that drop-out rates would be rather high when the labour market is in need of people, and
that completion rates would be high when the labour market is poor.
Data, methods and limitations
There are generally few examples of cross-country comparisons of dropout rates. This may be related
to the fact that a “significant number of countries do not systematically calculate completion and/or
drop-out rates” (EC/EACEA/Eurydice 2014:10). Hence, all studies intending to compare dropout rates
across countries face the same problem: data on dropout and completion is rarely available. On top
of that comes the problem that dropout and completion is being defined and measured somewhat
differently in different countries, which contributes to making comparisons very difficult. Currently,
the only regularly publishing of data for several countries on the issue of completion is the OECD, in
Education at a Glance. Since 1998, OECD has published what they first labelled as “higher education
survival rates” (OECD 1998:189) and later have been called “graduation rates” and “rates for those
leaving without a tertiary qualification” (OECD 2008: Table A4.1; 2010: Table A4.1). However, there
are a range of challenges linked to using these data. The critique against the OECD data include the
fact that two different methods are used to calculate completion rate, and secondly that this rate is
not reported on by all countries. Other obstacles are related to the time frame of the measure, and
different challenges that this may pose to the data, in addition to the crudeness of the measure, as it
is insensitive to differences in access policies to higher education and the logic of the higher
education system in different countries. As such, there are methodological and empirical limitations
concerning the data made available by the OECD.
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Still, since OECD holds the only available data gathering on completion rates in higher education in
Europe, we will use this data (see table 11) as the best ones available to explore whether and how
system-level factors may contribute to research in this area. The data also give an indication of how
student success has been developing in the recent years in some European countries. However, since
we only have data for two points in time, we cannot really say anything about trends; only observe if
there are changes from first to second data collection. The OECD does not collect data on completion
rates on a yearly basis, and have not published data in this format after 2013. However, as the
purpose of the current article is to explore analytical explanations for drop-out and completion rates,
where recent trends with respect to such issues are of less relevance, we do not perceive it as a
major problem using older data.
In the table below, completion rates are provided for a selection of European countries for ISCED 5A
which equals theoretical tertiary education at undergraduate level.
INSERT TABLE 1 HERE
Table 1 indicate that completion rates in European higher education at undergraduate level differ
quite a lot, both in 2005 and in 2011. Only three countries, Finland, Netherlands and Slovak Republic
have experienced an increase from 2005 to 2011, some countries are characterised by much stability
(e.g., Denmark and the UK), while yet others have seen a decrease in completion rates. For our
purposes, this table is the starting point for dividing the countries into three simple categories: Those
that can be said to have a high level of completion (above 75 percent); those that have low
completion rate (59 percent and below), and those countries scoring average on completion rates
(between 60 – 74 percent). This categorization then produces three sets of countries using the 2011
completion rates as point of departure:
 Low scoring countries on completion: Hungary, Norway and Sweden
 Average scoring countries on completion: Austria, Belgium, France, the Netherlands,
Poland, Slovak Republic and Portugal
 High scoring countries on completion: Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Turkey and the UK
While we acknowledge that the categorization of countries into low, average and high on completion
indeed can be questioned, the purpose here is only to explore whether the variation in completion
rate between countries can be considered as a promising route forward for future research on
system-level impact on student success.
Empirical indications of higher education cost, access policies and labour market challenges
As suggested earlier may the private cost of participating in higher education have implications for
completion and drop-out rates. It has at least been argued that tuition fees may have an impact on
completion rates as it makes it non-completion more expensive for the student. The cost of their
educational investment is not just foregone income while studying, but also a payment up-front to
take part in the educational offering. Table 2 show an overview of European countries which are
tuition free, which have tuition and the level of this tuition. As illustrated in the table, half of the
countries on the list do not charge tuition fees, and among the eight countries which charge tuition,
three have low tuition fees and only one, the UK have high tuition fees. However, the UK is also one
of the countries which have high completion rates, suggesting a correlation. On the other hand,
Denmark also has comparably high completion rates, and no tuition fees, indicating no correlation.
INSERT TABLE 2 HERE
1

Data is extracted from two versions of Table A4.1 in Education at a Glance (2008; 2013). The data in these
tables stem from two different data collections: in 2005 for the 2008-publication and in 2011 for the 2013publication. These are the two latest data collections on this indicator.
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Another factor identified which could be imagined having significance for completion is how the
system of access to higher education is structured. As mentioned earlier there are several ways of
viewing the issue of access and selection. Orr et al (2017) recently presented a structured overview
of European access systems in a report to the European Commission (see table 3). Table 3 displays a
distinction which divides systems into four different types, and these types have different features,
scoring on either effectiveness, efficiency or equality. If we compare the grouping of countries in
table 3 with our categorizations of low, average and high achievers on completion, a very mixed
picture emerges, where no admission systems seem to have a strong correlation with respect to
completion.

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE
As indicated earlier may access policies have a direct impact on student success, and one way to
investigate this issue is to look at the correlation between enrolment rate and completion rate.
Based on the argument that widening access to higher education would give a more heterogeneous
student body, particularly with varying preparedness for higher education, we could assume that
countries with the highest rates of enrolment among 20-29-yearolds also would have the lowest
rates of completion. However, as figure 1 indicates there is no distinct pattern in the data supporting
this assumption. Among countries with high completion rates, Denmark has among the highest
enrolment rates while France and the UK have relatively low enrolment rates. Similarly, among
countries with low completion rates we find Hungary which have a low enrolment rate and Sweden
which have a relatively high enrolment rate. Thus, the correlation between enrolment rate and
completion rate is low which contradicts the argument that widening access to higher education
necessarily drives lower completion rates.
INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE
The final factor identified as potentially important in the current paper is the labour market situation
for people holding tertiary qualifications. While this situation may change somewhat over time, not
least due to upswing in the economy worldwide, in many countries the labour market situation is
quite stable for those holding these qualifications where some countries may offer many job
opportunities for higher education graduates, while others may offer few. For example, during the
late 1990s it was argued that students in Italy would stay in higher education, instead of completing
and risking the chance of ending up as unemployed. Hence, students may continue being registered
as a student while they actually are searching for a job (the “parking-lot” scenario) (Oppedisano
2007, Bratti, Checchi & de Blasio 2008). But this may also take the opposite turn, that students are
more eager to complete and get a job when labour market opportunities are bright (Støren &
Arnesen 2007, Støren, Wiers-Jenssen & Arnesen 2011). In this setting the sheepskin effect of
education, the value of holding a diploma, is also a relevant argument (Hungerford & Solon 1987,
Jaeger & Page 1996). Using the latest available statistics from the OECD on unemployment rates
among those holding higher education qualifications show huge variation between countries.
INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE
As figure 2 indicate, most of the countries for which we have completion rates on have also quite low
unemployment rate for people with higher education qualifications. The rates range from under 2
per cent for Norway, to 5,5 per cent for France and 6 per cent for the Slovak Republic. Turkey, and in
particular Portugal have relatively high unemployment rate among the population holding a tertiary
degree. If we compare unemployment rates with our categorizations, we find again few correlations.
The UK, which is a high-performing country on completion do have a low unemployment rate, but
countries scoring low on completion – for example Hungary and Norway – also score low on
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unemployment. This indicates that the employment situation in a country might not necessary
contribute to explaining the rate of completion in higher education, and the assumption that
governments use higher education as a parking lot to avoid high unemployment among the youth
might thus not hold.

Discussion and research implications
The aim of the current paper has been to explore how some system-level characteristics correlate
with high or low completion rates. Although the quality of the data on completion rates collected by
the OECD could have been better due to a lack of methodological consistency in how completion is
defined in different countries, our paper suggest an intriguing paradox regarding country differences
and completion rates: While some countries consistently score high (and low) on completion,
suggesting that there might be some significant country (system) characteristics associated with
(non) completion, the same countries display a quite mixed picture regarding costs, admissions and
labour market characteristics. To provide some examples; while the UK score high on completion,
and is a country with high tuition fees, a double selection admission system, and lower graduate
unemployment than OECD average, Denmark is also scoring high on completion, have no tuition
fees, a school selection admission system, and higher graduate unemployment than OECD average.
Among the countries scoring low on completion rates, Norway has no tuition fees while Hungary
have quite high fees in some study programs. These two countries have different admission systems,
and but quite low graduate unemployment rate.
There are several possible explanations for why we have trouble identifying strong correlations
between system-level characteristics and completion. The first explanation underscores much of the
existing research on completion and drop-out, and points to the complexity associated with this
phenomenon. This may relate to how system-level characteristics are interrelated to individual and
institutional characteristics, and points to research that take into account the many social, academic,
and organizational factors and the need for more sophisticated modelling of potential causal
relationships among them (Yorke & Longden 2008; Jones et al. 2010, Schnepf 2017), and research
that aims at solving the many methodological challenges in this area, not least concerning how more
reliable and consistent data can be developed (Thomas & Hovdhaugen 2014).
The second explanation is related to the possibility that public policy may have less impact on
completion and drop-out than believed, and that there might be other system-level factors that may
have more significance than those identified in the current paper. Such factors might include salary
differences between those with higher education and those without, or lack of such differences in
the labour market (see also Støren & Arnesen 2007). Troelsen & Laursen (2014) have also suggested
that there might be more inherent cultural differences between different countries affecting
completion. They suggest that such national cultures may relate to how higher education is reflecting
key characteristics of the national culture (e.g., individualism, collectivism, power distances etc.), but
also how national cultures are reflected in the teaching and learning traditions in a country. This may
open up for more in-depth research where studies of completion should go more in-depth, and
perhaps be more closely linked to studies of pedagogical design and how learning environments are
shaped.
The third explanation, related to the one above, is that completion rates also have to be understood
in relation to the political ideology of specific countries, and that we need to acknowledge that in
some countries the higher education system is linked to overarching ideas about democracy,
participation and equality, and how such ideas are translated into practice (Thomas & Hovdhaugen
2014). For example, in several German-speaking countries higher education have been open to all
qualified applicants, where the idea of access has been more important than the goal of completion.
Clark (1983) also pointed out several decades ago that distinct differences can be found between
7

European higher education systems, where some allow for more influence of market mechanisms
while others are more inclined to tighter state steering. In this perspective, completion rates are
embedded in a much wider context where issues of skills formation trajectories and macro-level
societal development are the key issues (Busemayer & Iversen 2014).
To conclude, while much prior research on student completion have focused on micro-level and
organizational level factors which may impact completion, the key message in the current article is
that we need to achieve a better understanding of why there are so distinct and consistent
differences in completion rates at country/system level. While our research hints at rather moderate,
or at least very complex, impact of public policies, we do hope we have indicated some future
research paths into this area which could advance the research on this important topic.
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Table 1: OECD data on completion rates, ISCED 5A
Education at a Glance 2008

Belgium (Fl.)

Year for
new
Method
entrants
Cross-section 2000-03
1998Cross-section
2001

Czech
Republic
Denmark
Estonia
Finland

Cross-section
True cohort
Cross-section
True cohort

Austria

France
Germany

Completion
rate 2005
71

Education at a Glance 2013

Year for
new
Method
entrants
Cross-section 2006-08

Completion
rate 2011
65

Change
(cases where there
is change in
numbers and
method are marked
by parenthesis)
Decrease

76

True cohort

2007-08

69

(Decrease)

68
81
63
72

75
80
m
76

(Increase)
Decrease
m
Increase

64

True cohort
True cohort
m
True cohort
Longitudinal
survey

2001
2000-01
m
2000

True cohort

m
1995-96
2003
1995
19962003

68

(Increase)

Cross-section

2001-02

77

True cohort

2002-09
19992002

m

m

48
m
m
72

Decrease
m
m
Increase

59
62
67

Decrease
Decrease
Decrease

Hungary
Iceland
Italy
Netherlands

Cross-section
True cohort
True cohort
True cohort

2001-04
1996-97
1998-99
1997-98

57
66
45
71

Cross-section
m
m
True cohort

Norway
Poland
Portugal
Slovak
Republic
Spain
Sweden

True cohort
Cross-section
Cross-section

1994-95
2001-04
2001-06

67
63
69

True cohort
Cross-section
Cross-section

2006-07 /
2009-10
m
m
2003-04
19992000
2006-09
2006-10

Cross-section
m
True cohort

70
m
69

Cross-section
Cross-section
True cohort

2006-09
2008-09
2002-03

71
m
48

Increase
m
Decrease

True cohort
m

2000-03
m
1995-96
19962001
m

70
m

m
Cross-section

m
2007-08

m
75

m
m

Cross-section

2003-04

79

Cross-section

2007-08

79

No change

Switzerland
Turkey
United
Kingdom

Source: OECD, Education at a Glance 2008, Education at a Glance 2013, Indicator A4.1, amendments by CHEPS/NIFU,
m=missing data. A variant of this table is also published as table 4.1 in Vossensteyn et al (2015:31).
European countries which have missing data at both points in time are kept out of the table, and includes Bulgaria, Croatia,
Cyprus, Greece, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Macedonia, Malta, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia.
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Table 2: Overview of tuitions fees at public institutions in some European countries
Country
Tuition for EU-citizens Level of tuition at public institutions
Austria
No*
Belgium
Yes*
Low: max €890/year
Denmark
No*
Finland
No*
France
Yes
Low: €200-650/year
Germany
No
Greece
No*
Ireland
Yes, for MA
Medium: BA: free, MA: from €3800/year
Italy
Yes
Medium: €850-1000/year
Netherlands
Yes*
Medium€2000/year
Norway
No
Poland
No*
Spain
Yes
Medium: BA: €680-1400/year, MA: 1350-1500/year
Sweden
No*
Switzerland
Yes
Low: €550/year
UK (England)
Yes*
High: €7500-12600/year
Sources: www.study.eu, www.mastersportal.eu, www.topuniversities.com
* There are fees for students from outside EU/EEA/Switzerland, and if a country has fees the fees for
non-EU-students are set at a higher level.

Table 3: Typology of admissions systems
Selection
Streaming
At least one pathway through
the school system does not
lead to a qualification
enabling HE-entry (to some
part of the system)
In general, all pathways may
lead to HE-entry (in some part
of the system)

(Nearly all) HEIs can select
with additional criteria
Type 4: Double selection

HEIs cannot select with additional
criteria (in normal circumstances)
Type 1: Selection by schools

Czech Republic, Iceland,
Montenegro, Norway, Romania,
Serbia, Slovakia, Spain, United
Kingdom

Austria, Belgium, Denmark,
Germany, Hungary, Italy,
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Poland,
Slovenia

Type 2: Selection by HEIs

Type 3: Least selection

Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus,
Estonia, Finland, Portugal,
Lithuania, Latvia

Albania, France, Greece, Ireland, the
former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia, Malta, Sweden, Turkey

Source: Orr et al (2017:8).
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Figure 1: Correlation between enrolment rate and completion rate
Source: Completion rate: OECD Education at a Glance 2013, Indicator A4.1
Enrolment rate among 20-29-year olds, as a percentage of age group. Reference: OECD (2018), Enrolment rate (indicator).
doi: 10.1787/1d7e7216-en (Accessed on 29 March 2018)

Figure 2: Correlation between completion rate and unemployment rate among those holding a
tertiary degree (average rate over the years 2012-2014)
Source: Completion rate: OECD Education at a Glance 2013, Indicator A4.1
Unemployment rate calculated as the average rate in the three years following the data collection year for the completion
rate (2011). Reference: OECD (2018), Unemployment rates by education level (indicator). doi: 10.1787/6183d527-en
(Accessed on 29 March 2018)
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