
OECD REGIONS AT A GLANCE 2011 © OECD 201150

9. REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN TERTIARY EDUCATION

The quality of human capital is central to increasing pro-
ductivity, as the ability to generate and make use of innova-
tion depends, among other factors, on the skill level of the
labour force. The proportion of the labour force with ter-
tiary education is a common indicator for a region’s capac-
ity to produce and absorb innovation. 

OECD countries show large differences in the tertiary edu-
cational attainment of their labour force. These differences
hide even larger disparities among regions within the same
country. The United States, France, Spain and the Czech
Republic show the largest regional variation in tertiary edu-
cational attainment (Figure 9.1). 

Concentration of a skilled labour force is also a major issue
in countries with less regional dispersion; regional differ-
ences are often due to one populated region with a high
share of skilled labour force and almost all the other
regions below the country average (Figure 9.1). 

The capital region is generally the region with the highest
share of people with tertiary education (Figure 9.2). Ontario
is the OECD region with the highest percentage of skilled
labour force (56%), followed by the Capital Territory in
Australia, Pais Vasco in Spain and Oslo in Norway.

Predominantly urban regions have the highest percentage
of labour force with tertiary educational attainment: in
most countries higher educational attainment is positively
correlated with the percentage of urban population and
negatively correlated with the percentage of rural popula-
tion (Figure 9.3).

Predominantly urban regions are also those with higher
rates of students in tertiary education, which is a proxy of
the geographical distribution of higher education institu-
tions and a measure of a region’s future stock of human
capital. However, highly skilled human capital is increas-
ingly mobile and the existence of differentials in the return
to education between rural and urban areas can be a major
incentive for individuals with advanced educational levels
to migrate (see also Chapter 10). Such patterns call for pol-
icies that support training and human capital formation to
respond to regional specificities.

As expected, there is a significant correlation between
enrolments in tertiary education and employment in
knowledge-intensive services (KIS) (Figure 9.4).

Source 

OECD Regional Database: http://stats.oecd.org/WBOS. 

See Annex B for data, source and country-related metadata.

Reference years and territorial level

1999-2008; TL2.

Data for Iceland and Japan are not available at the regional
level.

Data for Chile refer to tertiary educational attainment of
population aged 15 and over.

Further information

OECD (2011), Regions and Innovation Policy, OECD Publishing. 

OECD (2010), The High Cost of Low Educational Performance:
The Long-run Economic Impact of Improving PISA Outcomes,
PISA, OECD Publishing, DOI: 10.1787/9789264077485-en.

OECD (2010), Education at a Glance 2010: OECD Indicators,
OECD Publishing, DOI: 10.1787/eag-2010-en.

Figure notes

9.1-9.4: Available years: Australia 2005, Canada, Korea and New
Zealand 2006, Chile and Switzerland 2007. 

9.4: Spearman correlation with TL2 regional values. Only coefficient sig-
nificant at 0.01 or 0.05 levels are shown.

Definition

The labour force with advanced educational qualifi-
cations is defined as the labour force aged 15 and over
that has completed tertiary educational programmes.
Tertiary education includes both university qualifica-
tions and advanced professional programmes (ISCED
5 and 6).

The Spearman correlation coefficient measures the
strength and direction of the relationship between
two variables, in this case the labour force with
advanced educational qualifications and the share of
population in predominantly urban (PU), intermedi-
ate (IN) or predominantly rural (PR) regions. A value
close to zero means no relationship (see Annex C for
the formula).

http://stats.oecd.org/WBOS
http://dx.doi.org/110.1787/9789264077485-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2010-en
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9.1. Range of labour force with tertiary educational 
attainment in TL2 regions, 2008

9.2. Top region within each country with the highest 
percentage of labour force with tertiary educational 

attainment compared to their country average, 2008 (TL2)

9.3. Correlation coefficient between the percentage 
of labour force with tertiary education and the population 

share by regional type, 2008 (TL2)

9.4. Correlation between % of students enrolled in tertiary 
education and % of employed in KIS, TL2, 
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