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5. STUDENT ENROLMENT IN TERTIARY EDUCATION

The number of students enrolled in tertiary education
is an indicator of a region’s future potential for its
skilled labour force. A highly educated labour force is
a major factor in determining regional competitive-
ness in the knowledge based economy. Universities in
a region are also important assets in developing an
integrated regional innovation system.

Taking students enrolled in tertiary education as a
percentage of the total population as an indicator,
in 2005, on average, about 4% of the population was
enrolled in tertiary educational programmes in OECD
countries. This ratio varies significantly among coun-
tries (Figure 5.1). Korea had the highest percentage of
students (more than 6%), followed by the United
States and Finland. Luxembourg, Mexico, Switzerland,
Germany, Turkey and Austria ratios were under 3%.

Regional differences within countries were even larger
than among countries. Sweden, the Czech Republic
and Slovak Republic were the countries that showed
the largest internal differences in enrolment in tertiary
education (Figure 5.2), ranging from over 10%, to close
to zero. For the Czech and the Slovak Republics and for
most of the other countries taken into consideration,
the region displaying the highest rate is the capital
region. At the other end of the regional disparity spec-
trum, the Netherlands, Ireland, the United Kingdom,
Canada, and Japan displayed narrow differences in
tertiary enrolment rates.

The correlation between enrolment in tertiary educa-
tion and the share of population by regional type (pre-
dominantly urban, intermediate and predominantly
rural) is positive for urban regions in all countries
except Italy, Sweden and Korea, as in most countries
universities tend to be concentrated in large urban
centres. In rural regions, the correlation is negative in
15 countries out of 24 (Figure 5.3).

Figure 5.4 compares the concentration index of the
enrolment in tertiary education and employment in
knowledge-oriented sectors (high-tech manufactur-
ing and knowledge-intensive services). The employ-
ment distribution in high tech-sectors depends on the
location of infrastructure and physical capital, while
participation in tertiary education depends on the
location of universities. In 14 out of the 24 countries
for which data are available, the students enrolled in
tertiary education are more concentrated than those
employed in high-tech sectors; this is particularly
evident in the Czech Republic, Austria and Turkey, but
also in Norway, Denmark and the Slovak Republic. In
nine countries technology intensive employment is
more geographically concentrated than the students
in higher education institutions, especially in Korea
and Greece.

Source

OECD Regional Database, http://stats.oecd.org/WBOS,
theme: Regional Statistics.

National data: OECD Education Database.

See Annex B for more information on data sources
and country related metadata.

Reference years and territorial level

2005; TL2

Data for Iceland, Mexico and New Zealand are not
available at the regional level.

Further information

OECD (2007), Education at a Glance, OECD, Paris.

OECD (1999), Classifying Educational Programmes,
Manual for ISCED-97 Implementation in OECD
Countries, OECD, Paris.

Figure notes
Figure 5.1: Luxembourg year 2006.

Figure 5.3: For each country three correlations are run between
the regional number of students enrolled in tertiary education
and the share of regional population living in PU, IN and PR
regions.

Definition

Total student enrolment is defined as the
number of students, regardless of age, enrolled
in all types of tertiary educational institutions in
the region, including public, private and all other
institutions providing organised tertiary level
(ISCED 5 and 6) educational programmes.

The geographic concentration index offers a
picture of the spatial distribution of the popula-
tion within each country, as it compares the
enrolment in tertiary education weight and the
land area weight over all TL2 regions (see
Annex C for the formula). The index ranges
between 0 and 100: the higher its value, the
larger the regional concentration. International
comparisons of the index can be affected by the
different size of regions in each country.

The Spearman correlation coefficient measures
the strength and direction of the relationship
between two variables, in this case the enrol-
ment rate in higher education institutions and
the share of population in predominantly urban
(PU), intermediate (IN) or predominantly rural
(PR) regions. A value close to zero means no
relationship (see Annex C for formula).

http://stats.oecd.org/WBOS
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5.1 Student enrolment in tertiary education 
per 100 inhabitants, 2005

Korea and the United States are the countries with the 
highest number of students enrolled in tertiary education.

5.2 Range of % of students enrolled in tertiary 
education in TL2 regions, 2005

The capital region displays the highest rate of enrolment 
in advanced education in most OECD countries.
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5.3 Spearman correlation coefficient 
between share of students in tertiary education 

and population share
by regional type, 2005 (TL2)

Urban regions have greatest rates of enrolment 
in higher educational programmes.

5.4 Concentration index of students 
in tertiary education and employment 

in knowledge-oriented sectors, 2005 (TL2)
In most OECD countries future and current stocks 

of knowledge-oriented workers have different 
concentration levels.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/523651028735
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5.5 Students enrolled in tertiary education as a percentage of the population: Asia and Oceania
TL2 regions, 2005

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/524501703305

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/524501703305
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5.6 Students enrolled in tertiary education as a percentage of the population: Europe
TL2 regions, 2005

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/524501703305
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5.7 Students enrolled in tertiary education as a percentage of the population: North America
TL2 regions, 2005

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/524501703305
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Lifelong learning

The capacity of a region to absorb innovation is increasingly dependent upon the knowledge and skills of
its workforce. Despite the increasing time spent at a young age in tertiary level programmes, the knowledge
and skills acquired there, are usually not sufficient for a professional career spanning three or four decades.

Lifelong learning is a learning opportunity given at all ages and in different contexts: at work, at home and
through leisure activities. It is often accomplished though distance learning or e-learning, continuing
education, or correspondence courses.

The acceleration of scientific and technological progress has made lifelong learning an important part of
the education path. The concept of lifelong learning is fundamental to promote a more dynamic employee
base, better able to react in an agile manner to a rapidly changing economic climate.

Data on the participation of adults to education and training activities (lifelong learning) are only available for
EU countries. The European Union focuses its attention on promoting lifelong learning in its member countries
as a major factor to improve the current labour force skills for increasing growth and competitiveness.*

Figure 5.8 shows that there is a very strong correlation between the number of persons in lifelong learning
and employment in technology intensive sectors (the correlation coefficient being 0.83). Taking lifelong
learning as a proxy for the capacity of absorbing change (shift from manufacturing to high-tech
manufacturing and from services to knowledge-intensive services) the association with the presence of
technology-oriented workers shows that regions that invest in preparing their workforce to deal with
shifting economic environments tend to have more specialised human capital.

Participation in lifelong learning varies among countries, with United Kingdom, Finland, Sweden and the
Netherlands showing higher participation rates than the rest of European countries. For 12 out of the
17 countries taken into consideration the regions where the percentage of adults in lifelong learning is the
highest are capital regions (Figure 5.9). The propensity to enter in lifelong learning depends also on the
wage differential in return to education and on the availability of such programs.

* Treaty of Lisbon: EU member states partnership aimed at focusing efforts on the achievement of stronger, lasting growth and the
creation of more and better jobs.

5.8 Correlation between people 
in lifelong learning and employment 

in knowledge-oriented sectors, in 20051 (TL2)

Regions investing in human capital have 
a more specialised workforce.

5.9 Regions with the highest percentage 
of population aged 25-64 in lifelong learning, 

20051 (TL2)

The percentage of people in lifelong learning 
is the highest in large urban centres.

1. Data available for EU countries only. Data for the United Kingdom refer to the year 2004.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/523651028735
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