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EUROGRADUATE – Technical Assessment – Executive Summary

0. Executive Summary
To help reaching a good match between the competences developed in education and the
skills needed on the labour market, there is a need to improve data availability on what
graduates do after their qualification. This is essential to support policy makers and
educational establishments to ensure the employability of graduates, tackle skills gaps
and mismatches, as well as to promote social inclusion. In the recommendation on
tracking graduates of the Council of the European Union of 2017, the member states of
the European Union committed to collect graduate tracking data in higher education and
vocational education and training that is comparable at European level, with the support
of the European Commission.
In line with the Council Recommendation, the EUROGRADUATE pilot survey, conducted in
eight countries (Austria, Czechia, Croatia, Germany, Greece, Lithuania, Malta and
Norway), aims at laying the ground for a sustainable European-wide graduate survey. It
has been complemented by extensive expert interviews on the interest in and the data
collection conditions of the Erasmus+ countries regarding a potential future Europeanwide graduate survey. This work has been compiled in the “Technical assessment of the
EUROGRADUATE pilot survey and feasibility of a full rollout”, in short EUROGRADUATE
technical report.
The objective of this report is to give record of the technical aspects of the pilot survey
data collection conditions, including lessons learned and recommendations for a potential
European graduate survey and gives a feasibility assessment. This executive summary
outlines the main findings of the technical report.

0.1. Overall conclusions and recommendations
The results of the EUROGRADUATE technical report, jointly with the EUROGRADUATE
pilot survey, lead to the conclusion that a European graduate survey could and should be
initiated in order to address the interests of most Erasmus+ countries in enhancing their
graduate tracking capacities by a comparative dimension.
The EUROGRADUATE pilot survey exemplifies that it was possible to collect comparable
data on higher education graduates across eight European countries yielding interesting
results relevant to policy agendas.
The key recommendations are timely preparation to ensure the support of higher
education institutions, improve the availability of up-to-date contact information, and to
coordinate a European graduate survey with existing surveys.
The feasibility assessment has shown that a full roll-out of a European graduate survey
would be feasible in 18 countries and thus in the clear majority of the Erasmus+ systems
with available information1. Further countries could join this group if known problems are
overcome.
There is an interest for participating in a European graduate survey in the vast majority
of the Erasmus+ countries. Many countries with existing tracking systems see a
European survey as an important complement to national level information by comparing
themselves with neighbouring European countries for mutual learning and benefit. For
countries without regular graduate surveys, a European survey would provide the
opportunity to develop graduate tracking capacities that are strongly needed for an
efficient and effective steering of higher education.
Information was received from 29 of the 34 education systems. No expert was available for interview from
Turkey, North Macedonia, Greece, Italy, or Portugal.
1
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0.2. Pilot survey in eight
recommendations

Definition of
graduates

countries:

lessons

learned

and

•Master and Bachelor level, potentially extended to short cycle and PhD graduates
•All graduates of the country, regardless of citizendship
•Different cohorts: at least 1 and 5 years after graduation
•Consider revisiting the same respondents for the later cohort (panel approach)

Questionnaire
design

•Wide range of topics useful for cross-referencing
•Questionnare of reasonable lenght (consider pre-filling)
•Important to be mobile-friendly
•Apply professional translation verification to language versions of the
questionnaire to ensure comparability

Data collection

•Good contact database is crucial
•Higher education institutions need to be on board
•Good population data centrally helps sampling
•GDPR compatibility
•Significant differences in response rate among countries

0.2.1. Target group of the survey
The definition of graduates for the EUROGRADUATE pilot survey covered all graduates of
both private and public institutions on ISCED levels 6 (BA-level) and 7 (MA-level or long
degree programmes)2, graduated in the respective pilot country regardless of their
country of birth and nationality. It also involves graduates of all ages and graduates from
international joint-degree programmes if part of their degree was issued from a higher
education institute within the country participating in the pilot survey.
The definition of the graduate and the cohorts surveyed by the EUROGRADUATE pilot
survey proved to be valuable and of high importance. It, however, could also be
considered to include graduates with a doctoral degree (ISCED 8).
To give a comprehensive picture of the graduate population, all graduates should be
included, regardless of their current place of residence, their location of prior education,
their previous enrolment status (e.g. full-time, part-time, or correspondence studies).
The sampling design needs to ensure that adequate numbers of graduates who continue
to study and who enter the labour market directly are included.
The results of the EUROGRADUATE comparative report 3 show that it is useful to compare
graduates at an early stage in the labour market with graduates that had some years’
time to further develop their career. Thus, a future European graduate survey should
target at least two cohorts: one year after graduation (t+1) and five years after
graduation (t+5). In the EUROGRADUATE pilot survey the latter group has proven to be
less easy reachable than the t+1 cohort. To improve on that, we recommend a panel
survey approach for future European graduate surveys: i.e. graduates that in the t+1
survey have agreed to be contacted again would be surveyed for a second time five
years after graduation. This may also offer the possibility of more in-depth analysis of
ISCED 5 programmes (short courses) are very heterogeneous across countries. Thus, ISCED 5 programmes
are only included, when they are regarded as part of the higher education system that plays a significant role in
the respective country.
3
Meng, C., Wessling, K., Mühleck, K., and Unger, M. (2020): EUROGRADUATE Pilot Survey. Design and
implementation
of
a
pilot
European
graduate
survey.
Brussels:
European
Commission.
https://dx.publications.europa.eu/10.2766/629271
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changes occuring between the two points of data collection. For a panel to work the
number of respondents in the first survey needs to be large enough to ensure enough
participants in the panel. In smaller countries, it is recommended to query
supplementary graduates five years after graduation without having participated in the
t+1 survey.

0.2.2. Questionnaire design and delivery
The core topics of the EUROGRADUATE pilot survey are relevant for policy makers and
have yielded interesting results. These topics are: course and characteristics of higher
education, previous and further education, transition to the labour market and labour
market relevance, skills, (international) mobility, and social outcomes.
The EUROGRADUATE pilot survey was administered in eight different national languages
as well as in English. To ensure that the survey instruments are linguistically equivalent
to the version in the master questionnaire the translation process was managed by an
organization specialized in translations of scientific surveys. The purpose of this
verification is to maximize comparability across different cultural, educational, and
professional contexts. It is strongly recommended to guarantee enough time in the
planning of any future European graduate survey to carry it out.
No significant technical difficulties were encountered by using the computer-assisted
interviewing framework for the questionnaire. A relatively large portion of the
respondents left the survey during completion, which might be due to the length of the
survey in combination with many respondents using mobile devices. Therefore, it is
strongly recommended to have a questionnaire as short as possible and to look at
options for pre-filling information from other sources (e.g. administrative data). Pre-filled
information could allow shortening the questionnaire or shortening the time needed for
completing the questionnaire (respondents need to explicitly agree 4 on the use of prefilled information).

0.2.3. Implementation of the data collection in the pilot countries
For the EUROGRADUATE pilot survey almost 140,000 graduates in eight countries were
contacted. This has generated 16.582 usable questionnaires from the two graduate
cohorts 2012/13 and 2016/17 and from both Bachelor and Master graduates. Given that
it was a pilot survey that had to face many challenges and was partly carried out in
difficult environments, the return rate of 12% is satisfactory.
The starting conditions and challenges in the eight pilot countries differed strongly. Main
challenges encountered include:
 In some countries, the population data (needed for sampling and weighting) was not
optimal, e.g. because needed information was missing or because it could not be
flexibly adapted. Thus, it is recommended to improve the databases on population data
in the Erasmus+ countries and bring them to a similar level of detail and flexibility.
 Contact information on graduates was often heterogeneous, did not cover the entire
graduate population, or was outdated. High quality and complete contact information
(e.g. postal addresses and private e-mail addresses) should be available at higher
education institutions, collected in a similar manner across the higher education
system. If possible, central databases in countries should be expanded by up-to-date
contact information.
 Readiness of higher education institutions to support the data collection varied strongly
across and within countries. In most countries, the support of higher education
institutions is indispensable for conducting graduate surveys. Therefore, it is strongly
4

GDPR-compatibility is a specific aspect that needs to be considered when developing the survey.

recommended to allow for a sufficiently long period of time for negotiating with higher
education institutions to guarantee their support. To ensure the participation of higher
education institutions, a European graduate survey should be prepared to provide
relevant information and if possible, to offer the option of collecting institution-specific
data for the (non-public) use of the respective higher education institution.
 Sampling was challenging in some countries, especially if it had to be done by the
higher education institutions themselves. EUROGRADUATE designed an easy-to-use
sampling tool for institutions’ administrations which worked very well.
The data was centrally cleaned, checked on plausibility, labelled, and weighted. This
central data management improves comparability and quality of the data and facilitates
the preparation for further research. Despite problems encountered and a moderate
response rate, the data quality is satisfactory. The results generated with the data, the
country and group differences observed resemble differences known from national
graduate surveys or general population data (e.g. the unemployment rates calculated by
the EUROGRADUATE data are very much in line with the unemployment rates provided
by EUROSTAT for similar groups).

0.3. Feasibility assessment of full rollout and data collection
conditions in the Erasmus+ countries
Based on in-depth interviews, 29 country sheets5 were prepared to provide a feasibility
assessment of a Europe-wide graduate tracking survey, looking at four criteria: (1)
interest in participating in a European graduate survey, (2) feasibility of identifying and
sampling graduates of the target cohort, (3) contacting graduates of the target cohort, as
well as (4) potential conflict with existing surveys and ways to coordinate with a
European graduate survey. The evaluations of the four criteria lead to an overall
assessment6.

Interest in participating
in European graduate
survey

•Three quarters of countries confirmed interest
•Only three systems were not interested

Feasibility of identifying
and sampling graduates

•Identifying and sampling of graduates is feasible in all systems
•Data quality and especially updating of contact details of
graduates could be improved

Contacting graduates of
the target cohort

•90% of systems assessed feasible
•Migrating graduates are challenging to contact

Potential conflict with
existing surveys

•Three quarters of systems have no conflict
•Two systems have major problems with coordinating national
surveys with a European survey

The Eurograduate team consulted all 34 Erasmus+ education systems‘ representatives (two systems for
Belgium), but did not receive verified information from the following five countries: Turkey, North Macedonia,
Greece, Italy, and Portugal.
6
As all four criteria need to be fulfilled for a graduate survey to be feasible, the overall assessment corresponds
to the least favourable assessment among the four criteria.
5
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0.3.1. Overall feasibility assessment.

3
feasible
major issues to be
solved
not feasible at the
moment

8
18

Source: EUROGRADUATE experts’ interviews
For 18 of the 29 Erasmus+ systems it is feasible to join a European survey. For 8
systems, major obstacles would need to be overcome to facilitate participation. While
realistic solutions for these obstacles were identified, it is not yet possible to say whether
they really work. For five countries, coordinating existing graduate tracking systems with
a potential European survey is the main obstacle. For three of the eight countries,
contacting of graduates is currently not assessed as feasible and capacities would need to
be improved in this respect.
Only for three systems (Belgium-Flanders, the Netherlands, and the UK) the feasibility of
participation is assessed negatively without being able to identify promising solutions.
These countries do not see much added value in participating in a European graduate
survey as compared to the tracking system in place and/or have strong concerns that a
European graduate survey could harm existing national level graduate surveys.

0.3.2. Interest in participating in a European survey

interested

3
5

interest requires more
information/solution to
problems

21

not interested at the moment

Source: EUROGRADUATE experts’ interviews

Among those 29 higher education systems with approved information, 21, or close to
three quarters, did confirm that they would be interested to participate in a full rollout of
a European graduate survey, should it be done. A further five countries would be
interested if certain problems in their countries would be overcome, e.g. the coordination
with existing graduate surveys. Only representatives from three systems (Belgium-

Flanders, the Netherlands, and the UK) stated that they would currently not be
interested.

0.3.3. Identifying and sampling of graduates
For all the countries, identifying graduates is possible, either through a central database,
by the higher education institutions, or both. Sampling of graduates is a more demanding
task but was also not seen as a major problem by representatives of middle-sized or
larger countries. Representatives of smaller countries preferred considering all graduates
rather than a sample in order to attain an adequate number of respondents. It is
important to note that “feasible” does not mean “perfect”. I.e. problems may still be
encountered and, in fact, the EUROGRADUATE pilot survey had to manage such problems
by providing higher education institutions with a sampling tool in countries where central
sampling was not possible.

0.3.4. Feasibility of contacting graduates

3
feasible
major issues to
be solved

26

Source: EUROGRADUATE experts’ interviews

For almost 90% of the systems assessed it was concluded that contacting graduates is
feasible. Conditions for contacting graduates, however, could vary strongly. Some
countries have excellent, up-to-date contact information of different kinds while other
countries need to rely on postal addresses only. Whatever the starting point may be,
representatives from most countries confirmed that the availability of up-to-date contact
information could be improved. A group specifically hard to reach but also specifically
interesting is graduates living abroad. Thus, it is strongly recommended to strive for
improving contact information of graduates before a full rollout.
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0.3.5. Possible conflict with existing surveys

2

no conflict/feasible
to coordinate

5

major issues to be
solved

22

not feasible at the
moment

Source: EUROGRADUATE experts’ interviews

For three quarters or 22 higher education systems there is no conflict with existing
surveys or it was seen as feasible to solve this conflict. At the same time, it needs to be
acknowledged that for seven systems this problem is not (yet) solved and that this could
be decisive for non-participation of these countries. For five of these seven systems,
potential solutions for coordinating existing surveys were identified. For two countries no
realistic solution could be specified. In preparing for a potential full rollout of a European
graduate survey, these options would need to be further explored if countries want to
participate.
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