
 

 

     

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Investment in education and training contributes significantly to economic growth and is 
pivotal to the EU's current and future competitiveness, while enhancing active 
citizenship, personal development and well-being. Still, many young Europeans are 
currently lacking a perspective for their future. Some of them leave the education 
system without having the skills or qualifications which are now seen as necessary to 
make a successful transition to the labour market and for active participation in today's 
knowledge-based economy. 
 

 

 

 

Background 
 

 

Considering the huge economic losses linked to educational underperformance,
1
 early school-leaving (ESL) 

must be regarded as a major policy priority. It is particularly pertinent because unlike many other attributes 

(such as family and personal features), educational attainment can be influenced by public policies.
2
 

 

In fact, raising the achievement of the unskilled and excluded will lead not only to individual payoffs, such as 

higher incomes and more meaningful lives, but will also generate big benefits for the economy as a whole, 

such as higher productivity and greater GDP. It will also result in broad social gains - less crime, less welfare 

spending, and a greater sense of cohesion. 
 

Social exclusion comes with a big price tag – not only for the individuals affected, but also for their 

communities, and society and the economy as a whole. The cost of educational underachievement in the 

labour market in terms of unemployment and wage penalties is significant. These costs go beyond the mere 

financial and are hard to quantify: underachievement at school appears to increase the probability of turning to 

crime and drugs and negatively affects the health and emotional well-being of the individuals concerned due to 

the loss of potential and the long-term, emotional toll of unfulfilled ambitions.
3
 

 

Thus, how much does an early school-leaver cost? How much would it have cost to prevent 

her/him becoming an early-school leaver? These and other pertinent issues are addressed in 

a study commissioned by the European Parliament on Reducing Early School Leaving in 

the European Union. 
 

Youth unemployment has increased dramatically during the crisis. In the second quarter of 

2012, 9.2 million young people aged 15-29 years old were unemployed, which corresponds 

to 17.7 percent of that cohort in the work force and accounts for 36.7 percent of all 

unemployed in the EU-27. The same tendencies are seen for low skilled workers
4
. 

 

The EU 2020 strategy
5
 reinforces the central role of education and training. It proposes 

strategic reforms, including education and training systems, in order to reduce risks of the 

EU ending up with permanent losses in wealth, a lethargic recovery maintaining high levels 

of unemployment and social unrest, as well as a relative decline on the world scene. 
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1
  OECD educational researcher Andreas Schleicher says that: "in a whole row of countries, the economic losses of educational 

underperformance are significantly higher than the costs of the financial crises". 2010 OECD/PISA study "The High Cost of Low Educational 
Performance". 

2
  See: Belfield, C.R. and Lewin, H.M (2007), The price we pay: Economic and Social Consequences of Inadequate Education. And NESSE 

(2009), Early School Leaving: Lessons from Research for Policy Makers. 
3
  The cost of exclusion - counting the cost of youth disadvantage in the UK - The Prince's Trust /2007 

4
  iAGS, Failed Austerity in Europe, the way out, 2012: http://www.iagsproject.org/documents/iags_report2013.pdf 

5
  EUROPE 2020 http://ec.europa.eu/growthandjobs/pdf/complet_en.pdf 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/studiesdownload.html?languageDocument=EN&file=42311
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/studiesdownload.html?languageDocument=EN&file=42311
http://www.nesse.fr/nesse/nesse/activities/reports
http://www.iagsproject.org/documents/iags_report2013.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growthandjobs/pdf/complet_en.pdf


   

  
 
Progress towards the EU2020 objectives will be measured against five headline EU-level targets to be 

achieved by 2020, which Member States (MS) will be asked to translate into national targets. One headline
6
 

directly concerns education and training: 
 

 by 2020, the share of early school leavers (ESL) should be under 10% - from a current average of 

12.9%, and at least 40% of the younger generation (30-34 years old) should have a tertiary diploma - from 

35.5% at present. 

 

Thus, Member States are making progress, but wide disparities remain and it is far from certain that the EU will 

meet its 2020 goals.  

 

Considering the risk of social exclusion and poverty linked to low education,
7
 the fact that so many youngsters 

in the EU have completed at most primary school should be regarded as particularly alarming. In order to 

enhance economic growth and social cohesion, it is considered crucial to lower the proportion of young people 

who leave school without an upper secondary education and are not in employment, further education or 

training.
8
 

 

A key message at the heart of the 2013 Annual Growth Survey (AGS) is that investment in human capital has a 

crucial role to play in fostering growth and jobs. However, the AGS also contains a warning for education 

ministers: skills gaps, deficiencies and mismatches are holding Europe back from achieving its full potential in 

job creation, while not enough progress is being made in adapting education and training systems to reflect 

labour market needs and to better prepare students for success in learning, work and life. 

 

In addition to these findings, some studies (McKinsey) concluded that the largest returns on investment do not 

come from funnelling more money toward top or even average performers, but toward those who have been 

left behind. Indeed, at stake is not so much the provision of additional funding for education: enhancing 

quality and efficiency is far more important while responding to the differentiation among pupils and 

their possible special needs, namely for the so called "groups at risk".  

 

The latest available data do not leave much doubt that there is urgent need for action: "26% of the migrant 

population in Europe are early-school leavers (against 13% of the non-migrant population). Early school leaving 

has also a strong gender dimension, as men are more affected than women. And too few children with a 

working class background are able to pass secondary school exams, as many school systems tend to reinforce 

inequality, instead of reducing social inequalities
9
". 

 
  

  

  

Reducing Early School Leaving in the European Union 
 

 
 

This study, commissioned by the European Parliament, reviews the scale and nature of the problem of early 

school leaving in the EU. It examines in detail how countries are trying to tackle this problem and identifies 

characteristics of effective policies, leading to a range of recommendations for European and national level 

actors in the future. The study is based on in-depth country research in nine Member States, as well as 

analysis of international and national literature. 

 

The research approach adopted for this study is different from previous European reviews on this topic, in that 

it allowed for a more detailed review of a small number of Member States, with consultations of a broad 

range of stakeholders in these countries.  
  

  

                                                 
6
  Two other headlines are particularly linked to lifelong learning and the capacity of the education and training systems to deliver the 

skills Europe needs to remain competitive, to create jobs and thus to reduce poverty: 75% of the population aged 20-64 should be 
employed; 20 million less people should be at risk of poverty. 

7
  Inadequate education, training or skills are seen as reasons for poverty by 53% of people surveyed in the Netherlands, and 51% in both 

Denmark and Germany. Eurobarometer  Survey on Poverty and Social Exclusion | 2009. 
8
  The so-called NEET - not in employment, education, or training. 

9
  László ANDOR European Commissioner responsible for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, at a European Parliament Conference 

"Integration of young people excluded by early school leaving & unemployment" / Brussels, 7-8 March 2013. 
 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/studiesdownload.html?languageDocument=EN&file=42311
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/studiesdownload.html?languageDocument=EN&file=42311


   

 
 
This included representatives of education authorities, teachers, parents and secondary school students, as 
well as practitioners working with early school leavers through NGOs and projects targeted at at-risk youth. 
 
The study covers all 27 EU Member States, but highlights the following: Ireland, Greece, Spain, France, 
Lithuania, Netherlands, Poland, Finland and UK (England). 

 
 

Overview of policy responses to early school leaving 
 
The different policy responses taken by EU countries to address ESL are informed by many values and 

perspectives, as well as being influenced by the history and traditions of the Member State concerned. 

Furthermore, each individual early school leaver has a unique history and finds him/herself in a specific context or 

‘ecosystem’. Responses to ESL therefore need to be tuned and tailored. For these reasons, there is no single 

response to ESL and a kaleidoscope of policies, programmes, projects and approaches have been found across 

the Member States. These approaches can be grouped into three broad categories: (i) Strategic level responses; 

(ii) Preventive strategies; and (iii) Reintegration strategies, as illustrated in the figure below.  
 

 

A typology of Member States' approaches to ESL 
 

STRATEGIC LEVEL RESPONSES 

Coordination of policies and measures Monitoring absenteeism and ESL  
(numbers and reasons) 

 

 

 

PREVENTIVE STRATEGIES 

Targeted approaches  
(i.e. area-based interventions, mentoring, 
extra tuition, financial support for children, 
families, early warning systems, transition 

support, after school activities, etc.) 

Systemic/structural responses  
(i.e. teacher training, curricular reform, 

increasing the scope of compulsory education, 
high quality pre-primary education, guidance 
and counselling, working with parents and 

communities, etc.) 
 

 

 

 

REINTEGRATIONS STRATEGIES 

Holistic 
support 

services for at-
risk youth 

Transitional 
classes 

Second chance 
schools 

Validation of 
non-formal & 

informal learning 

Practical (vocational 
and work-based) 

learning 
opportunities 

 

Source: GHK Consulting Ltd., 2011 

 
  

A holistic approach  
 

 

ESL is the result of a combination of factors. Therefore inter-agency and multi-disciplinary working is key to 

implementing a common vision on ESL, with a need to move from theory to practice at national, regional 

and local levels. This study has shown that the approaches that are based on genuine cooperation 

between different agencies and specialists at national, regional, local and school levels help to reduce 

ESL.  

 
  



 

 

     

 

  

  

  

  

Such cooperation and multi-disciplinary approaches can also ensure that different stakeholders are engaged 

in both the design and implementation of ESL policy and programmes. This enables the adoption of a ‘whole 

child’ approach to the issue of ESL that addresses the full range of contributory and influencing factors. Such 

cooperation needs to include, in addition to authorities from education, youth, social, health and employment 

spheres, also social partners, parents, NGOs, the youth sector and young people themselves. 

 

For such cooperation to work and to have sustained impact, it must be embedded into the 

mainstream working practices of agencies and other key stakeholders working with young people, rather 

than being an add-on, generated by project activity. This also involves making better use of the influence 

and/or expertise of certain stakeholders, in particular parents, social partners, the youth sector and NGOs. 

 

The research evidence from this study also shows that policy and programmes should be informed by 

learning from research and evaluations (the latter being an area which currently seems weak), as well as 

analysis of the trends in data. Research should take particular account of the ‘student voice’, as well as 

those of the other stakeholders involved. Two out of five respondents (42 %) to the study were of the opinion 

that the views of young people were never or only rarely considered in the context of ESL policies in their 

country. Furthermore, one in five (18 %) stated that hardly any ESL measures/policies are based on solid 

evidence from research and evaluation. 
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Author Ana Maria NOGUEIRA 
Policy Department B - Structural and Cohesion Policies 
 

Disclaimer This document is provided to Members of the European Parliament and their staff in 
support of their parliamentary duties and does not necessarily represent the views of the 
European Parliament. It should not be considered as being exhaustive.  

  

Feedback If you wish to give us your feedback please e-mail to Poldep-Cohesion Secretariat: 
poldep-cohesion@europarl.europa.eu 

  

Policy Department B Within the European Parliament’s Directorate-General for Internal Policies, Policy 
Department B is the research unit which supplies technical expertise to the following five 
parliamentary Committees: Agriculture and Rural Development; Culture and Education; 
Fisheries; Regional Development; Transport and Tourism. Expertise is produced either 
in-house or externally.  

  

  

FOCUS ON is based on the research published by the EP Policy Department B. This publication may take two 
forms: either a concise presentation of the main conclusions of a recent study, or an annotated list of the most 
recent research published on an issue of parliamentary interest. 
 

 

Where to find all CULT studies? 

 

Link to the e-studies database: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/studies 
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