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Lack of education as a social risk – 
the Danish case

Er ik  Bjør s t Ed

Denmark, like many other economies, is highly dependent on a well-edu-
cated workforce. Knowledge is an important means for production that can 
increase productivity and hence the overall welfare of the society. Indeed, 
the demand for skilled and high-skilled workers has increased significantly 
over the past years while the demand for unskilled workers has decreased. 
The restructuring from low-skilled jobs towards high skilled jobs is visible in 
every sector of the Danish economy and it requires continuing growth of the 
overall educational level of the Danish workforce. This means that the genera-
tions coming in to the labour market have to be better educated than the ones 
leaving the labour market. Here Denmark is facing a huge challenge, because 
the growth in the acquired educational levels seems to be slowing dramati-
cally down. The purpose of this chapter is to shed more light over these devel-
opments and to discuss what kinds of effects the slowing growth in educa-
tional levels affects the social risks faced by Danish employees.
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IncreasIng share of youth generatIon 
wIthout secondary educatIon

Table 1 demonstrates the share of low-skilled workers, or workers with no 
education beyond primary and lower secondary education for different age 
groups. The share of low-skilled workers among the 65-year-old group has 
dropped from 65.8 per cent in 1990 to 40.4 per cent in 2008. The share of low-
skilled workers among the 26-year-olds and 35-year-olds has also dropped, 
but not as much as in the case of the 65-year-old. This indicates that the dif-
ference in the educational levels between the old generations and the young 
generations has fallen and, more generally, that the growth in the educational 
levels of the workforce has stopped. This is confirmed in Figure 1, which dem-
onstrates the growth in the educational level measured as how many months 
of education the population has received on average. In the 1980s, the growth 
in the levels of acquired education was about 0.6 per cent a year for the overall 
workforce. That dropped to about 0.5 per cent a year in the 1990s while the 
growth from 2000 to 2008 on average has been only about 0.3 per cent a year.

taBLe 1: share of low-skilled workers

1990 1995 2000 2005 2008

26-year-old 31.7 27.8 24.6 24.1 28.2

35-year-old 36.7 33.5 26.0 23.1 20.2

65-year-old 65.8 60.1 53.2 45.5 40.4

Source: ECLM on basis of the databank, IDA, Statistics Denmark
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fIgure 1: growth in the educational level of the danish workforce

Note: The level of education is defined as how many months of education the labour force 
has received. We are looking at the labour force from 15 years to 74 years. Source: ECLM.

Of course, one could argue that due to the growth in the educational level 
it will become more difficult to obtain large growth rates in the educational 
level over time. However, compared to earlier years, a larger share of young 
people in Denmark today does not obtain education beyond lower secondary 
education. This is illustrated in Figure 2, which shows the expected share of 
young people without education beyond lower secondary education 25 years 
after graduating from the lower secondary education. The 2007 figure suggests 
that in 2032, when the youth generation has turned 41, the share of workforce 
with no education beyond lower secondary education would be 20.3 per cent. 
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fIgure 2: share of young people with no education beyond lower secondary 
education

Note: We are looking at people 25 years after graduating lower secondary education. So 
in fact we are looking at 41 year old people. The expectations in figure 2 are calculated 
trough a model developed by The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research (UNI-C) for 
The Ministry of Education. 

Source: ECLM on basis of statistics from UNI-C (The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research).
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to be very far from that goal. Moreover, as mentioned, Figure 2 addresses the 
population 25 years after they have finished lower secondary education, which 
means that we are here looking at people when they are 41 years old. If we look 
at people ten years after finishing their lower secondary education – meaning 
they are 26 years old – matters are even worse. At that age, about a quarter of 
a youth generation will not have completed any education beyond lower sec-
ondary education (see Figure 3).

fIgure 3: share of 41-year-old and 26-year-old people without education beyond 
lower secondary 
 

Note: We are looking at people 10 and 25 years after graduating lower secondary 
education. So in fact we are looking at 26 and 41 year old people. The expectations 
in figure 2 and 3 are calculated trough a model developed by The Danish IT Centre for 
Education and Research (UNI-C) for The Ministry of Education. Source: ECLM on basis of 
statistics from UNI-C (The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research).
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whIch socIaL groups drop out of schooL and why?

Men are less likely to get an education

Before addressing the social risks that the lack of education poses on the indi-
vidual and to society, it is useful to look at some of the typical characteristics 
of the low-skilled workers with no education. The first clear characteristic 
is gender. If one looks at the share of men not getting an education beyond 
lower secondary education and compares it to the relative share of women, it 
is obvious that men are less likely to get any education. From 1990 to 2007 the 
share of men not getting an education beyond lower secondary education has 
been significantly larger than that for women (see Figure 4). In 2007, 22.5 per 
cent of men had not completed education beyond lower secondary education 
by the age of 41 while the share of women was 17.5 per cent. However, it must 
noted that both women and men are far away from the 2015 target of having 
at maximum 5 per cent of the younger age cohort without education beyond 
lower secondary education. Figure 4 shows that the share of both men and 
women not getting an education has been increasing since 2000.
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fIgure 4: share of men and women without education beyond lower secondary 
education

Note: We are looking at people 25 years after graduating lower secondary education. So 
in fact we are looking at 41 year old people. The expectations in figure 4 are calculated 
trough a model developed by The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research (UNI-C) for 
The Ministry of Education. 

Source: ECLM on basis of statistics from UNI-C (The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research).

Nationality plays a vital role for education
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workers with another national origin than Denmark have not completed an 
education beyond lower secondary education while the share for the workers 
with Danish origins is only 14.7 per cent. Again, women are more likely to 
complete an education that qualifies for skilled or high-skilled jobs than men. 
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an education that qualifies for skilled or high-skilled jobs. Better integration 
policies therefore also play a vital role in getting young people back to school.

taBLe 2: share without education and origin

Share without high school diploma or 
vocational education

Share without any other competence

Danish origin Other origin Danish origin Other origin

Men 21,0 37,3 17,9 34,3

Women 16,7 25,5 11,4 20,0

Total 18,9 31,8 14,7 27,4

Note: We are looking at people 25 years after graduating lower secondary education. So in 
fact we are looking at 41 year old people. The expectations in table 2 are calculated trough 
a model developed by The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research (UNI-C) for The 
Ministry of Education. 

Source: ECLM on basis of statistics from UNI-C (The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research).

Far too many drop out of school

Education in Denmark is almost free of charge so in that respect it would 
seem surprising that so few choose to complete an education that qualifies for 
jobs other than low-skilled jobs. The truth is, however, that quite many actu-
ally begin some education beyond lower secondary education. Looking at the 
current 26-year-olds, only 5 per cent never even started taking an education 
beyond lower secondary education (Figure 5). The rest of the 25 per cent, who 
have not completed education beyond lower secondary education at the age of 
26, have actually begun an education but have dropped out of school. This is 
especially pronounced within the vocational schools where more than 50 per 
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cent drop out. The share of students dropping out of vocational educations 
has been increasing since year 2000 (Figure 6).

fIgure 5: reasons for not getting an education

Note: We are looking at people 10 years after graduating lower secondary education 
meaning that people in the sample are 26 years old. 

Source: ECLM on basis of statistics from UNI-C (The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research).
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fIgure 6: share of students dropping out of school within vocational educations 

Source: ECLM on basis of statistics from UNI-C (The Danish IT Centre for Education and Research).

shortage of skILLed and hIgh-skILLed LaBour

The lack of educational skills in the Danish labour force combined with the 
increasing demand for knowledge and skills is not sustainable in the long 
run. Not many years from now, Danish companies will lack skilled and high-
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and welfare losses but the lack of skills also has depressing effects at the indi-
vidual level. 
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on how much the imbalance will worsen over the coming years. Table 3 dem-
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over the next ten years. The demand for low-skilled workers who have no 
education beyond lower secondary education will decrease by almost 190 
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decrease by a little more than 100 000 people thus creating an excess supply 
of low-skilled workers by almost 90 000 people.

taBLe 3: Imbalances on the danish labour market in 2019

Supply Demand Imbalance

1.000 persons

Low skilled -102 -189 88

Skilled -52 -7 -45

High skilled 102 207 -105

Source: ECLM

If we look at the skilled workers, those who have completed some voca-
tional education, the demand is expected to drop only by 7 000 people. How-
ever, the supply is expected to drop by more than 50 000 people during the 
next decade or so. The expected shortage of skilled workers in 2019 is in total 
45 000 people. The shortage of qualified workers is even more pressing in 
the case of high-skilled workers who have completed a higher education. 
The supply of high-skilled workers is expected to increase by a little more 
than 100 000 people towards 2019 but the demand for high-skilled workers 
is expected to be more than double that number. So, in the case of the high-
skilled workers, Denmark is facing a shortage of more than 100 000 people. 

why Is the Lack of educatIon a socIaL rIsk?

As the analysis above shows, the Danish labour market will very likely have 
major imbalances in terms of supply of and demand for educated workforce. 
The social risk of not getting a sufficient education will be thus magnified in 
the near future. For individuals, the consequences of not getting an educa-
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tion range from higher risk of unemployment and lower lifetime income to 
becoming redundant or to being stigmatised as a burden to the society. The 
lack of educational skills in the labour force and the resulting imbalances also 
have severe consequences for society especially in forms of lower produc-
tivity and hence lower growth potential, larger expenditures for unemploy-
ment benefits and more inequality. The purpose of this section of the chapter 
is to explore these risks in more detail.

The higher the education, the higher the lifetime income

Workers with some education beyond lower secondary education tend to get 
a higher lifetime incomes in comparison to those who have not completed any 
secondary education. This might be all but surprising, but it is nevertheless an 
important consequence of not getting a sufficient education and thus essential 
for the understanding of failing to get sufficient education as social risk. The 
expected lifetime incomes are illustrated in Figure 7, which shows the income 
for workers at different ages with no education (low-skilled workers), workers 
with a vocational education (skilled workers), and high-skilled worker with 
a higher education (short, medium or long). The higher the level of finished 
education is, the higher the lifetime income will be – especially if one has a 
postgraduate degree (Master`s degree, PhD. etc.). Even after having passed 
the age of 70, employees with postgraduate degrees are still earning about 
300 000 – 350 000 Danish kroner while the corresponding income for, say, 
low-skilled workers is less than half that amount.
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fIgure 7: disposable income over life

Source: ECLM on basis of the IDA-databank, Statistics Denmark.

Education pays off even when one gets unemployed. Figure 8 shows the 
gross and disposable lifetime income for those with an education beyond 
lower secondary education and for those without. Those with an education 
beyond lower secondary education will on average earn between 11 and 12 
million Danish kroner before taxes and just below 8 million Danish kroner 
after taxes over the lifetime – even if unemployed for a total of five years. 
Those who have not finished an education beyond lower secondary education 
can only expect to earn about 7 million Danish kroner before taxes and just 
below 6 million Danish kroner after taxes. 
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fIgure 8: Lifetime income in case of unemployment 

Source: ECLM.

Low education leads to higher risk of unemployment

Another conclusion that can be drawn from empirical studies is that if you 
have begun an education beyond lower secondary education you are more 
likely to be involved in the labour market. In Figure 9, the labour market 
status of those without starting education is compared to those who have 
started an upper secondary education within three years after graduating 
lower secondary education. 85 per cent of those who began an upper sec-
ondary education are employed, while only 75 per cent of those who did not 
begin an upper secondary education are in fact employed. So, the chance of 
being employed is greater if one has started an upper secondary education 
soon after graduating lower secondary education. In other words, the risk 
of being unemployed is significantly smaller if one has started an upper sec-
ondary education. All in all, any education beyond lower secondary education 
leads to tighter and more secure connection to the labour market.
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fIgure 9: upper secondary education and labour market status

Note: We are looking at people who began upper secondary education within 3 years after 
primary and lower secondary education was completed and those who did not. Source: 
ECLM on basis of the IDA-databank, Statistics Denmark.

Large positive effects to public finances 
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benefit significantly from education beyond lower secondary education. Table 
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example, a worker with no education beyond lower secondary education 
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education thus produce hardly any financial profits for the state. The skilled 
workers who have a vocational education typically generate tax revenue of 5.2 
million Danish kroner over their lifetime, while society can expect a cost of 
about 3 million Danish kroner in public benefit and transfers. The total cost of 
the skilled workers’ education amounts to about 0.3 million Danish kroner, so 
all in all there is a surplus of 2.4 million Danish kroner on the public budget. 
A person with a longer (postgraduate) higher education generates over his 
lifetime a positive net effect of about 9 million Danish kroner to the public 
budget.

taBLe 4: net effect on the public budget from education

Tax
Public benefits
tranfers

Cost of  
education

Total

Million kroner

Low skilled 4.2 4.1 - 0.1

Skilled 5.2 3.0 0.3 2.4

Short higher  
education

6.1 2.5 0.4 3.2

Medium higher 
education

6.7 2.4 0.4 3.9

Long higher  
education

11.4 2.0 0.4 9.0

Source: ECLM on basis of the IDA-databank, Statistics Denmark.

Indeed, the longer the education is, the higher the tax revenue and the 
lower the expenditure for public benefits and transfers are. Education thus 
generates a higher net effect on the public budget – it is an investment that 
more than pays off for the society. The simple reason for the high gains of edu-
cation to the public finances is that the workers’ lifetime income is higher the 
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higher education they have completed but the risk of getting unemployed and 
being absent from the labour market is smaller. The relationship between edu-
cation and absence from labour market is illustrated in Table 5, which shows 
the share of workers with different educational levels being absent from the 
labour market due to unemployment or any other type of absence in 2007. 
From the low-skilled workers, 7.3 per cent had been unemployed, 11.2 per cent 
went into early retirement due to health problems, 4.3 per cent went into vol-
untary early retirement, 0.6 per cent were at some stage absent due to health 
problems and 9.9 per cent were absent from the labour market due to various 
other reasons. All in all, more than a third of the low-skilled workers expe-
rienced some kind of absence from work. The corresponding share for high 
skilled workers with a long higher education was only 11.3 per cent. Table 5 
thus strongly highlights the key argument in this chapter: the better educated 
you are the better position in the labour market you will get.

taBLe 5: unemployment and absence from the labour market

Unemploy-
ment

Early retire-
ment due 
to health 
problems

Volun-
tary early 
retirement

Sickness 
benefits

Other 
things

Total 
absence 

Pct.

Low-skilled 7,7 11,2 4,3 0,6 9,9 33,8

Skilled 3,3 4,3 5,2 0,5 4,8 18,1

Short higher 
education

3,1 3,1 4,1 0,3 5,0 15,6

Medium higher 
education

2,4 2,7 4,2 0,3 5,9 15,5

Long higher 
education

3,0 1,5 2,0 0,2 4,6 11,3

Note: The table shows the average share of the 18–65 year old affected by different kinds 
of absence from work. All the figures are 2007 figures. 

Source: ECLM based on Statistics Denmark.



60

Education increases productivity

The increasing levels of education can lift productivity, which has been one 
of the driving forces in the growth of the Danish economy this far. Table 6 
shows the value created for society over a lifetime from workers with different 
educational levels. After the educational costs are taken into consideration, 
an average low-skilled worker produces earnings of about 9.2 million Danish 
kroner over his/her lifetime. A high-skilled worker, on the other hand, gen-
erates a value from 14 to 22 million Danish kroner with his/her and his/her 
employer’s earnings. The conclusion is very clear – the higher education a 
worker has completed, the more value does that worker produce for himself 
and his employer to the benefit of the society. Society can thus prosper with 
increased education, and in that respect, the lack of education in the labour 
force is expensive for the society. 

taBLe 6: More value of education 

Million kr.

Low-skilled 9.2

Skilled 11.8

Short higher education 14.3

Medium higher education 14.2

Long higher education 22.5

Source: ECLM on basis of Statistics Denmark.
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Education can reduce the demographical reduction in the labour force 

The lack of skills in the labour force causes less economic output per working 
hour, which means that the productivity and the potential growth in the 
Danish economy will be lower in the future unless the trend in the education 
levels is changed. This is distressing because Denmark (like many other Euro-
pean economies) is already facing very moderate growth rates in the coming 
years. This is due to a number of reasons, but the decline in the so-called 
dependency ratio is one of the main reasons for moderate growth rates (as in 
many other countries). This refers to the decline in the number of people in 
the active labour force in relation to those outside the workforce. In Denmark, 
the decline has almost been eliminated with the welfare reform in 2006. The 
reform will for example gradually lift both the early retirement age and the 
ordinary retirement age until 2019. 

However, a better educated labour force can also help to increase the size 
of the labour force. This is illustrated in Figure 10. The dark blue curve rep-
resents the development in the Danish labour force from 2009 towards 2019 
taking into account demographic factors like age, gender and origin in the 
population. According to this scenario, Denmark is facing a decline of about 
40 000 workers in the labour force during the next decade or so. However, if 
one also takes the change in educational background of the population into 
account, the decline in the Danish labour force is almost eliminated (this 
is illustrated with the light blue curve). Why? As demonstrated in Table 5, 
workers with education beyond lower secondary education stay longer on the 
labour market and are less absent from it. The better the education, the more 
there’s involvement in the labour market. Because the education levels are 
slowly rising, so is the involvement in the labour market. That said, keeping 
the disappointingly large share of young people without education beyond 
lower secondary education in mind, it is obvious that things could and ought 
to be better. The growth potential of the Danish economy could be increased 
trough education not only in terms of higher productivity but also in terms 
of a better (lower) dependency ratio.
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fIgure 10: the development in the danish labour force, 2009–2019

Source: ECLM on basis of the IDA-databank, Statistics Denmark and own calculations.

Education leads to less inequality

As we have seen, education can be a solution to many economic problems, be 
they concerned with public finances or economic growth. At the socio-eco-
nomic level it is also worth noting that education can also reduce inequality. 
This is illustrated in Figure 11, which compares the deviation in skills and 
competences to the deviation in income in selected OECD countries. There is 
a linear relationship between the deviation in skills and income. High devia-
tion in skills leads to high deviation in income (i.e. more inequality). Low 
deviation in skills on leads to less deviation in income (i.e. less inequality) 
which is the case especially for the Nordic countries.
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fIgure 11: relationship between difference in skills and income
 

Source: ECLM on basis of OECD 2000.
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of resources, which has for the entire society. By increasing education, the 
society could prosper with higher productivity, larger growth potential, better 
public finances and less inequality. The lack of sufficient skills in the workforce 
is definitely a social risk we as a society ought to address.
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problem seems to be that far too many drop out of vocational education. Den-
mark needs an educational system that can embrace both the academically 
talented pupils and those not so talented. This can be achieved with better 
tutoring and guidance and perhaps also with a broader variety of available 
educational alternatives. Education should emphasise the practical aspects 
of training and still allow continuing to higher education. If one shows talent 
for, say, mathematics or physics, but has trouble with subjects like literature, 
language, history or so, why should that person not be allowed to study engi-
neering for instance? It would certainly make vocational education more pres-
tigious if there was a substantial chance to continue with a higher education 
later on.

Young people tend to face difficulties in finding an internship, which is 
a general requirement to complete a vocational education in Denmark. The 
trainee job requirement in a firm could be substituted by on-the-job training 
at school if no internship is found. Then again, the difficulty of finding an 
internship might be one of the main reasons for the students to drop out of 
school. To prevent this, firms have to take in more trainees in future. One 
possibility is to provide subsidies for the firms if they take trainees and make 
firms pay duties if they refuse to take them. Furthermore, education could be 
compulsory not only for those below the age of 15/16 but also for those below 
18. One instrument for example could be to make it illegal for firms to hire 
young people below 18 who are not enlisted at some school. Whatever the 
means, the vision and goal should nevertheless be that the lowest educational 
level in the future would be the upper secondary education (i.e. vocational 
training and more general education that qualifies for a higher education), 
not just the lower secondary education.




