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“In 1996, when Poland became a member of the OECD, the membership was considered a ticket to a group 
of countries which, at that time, embodied development standards to which our country aspired. 20 years 
since the acquisition of the OECD membership, Poland has substantially narrowed the development distance 
toward the remaining OECD members, and has built signifi cant domestic assets. Today, Poland is ready to 
play an even more active role in the OECD in view of taking a fuller advantage of the OECD’s policy ideas, 
implementation mechanisms and governance standards. (…)  Poland is also increasingly ready to support the 
OECD in generating new and productive policy ideas. Therefore, we need to make Poland’s contribution to the 
OECD-led debate more visible by focusing on these policy areas where our country has good achievements 
and results that have made us stand out. We need to let our policy experts and strong academic centres have 
their voice heard on the OECD forum”.

HE Prof. Aleksander Surdej 
Ambassador, Permanent Representative of Poland to the OECD (p. 14 in this volume)

“Although the OECD was established more than half a century ago, it maintains its ability to respond to a va-
riety of new challenges of today and a valid perspective on socio-economic developments in the world. The 
OECD’s approach to contemporary socio-economic phenomena and processes remains professional, unbiased 
and interdisciplinary. (…) As an OECD member, Poland is welcomed to draw from these policy recommenda-
tions and the entire pool of knowledge and expertise that the OECD has accumulated since its establishment. 
Economic diagnoses and sectoral reviews serve as excellent benchmarks to identify the economic status quo. 
Professionalism and integrity render the OECD a truly trustworthy partner”.

Mr. Maciej Fałkowski 
Deputy Director, Department of Economic Cooperation 
Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, Republic of Poland (p. 230 in this volume)

“Membership in the OECD signifi es a status of a developed and rich country. At the time of Poland joining the 
OECD in 1996 that status was even more pronounced than it is today, (…) Poland’s membership in the OECD 
(since 22nd November 1996) prepared Poland to join the [EU] internal market, including the free movement 
of goods, services, capital, and labour/people. As a result, following the acquisition of the EU membership, 
Poland did not need transitional periods with regard to regulations concerning capital fl ows…” 

Prof. Katarzyna Żukrowska 
Director of the Institute of International Aff airs, Head of the International Security 
Department, Warsaw School of Economics (p. 231 in this volume)
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Aleksandra Pleśniarska

The potential of education: 
Poland compared to selected 
OECD countries

Abstract: The objective of this paper is to examine the state of higher educa-
tion in Poland compared to selected OECD countries with special focus on 
the countries of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). Education is a multifac-
eted process. For the sake of the discussion here, emphasis will be given to 
higher education because of its particular significance for the development 
of knowledge-based economy (KBE). In this view, particular attention in the 
analysis will be paid to the structure of education spending, cooperation of 
higher education institutions with the business sector, trends in higher edu-
cation and its level of internationalization.
Keywords: education, higher education, Poland, Central and Eastern Europe, 
OECD

Introduction
The most important factor of a country’s competitiveness is the po-
tential of its human capital, i.e. its ability to create innovative solu-
tions that contribute to the development of knowledge-based economy 
(KBE). The education system, especially higher education, is an im-
portant pillar of building KBE and, as a result, of creating the prospect 
of sustainable socio-economic development of a country. The objec-
tive of this paper is to examine the potential of higher education in 
Poland compared to selected countries members of the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), especially the 
Central and Eastern European countries (CEEs). In this view, particu-
lar attention in the analysis will be paid to the OECD member states 
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from the CEE region, due to their similarity with regard to recent his-
tory and paths of economic development, including Poland, the Czech 
Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Slovakia and Slovenia1. The argument is 
structured as follows. In the first section, the relationship between 
education and socio-economic development is discussed. In the next 
part, the OECD’s engagement in the field of education is explored. 
In the following sections, the state of higher education in Poland is 
examined and compared to selected OECD countries. To this end, the 
discussion addresses the following factors: the structure of education 
spending, cooperation of higher education institutions with the busi-
ness sector, trends in higher education and degree of its internation-
alisation. Against this background, the paper explores the impact of 
the economic crisis on public education spending as well as the ques-
tion of how well a given education system meets the needs of a com-
petitive economy.

1. Exploring the relationship between education,  
growth and socio-economic development

For centuries, education (Latin Educatio) has been associated with the 
processes of knowledge transfer, training and skills’ acquisition. From 
the perspective of today’s dynamic socio-economic development, the 
importance of education has increased. Today, the EU faces a variety 
of challenges that, if unaddressed, will affect its future development. 
The three most important of these challenges include: the need for 
continued economic growth in the face of decreasing importance of 
traditional factors of production (e.g. land), scarcity of natural re-
sources, the need to adapt to the societal implications of increased 
mobility of people, growing life expectancy and/or the ageing of the 
society, the need to adjust socio-economic life in the face of digitali-
sation (information society) and technology development (especially 
information and communication technologies – ICT) to the extent 
unseen before. On account of that, socio-economic development is 
determined mainly by the potential of education, which is crucial to 
handle contemporary challenges.

The potential of education is multi-faceted. It seems that thanks to 
the development of education, it is not only possible to match a so-
ciety’s needs to what education systems can offer, but also economic 
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development can be accelerated by highly skilled workers (appropriate 
human resources) and their ability to boost innovation. With refer-
ence to competitiveness, access to knowledge and the ability to use it 
are of particular importance. It is worth mentioning that from a social 
point of view, the need for the implementation of social innovation is 
particularly important. The dynamics of socio-economic changes de-
termine the need for continuous improvement and increase in qualifi-
cations, i.e. what in the literature is termed as Lifelong learning (LLL). 
It is also worth mentioning that the concept of the knowledge-based 
economy (KBE) is characterised by a growing role of knowledge, in-
formation and advanced skills, as well as an increasing need for easy 
access to them both in a private and public sector (OECD/European 
Communities, 2008). A key resource in the KBE is knowledge, the abil-
ity to use it and the transfer of knowledge. ICT, human capital, social 
capital (co-operation, social networks and a relationship of trust), and 
knowledge management (at the level of an organization) constitute, 
among other factors, the mainstays of KBE (Skrzypek, 2011: 279). Piech 
(2009) notes that, apart from ICT and human capital, innovation sys-
tem and institutional and legal environment should be also pointed 
out. Olszak and Ziemba (2011) stress a particular importance of four 
areas, including innovation system, education, institutional and eco-
nomic environment and ICT. It should be emphasised that education 
has a significant impact on the development of the knowledge-based 
economy.

Lisý (2011) notes that long-term growth could be reliant on invest-
ment in human capital, the accumulation of knowledge, and people’s 
skills (qualifications). However, countries in which people do not have 
enough access to information, do not make the most of the latest de-
velopments in science and technology and therefore are forced to stay 
behind the more developed countries. Kukliński (2010: 324) empha-
sises that “education is a very important source of sustainable devel-
opment in terms of individual, social and economic dynamics (…)”. 
He also argues that “education contributes to development of talent, 
enhances innovative thinking, creates value systems and confidence 
that allow to consider a man a medium of development processes” 
(Kukliński, 2010: 324).

In the context of socio-economic development, higher education is 
of a particular significance. OECD (2008: 13) emphasises that higher 



212

Rocznik Instytutu Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej • Yearbook of the Institute of East-Central Europe • 14(4), 2016

Aleksandra Pleśniarska

education is a driving force of economic competitiveness of the global 
economy, which today is based on knowledge. In this view, high stand-
ard of higher education is more important nowadays than ever before. 
It is also argued that the contribution of higher education to socio-eco-
nomic development may be significant in the fields of human capital 
development through teaching, research and development as well as 
knowledge accumulation and intergenerational transfer of knowledge. 
It should be noted that modern university plays an increasingly impor-
tant role in economic development, because it creates not only theo-
retical knowledge but also commercial expertise. For these reasons, it 
needs to provide high quality teaching and science and business coop-
eration. Internationalization of education is also important as it con-
tributes to an increase of knowledge transfer at an international level.

2. The OECD and its influence on the design  
of education policies in its member states

The EU significantly affects the development of education systems 
in its member states, through the Bologna process, lifelong learning 
initiatives and the European Commission’s direct involvement. Here 
the following communications should be mentioned: The Role of Uni-
versities in the Europe of Knowledge (European Commission, 2005) or 
Modernization of Higher Education (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice, 2014). The EU is also active in monitoring the evolution of 
higher education systems in the member states. Internationalization 
of higher education, research and development, the establishment of 
institutionalized networks between science and business should be 
mentioned among especially important directions of education de-
velopment.

It should be noted that also the OECD has been influencing the de-
velopment of education and education systems in its member states. 
The main goal of the OECD is to promote policies that aim at achiev-
ing sustainable economic growth, higher employment and improved 
living standards. When cooperating with the member states’ gov-
ernments, the OECD seeks to indicate the preferred directions of 
socio-economic growth. One of the key OECD bodies engaged with 
education is the Education Policy Committee (EDPC) that supervises 
the work of the Directorate for Education and Skills (DES) and offers 
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direct advice to member states’ governments on developing effective 
education policies. The DES on its part supports countries in identi-
fying directions of education system development. Its goal is to ad-
just the design of education systems and curricula in such a way that 
the acquired skills provide the citizens with abilities and employment 
opportunities that give prospect of a better future life, but also con-
tribute to socio-economic growth.

The OECD’s DES cooperates with other international organizations 
such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO), the World Bank, the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) and the European Training Foundation. It also works with 
the European Commission (OECD 2016a). The DES aims to achieve 
two overarching goals in order to introduce reform in education system 
(“Strengthen employability, social participation and inclusive growth 
and strengthen the effectiveness and efficiency of Institutions to make 
reform happen” (OECD 2016a: 4)). Therefore, the OECD not only co-
ordinates the free movement of information and takes care of cohesive 
actions which have taken place, but also encourages Member States to 
cooperate in the field of education (MNiSW, 2016). In 1969, the OECD 
launched the Institutional Management in Higher Education (IMHE) 
programme. Since then it has served as an international forum for the 
exchange of information among institutions working in the field of high-
er education. The IMHE will cease its operation at the end of 2016. The 
OECD continues to work on higher education through a variety of new 
initiatives, for instance, Enhancing Higher Education System Perfor-
mance (OECD, 2016b). Future actions will concentrate on: benchmark-
ing of higher education system performance and an in-depth analysis of 
higher education topics, for instance the labour market relevance and 
outcomes of higher education systems (OECD, 2016c). 

It is worth mentioning that there are a number of bodies which 
operate in the fields of science. These include: the Committee for Sci-
entific and Technological Policy (CSTP) (responsible for cooperation 
in the fields of science, technology and innovation), the Global Sci-
ence Forum (development of international cooperation in the field of 
research), the Directorate for Science, Technology and Innovation. 
The OECD’s actions seem to be focused on: creating a platform for 
cooperation between member states, exchanging information and ex-
perience, supporting countries in the implementation of reforms in 
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education. Representatives of Poland, mainly from relevant depart-
ments from the Ministry of National Education and Ministry of Sci-
ence and Higher Education, participate in the work of these bodies.

The OECD has also been active in monitoring the development of 
education in its member states. The well-known and respected Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a good case in 
point. The Survey of Adult Skills, an initiative of the OECD Programme 
for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) is 
another good example. The OECD actions in the field of education 
policy also concentrate on examining, monitoring education policies 
in its member states and, subsequently, publishing of review reports, 
e.g. Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators. Also, the OECD pub-
lishes diverse manuals designed to spread best practice with regard to 
data collection and interpretation2 of methodological manuals, with re-
gard to the rules of collection and interpretation of data on education 
and explanations of some definitions and methodology. Notably, the 
OECD manuals tend to be written in cooperation with the European 
Commission, Eurostat and UNESCO, e.g. ‘The Oslo Manual’. What is 
important, the manuals are updated regularly so as to be in line with 
ongoing changes and emerging socio-economic challenges and to re-
spond to contemporary needs. In other words, the OECD actions fo-
cus not only on the activities of its bodies or committees, but also on 
monitoring respective developments in each member state. The OECD 
supports its member states in conducting reforms as well. The OECD’s 
considerable objective (mainly through its manuals) is to identify the 
direction of developments, systematize many issues and to give a new 
impetus to education. In that case, the OECD’s activity is not limited 
only to economic issues, but also includes the area of education.

3. The state of higher education in Poland  
compared to selected OECD countries

In this section, the discussion will focus on the following factors: the 
educational attainment, the structure of education spending, un-
employment rate among adults with higher education, cooperation 
with business, trends in higher education and degree of internation-
alization. In recent years, all OECD countries have seen a significant 
increase in educational attainment of their populations. Over the 
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period 2000-2012, the proportion of young adults (25-34 year-olds) 
with tertiary qualification has grown by more than 3% per year on 
average (OECD, 2015a). In Poland about 25% of adults held a tertiary 
qualification in 2012, compared to 11% in 2000 (Table 1). In addition, 
this positive trend is also noticeable between generations in Poland 
(there are 28 percentage points more tertiary-educated 25-34 year-
olds than 55-64 year-olds). This is the second largest difference of the 
OECD countries (OECD, 2014). It is worth mentioning that, not only 
in Poland, but also in France, Ireland, Japan, Korea, Luxembourg and 
Spain, tertiary attainment rates for younger adults (25-34 year-olds) 
are more than 20 percentage points higher than those for older adults 
(55-64 year-olds) (OECD, 2015b).

Table 1. Poland: Tertiary education attainment [as share of the population]

Indicator

Poland OECD average EU 21 average Rank among 
OECD countries 

and partner countries*2012 2000 2012 2000 2012 2000

25-64 year-olds 25% 11% 33% 22% 29% 20% 27 of 37

25-34 year-olds 41% 14% 40% 26% 37% 24% 17 of 36

55-64 year-olds 13% 10% 25% 15% 22% 14% 31 of 36

* Countries are ranked in the descending order. 
Sources: Author’s own compilation based on: OECD (2014) Education at a Glance 2014 – Poland. Paris: OECD 
Publishing.

Today, the view prevails that higher education is one of the most 
important factors in view of promoting socio-economic development. 
Indeed, one of the objectives in the EU’s strategy Europe 2020 concerns 
tertiary educational attainment. In line with the goals of that strategy, 
the share of 30-34 year-old people who have attained tertiary educa-
tion should increase to at least 40% by 2020 (European Commission, 
2010). Notably, a sizeable increase in the share of the CEEs’ popula-
tion that has attained tertiary education has been recorded over the 
recent years (Table 2). More specifically, in 2015, Estonia, Poland and 
Slovenia surpassed the threshold of 40% (in 30-34 year-olds) indicated 
in Europe 2020, placing these countries well above the EU average.

Apart from the tertiary education attainment, another factor that 
weighs in on the quality of education is the degree of internationalisa-
tion of educational systems. Among OECD member states, the number 
of foreign students enrolled in tertiary education increased over the 
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last decades from 1.3 million in 1990 to nearly 4.3 million in 2011, re-
cording an impressive annual growth rate of almost 6%. The benefits 
of studying abroad are countless. Students are offered the opportuni-
ty to expand their language skills and knowledge in many areas. Due 
to that experience, students have a chance to obtain a better job. The 
largest numbers of foreign students across the OECD countries origi-
nate from China, India and Korea as Asian students represent 53% of 
foreign students enrolled in tertiary education worldwide. The second 
largest group of foreign students is that of European students (23%), 
particularly EU citizens originating from EU/OECD member states 
(21%) (OECD, 2013a). With regard to tertiary education attainment, the 
2013 OECD average in the share of international and foreign students 
in tertiary education reached 9%. Across the CEEs, except the Czech 
Republic, that value is the same (9%, see Table 2 for details). Poland 
achieved one of the worst results in this respect (only 1%) among the 
CEEs. Other European OECD countries (from Europe) have recorded 
much better results, e.g. Austria (17%), Denmark (10%), France (10%), 
the Netherlands (10%), the United Kingdom (17%) (OECD, 2015c).

Another interesting aspect of the data concerns expenditure on 
education. Across the CEEs, the average total public expenditure on 
education is more than 4% of GDP. However, spending on tertiary 
education does not exceed 1.4% of GDP (Table 3). Compared to other 

Table 2. Tertiary education – population and international students

Country

Population by educational attainment level 
(tertiary education – level 5-8) (%)

International and foreign 
students enrolled 

(a percentage of all students) 
– 2013

Age group: 15-64 year old Age group: 30-34 year old
2005 2015 2005 2015

Czech Republic* 11.0 19,8 13,0 30,1 9
Estonia 27.7 33.3 31.7 45.3 3
Hungary 14.5 20.9 17.9 34.3 6
Poland 13.9 24.4 22.7 43.4 1
Slovak Republic 11.4 18.9 14.3 28.4 5
Slovenia 16.7 26.6 24.6 43.4 3
OECD average N/A N/A N/A N/A 9
EU 28 19.6 26.7 28.1 38.7 N/A

* Foreign students are defined on the basis of their country of citizenship, these data are not comparable with the data on international students. 
Source: Author’s own compilation based on: Eurostat data [edat_lfse_03] (accessed 2016-06-11) and OECD (2015) Education at a Glance 
2015: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD Publishing.
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EU members, these are rather mediocre results. For instance, in Fin-
land and Sweden, the total public expenditure on education is above 
7% GDP out of which more than 2% of GDP is spent on tertiary edu-
cation (Eurostat, 2016). Notably, the World Bank’s indicators suggest 
that these two countries take the lead in the ranking of the knowl-
edge-based economies (World Bank, 2012). Among the OECD coun-
tries, tertiary level expenditure ranges from USD 2,000 per student 
in Indonesia, USD 8000 per student in Estonia, to more than USD 
30,000 in Luxembourg (OECD, 2015c). In Poland, annual tertiary edu-
cation spending per student is lower than the OECD average of USD 
15,028 and amounts to USD 9,799 per student (Table 3).

Currently, global economic and social transformation requires 
a highly-skilled workforce. At the same time, due to the economic cri-
sis, the need to implement fiscal consolidation strategies creates pres-
sures to limit public spending on tertiary education. Countries which 
invest more on each student than the OECD average might expect to 
secure high-quality tertiary education, and hence a higher percentage 
of graduates among young workers than in lower-spending countries. 
The differences between countries are huge. For instance, the Czech 
Republic and the Slovak Republic spend around USD 10,000 per stu-
dent, and less than 30% of their 25-34 year-olds are tertiary graduates. 
From the global perspective, with an expenditure per student of more 
than USD 25,000, the United States is less efficient than most of the 
European countries. The latter manage to produce a similarly qualified 
young labour force while spending approximately USD 10,000 less. 
It seems that “there is only a weak relationship between the amount 
invested per student and tertiary attainment rates” (OECD, 2013b: 1).

It is worth mentioning that in terms of the amount invested per ter-
tiary education students per head per year, the CEEs do not fare well, 
i.e. they are below the average of both the OECD and the EU members 
of OECD. Tertiary education in OECD countries tends to be publicly 
funded. Across OECD countries on average almost 70% of all funds 
for tertiary educational institutions come directly from public sourc-
es; 30% come from private sources (Table 3). Among the CEEs, Hun-
gary has recorded the most significant increase in private funding at 
the tertiary level of education. Over the period 2002-2012, an increase 
from 21% to 45% was observed. In contrast, Poland is the only coun-
try where public funding of education increased. Overall, however, 
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the share of private sector education in these countries does not seem 
to be sufficient enough, particularly as in other OECD members, the 
share of private sector education is much higher, for instance, in the 
US 62% and in Japan – 65%. (OECD, 2015c).

Since the beginning of the economic crisis in 2008, expenditure on 
tertiary education institutions has decreased in 7 of 32 OECD countries, 
including Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, and Spain (OECD, 
2015c). Hungary is the CEE country where spending on tertiary educa-
tion has decreased (Figure 1). From the OECD perspective, expendi-
ture per student decreased in one third of its members over the period 
2008-2012. This tendency suggests that to a great extent, the global fi-
nancial crisis had not affected the overall investment in education. In 
fact, in Poland, over the period 2008-2012, spending on tertiary edu-

Table 3. Expenditure on education – tertiary education in selected OECD countries

Country

Total public expendi-
ture on education by 

education level – as % 
of GDP (2013)

Annual expenditure 
per student (in equiv-
alent USD converted 
using PPPs for GDP) 

(2012)

Relative proportions of public and private 
expenditure on educational institutions, 

for tertiary education (%)
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2002 2012 2002 2012

Czech Repub-
lic

4.16 0.93 10319 6807 87.5 79.2 12.5 20.7

Estonia 4.92 1.39 8206 4690 N/A 78.2 N/A 21.8

Hungary 4.13 0.93 8876 7405 78.7 54.4 21.3 45.6

Poland 5.00 1.22 9799 7692 69.7 77.6 30.3 22.4

Slovak Repub-
lic 4.12 0.99 9022 6191 85.2 73.8 14.8 26.2

Slovenia 5.22 1.15 11002 8888 N/A 86.1 N/A 13.9

OECD average N/A N/A 15028 10309 78.1 69.7 21.9 30.3

EU21 average N/A N/A 149555 9963 N/A 78.1 N/A 21.9

Sources: Author’s own compilation based on: Eurostat data [educ_uoe_fine06] (accessed 2016-06-11); OECD (2015) Education at a Glance 
2015: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD Publishing; OECD (2005) Education at a Glance 2005: OECD Indicators, Paris: OECD Publishing.
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cation and expenditure per student increased. However, as the num-
ber of students dropped, the data may require careful interpretation.

Figure 1. Changes in the number of students, expenditure on tertiary education  
and expenditure per student – tertiary education (2008-2012)

*Public expenditure only. 

Source: Author’s own arrangement, based on: OECD (2015) Education at a Glance 2015: OECD Indicators. Paris: 
OECD Publishing.

An analysis of employment conditions is also of great importance. 
The percentage of employed adults with higher education is on aver-
age over 80% in OECD countries. Employment rates among those with 
education lower than secondary education are less than 60%. Higher 
education does not constitute any protection against unemployment, 
especially among young adults, yet it may create greater opportuni-
ties to find a work place. In the OECD countries, an average unem-
ployment rate among adults with higher education reached 5.0% in 
2012 (OECD, 2015d). In the CEEs, the situation was comparable. The 
data for 2015 suggest that there were more unemployed among people 
with secondary education than higher education (Table 4). In Poland, 
a positive trend of reducing an unemployment rate among people with 
tertiary education has been observed, especially among young people 
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(25-29 year-olds). Still, the fact that Slovenia and Slovakia have a mean-
ingful percentage of the unemployed among young people, 15% and 
11% respectively, is a source of concern.

Salary data show that the differences between the better and the 
less educated have increased recently. In OECD countries, earnings 
of people with higher education are on average about 70% higher than 
those of people with upper secondary level education (OECD, 2015d). 
In Poland, adults (25-64 year-olds) who attained tertiary education 
earn on average 71% more than adults with upper secondary educa-
tion. From the gender perspective, this advantage is slightly higher for 
men (87%) than for women (70%) (OECD, 2015e).

4. Exploring the link between education  
and a country’s competitiveness

The Global Competitiveness Report (GCR) is an annual report pub-
lished by the World Economic Forum. The GCR “series has shed light 
on the key factors and their interrelations that determine economic 
growth and a country’s level of present and future prosperity” (Schwab, 
2015: XII). There are twelve pillars of competitiveness, one of them being 

Table 4. Indicators in tertiary education and labour market – selected countries

Country

Unemployment rates by age and educational attainment level – tertiary education (%)
Tertiary education

All ISCED 2011 levels 
(Age group: 25-64) 

Upper secondary 
and post-secondary 

non-tertiary edu-
cation 

(Age group: 25-64)

Age group: 25-64 Age group: 25-29

2005 2010 2015 2005 2010 2015 2005 2010 2015 2005 2010 2015
Czech Republic 2.0 2.5 2.2 3.6 5.7 4.5 6.9 6.5 4.6 6.2 6.2 4.4

Estonia* 4.0 9.2 3.8 N/A 5.6 6.4 7.4 15.3 5.6 8.8 17.8 6.2

Hungary 2.3 4.0 2.2 3.9 8.5 4.2 6.1 10.1 6.0 5.9 9.5 5.7

Poland 5.8 4.2 3.5 12.0 8.7 7.5 15.3 8.1 6.4 16.4 8.9 7.2

Slovenia 3.0 4.1 5.7 7.4 13.0 15.1 5.5 6.7 8.5 5.7 6.9 9.4

Slovak Republic 4.4 4.9 5.6 6.8 10.1 11.0 14.4 12.5 10.3 12.8 12.3 9.9

EU28 average 4.5 4.9 5.2 8.0 9.0 9.2 7.7 8.3 8.4 8.1 7.8 7.5

* Year of reference 2009 and 2014 (Age group: 25-29). 
Source: Author’s own compilation based on: Eurostat data [lfsa_urgaed] (accessed 2016-06-17).
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higher education and training. According to the Global Competitive-
ness Index 2015-2016, rankings for 140 countries, the CEEs are ranked 
as follows: Estonia (30), Czech Republic (31), Poland (41), Slovenia (59), 
Hungary (63), Slovak Republic (67). Interestingly, Poland and Hungary 
are among the top 10 most competitive emerging and developing Euro-
pean economies (Schwab, 2015: 7). The ranking for quality of education 
system is equally interesting (Table 5). It shows how well an education 
system meets the needs of a competitive economy. In the ranking, the 
best result was achieved by Estonia (position 34). This is also the only 
country from the CEE region which improved its results compared to 
the 2009-2010 ranking. Poland ranked in the middle (73) whereas Slo-
vakia achieved relatively bad results (see Table 5 for details).

Table 5. Quality of an education system – the Central-Eastern European countries

Country

Quality of the education system*
2009-2010 2015-2016 

value
Rank 

(139 countries)
value

Rank 
(140 countries)

Czech Republic 4.5 34 3.8 60

Estonia 4.3 42 4.4 34

Hungary 3.6 75 3.2 99

Poland 3.8 62 3.6 73

Slovenia 4.2 47 4.1 50

Slovak Republic 3.1 111 2.8 121

* Quality of the education system in a country. How well does an education system meet the needs of a com-
petitive economy? 

[1 = not well at all; 7 = extremely well] weighted average.

Sources: Author’s own compilation based on: Schwab, K. (ed.) (2015) The Global Competitiveness Report 2015-2016.  
Geneva: World Economic Forum; Schwab, K. (ed.) (2010) The Global Competitiveness Report 2010-2011. Geneva: 
World Economic Forum.

Knowledge transfer and cooperation between universities and busi-
ness are important in view of the development of knowledge-based 
economy. According to rankings, the best situation is currently in Es-
tonia, the worst in Slovakia (Table 6). Unfortunately, in recent years, 
all countries’ position (except Estonia) in the rankings has dropped. 
As a result, the CEEs have been characterized as having a relatively 
moderate (or rather low) level of cooperation between universities 
and business.
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Table 6. University–business collaboration in R&D

Country

University-industry collaboration in R&D*
2009-2010 2014-2015

value
Rank 

(139 countries)
value

Rank 
(140 countries)

Czech Republic 4.5 29 4.0 42

Estonia 4.2 36 4.4 34

Hungary 4.3 32 4.3 36

Poland 3.6 64 3.5 73

Slovenia 4.2 37 4.0 44

Slovak Republic 3.3 87 3.4 84

* To what extent do business and universities collaborate on research and development (R&D) in your country? 
[1 = do not collaborate at all; 7 = collaborate extensively], weighted average

Source: Author’s own compilation based on: Schwab, K. (ed.) (2015) The Global Competitiveness Report 2015-2016.  
Geneva: World Economic Forum; Schwab, K. (ed.) (2010) The Global Competitiveness Report 2010-2011. Geneva: 
World Economic Forum.

Conclusions
With regard to the indicators mentioned in the article (e.g. annual ex-
penditure per student, unemployment rates – from 25-29 year-olds 
with higher education, quality of education system, university–busi-
ness collaboration in R&D), Poland has a rather moderate position 
compared to other CEE OECD members. In line with the data pre-
sented in this paper, Estonia achieved the best results in the quality of 
the education system and university–business collaboration in R&D, 
while Slovakia the worst. The fact that there are positive changes in 
Poland (particularly between generations) which concern an increas-
ing number of people with higher education, is very optimistic. There 
seems to be an urgent need for changes in expenditure on tertiary ed-
ucation in Poland, because expenses are insufficient compared with 
OECD’s average and an average of the EU. Despite the economic cri-
sis, there was an increase of expenditures on higher education, which 
is a very optimistic trend. There is also an urgent need for paying at-
tention to a level of internationalization. However, closer cooperation 
between business and universities as well as attentiveness to adjust 
higher education to the needs of economy, seem to be necessary to 
enhance further development.

It should be emphasised that higher education has a significant im-
pact on the development of the knowledge-based economy. An educa-

http://en.bab.la/dictionary/english-polish/attentiveness
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tion system affects the creation of human capital which is a medium of 
KBE. For these reasons, the high standard of higher education is more 
important nowadays than ever before. It seems that higher education 
should play a significant role in building economic competitiveness 
in Poland. Taking into consideration the importance of education in 
a socio-economic development, one can only hope that cooperation 
and information exchange at the OECD level will contribute to fur-
ther development of higher education in Poland.

ENDNOTES
1 The Czech Republic joined the OECD in 1995, Poland – in 1996, Slovak Republic – in 2000, Estonia 

and Slovenia – in 2010. It is worth mentioning that on 11 May 2016, Latvia will become a mem-
ber of the Organization once it has taken the appropriate steps at the national level to accede 
to the OECD Convention. 

2 Some of acknowledged textbooks on the survey of research belong to the Frascati Family (for 
instance: Frascati Manual: Proposed Standard Practice for Surveys of Research and Experimen-
tal Development, OECD Proposed Guidelines for Collecting and Interpreting Technological In-
novation Data – Oslo Manual, Using Patent Data as Science and Technology Indicators – Patent 
Manual) (OECD, 2002). Other examples are the statistical manuals in the field of classification of 
education (e.g. ISCED 2011 Operational Manual: Guidelines for Classifying National Education 
Programmes and Related Qualifications).
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