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“It took approximately five years 
for the annual earnings to catch up 
after university enrolment.”

Lifelong learning, such as providing 
opportunities for individuals to study at 
a later stage in life, has for a long time 
been an important policy goal in the 
Swedish education system. Policy 
makers have emphasised this strategy as 
critical for meeting the demand for skil-
led workers in the future. For example, 
the government has suggested a new 
reform which allows workers to return 
to school by having study grants and 
loans cover up to 80 per cent of the 
previous wage. 

In order to study at university, an 
individual needs to have completed an 
upper secondary degree to meet the 
basic eligibility criteria. However, 
complementary adult education 
provided by municipalities offers a 
second chance for those who, for 
various reasons, lack basic eligibility or 
have not completed their upper 
secondary education. Such returns to 
adult education have so far exhibited 
positive effects on labour market 
outcomes such as income and 
employment probability. Even so, we 
have limited knowledge regarding the 
economic gains of those who gain 
eligibility by completing upper 
secondary education in adult education 
and then continuing to higher 
education. 

In this report, I study the effect of 
university education on economic 
outcomes among individuals who 
initially attained low levels of education 
and then participated in adult 
education. By using detailed Swedish 
longitudinal population administrative 
data covering the period 1990–2015, I 
study the effect on yearly gross labour 
earnings and employment probabilities 
among those participating in adult 
education in 1994 and enrolling at 
university in 1996. The data allow me 
to follow the sample from six years 
before university enrolment up to 17 
years after participation. To account for 
a non-random selection to participate 
in higher education, I use difference-in-
difference propensity score matching to 
ensure that the treatment and control 
groups are comparable. The individuals 
are matched based on several pre-

treatment attributes such as age, 
gender, previous earnings and transfers 
but also other social background 
variables assumed to affect the decision 
to enrol in higher education as well as 
future earnings and employment 
probabilities. The main analysis is 
complemented by an additional analysis 
of gender and age. Finally, I include 
enlistment data in the matching as a 
robustness check.

These results reveal significant gains 
in gross labour earnings for those who 
proceeded to higher education. When 
initiating studies, the point estimate for 
annual gross labour earnings drops to 
SEK -40,000 due to forgone income. 
Nevertheless, the income recovers, and 
at the end of the follow-up, those who 
studied at university earn, on average, 
SEK 75,000 more than the comparison 
group . I also note positive effects on 
employment probabilities among the 
studied individuals. However, it took 
almost five years for the returns to 
become positive, which highlights the 
importance of adopting a longer time 
horizon when evaluating the effects of 
education on labour market outcomes.

Additional analyses on gender 
differences showed only minor 
differences since the estimated effects 
did not statistically differ from each 
other. Likewise, the differences in 
earning in different age groups, 20–29 
and 30–50, were also very small. Finally, 
I include information on cognitive and 
non-cognitive ability in the matching 
algorithm and conclude that this only 
has a minor effect on the main results. 

Even if this study is applied to a 
group of university students in the mid-
1990s, some findings can still be useful 
for current policy makers. First, there 
were large positive effects of a university 
education after first achieving eligibility 
for higher education in municipal adult 
education. Second, the return rate to 
education was large for both younger 
and older students, indicating that 
returning to education in the middle of 
the career can be profitable. However, 
it took approximately five years for the 
annual earnings to catch up after 
university enrolment, but individuals 
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who will be affected by the new reform 
will probably have a much smaller loss 
of income, thus making the return rate 
to education even greater. Although I 
cannot account for any dynamic effects, 
such as the potential problem of over-

educating the population, there are 
potentially significant gains in enabling 
a second chance to attend university for 
students with initially low levels of 
education.



SNS RESEARCH BRIEF | The objective of the SNS Research Brief series is to make research accessible for 
decision-makers in politics, business, and the public sector. Financial support has been granted by the Jan 
Wallander and Tom Hedelius Foundation. Responsibility for the analysis and the conclusions in the research 
briefs rests with the authors alone.


