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The HEA is the state agency for higher education in
Ireland.

Responsible for:
Strategic development of higher education
system
Policy advice to Minister
Funding
Governance and accountability
Equity of access and equality
Internationalisation
Research policy
Teaching and learning
Statistics and data analytics

Higher Education Authority



My areas of responsibility include:

Graduate Outcomes Survey

StudentSurvey.ie

European surveys

Institutional and System Performance

Data Sharing projects

Higher Education Authority



Graduate outcomes and the evidence base:
What does Ireland’s skill and education
supply look like today?
What can we learn from the past?
What does the future hold?  Are we
prepared?

Other non-employment outcomes

Building the evidence base in the HEA

Let’s talk about



2.8m people in employment in Q2 2025 (up 64k over 2024)
Approx 45% in “highly skilled” occupations

More likely to have employees in Professional Occupations, Managerial Occupations
than European average

140k unemployed (up 7% or 9,600) - rate of 4.8%
Source: Labour Force Survey, CSO, Q2 2025; Solas SLMRU, National Skills
Bulletin, 2024; and Cedefop Occupational Employment in Sector 2023

Current skills supply in Ireland





52.4% of working-age Irish adults have a third
level qualification.

Over 265,000 students engaged in full-time
third level education.

Over 450,000 people are engaged in life-long
learning (rate of 16%, around the European
average)

Current graduate supply

Source:  CSO, Measuring Ireland’s Progress 2023, April 2025
and 
Source: Solas SLMRU, Monitoring Ireland’s Skills Supply, March 2024



80% of employers are happy with
higher education graduates,
particularly for:

Digital literacy
Data literacy
Collaboration
Time management
Flexibility

Lowest satisfaction for: 
Multilingualism
Leadership

Employer satisfaction

Source: HEA, Solas, DFHERIS: National Employer Survey 2024, 2025



35% of employers recruited
higher education graduates in the
previous two years. 

Over half (51%) of employers
indicated they are likely to recruit
HE graduates in the next three
years, with recruitment intentions
highest among:

those that have hired HE
graduates previously (91%), 
medium/large companies
(80%), and 
MNCs (71%).

Employers

Source: HEA, Solas, DFHERIS: National Employer Survey 2024, 2025



High levels of employment (seeing
some increasing unemployment very
recently)

Strong pipeline of graduates 
Professional occupations
Profile of graduate employment is
larger, multinational companies,
based in Dublin

Generally high levels of employer
satisfaction (though decreasing)

Current skills supply Ireland



“The shape and size of the modern HE system is rooted in
its relationship with the labour market... Higher education
is positioned at the heart of the ‘knowledge triangle’ of
education, research and innovation designed to improve
competitiveness and economic growth.”

Source: Clancy, Irish Higher Education, A Comparative Perspective, 2015

"Research, higher education and innovation are not adjuncts to
Ireland’s economic strategy – they are the strategy" 
- Minister James Lawless (Minister for Higher and Further
Education)



1982 - 1997



1982 - 1997

National debt reached 120% of GNP in 1988.
National borrowing reached 14% of GNP. 

Mortgage interest rates reached 16% in 1982
(compares with 4% today).  

Unemployment rate went from 10% to 17%
during the course of the 1980s.  A total of
450,000 people emigrated.



Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Employment in Ireland

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Further Study: About 40% of
this is teacher training

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Unemployment

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



National unemployment rate reached an all
time high of 17.3% percent in December of
1985 

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Employment overseas

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



1998-2008



1998-2008

Rapid economic growth

Decline in national debt

Big increases in GDP



Employment in Ireland

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Further Study

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Unemployment

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Employment overseas

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



2008-2016



2008-2016: Financial
Crisis and Recovery

Banking collapse / guarantee

Recession and bailout by
EU/ECB/IMF and austerity
measures

Rapid rise in unemployment



Employment in Ireland

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Further Study

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Unemployment

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



Employment overseas

Source: HEA, First Destinations Surveys 1982-



2016 onwards

Change in data collection

Graduate Outcomes Survey is
introduced

Includes not just universities, but
institutes of technology (later to
become technological universities)
too.

Higher employment outcomes for
graduates of these institutions



Source: HEA, Gradute Outcomes Surveys 2017-



Graduates and the
economy

What can we tell from 40 years of graduate
tracking:

Graduate tracking reflects overall national
economic patterns.
Graduates are to a large degree protected
from unemployment.
Graduates take the option of further study
when the economy is less certain.
If there is greater opportunity abroad,
graduates will be mobile!

How do we equip graduates so they are
prepared for what is to come?



It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the
most intelligent, but the one most adaptable to change." 



Source: OECD, The State of Global Teenage Career Preparation,
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/the-state-of-global-teenage-career-
preparation_d5f8e3f2-en.html



Environment

Trade

Housing

Technology















Source: Solas, Spring Skills Bulletin, 2025, “Is Ireland Truly Green?”

















































Source: World Economic Forum, Future of Jobs, 2025
https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_Report_2025.pdf



Source: World Economic Forum, Future of Jobs, 2025
https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_Report_2025.pdf



Huge change and uncertainty
across many sectors of the
economy.

Need for adaptability and
flexibility for today’s graduates.

What does the future of
work look like?





Source: Visual Capitalist 2025, https://www.visualcapitalist.com/charted-
the-worlds-most-educated-countries/







60% of 25 year olds have a UG degree (or higher),
compares with 19% of 25 year olds in 1996.





Is graduate output balanced?

Source: NERI, Overqualification in high-income EU members, 2024

Using Labour Force Survey data, considers
those with third level education in the work
force not in occupations deemed to require
third level qualifications.

Overqualified third level graduate employees
at work as a share of employment is highest
in Spain (13.2%), in Ireland (11.6%) and the UK
(9.1%).



Source: Solas SLMRU, Difficult to fill Vacancies, 2023

The survey gathered the views of selected Irish
recruitment agencies in respect of vacancies for
occupations that require skills which are in short
supply, and in their view, are proving difficult to
fill.



Source: Solas SLMRU, Difficult to fill Vacancies, 2023



Source: Solas SLMRU, Summer Skills Bulletin, 2024

“Addressing occupational gender segregation will not only unlock a larger potential supply of
skills to meet demand but may also assist in reducing gender pay gaps and increasing work-
life balance for both genders.” 



Regional (im)balance

Source: Solas SLMRU, National Skills Bulletin, 2024

800k of 2.6m (31%) of employment is centred
in Dublin, with another 399k in Dublin’s
surrounding counties (15%).

Weekly earnings in Dublin are 13.5% higher than
the State, and 40.0% higher than Donegal
which has the lowest median weekly earnings
of all counties.

Source: CSO Earnings Analysis using Administrative
Data Sources, 2023



"Education is not the filling
of a pail, but the lighting of

a fire"



The extent to which students ‘often’/ ‘very often’:
connected their learning to problems or issues in society 46%
examined the strengths and weaknesses of their own views on a topic or issue 52%
tried to better understand someone else’s views by imagining how an issue looks from
their perspective 58%
learned something that changed the way they understand an issue or concept 63%
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0 (No interest) 1-2 3-4 5-6 7-9 10 (High interest)
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

31

12
15 15

17
21

16

22

17

26

4
6
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Below Third Level Third Level +
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25 year olds: Types of Political Engagement (%)



Below Third Level Third Level +
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Below Third Level Third Level +
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Below Third Level Third Level +
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25 year olds: Self-esteem (%)



Below Third Level Third Level +
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25 year olds: Depression/Anxiety Diagnosis (%)



The most important indicator of a child’s
reading level is maternal education level
(PISA).

Of respondents (aged 25-59) whose
parents had a third level education, 79.7%
have a third level education themselves. In
comparison 33.7% whose parents had a low
level of education have a third level
education. (CSO SILC, 2023)

Parental Education



Given that most graduates move directly into
employment, understandable focus on
employment outcomes.

There should also be regard to the other
benefits of third level education for society,
community and future generations.  Hard to
capture data on this though!

When pursuing high levels of tertiary
attainment, we need to have regard to balance:

Skills shortages
Imbalance in gender
Imbalance regionally

Broader Outcomes



The Evidence Base





Equal Access Survey
(Disability, Ethnicity, Lone

Parent Data)
Graduate Outcomes Survey

Student Records System
(Address Data)



Equal Access Survey
(Disability, Ethnicity, Lone

Parent Data)
Graduate Outcomes Survey

Student Records System
(Address Data)

All linked through PPSN (unique
individual identifer)



Graduate Outcomes Survey

Student Records System
(Address Data)

Student Grant Authority
(Grant Awardees)

Department of Education
(Primary and Post-Primary)

SOLAS
(Further Education)

Equal Access Survey
(Disability, Ethnicity, Lone

Parent Data)



Graduate Outcomes Survey

Student Records System
(Address Data)

Student Grant Authority
(Grant Awardees)

Department of Education
(Primary and Post-Primary)

SOLAS
(Further Education)

Equal Access Survey
(Disability, Ethnicity, Lone

Parent Data)

All linked through PPSN



Graduate Outcomes Survey

Student Records System
(Address Data)

Student Grant Authority
(Grant Awardees)

Department of Education
(Primary and Post-Primary)

Central Statistics Office - National Data Infrastructure

SOLAS
(Further Education)

Equal Access Survey
(Disability, Ethnicity, Lone

Parent Data)



The evidence base is made up of many different
sources!

HEA data
Administrative and survey
Survey data - response rates, representativeness

Anonymised data (e.g. StudentSurvey.ie)
Can’t link with other sources

Administrative Data in Central Statistics Office
Based on PPSN so Irish domiciled only
Can’t ask questions
Not collected for the purpose of HE necessarily

Other non-HE studies
Not collected/produced for the purpose of HE

International data
Consistency with national data
Time lags
Methodology not set locally



Summary points

Uncertain time for graduates

National and global economic trends will be reflected in
Graduate Outcomes data.

this is particularly true for a small open economy like
Ireland’s.

Irish Graduate Outcomes survey data for 2025 will be
available later this year - interesting to see which way (if
any) that employment is changing.

Focus needs to be on equipping graduates with the
overall skills required to adapt and thrive in uncertain
times.



Summary points

Broader outcomes from higher education need to be part
of the conversations of what makes a “successful
outcome”.

Any discussion of overeducation should also take into
account skills shortages and regional economies.



Summary points

Focus is on linking data sources to inform policy and solve
national policy problems - both immediate and long-term
outcomes need to be leveraged.

Let perfect not be the enemy of good when it comes to the
data that is available.

Information collected from students/graduates in a higher
education institution feed the national data infrastructure
and help answer policy questions.  




