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1. TERTIARY EDUCATION AND THE “TIRANNY OF NUMBERS” 

 
Higher education attainment levels have tended to increase almost 

continuously over the last decades in the European countries as a growing 
proportion of young people have gone on from upper secondary school to 
tertiary education. What clearly emerges, however, is that the sustainability 
or any possible expansion of tertiary education has to be confronted with the 
“tyranny of numbers”, i.e. the current and future population decline.  

Higher education policy and design are, in fact, intimately related to 
population dynamics and the role of demographic changes on the higher 
education system is now becoming increasingly important (Vlasceanu and 
Grunberg, 2008; Mencarini et al., 2008). A crucial issue concerns to what 
extent demographic processes, such as low fertility and ageing, should 
impact the system of higher education. Other more indirect issues concern 
migration flows and changes in life styles and lifecycles. Recently, in line 
with most other European countries, Italy has been confronted with 
population decline, increased migration flows and population ageing. These 
demographic prospects have so far received minimal or, at best, very 
shortsighted attention, among policy makers at all levels, including those 
dealing with higher education. This is quite remarkable given the growing 
mismatch between the excess supply of higher education and the shrinking 
demand due to population decline. At the same time, it is important to 
recognize that the future of Italian higher education does not only depend on 
demographics, but also on how future governments aim to design higher 
education through their policies (Vlasceanu and Grunberg, 2008). 

The analysis of the demographic impact on higher education is of 
course mostly, if not entirely, based on numbers. Here we consider how 
demographic change, in the Italian case a significant population decline of 
the native population, is related to student flows and highlight a decrease in 
the pool of prospective students for higher education. Whereas the 
demographic analysis clearly points towards a decline in the pool of 
prospective students, we also raise a serious concern: Italy has a very low 
rate of individuals with a degree. The proportion of men aged 25-64 (in 
2005) with a university degree is 11.6%, half the European Union level. For 
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women the proportion is 12.8% against 22.7% of the communitarian level 
(Eurostat, 2008). 

Simply considering the figures derived from demographic projections is 
not sufficient. A range of uncertainties that are embedded in the 
demographic prospects, due to the migration flows and international 
circulation of students, should also be faced. It is therefore necessary to 
explore various alternative approaches, thus arriving at a better 
understanding of the demographic impact for higher education policies. How 
will tertiary education adopt to the recent demographic changes? Likewise, 
what can we say about possible effects of the educational expansion and 
reforms on demographic development in Italy? 

Our analysis starts by providing a brief overview of key demographic 
trends for Italy. We then provide a detailed description of the current state of 
higher education in Italy, using the most recent data. Next, we make a series 
of projections for the student population based on the best available 
demographic trends. We conclude by highlighting the critical aspects of 
Italian higher education.  

 
 

2. FUTURE DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS FOR ITALY 
 
It is well known that Italy is one of the oldest countries in the world. 

Recent estimates reveal a clear tendency of progressive ageing mainly due to 
the continued rise in life expectancy and a persistent low fertility (Torri and 
Vignoli, 2007). Contemporary demographic projections made by ISTAT1 

(Marsili, 2006; 2007), result in an increase of the resident population from 

                                                 
1 These projections are based on the cohort-component method. Its implementation is made in 
three steps. The first is to make a forward projection of the population in each age group at the 
beginning of the relevant time intervals. This will produce an estimate of the number of 
individuals still alive. At the second step, the number of male and female births over the time 
interval, as well as the number of survivors to the beginning of the next interval is computed. 
Finally the number of immigrants is added while the number of emigrants is subtracted in 
each age group for the relevant interval. The ISTAT procedure assumes a moderate increase 
of levels of fertility up to the European average. The increase is attributed to the catching-up 
effect of postponed fertility and, to a lesser extent, the increasing number of female 
immigrants (GCD – SIS, 2007). The underlying assumption is consistent with convergence to 
European levels whereby the average number of children per women rises from 1.35 to 1.57 
and a mean age at birth increasing from 30.9 to 33.0 in 2050. They also assume that life 
expectancy at birth for men will rise from 78.3 to 84.5 years (6.2 additional years) and for 
women, from 84.0 to 89.5 (5.5 additional years). Finally, ISTAT assumes in their projections 
a quite low net annual inflow of 175,000 migrants, net of outgoings. Note that immigration 
flows are growing in Italy and are strongly regulated by political decisions that could speed up 
or slow down the phenomenon. Thus, it is difficult to accurately predict a future trend.  
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58.7 million in 2006 to 60.1 million in 2025, but after 2025, a slow and 
progressive decline will decrease the population to a level of 58.8 million in 
2050. The projection of births and deaths pretty much excludes the possibility 
of population recovery driven by any natural trends. Quite on the contrary, the 
projections give a negative effect apparent already in 2007 (-22,000) and this 
will strengthen further. By 2014, the net change is depicted at -100,000 units 
and by 2050, the projection displays approximately 470,000 births and more 
than 790,000 deaths. It is clear therefore that the natural component 
represents a strong force behind the Italian population change. It is very 
likely that the Italian population will decline in the future, and that 
population ageing is inevitable. However, the potential effect of migration 
should also be taken into account. Predicted migration is possibly the most 
complex demographic parameter. In national demographic projections, 
migrations are generally treated as subordinate compared to fertility and 
mortality. Nevertheless, migration plays a crucial role in determining 
population structure by age and sex at the national level. Furthermore, with 
the presence of a natural decrease in the population, migration may be seen 
as a potent factor in balancing the decline of the reproductive – and 
economically productive – population. In the long run, however, the current 
level of net migration provides only a partial solution for population decline 
nor does it represent a way to achieve a re-equilibrium of the Italian age 
structure.  

This situation will of course affect the population in tertiary education 
ages. In Figure 1 we highlight, in the age pyramids of the Italian population 
from 2005 to 2050, the age population classes between 18 and 25, identified 
as the higher education potential population. In 2050, the demographic 
picture will comprise 33.6% of people aged 65 and over, only 12.6% of 
young individuals aged 14 and less, and 8.5% aged between 18 and 25. 
These potential university students, 4,989,980 in 2006, will drop to 
4,588,215 in 2020 (which corresponds to a decrease of 8.0%). A later phase 
will even be characterised by a more sustained decline, leading to a loss of 
another 569,425 units and a decrease of 12.4%. Undoubtedly, the pool of 
prospective university freshmen is clearly shrinking.  
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Figure 1 – Age pyramids of Italian population development, 2005-2050 
 

 
Notes: Age classes (18-25) identify higher education potential population. Population in 

each age class is computed over the total population, in order to allow a comparison 
by age and sex. 

Source: Own elaboration on Istat data (www.demo.istat.it). 
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3. THE SITUATION OF THE ITALIAN TERTIARY EDUCATION 
 
What many labelled a transition from an “elite” to a “mass university”, 

happened with the reform of 1969 (De Francesco, 1988). After that, Italian 
universities had to face expansion without adequate improvements in 
facilities or without any rearrangement of teaching roles (Recchi, 2007). 
Despite widespread and recurrent arguments deploring the inefficiency and 
inequality of higher education in Italy, a full-fledged reform was not adopted 
until 1999. The reform of 1999 proposed an alignment of the Italian higher 
education system towards other EU systems, reducing the time needed to 
attain a university degree. It also united a solid cultural-methodological 
preparation with highly professional training. The main elements of the 
reform follow the “European Model” outlined by the Bologna Process from 
1999. The aim of the Bologna process was to create an area of European 
Higher Education by 2010, in which students can choose from a wide and 
transparent range of high quality courses and benefit from smooth 
recognition procedures. This reform distinguishes three levels of post-
secondary education: the so-called “3+2” model plus doctorate, i.e. basic 
three-year courses, followed by two-year specialization degrees and by 
three-year doctorate/PhD programs. The reform project was anticipated by 
two innovations, the first being post-graduate studies (mainly doctorate 
programs) legally established in 1980, and three-year post-secondary 
vocational programs (diploma di laurea, a first university degree) introduced 
in 1990, although with modest success (only 12% of individuals entering 
tertiary education chose this stage in 2000: ISTAT, 2001). The main 
objective of the latest set of educational policies was to produce a stronger 
vertical differentiation in higher education, in line with other EU systems 
(Capano, 2002; Cammelli 2005). 

The most recent figures show a complex situation. In 2004 almost 15% 
of the population aged 25-34 had a university degree, which is double that of 
the 55-64 age class (ISTAT, 2006). However, by the end of the 20th century, 
the expansion of higher education in Italy came to a halt. Population data 
indicate that the transition rate to tertiary education dropped from 74.3% in 
1992 to 64.5% in 1999 (ISTAT, 2003). In 2005 the transition rate from 
secondary school to higher education rose to 71% (MIUR, 2008). 
Incidentally, the rate is considerably higher for women than for men (almost 
77% against almost 65%).  

In the academic year 2005/2006 the population of university students 
amounted to 1,823,886, of which 56% are women (Table 1). Over the last 
decade, bar the status quo years of 1997/1998 and 2000/2001, the trend of 
university enrolment has been positive. The proportion of female students 
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enrolled is continuously growing. The age distribution of enrolment is as 
follows: 14.2% are less than 20 years old, 35.1% are aged between 20-22 
years, 22.6% between 23-25 years, 13.6% between 26-29 and 14.5% are 
older than 30 years of age.  

 
Table 1 – Recent trends of freshmen in Italian university.  

Academic Years 1998/1999-2006/2007) 
 

    
Years Freshmen Variation compared 

to the previous year % females 

        1998/1999 278,939 -7.0% 55.6 
1999/2000 278,379 -0.2% 54.9 
2000/2001 284,142 2.1% 55.2 
2001/2002 319,264 12.4% 55.1 
2002/2003 330,802 3.6% 54.7 
2003/2004 336,724 1.8% 54.8 
2004/2005 331,893 -1.4% 55.2 
2005/2006 324,184 -0.6% 56.0 

    Source: Own elaboration on MiUR (2008) data. 
 
In the academic year 2006/2007, 327,268 students entered Italian higher 

education for the first time, corresponding to an entry rate of 59.5%. 
Compared to many other countries, young Italians have a quite high 
propensity for entering higher education. In 2003, for example, the net entry 
rate to higher education was the highest in Europe (54%), bar Finland where 
the entry rate was 73%. It is of interest to note that the Italian entry rate was 
higher than countries such as France (39%), Japan (42%) and United 
Kingdom (48%) (MIUR, 2008). However, the trend over the last decade has 
somewhat varied. In the previous academic year the number of entrants fell 
slightly (by 0.8%). Between 1998 and 2000, the matriculation decreased by 
7% (from almost 300,000 to more than 278,000), then rising by 12.4% in the 
academic year of 2001/2002 (319,264). It is widely claimed that this increase 
was a result of the new reform in which the number of new courses was 
increased. After this year, the entry rates remained stable.  

As regards student drop-out rates, reducing the number of students 
dropping out from the university system (i.e. not completing their degree) 
was considered as one of the most important aims of the Lisbon Strategy. 
This objective is monitored by a drop-out rate which is defined as the 
number of individuals who are recorded as having dropped-out of the 
educational system over the population entering higher education. This rate, 
which has remained almost unvaried over the last years, is considerably 
higher among male students. According to MIUR data (2003/04) the drop 
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out rate for men is 24.8% versus 17.5% for women (Table 2). The overall 
drop-out amounts to almost 900,000 individuals (corresponding to 20.8%). 
Worryingly for Italy, the overall figure is six percentage points higher than 
average for the EU-25. Compared to other EU member states, Italy has the 
fourth worst drop-out rate, with only Spain, Portugal and Malta having 
worse scores.  

 
Table 2 – Drop-out rate (%) one year after university enrolment. 

Academic Years 1998/1999-2003/2004 
 

    Years Male Female Total 
        1998/1999 23.8 19.3 21.3 

1999/2000 24.8 18.6 21.4 
2000/2001 21.9 17.2 19.3 
2001/2002 22.9 18.2 20.3 
2002/2003 22.5 16.5 19.2 
2003/2004 24.8 17.5 20.8 

    Source: Own elaboration on MiUR (2008) data. 
 
Italy is currently in a phase of transition from the “old” to the “new” 

university system. In the reformed system, as already stated, there are two 
main types of university degrees. The first-level degree consists of three 
years of courses (post-reform) and the second-level degree (specialization 
degree post-reform), the latter being obtainable with a further two years of 
study following the first level. There are then specific specialization degrees 
with a single cycle of four to five years study (post-reform), all of which are 
coordinated at the European level. The “traditional” university degrees (pre-
reform) are coming to an end. According to MIUR data, there has been a 
constant increase in the number of graduates, which is of course not 
unexpected given increasing student numbers. Because of the reform in 
1999, the number of graduates in 2002 increased by 17% from the previous 
year. Over the last five years, the annual number of graduates rose from 
175,000 to almost 300,000. The graduation rate grew from 18.6 graduates 
per 100 people at age 25 in 2000 to 37.9 in 2004. In 2006 the post-reform 
graduates of the first-level exceeded for the first time the “traditional” 
graduates pre-reform (52.9% against 34.8%) while the single cycle 
specialized graduates constituted altogether 12.3% (Table 3).  

The graduates of the post-reform can be distinguished by the “pure” 
post-reformers, i.e. those belonging to a post-reform degree-course since the 
very first enrolment, and the “hybrids”, who are those completing a post-
reform degree-course but who started university in a pre-reform degree-
course. After five years from the time the reform came into force, “pure” 
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Table 3 – Degree students by typology of course. Year 2006 
 

   Typology of course N % 
      Fist-level graduates (post-reform) 97,990 52.9 

Second-level graduates (post-reform) 17,057 9.2 
Specialized graduates – single cycle course (post-reform) 5,750 3.1 
Graduates pre-reform 64,564 34.8 
   Total 185,361 100.0 

   Source: Own elaboration on AlmaLaurea Universities Consortium (2007). 
 

graduates represent 80.7% of the first-level degrees and 70.3% of the 
second-level specialized degrees. In the single cycle course, on the other 
hand, the “hybrid” graduates – transited from the old to the new system – are 
clearly prevalent (87%). 

The Italian university system is also characterised by a low international 
mobility and a faint – but rising – “brain gain”. In other words, the number 
of students deciding either to go abroad, or international students deciding to 
come to an Italian university, is rather small (Di Giorgio, 2003; Avveduto 
and Brandi 2004; Morano-Foadi, Foadi, 2003; Akers 2005; Brandi 2006). 
The out-mobility is about 2 for every 100 university students, and is below 
the EU-25 average, though greater than in Spain (1.5%) and in the United 
Kingdom (1.3%). As it stands, the number of foreign students (as a 
proportion of the total Italian student mass) is much lower in Italy than in 
other OCSE countries, where the average is 6.4%. In stark contrast to Italy, 
the number of enrolled foreign students in the United Kingdom, Germany 
and France are 10% of the total (MIUR, 2008).  

In the academic year 2005/2006 the matriculation of new foreign 
students was 9,113, which is 2.8% of the total, whereas the total currently 
enrolled are 41,589 (24,357 women), which is 2.3% of total university 
students (Table 4). In other words, the presence of foreign students began to 
increase by the end of 90s. In fact, over the last five years the increase 
constitutes about 66%. Most of the foreign students are EU-Europeans 
(almost 70%). Albanian students are the most numerous of the non-EU at 
around 57%, followed by Asians (11%) and Africans (9.7%). Greek students 
are the most numerous of the EU students at 47%. Among the Asian students 
the most prevalent are Israelis, Chinese, Iranians, and Lebanese. Among the 
African students Cameroonians and Moroccans are most prevalent. The 
proportion of students from Latin America is rather small at 7%, the majority 
of them coming from Peru. Very few students are from North America or 
Oceania.  
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Table 4 – Freshmen and enrolments of foreign students. 
Academic Years 1998/1999-2005/2006 

 
      Foreign freshmen  Foreign enrolments 

          Years 
Total % among 

freshmen  Total % among 
enrolments 

            1998/1999 4,738 1.5  23,088 1.4 
1999/2000 4,564 1.6  23,666 1.4 
2000/2001 5,509 1.9  25,769 1.5 
2001/2002 5,554 1.7  25,977 1.5 
2002/2003 7,168 2.2  31,343 1.8 
2003/2004 8,191 2.4  35,299 1.9 
2004/2005 8,758 2.6  38,298 2.1 
2005/2006 9,113 2.8  41,589 2.3 

      Source: Own elaboration on MiUR (2008) data. 
 
In 2005 4,438 foreign students graduated, which was 1.5% of the total 

(MIUR, 2008). This is more than double of the number in 2001, which was 
as low as 1,785 students. In the academic year 2005/06, 1,664 foreign 
students (of whom 921 were women) obtained a post-graduation certificate 
in Italy (less than one third coming from EU countries). Foreigners enrolled 
in post-graduation courses are 4,994 (of whom 2,663 are women), 1,126 
coming from the European Union.  

As we will show in the next part of this work on the effects of 
demographic shift, the increasing number of foreign students is particularly 
important for Italian tertiary education. 

 
 

4. THE IMPACT OF DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS ON TERTIARY 
EDUCATION 
 

4.1 The pure impact of demographic shift 
 
In order to project the higher education population we need to 

disentangle the population projections2 for specific population sub-groups. If 
the characteristics of interest vary over the life course in a rather regular 
way, the best solution is to simply project the population by age and sex, 
then applying to it the age patterns which are representative of the 
                                                 
2 Note that we explicitly use the wording population projections referring to calculations 
which show the future development of a population when certain assumptions are made about 
the future. They are purely formal calculations, developing the implications of the 
assumptions that are made by researchers (Preston et al., 2001). 
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characteristics with which we are concerned (Preston et al., 2001). In this 
analysis we derive from the Italian population development as provided by 
ISTAT (see note 1): (1) the projected number of people attending the tertiary 
level of education; (2) the projected number of people entering (after formal 
enrolment) the tertiary level of education; (3) the projected number of people 
completing the tertiary level of education. In other words, we assume a 
constant rate of entering, attending, and completing tertiary education by age 
and sex for the next years and apply those rates to the projected population. 
As a result we obtain the projected sub-groups of the tertiary level 
population3.  

Despite the sustainable assumptions alongside the national population 
projection – i.e. return of fertility at European average levels and only a 
moderate net migration increase – the impact of demographic shift appears 
clearly showing a progressive reduction in the attending population. The 
female population attending tertiary education will decrease from 903,155 
(2005) to 818,030 (2010), and decline further to 796,864 (2015), and finally 
to 775,450 (2020). The male population attending tertiary education follows 
a quite similar pattern: 683,316 (2005), 619,642 (2010), 604,906 (2015), and 
590,379 (2020). Overall the prediction is that the population attending 
tertiary education will decline by around 221,000 students, which represents 
a decrease of 16.1% of the whole attending population (Table 5). 

As for the projected population entering tertiary education between 
2005 and 2020, again, the driving force is represented by the lowest-low 
fertility experienced in the recent past (Table 5). Numerically, according to 
our simulation, the population entering tertiary education will decrease by 
1,988 units in the period 2005-2010, another 15,488 units between 2010-
2020 and 6,888 units between 2015-2020.  

In order to account for university dropouts, we made further projections 
for the population completing tertiary education, distinguishing between 
levels of post-secondary education: 1) basic three-year course or 2) followed 
by two-year specialization degree (Table 5). The numbers of individuals 
completing the three-year course of post-secondary education decrease over 
time: 242,035 (2005), 212,424 (2010), 202,699 (2015), and 197,157 (2020). 
On the whole the contraction amounts to 44,878 students, which corresponds 
to a decrease of 22.8% of students completing “first level” tertiary education 
in the next 15 years. As for the number of individuals completing the two-
year specialization degree, the figures are: 7,739 (2005); 6,850 (2010); 6,590 

                                                 
3 The projection algorithm excludes the higher open age classes since they are very few and it 
is rather arbitrary how one should distribute this group among the population age structure. As 
a result the projected total numbers of people attending, entering, and completing tertiary 
education are somewhat lower then those presented in the previous sections. 
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(2015); and 6,482 (2020). Here the overall reduction consists of around 
1,257 students, a decrease of 19.4% of “second level” tertiary education in 
the next 15 years. 

 
Table 5 – Projected attending population (after formal enrolment), projected 

entering population, projected population completing tertiary education 
(basic three year course), projected population completing tertiary 

education (two-years specialization degree). Italy, 2005-2020 
 
      2005 2010 2015 2020 
          Attending population     
  19-23 1,823,923 1,635,853 1,580,136 1,546,512 
  24-30 255,039 253,760 238,760 245,919 
  Total 1,586,471 1,437,670 1,401,772 1,365,832 
     Entering population     
  18-21 268,050 266,062 250,614 257,502 
     Completing population 
(basic three-year course) 

    

  21-34 242,035 212,424 202,699 195,593 
     Completing population 
(two-year specialization degree) 

    

  22-27 7,739 6,850 6,590 6,380 
     Source: Own elaboration on Istat (2007) and MiUR (2008) data. 

 
4.2 The case of an increasing rate of entering higher education  

 
The projections of entering tertiary education population have been 

realized considering a constant entry rate into the tertiary level of education. 
However, there is no evidence that the entry rate has reached a plateau. On 
the contrary, the proportion of young adults entering higher education has 
progressively increased over the last years. Here, we aim at evaluating an 
alternative scenario in order to account for this crucial trend. Namely, we 
consider the future development of tertiary education in the case where the 
rate of entering higher education is assumed to increase. We therefore re-
calculate the future population entering tertiary education under the 
hypothesis of an average annual increase rate which is evaluated as the 
average annual increase rate of entering education from 1998/1999 to 
2004/2005 (equal to 4.8%). The latter is then assumed to be constant over 
the 15 years of simulation. The results of this alternative simulation deserve 
special attention (Table 6). Under this hypothesis, the total population 
entering tertiary education will increase by 1,846 students: 268,020 (2005), 
278,868 (2010), 262,677 (2015), and 269,896 (2020). In particular, this 
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alternative scenario displays an increase of 0.6% of the whole population 
entering higher education, instead of a decrease of 3.9%. Under the 
hypothesis of constant enrolment rate, and given 100 the level registered in 
2005, the demographic change in population would reduce by 2020 the 
entering population aged 18-21 by 4% (this will be 96, compared to 100 in 
2005), but the change in enrolment rate will maintain the population, and 
even increase slightly (100.7 in 2020 compared to 100 in 2005). 

In short, on the one hand, a reduction of the population entering tertiary 
education represents an inevitable consequence of the Italian demographic 
shift, on the other hand, its effects can be alleviated by the desirable increase 
in the tertiary education entry rate. 

 
Table 6 – Changes in tertiary entering population (after formal enrolment) 

in 2020 (with respect to 2005=100) attributable to change 
in populationa and in enrolment ratesb  

 
    Change in enrolment (2005=100) attributable to: 
       Change in population Change in enrolment rates 
      Entering population (age 18-21) 96.0 100.7 
   Notes: a under the hypothesis of constant enrolment rates; 

 b under the hypothesis of increasing enrolment rates of 4.8%. 
Source: Own elaboration on Istat (2007) and MIUR (2008) data. 

 
4.3 Future foreign students 

 
We have already shown that the future demographic development of 

Italy will necessarily imply an increasing number of immigrants, although 
the migration component is the most difficult to predict in any demographic 
projection. Therefore, the potential impact of immigrants on the tertiary level 
of education represents a pivotal but complex role. Special attention must be 
paid to the future development of the number of foreign individuals entering 
and attending the Italian higher education system. These foreign students 
may comprise either young people coming to Italy with the specific aim to 
attend tertiary education or simply part of immigrant families resident in 
Italy, perhaps born in Italy, but without Italian citizenship. The profusion of 
this last subgroup is obviously influenced not only by immigration inflows 
and the propensity to settle of immigrant families, but also by laws and 
propensity to citizenship acquisition. 

According to recent data, the percentage of foreign students formally 
enrolled in the Italian university system has risen from 1.5% in 1998/99 to 
2.6% in 2004/05. At the same time, the total number of foreign individuals 
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entering the Italian system has increased from 1.4% in the academic year of 
1998/99 to 2.1% in 2004/05. Due to the low number of observations, we 
prefer to project the total number of foreign students directly. Assuming a 
constant mean annual growth rate between the years 1998/1999 and 
2004/2005, we project the total foreign population entering and attending 
tertiary education forward to 2020. According to this projection the 
aggregate number of foreign students attending the Italian higher educational 
system will rise from 38,298 (2004/2005) to 113,280 (2019/2020), 
representing an increase of 66%. Moreover, the total number of foreign 
individuals entering the Italian university system will increase from 8,758 
(2004/2005) to 32,669 (2019/2020), representing an increase of 73%. 

 
 

5. CONCLUSIONS 
 
While all of Europe has suffered from surging population aging, 

nowhere has the process been as profound and prolonged as in Italy. 
Important changes are taking place as a result of the inevitable pressure of 
Italian demographic trends and changes. This paper contributes to the current 
debate on population ageing by assessing the impact of the present and 
future demographic structure on the higher education system in Italy. 

Firstly we highlighted several important – and unfortunately negative – 
characteristics of Italian tertiary education. One important dimension is that 
Italy has one of the lowest levels of higher education in the industrialized 
world. Whereas higher education in Italy has recently undergone massive 
expansion, this does not measure up to changes seen elsewhere in other 
European countries. Importantly, university enrolment rates have grown 
considerably more than degrees conferred. Thus Italian universities have 
always seen more freshmen than graduates: many students start tertiary-level 
programs but few are able to graduate. The drop-out rate, in fact, is still 
about 20%. In addition, another important problem is that a large proportion 
of students are lagging behind the normal university schedule for completing 
their degrees. These characteristics have to be taken into account from a 
policy point of view, in the aim of the so-called emerging European 
“graduate society”, together with the inevitable tyranny the shrinking Italian 
population. 

Regarding the impact of demographic shifts on tertiary education, the 
ageing population structure together with increasing migration, will have a 
profound influence on Italian tertiary education in the future. Inevitably, 
given population projections, the prediction is that fewer individuals will 
attend tertiary education. Obviously, this result is strongly influenced by the 
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high uncertainty embedded in the migration projection. 
The outcome of our population simulation highlights the importance of 

considering specific policies, which encourages university enrolment in 
Italy. In other words, a reduction of the population entering tertiary 
education is embedded in the contemporary and future Italian demographic 
prospects, but its effects can be mitigated through policies promoting higher 
numbers of native and foreigners students enrolling in university, thereby 
maintaining a slight increase in the overall entry rate. At the same time, 
policy aims at increasing the completion rate and therefore the proportion of 
the population with a degree might also help to alleviate the demographic 
shift on the higher education system in Italy. 

In order to increase the number of students, the attention of universities 
and the Italian government should also focus on the increasing number of 
foreign students. OECD data (2005) show that only 12.2% of the immigrants 
in Italy has a tertiary education, which is well below the international rate 
(i.e. 23.2% but also to the European rate, which stands at 18.6%). In other 
words, in Italy, the so-called “brain exchange” is also negative. The “brain 
drain” of post-graduate Italian students seems to be related to those students 
who go on to specialize abroad and of Italian researchers working abroad. 
These individuals are currently subject to a scheme whereby incentives are 
given for returning to Italy. Nevertheless, there is little indication that Italy is 
experiencing “brain circulation”: the real problem of Italian higher-education 
and research is not actually the brain drain, which is not so different from 
other countries, but the fact that Italy is not attractive for highly educated 
people or foreign scientific researchers. 

In summary, we are facing two different population trends for tertiary 
education. The first concerns the native Italian population which is 
decreasing markedly. The second concerns the immigrant population, which 
is increasing. Policy makers, in particular those responsible for the tertiary 
education system, should be aware of this process and take appropriate 
measures in advance to be able to face these demographic changes. We have 
identified pivotal aspects which may help to mitigate the demographic 
pressure on higher education in Italy: encouraging high enrolment rates for 
both Italians and foreigners, discouraging high drop-out rates, and 
encouraging brain circulation. 
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