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International Comparison of Tertiary Education Premiums

Figure 1. Relative earnings of tertiary-educated workers compared to
those with upper secondary education in OECD countries (2022),
disaggregated by age group (25-34, 45-54, and 25-64)

OECD avetac ‘
Chile i | &
Colombia 1 ] L 3

Costa Rica j 4
Hungary ‘ ]

Portugal

|
Ireland 1
United States ! [ 3
Lithuania ==&
Czechia =] &
Israel R
Mexico i *
Latvia i &
i

Spain | :’

Switzerland

United Kingdom '
Korea J &
Australia L3 |
New Zealand ﬁo
Sweden | &

Denmark | & i Markers by Age Group
1 (Bars = Age 25-64)
Norway | &

Age 25-34
& Age 45-54

0 50 100 150 200 250 300
Relative earnings (Upper secondary = 100)

Source: Author’s elaboration based on OECD (2024), Education at a Glance 2024, Table A4.1.

New Zealand ranks low in terms of premiums to
tertiary education among OECD countries (OECD,
2024).

Why is this the case? Several structural factors
explain it (Zuccollo et al., 2013)
* A high minimum wage reduces the wage gap
between low- and high-qualified workers.
* Progressive taxation further compresses
income differences.
* Thereis a correlation between the Gini
coefficient and the returns to higher education.

Despite low average returns, local evidence shows
a positive wage effect from higher education in
NZ (Zuccollo et al., 2013; Psacharopoulos &
Patrinos, 2018; Hyslop et al., 2020).



Motivation and Contribution

* Central Question: Does tertiary education still pay off in New Zealand?

* Motivation - A Challenging Context

1.

2.

3.

Tertiary Participation is declining: New Zealand recently expanded access to tertiary education and now sits
around the OECD average, but still behind several European countries and Australia (World Bank, 2025).

Minimum Wage is still High: New Zealand continues to rank among OECD countries with a relatively high
minimum wage (OECD, 2022).

A significant Brain Drain: In 2024, a record ~78.000 workers (ages 25-64) left New Zealand, surpassing pre-
pandemic levels (~50,000/year) (Stats NZ, 2025).

Al is disrupting the labour market: There are workers whose skills are complementary to Al, and others
whose tasks are more likely to be substituted by it (Lorenz, Perset, and Berryhill , 2023).

HE Policies Changes: In 2025, fee-free tuition will move from the first to the final year (Tertiary Education
Commission, 2024), which could affect enrolment patterns.

High participation of women: They represent 58% of total enrolment, and 65% at the bachelor’s level. HE
policies affect women more than men (Education Counts data, 2024).

* Contribution of the Study

1.

2.

3.

Long-Term perspective: First post-pandemic study to span 2009-2024, capturing structural shocks and
labour market transformations.

Innovative Methods: Uses of quantile regression to go beyond averages, revealing inequality dynamics
across the wage distribution.

Granular Analysis: It shows returns by qualification (certificate, bachelor, postgraduate), sector, gender, and
age.



Methodology: Data and Model Specifications

* Data Source: Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) through the Integrated Data Infrastructure (I1DI).

« Sample: Full-time and part-time employees (excluding self-employed individuals and employers),
aged 25-64, with wage income. Secondary education as reference group (low than them are excluded

* 2009-2024 Models:
log(wage;) = Bo + B1(Bachelor + Postgraduate); + Xiy + &;

Q-(log(wage;j)) = Bor + Bic(Bachelor + Postgraduate); + Xiy: + &ir
e 2016-2024 Model:

log(wage;) = Bo + B1 - Certificate; + B, - Bachelor; + B3 - Postgraduate; + X}y + &;

* Control Variables: Age (and age?), gender, region, ethnicity, employment status, parental status, country of
birth, year fixed effects.

* Key Limitations:
* Observational data (associations, not causality).
* Potential selection bias (due to labour market selection).

* Pre-2016 data limitations may affect comparability: The HLFS was redesigned in 2016, introducing changes that
limit comparability with earlier data (Stats NZ, 2016)



(1) Results from the 2009-2024 period

log(wage;) = Bo + B1(Bachelor + Postgraduate); + X}y + €;

Q-(log(wage;)) = Bor + B1c(Bachelor + Postgraduate); + Xiyr + €j¢



Return

Trends in Premiums to Higher Education (2009-2024)

* Post-Global Financial Crisis (2009-

Figure 4. Wage Premiums to Higher Education (Bachelor +Postgraduate) vs Secondary by Model, 2009-2024 2014): Premiums increased, even
though access to higher education
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Source: Author’s elaboration based on HLFS estimations



Wage Premiums by Age Group

Figure 4. Wage Returns to Tertiary Education (Bachelor +Postgraduate) vs Secondary by Model & Age Group,

2009-2024
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Wage Premiums by Sex and Age

Figure 5. Wage Premiums to Tertiary Education (Bachelor +Postgraduate) vs Secondary by Sex & Age Group (OLS

Model), 2009-2024

Total Age 25-34
Sex Sex
—e— Men —e— Men
—e— Women —e— Women
£
=]
T i i i
@
a Age 35-44 Age 45-64
g Sex Sex
o] —e— Men —e— Men
g —e— Women —e— Women
O T I T I T T T T T S O VS 9 O N O D S o A @ O O N A D A&
§ PP P> QY Y Y e F DY I Y DD QY Y
D S U S AT U A S U R S A R S S SO SIS G S U S AT S S S R A

Source: Author’s elaboration based on HLFS estimations

Men and women now show similar
premiums overall.

Among younger workers, women
even have slightly higher premiums.

Strong post-COVID gains for both
genders (35-44 age group)

Older men’s premiums have been
reduced since 2016



Quantile regressions by Sex (2009-2024)

Figure 6. Wage Premiums to Tertiary Education (Bachelor +Postgraduate) vs Secondary by Sex (Quantile Models),

2009-2024

0.5}

0.4

0.3

0.2

[=]

© Return®

0.3}

0.2f

0.1yp

0.0

v
T

20th percentile

—e— Men
—e— Women

W

40th percentile

—e— Men
—e— Women

| N

60th percentile

80th percentile

—e— Men

/\’/\/v—\_cnjn

Source: Author’s elaboration based on HLFS estimations

Wage premiums by sex are now similar
at the 20th and 40th percentiles.

At the 80th percentile, men continue
having significantly higher premiums.

Convergence remains slow.
This reflects a persistent “glass ceiling”

(Pacheco et al., 2017)
* Underrepresentation in top roles



(i) Results from 2016-2024 period

log(wage;) = Bo + B1 - Certificate; + B, - Bachelor; + B3 - Postgraduate; + X}y + &;

Preliminary



Estimated Returns

Premiums by Qualification Level (2016-2024)

Figure 7. Wage Premiums to Tertiary Education by Qualification Level, 2016-2024
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2021

2022

2023 2024

Certificate-level premiums are close to
zero (or negative).

Bachelor's and postgraduate premiums
are mostly positive (and maybe there is a
“compensation dynamic”)

There has been a slight decline in
estimated premiums.



Premiums by Sector and Qualification (2024)

Figure 8. Wage Premiums to Tertiary Education by Economic Sector and Qualification (2024)
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Conclusions

Group [ Sector

Young workers — Low percentiles
Young men

Certificate level - Most cases

Bachelor - Accommodation & Food Services
Postgraduate - Information & Communication

Health sector (Bachelor & Postgraduate)
Bachelor - Arts, Construction, Mining, Wholesale

Mid-career women with postgraduate

HE Still Pays Off?

X

X
X
X

X

<

Tertiary education in New Zealand
still pays off—but now not for
everyone.

Premiums have become more
dispersed across the population.

* This means that qualification level and
sector of employment now matter
more than ever.

Persistent gender premium gaps
remain at the top

Strategic choices are essential,
particularly for students from low-
income backgrounds.



Thanks!
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The New Zealand Tertiary Education System

Figure 2. Composition of Tertiary Enrolments by Gender and Ethnicity, by Figure 3. Full-time equivalent (FTE) enrolment in tertiary education by qualification
Qualification Level (FTE, 2023) level and student type, 2008-2023
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Source: Author’s elaboration based on Education Counts data.

* Women represent the majority of students across all
levels, especially at the bachelor’s level and above.

* This means tertiary education policy disproportionately
affects women (59%).

* FEuropean students are more likely to study at bachelor's,
master's, or PhD levels than Maori (78% vs 59%)

* Vocational education enrolments have steadily
declined.
* PhD enrolments have remained relatively stable.
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