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Comment on Sohlman: 
Sweden-a learning society? The education system's 

performance in an international perspective 

Anders Forslund * 

The purpose of Sohlman's paper is to give an overview of the 
achievements of the Swedish educational system mainly by providing 
an international comparison through benchmarking. The comparison 
groups are 14 old OECD member states and 7 new ones (Icorea, 
Mexico, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and the Russian Fed- 
eration). The main facts are presented in the 'Wuman capital stocks", 
"Human capital formation," and "Returns to education" sections. 
Throughout, it is taken for granted that in looking at education, more 
is better. As will become clear, much of the comparisons are pre- 
sented as rankings of the countries. 

1. Main facts 

Human capital stocks. Sxveden has a fairly high rank regarding the 
proportion of the population that has completed tertiary education. 
The rank is somewhat higher for non-universiq- than for university 
tertiary education. Results for women are better than for men. The 
rank is higher for older cohorts. Due to high labour force participa- 
tion, the rank is lower for the proportion of the labour force than for 
the population proportion. Ranks are rather low for younger science 
graduates. 

The rank for researchers and total R&D personnel in the labour 
force is high. The government R&D sector is relatively small; the 
business and higher education R&D sectors are rather big. 

The functional literacy level is high-by overall International Adult 
Lteray  Szlr.ue3; (IALS) standards and by educational level and occupa- 
tion. Divergence from other countries is least marked in younger co- 
horts. 

Human capital formation. The rank is low regarding the pro- 
portion of population, ages 5-29 in formal education, especially re- 
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garding tertiary education and full-time equivalent students. The pic- 
ture is the same for expected years of education. But the rank is high 
for expenditure, despite few teaching hours and low teachers' salaries. 

Participation rates before age 7 are low; the rates are high in pri- 
mary and secondary education age groups, low for early participation 
in tertiary education and high in older age groups: Only Nonvay and 
Denmark have older students at the 50th percentile and only Norway 
at the 80th. For typical tertiary-level graduates, the median age is 
about average in Sweden. 

The proportion of general programs in upper secondary education 
seems "normal" in 1995. During the 1980s and early 1990s the pro- 
portion in theoretical and general programs tended to fall, but has 
risen again. At the tertiary level, students seem to be distributed over 
different fields in more or less the same way as in other countries, 
although the ranking for law and business students is low. So to the 
extent that the number of students in science and ensneering is "too 
low", this mainly reflects a relatively modest general enrolment rate in 
higher education. 

Results in international comparisons for students ages 13-14 are 
good in literacy (1991) and not so good in mathematics (1982195) 
and science (1 982/95). 

Participation in job-related education and training is high, and the 
differences in participation rates by initial education are small. There 
is some indication that the length of training spells is on the short 
side. The rank is high in labour market training for unemployed and 
employed workers. 

Participation, both in popular education and in study circles, is 
extensive. Recent reforms include: the adult education initiative (AEI) 
(about 100,000 full-time full-year places), I<U program (advanced x-o- 
cational training, 6000-12,000 slots), 60,000 n e ~ ~  university places in 
2000 compared to 1995, and the duration of all programs in secon- 
dary school has been prolonged to three years. 

Returns to education. The returns to education may come in (at 
least) two forms: education may add to earnings, and it may reduce 
the incidence of unemployment. The relationship between educa- 
tional lex-el and unemployment incidence is the normal one in Swe- 
den: unemployment incidence goes down with increasing educational 
level. 

Compared to other countries, we find that Sweden ranks fairly 
low regarding earnings of people at the non-university tertiary level 
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and university level-relative to people at the upper secondary level. 
And S~ved~sh teachers' salaries stand out as veq- low. 

Comparing instead rates of return to education, they are generallj- 
fairl~ low, especiallj- for women and at the university level. 

My personal readlng of the evidence presented by Sohlman can be 
brieflj summarlsed as follows: The Swedish population (and labour 
force) seems to be fairly vi ell educated. To the extent that the com- 
parison to other countries has revealed problems, they primarily re- 
late to young persons and possiblj- to the returns to education. 

2. Some issues 

T11e general idea behind the benchmarking approach, as I interpret it, 
is to use conditions in other countries as some kind of measuring rod 
to identify strong and weak spots in the performance of the Swedish 
educational system. I think the author has used the approach fruit- 
fully to collect many interesting findings. I do not have much to add 
in that respect, but I will raise some points relating to the interpreta- 
tion of the evidence and possible policy conclusions. 

To the extent that there is an "education problem" in Sweden, the 
evidence presented in the paper suggests that it is mainly a youth 
problem related to the quantity of tertiary education and the quality 
of primaq education. This raises a couple of issues. Fin.st, according 
to the results on teachers' salaries, the returns to education are low 
for teachers. There may be a connection between this and the incen- 
tives to become a teacher and also a good teacher. This issue could 
be n~orthwhile to follow up. Second, @\-en the background presented 
in the paper, one feels inclined to wonder I\-hether the recent con- 
centration of resources into adult education documented in the paper 
can be justified. Although this is discussed in the paper, I thinli this 
discussion would deserve a more prominent place. 

Do the relatively low figures for participation in tertiary education 
primarily reflect supply or demand factors? On  the one hand, the 
results in Fredrikson (1997) indicate that the demand for higher edu- 
cation is responsive to the returns; on the other hand, we witnessed 
long queues for most types of higher education during the 1980s, 
when the returns probably reached an all-time low. Moreol-er, the 
sizing of higher education is a policy issue; the wage structure is not 
to the same extent. 
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A second dimension of the returns to schooling relates to salary 
levels inside and outside Sweden. For example, suppose that engi- 
neers can earn much more in Germany than in Sweden. Then Swed- 
ish taxpayers may end up educating German engineers. So it is im- 
portant to make a distir~ction between flows into education and flows 
of educated people into the labour force. This, of course, is related to 
the general issue of private versus public returns to education. 

3. Concluding remarks 

So is Sweden a learning society? Sohlman has collected and presented 
a vast amount of valuable information on the status of the Swedish 
educational system. Sometimes I lack a discussion of the policy sig- 
nificance of this evidence and sometimes one may quibble about in- 
terpretations. I have gven some examples of both in my discussion. 

The benchmarking approach has pros and cons. International 
comparisons are always hard to interpret due to institutional diver- 
gences and, abstracting from this, do not provide an absolute meas- 
ure of failure or success. But absent good estimates of social costs 
and benefits of different kinds of education, it is not easy to come up 
with a self-evident alternative if one, for example, wants to discuss 
the extent to which there is too much or too little higher education 
going on in a country or whether the returns to a certain kind of 
education are too high or too low. 

Taken at face value, the comparative evidence presented in Sohl- 
man's paper indicates that Sweden definitely has been a learning soci- 
ety and definitely is a learning society with respect to adults. Looking 
at younger cohorts, Sweden ranks much lower. The main policy 
question this raises is to what extent this reflects a bad allocation of 
public resources in the Swedish educational system with too much 
resources devoted to adult education and too little resources spent on 
youth education. This is an important issue for further research. 
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