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The young people who left higher education 
in 2010, only engineering graduates, PhDs 
and graduates of health and social care pro-

grammes have not fallen victim to the increase in 
unemployment. For all the others, the situation 
after three years in the labour market deteriorated 
between 2007 and 2013. 

Nevertheless, the 369,000 young people who left 
higher education in 2010, an increase of 3% over 
2004, are more highly qualified than their pre-
decessors. After all, the introduction of the LMD 
degree structure has led, through the principle 
of communicating vessels, to an increase in the 
general level of education and  a change in the 
structure of HE leavers (cf. graphic p.2). Thus the 
share of graduates of two-year programmes (BTS/
DUT) has declined to the benefit of three-year 
programmes (particularly three-year vocational 
degrees). Those leaving with a one-year master’s 
degree have declined in number, while two-year 
master’s degrees are becoming the most popular 
HE qualification of all. In 2010, finally, almost one 
in three new graduates entered the labour mar-
ket having completed a long degree programme 
(i.e. one requiring at least five years’ post-second-
ary study). 

This increase in the general level of qualifications 
obtained has not been reflected in a smoother 
transition into work. In 2013, three years after 

leaving higher education, 13% of the 2010 cohort 
were unemployed. This represents an increase 
of four percentage points over the 2004 cohort. 
It is true that the share of permanent jobs held 
has remained stable at 73 %, as has the share 
of managerial and intermediate positions (also 
73%). These jobs are on average more highly 
skilled, with the share of jobs at managerial level 
alone having increased by five percentage points. 
Nevertheless, after three years in the labour mar-
ket and the 2010 cohort has seen its purchasing 
power decline as a result of the recession. Net 
monthly pay, at 1,620 euros, is 30 euros lower 
than that of the 2004 cohort.

The differences in unemployment rates and pay 
are linked to the level of qualification obtained as 
well as to track and specialism. Of those graduat-
ing from short degree programmes, those with 
qualifications in health and social care requiring 2 
or 3 years’ post-secondary study are still the best 
protected against unemployment and the most 
highly paid, followed by those with vocational 
first degrees. The salaries of graduates who have 
studied for 5 years or more are higher regardless 
of the qualification obtained and unemployment 
rates are lower, except for those with master’s de-
grees obtained in the university sector. 

Thus there have been shifts in the structure of HE 
leavers by qualification. Among the short •••
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degree programmes, there has been a shift 
from two to three-year programmes. At the higher 
levels, the increase in two-year master’s has dis-
placed one-year master’s, which have become 
marginal. What are the effects of these changes on 
the indicators of labour market integration? 
Moreover, the stability of the number of those 
leaving without qualifications and the increasing 
difficulties they face are calling into question the 
measures put in place to combat failure in higher 
education.

The benefits of short vocational 
degrees

The share of short vocational degree programmes 
(two and three years’ post-secondary education) 
in higher education has declined compared with 
the 2004 cohort (-3 percentage points). Neverthe-
less, young people are leaving these programmes 
with higher qualifications: the number of those 
leaving with vocational bachelor’s degrees has 

more than doubled in six years (+118 %). In-
creasing numbers of holders of the BTS and DUT 
(higher vocational and technical university diplo-
mas) are continuing their studies, mainly in order 
to obtain vocational bachelor’s degrees. This ap-
plies particularly to those who have specialised in 
the most popular areas, namely engineering and 
management sciences. 

The crisis has not spared those completing these 
courses. Although they are more highly qualified 
and are more likely to have completed appren-
ticeships than their elders in the 2004 cohort, they 
have seen their unemployment rate increase. The 
deterioration is clear at each level: +6 percentage 
points for holders of the BTS/DUT and +5 per-
centage points for those with vocational bache-
lor’s degrees. Nevertheless, holders of vocational 
bachelor’s degrees are slightly increasing their 
advantage over holders of the BTS/DUT, although 
they are facing record rates of unemployment 
(10 % in 2013). Moreover, on average, possession 
of a vocational bachelor’s degree gives access to 
more highly paid and more highly skilled jobs 
than a BTS or a DUT, even though the wage gap 
observed for the 2004 cohort ( (+ 200 euros) has 
narrowed for the 2010 cohort (+ 140 euros). 

Apprenticeships now account for a higher share 
than ever before of short vocational programmes 
in higher education. Among holders of the BTS/
DUT, 23% went down the apprenticeship route, 
while the figure for holders of vocational bach-
elor’s degrees is 31%. Nevertheless, the recession 
has had an enormous impact on the unemploy-
ment rate among those who have completed an 
apprenticeship requiring two years’ post-second-
ary training, who have seen a fivefold increase in 
unemployment between the two cohorts (from 
2% to 10%). Despite the slight deterioration at 
the bac+2 level, those who went down the ap-
prenticeship route have retained their relative ad-
vantage in the labour market. They are less likely 
to be unemployed and tend to be in more highly 
skilled and better paid jobs than those who did 
not take the apprenticeship route. In 2013, re-
gardless of the type of qualification, their median 
net salary was 200 euros higher.

In this difficult economic context, young people 
who have taken the apprenticeship route to voca-
tional bachelor’s degrees seem to be favoured by 
employers: their unemployment rate is stable and 
lower than that of their counterparts with the BTS/
DUT.

Holders of 2-year master’s: greater 
in number but more vulnerable

In 2010, holders of degrees requiring 5 or more 
years’ post-secondary education accounted 
for almost one third of leavers from higher 

education; the share of master’s degrees was 
19%. This proportion, which was 13% in 2004, 
increases with each cohort. This growth has 
been stoked by the simultaneous decline in 
the share of 1-year master’s since the transi-
tion to the LMD degree structure, but it differs 
considerably depending on specialism. The in-
crease in numbers, which has been particularly 
spectacular in law, economics and manage-
ment, has been much smaller in the scientific 
disciplines. In the spring of 2013, the unem-
ployment rate for holders of master’s degrees 
in the 2010 cohort was 12%, twice that for their 
elders in the 2004 cohort (6%). This deteriora-
tion is not totally new, since their unemploy-
ment rate is the same as that observed for the 
2007 cohort. Their employment conditions 
are also less favourable, particularly in those 
areas in which numbers have increased most. 
This deterioration is also reflected in a drop in 
pay. Thus for holders of master’s degrees as a 
whole, median net monthly pay at the survey 
date had declined by 70 euros compared with 
the 2004 cohort. 

As with the lower-tier qualifications, there are 
considerable differences between specialisms. 
Unemployment rates for holders of master’s de-
grees in management and in arts and languages 
are relatively high for this level of qualification 
after three years in the labour market, at 15% and 
18% respectively. These rates are comparable 
with those observed for general first degrees in 
the same subjects. On the other hand, some spe-
cialisms, such as law and economics (9.5%) and 
engineering (8%), are on a par with the elite busi-
ness schools, but are lagging behind the elite 
engineering schools. Graduates in these subjects 
also tend to be the best paid. The median differ-
ence in pay is of the order of 500 euros per month 
compared with the least well-paid specialisms 
(arts, languages and humanities).

Deteriorating situation for non-
completers

Despite the measures put in place to prevent non-
completion by means of the dropout prevention 
plan, the share of those who do not complete their 
degree programmes is greater than 20 %. It is true 
that the share of those failing in the first year has 
fallen slightly. However, it remains very high for 
bachelor’s (licence) programmes (76% of non-com-
pleters at this level failed in the first year) as well as 
for DUT courses (80 %), whereas it is lower for BTS 
programmes (38 %). Young people who obtained 
their baccalauréat in the technological and vocatio-
nal streams, increasing numbers of whom are trying 
their luck in higher education, account for an in-
creasing share of these non-completers (+7 percen-
tage points compared with 2004) in both the 
general and the vocational tracks. 

With each new cohort, the risk of unemployment 
increases for non-completers. The 2010 cohort is no 
exception. On the contrary: after three years in the 
labour market, almost one in four economically ac-
tive non-completers was unemployed, compared 
with 16% for the 2004 cohort. The recession has also 
had its effects on job quality. The share of permanent 
jobs has fallen and is very considerably lower than 
that for any higher education qualification (-15 
percentage points at least). At the same time, the 
share of unskilled jobs has risen. 

In terms of access to employment, having started 
out in the vocational stream offers no substantial 
advantage over the general stream, in contrast to 
the experience of the young people in the 2004 
cohort. Nevertheless, the pay gain is significant. In 
2013, median net monthly pay for drop-outs from 

•••

The 2013 survey of the 2010 cohort: a sample with specific 
characteristics

As part of its ‘Génération’ survey, Céreq questioned a representative 
sample of 33,500 of the 708,000 young people who left the education 
system in France (metropolitan France + overseas départements) for the 
first time in 2010. 

As far as those leaving higher education are concerned, the requirement 
that all candidates for the competitive examination for entry to teacher 
training, introduced as a provisional measure in 2010, and above all the 
integration of teacher training establishments into the university system, 
made it impossible to include those leaving after the first year of teacher 
training in this ‘Génération’ survey. Thus in order to make the fields of 
inquiry comparable, those leaving teacher training courses after one 
year were withdrawn from the previous ‘Génération’ surveys.

Indicators of education-to-work transitions by 
qualification level and specialism
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Source: Céreq, Génération 2010 survey, comparable bases.
Field: those leaving higher education in 2010 (excl. teacher training establishments). 
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•••Evolution of leavers from higher education by highest 
qualification 

Source: Céreq, Génération 2004 and 2020 surveys, comparable bases.
Field: Those leaving higher education in 2004 and 2010 (excl. teacher training establishments).
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the vocational track was approximately 
70 euros higher than that of drop-outs from 
the general track. 

Whether or not it was connected to their diffi-
culties in finding employment on entering the 
labour market, almost one in two non-comple-
ters from the general track and one in three 
non-completers from the vocational track resu-
med their studies or completed a training 
course during the first three years of their wor-
king lives. Overall, the propensity to return to 
education is slightly higher among male non-
completers then among their female counter-
parts.

The introduction of the LMD degree structure 
has raised the level of exit from higher educa-
tion. In particular, it has been a major factor in 
the expansion of the vocational bachelor’s 
degrees that were first introduced at the turn 
of the century. Although they have felt the ef-
fects of the recession, graduates of vocational 

bachelor’s degree programmes have retained 
a clear advantage over holders of the BTS/DUT 
as well as over graduates of general bachelor’s 
degree programmes. The new degree structure 
has also encouraged those students who 
would formerly have exited at the first degree 
or one-year master’s level to complete a two-
year master’s. There are still considerable diffe-
rences in labour market positioning at this 
level. Holders of master’s degrees are less well 
positioned than engineering school graduates 
(who have been spared the effects of the reces-
sion). However, holders of degrees in the best 
placed disciplines are as well positioned as 
business school graduates.

There are also some young people who have 
been left by the wayside in the new degree 
structure. They are increasing in number and are 
experiencing ever greater difficulties in finding 
employment. A return to education may be one 
way of mitigating these problems, but only on 
condition they actually obtain a qualification.

Comparative situation after three years in the labour market of young people leaving higher 
education in 2004 and 2010 by highest qualification

% Unemployment 
rate

Share of 
permanent jobs* Part-time jobs

Share of manag.
and intermediate 

occupations

Median net 
wage**  
(in euros)

Rate of return to 
education over 

three years

C2004 C2010 C2004 C2010 C2004 C2010 C2004 C2010 C2004 C2010 C2004 C2010

Non-completers from bachelor's programmes 17,4 23,6 53 49 23 25 42 38 1 300 1 250 46 48
Non-completers from BTS/DUT programmes 12,8 23,3 64 60 11 18 38 33 1 350 1 320 29 34
Total non-completers*** 15,8 23,1 58 55 18 22 42 38 1 320 1 300 40 42
BTS/DUT, other bac+2 programmes 8,5 14,4 72 72 8 10 58 58 1 470 1 460 20 26
Bac + 2/3, health and social care 1,6 1,9 83 83 11 10 98 97 1 730 1 700 2 2
Vocational bachelor's 5,1 9,9 82 77 3 5 82 77 1 670 1 600 9 17
General bachelor's, other bac+3 11,6 13,8 65 70 22 18 74 66 1 430 1 460 24 28
Total bac+2/+3 programmes 7,3 11,2 74 75 10 10 69 70 1 540 1 520 16 20
1-year master's, other bac+4 11 14,2 71 73 11 10 81 82 1 650 1 620 20 22
2-year master's, other bac+5 6,3 11,9 78 76 7 9 92 90 1 980 1 910 9 11
Business schools 5,1 9,2 94 93 3 2 93 92 ns 2 280 4 9
Engineering schools 3,7 3,5 91 93 2 1 98 98 2 360 2 350 7 4
Total master's (M1+M2, incl.  schools) 6,8 10,2 81 81 6 7 91 91 2 080 2 020 11 10
PhDs excl. health 9,7 8,8 72 67 9 8 98 98 2 200 2 280 4 3
PhDs health 2,3 2,2 74 71 15 13 100 99 2 530 2 900 2 2
Total PhDs 7 5,8 73 69 11 10 98 99 2 300 2 390 3 3

Total 8,7 13 73 73 10 11 73 73 1 650 1 620 19 22

*Permanent jobs include all individuals employed on open-ended contracts, state employees and those engaged in non-wage work.
**Median net wage • Median net monthly wage in constant euros in July 2013 (incl. bonuses, waged jobs, including part-time jobs). The median wage is the 
point in the wage distribution above which and below which half of the population under consideration lies. 
*** Including those leaving without qualifications from other two-year programmes. So
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To find out more about  
the ‘Génération’ surveys,  
go to www.cereq.fr  
and click on Accès aux  
données (Access to data).

Centre d’études 
et de recherches
sur les qualifications
10, place de la Joliette,
BP 21321,
13567 Marseille cedex 02
Ph. +33 4 91 13 28 28
www.cereq.fr

T&E n° 111     May-June 2014 
Newsletter on employment and training research from Céreq
Publications manager
Alberto Lopez
Translation
Andrew Wilson

Reproduction permitted  
provided that the source is cited.

ISSN 2119-0496

Registration of copyright 
4nd trimester 2014

Published free of charge

céreq

Ministry of Work, Employment, 
Vocational training  
and Social dialogue

•••


