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1. Introduction 

1.1 About the conference 

As part of the European Higher Education Sector Observatory (EHESO), a policy-oriented con-

ference titled "From data to direction: How can EHESO support the monitoring of the Union of 

Skills?" on the 12th of November, 2025 at the European Education and Culture Executive 

Agency (EACEA) in Brussels and online. This one-day conference brought together policymak-

ers, higher education institutions, researchers, and stakeholders to explore how EHESO data 

can inform policy, strengthen institutions, and support Europe’s transition toward a more 

skilled and innovative future. 

The conference was structured around four main segments, beginning with a welcome and 

keynotes by representatives from EACEA, DG EAC and the EHESO project team focused on the 

status of the Observatory, the data now being made available through the European Higher 

Education Sector Scoreboard (EHESS), and the policy objectives of the project. Through the 

integration of different and new sources of data it will be possible to better understand the 

higher education sector across the EU, which will ultimately help support the European Com-

mission’s political ambitions under the Union of Skills.  

After the keynote speakers the agenda proceeded with three thematic sessions about “Pro-
moting entrepreneurship and innovation in higher education”, “Fostering STEM in higher edu-
cation: increasing graduate numbers and closing the gender gap”, and “Who benefits from 
graduate tracking data and how?”. These sessions each had panel discussions and expert 

topical presentations which allowed participants to get a better understanding of both current 

developments in the higher education sector in Europe as well as showcases of analysis con-

ducted using data from EHESO. All sessions also allowed for questions from both the audience 

physically present, and from those joining online.  

In the afternoon, the conference facilitated in-depth discussions through parallel breakout ses-

sions focused on ”Empowering universities through EHESO-HEInnovate synergies”, “Driving 
the EU STEM Education Strategic Plan through tech-focused European University Alliances” 
and “Exploring graduate tracking use cases and strengthening impact through a graduate 
tracking user group”. These sessions provided valuable opportunities for stakeholders to ex-

plore topics related to the EHESO project and explore how the Scoreboard can support their 

specific needs and activities going forward.  

The event finished with a forward-looking panel discussion “How can EHESO best contribute 
to the Union of Skills?” focused on how the Observatory and Scoreboard can best support the 

overall policy aims of the European Commission within education and research policy. This 

panel included representatives from the Commission, students, businesses and universities to 

provide a comprehensive perspective on the role of EHESO in the wider education landscape. 

Particular attention was paid to how the Observatory could evolve to better serve the needs of 

its diverse user base while maintaining its role as a comprehensive resource for understanding 

and improving European higher education. 

The conference combined in-person and hybrid sessions to enable maximum participation. In 

addition to the EHESO consortium, EACEA and the European Commission representatives, the 

conference attracted 19 speakers and 32 on-site participants in Brussels, along with 88 partic-

ipants joining online. The agenda outlines the programme for the launch conference of the 

European Higher Education Sector Scoreboard. 
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2. Welcome and keynotes 
 

  PART 1 Welcome and keynotes 
Hybrid format, online participation available 

  

09:30-09:40 Welcome by EACEA 

Florence MONDIN | Head of Unit – Platforms, Studies and Analysis | European Ed-
ucation and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA)  

09:40-09:50 Keynote by the European Commission 
Susanne CONZE | Head of Unit – Higher Education | European Commission, Direc-
torate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture (DG EAC) 

09:50-10:00 Keynote by the EHESO consortium 
Benedetto LEPORI | EHESO Scientific Director 

10:00-10:10 Keynotes Q&A 

Mantas PUPINIS | EHESO Deputy Project Manager 

 

Mantas Pupinis (EHESO Deputy Project Manager) opened the conference by emphasising the 

timeliness of discussions around EHESO, given that the Union of Skills and competitiveness 

are high on the EU policy agenda. The conference aimed to understand how EHESO can mean-

ingfully contribute to monitoring and guiding the Union of Skills. 

Florence Mondin (EACEA) emphasised EHESO's transformation from data collection to shap-

ing policy direction. She described the shift "from data to direction", with EHESO becoming a 

true observatory translating complex data into actionable evidence. EHESO has expanded 

through new components including the Scoreboard, Benchmarking Tool, and Eurograduate in-

tegration. The Scoreboard indicators have been updated and data gaps filled. The Student Hub 

is developing to become a trusted reference point for students and institutions. She stressed 

that EHESO's value lies in providing strategic guidance for smarter decisions, with collabora-

tion being the greatest strength. 

Susanne Conze (DG EAC) highlighted that EHESO is essential for the Union of Skills’ ambition. 

She posed critical questions about understanding STEM choices, university offerings, and 

whether adequate data exists to promote the right policies. Two years of intensive work have 

included institutional surveys combining ETER and EHESO data and the integration of Euro-

graduate. Various analytical tools are being developed, with emphasis on strengthening the 

regional dimension for understanding Europe's diverse higher education landscape. Different 

stakeholders require tailored ways of engaging with the data. 

Benedetto Lepori (EHESO Scientific Director) provided an overview of EHESO's scale: 40 coun-

tries, 600 regions, 3,500 institutions, and data across more than 10 scientific fields. This cre-

ates both opportunities and operational challenges. He noted the trade-off between EHESO's 

broad scope and stakeholder requests for detailed information. The Observatory serves di-

verse users, from those needing microdata for research to those requiring user-friendly visual-

isations. Managing, validating, and harmonising diverse data sources has become increasingly 

demanding. EHESO represents one of the largest voluntary data collection efforts by statistical 

offices in Europe. 

Q&A Session 
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Asked about EHESO's key priority for 2026, Benedetto Lepori identified Eurograduate integra-

tion as critical for understanding skills development and labour market alignment. Florence 

Mondin agreed whilst also emphasising the Student Hub. Susanne Conze added that EHESO 

must demonstrate its ability to shape EU-level policy direction. 

Regarding thematic reports for non-expert users, Benedetto Lepori acknowledged their value 

but noted the challenge of balancing depth and clarity. Since stakeholders already produce 

analyses using EHESO data, it may be more effective to showcase and amplify their work ra-

ther than duplicating efforts. 
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3. Thematic sessions 

 

  PART 2 Thematic sessions 
Hybrid format, online participation available 

  

10:10-11:10 Session 1: Promoting entrepreneurship and innovation in higher education 

Chaired by Ingrid RIGLER | Deputy Head of Unit – EIT and Innovation | European 
Commission, Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture (DG 
EAC) 

Flávia COLUS | HEInnovate Deputy Project Manager 

Inga POPOVAITĖ | Principal Investigator | PPMI, part of the Verian Group 

Peter JOORE | Chair – Open Innovation Research Group | NHL Stenden University 
of  
Applied Sciences 

Bart DERRE | Director – Center for Entrepreneurship | HOGENT University of Ap-
plied Sciences and Arts 

11:10-11:30 Coffee break  

 

11:30-12:30 Session 2: Fostering STEM in higher education: increasing graduate numbers and 

closing the gender gap 

Chaired by Georgi DIMITROV | Head of Unit – Digital Education | European Com-
mission, Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture (DG EAC) 

Omar ABOZEID | Principal Investigator | PPMI, part of the Verian Group 

Hanne SHAPIRO | Associate – Centre for Higher Education Transformation | Uni-
versity of Bristol 

Duru BAYRAM | Assistant Professor – Department of Applied Physics and Science 
Education | Eindhoven University of Technology 

12:30-13:30 Lunch break 

13:30-14:30 Session 3: Who benefits from graduate tracking data and how? 

Chaired by Giovanni RUSSO | Expert in Skills and Workplaces | CEDEFOP 

Frans KAISER | Senior Researcher – Centre for Higher Education Policy Studies 
(CHEPS) | University of Twente 

Arnaud DUPRAY | Project Manager | Center for Studies and Research on Qualifica-
tions (Céreq)  

Katarina WEßLING | Senior Researcher – Research Centre for Education and the 
Labour Market (ROA) | Maastricht University 
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Session 1: Promoting entrepreneurship and innovation in higher education 

Ingrid Rigler (DG EAC) opened by noting that entrepreneurship and innovation are central to 

the European policy agenda. She emphasised that higher education institutions should be-

come entrepreneurial institutions embedded across whole organisations, contributing to the 

EU's innovation capacity, labour market alignment, inclusive growth, and stronger regional eco-

systems. 

Inga Popovaitė (PPMI) presented findings from an EHESO analytical draft report revealing that 

no single country excels across all indicators. In general university-industry collaboration var-

ies significantly across EU countries. European University Alliances tend to be more engaged 

in industry collaborations, suggesting that EUA-style networks have potential to act as con-
centrators and accelerators of innovation. 

Peter Joore (NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences) argued that organisations need 

clear direction before generating meaningful data. He described how his institution created a 

mutual relationship between data and direction, with HEInnovate providing a framework for 

comparing entrepreneurial approaches across universities. 

Bart Derre (HOGENT University of Applied Sciences and Arts) emphasised that entrepreneurial 

universities emerge gradually through culture, people and practice. HOGENT's multi-year trans-

formation from student entrepreneurship to broad entrepreneurial education was a major par-

adigm shift. He stressed normalising productive failure and noted that each university must 

develop entrepreneurship aligned with its own context. 

Participants emphasised the need for multi-level data and validated measurement systems for 

entrepreneurial learning, noting current gaps in EHESO coverage. Alliances can provide strate-

gic direction and long-term commitment, though institutions should maintain flexibility for in-

dividual needs. HEInnovate focuses on internal reflection whilst EHESO offers comparative 

data. The current entrepreneurship definition was deemed too narrow, focusing on start-ups 

rather than broader entrepreneurial mindsets. 

Ingrid Rigler (DG EAC) concluded by calling for holistic design across institutions, wide entre-

preneurship definitions including acceptance of failure, continuous assessment, data-driven 

feedback, and combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. 

 

Session 2: Fostering STEM in higher education: increasing graduate numbers and clos-

ing the gender gap 

Georgi Dimitrov (DG EAC) stressed the urgent need to strengthen STEM talent across Europe. 

Given current geopolitical and economic competition, particularly in artificial intelligence, he 

questioned whether Europe has sufficient STEM graduates to remain globally competitive. The 

EU's STEM Plan aims to reverse long-standing negative trends, though structural, cultural, and 

educational barriers persist. 

Omar Abozeid (PPMI) presented findings from an EHESO analytical draft report on STEM ori-

entation across institutions. Analysis revealed that most institutions fall into the limited cate-

gory of STEM orientation. European University Alliances show shifts towards moderate STEM 

orientation. STEM-oriented institutions have higher shares of international staff and students, 

whilst maintaining persistent gender disparities. 

Hanne Shapiro (University of Bristol) argued that the STEM acronym no longer serves well as 

disciplinary boundaries blur. Innovation increasingly occurs at intersections, requiring flexible, 
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interdisciplinary education systems. Europe's progress remains fragmented, limiting compara-

bility and understanding of supply and demand. She advocated for connected infrastructure 

supporting continuous learning between formal, informal, and non-formal education. Micro-

credentials will be essential for workforce development. In general fragmentation and slow 

implementation hinder progress across topics.  

Duru Bayram (Eindhoven University of Technology) focused on the persistent gender gap. 

STEM fields remain male-dominated, male graduates find employment faster, and underrepre-

sentation persists throughout the educational and professional pipeline. Multiple factors op-

erate at individual, contextual, and institutional levels. Interest typically begins in primary and 

secondary school, but leaks occur at every stage. She highlighted two policy gaps: limited fam-

ily-support policies and insufficient targeted initiatives for women and girls. Non-formal initia-

tives help but cannot substitute for formal education reform. 

Attendees pointed out that labour market relevance strongly influences STEM attractiveness, 

with students responding to employment opportunities. When addressing gender, interven-

tions must start early through improved teacher training. Stronger industry partnerships, espe-

cially with regional ecosystems, are essential, though fragmentation makes navigation diffi-

cult. Scholarships can stimulate enrolment into STEM, particularly for underrepresented 

groups. 

Broader policy points emphasised investing in data literacy, involving companies more deeply, 

and recognising universities' dual role in scientific advancement and workforce preparation 

but companies must carry part of the cost of STEM talent education and preparations for the 

market. 

Georgi Dimitrov (DG EAC) concluded by emphasising the need for serious attention to data, 

noting that without robust evidence, policymakers cannot develop effective data and AI literacy 

initiatives. 

Session 3: Who benefits from graduate tracking data and how? 

Giovanni Russo (CEDEFOP) emphasised the importance of developing strong foundational 

skills in education that can be effectively utilised in the labour market, explaining that graduate 

tracking provides crucial insights into this transition from education to employment. 

Frans Kaiser (University of Twente) explained that a graduate tracking user group has been 

established to learn from diverse stakeholder experiences including policymakers, scholars, 

higher education institutions, educators, and potential students. Graduate tracking provides 

detailed pictures of educational journeys and labour market outcomes, encompassing experi-

ences and perceptions such as skill matches or mismatches. Whilst many countries have na-

tional systems, Eurograduate provides crucial European-level comparability, and integration of 

national, European, and international systems is essential for comprehensive understanding. 

Arnaud Dupray (Céreq) provided an overview of the French system, which combines InserSup 

(administrative data) and Céreq "Génération" Survey (survey data). France has seen sharp in-

creases in work experience implementation in higher education over the last decade. The dual 

system combines depth with coverage, though challenges remain around completeness, inte-

gration of different data sources, and ensuring data remains timely and relevant for policymak-

ing. 

Katarina Weßling (Maastricht University) focused on persistent social inequalities in study-to-

work transitions, presenting research showing that parental education does not significantly 
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influence unemployment rates after graduation but substantially affects income, overeduca-

tion likelihood, and occupational position. Young people from lower socioeconomic back-

grounds do not necessarily struggle more to find jobs, but they earn less, have less favourable 

conditions, and face higher insecurity. Her research highlighted the importance of geograph-

ical factors and mobility constraints, demonstrating why survey data combined with adminis-

trative or regional data is essential, and emphasising that measures supporting mobility, in-

cluding study-abroad opportunities, simultaneously reduce social inequality. 

The discussion addressed several practical questions about graduate tracking applications 

and future development. The Eurograduate user group is open to everyone interested, with in-

dividuals able to contact Frans Kaiser directly. Regarding data alignment with policy goals, re-

gional data exist and can be matched with survey data, though data protection issues require 

careful management, with national data rarely allowing aggregation below NUTS2 level.  

Asked about European degrees potentially creating new inequalities, participants acknowl-

edged this risk exists, though many initiatives include targeted grants, whilst lower socioeco-

nomic status students often lack information about opportunities and face self-efficacy barri-

ers. Data exist on other inequality dimensions (minority backgrounds, gender), though mecha-

nisms differ across social groups and intersectionality must be considered.  
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4. Breakout sessions 
 

  PART 3 Breakout sessions 
Only available for in-person participants  

 

14:30-14:35 Introduction to the breakout sessions 
  Mantas PUPINIS | EHESO Deputy Project Manager 

14:35-15:20 Parallel breakout sessions 

Empowering universities through EHESO-HEInnovate synergies – Room 13-007 

Co-moderated by Marian BELKO | Head of Entrepreneurship Education Section | 
European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) 

Driving the EU STEM Education Strategic Plan through tech-focused European 

University Alliances – Room 13-018 

Co-moderated by Sophie VISCIDO | Secretary General | EuroTech 

Exploring graduate tracking use cases and strengthening impact through a gradu-

ate tracking user group – Room 13-222 

Co-moderated by Ana DUPLAVA | Policy and Project Officer | EURASHE 

15:20-15:35 Coffee break 

 

Following plenary sessions, three parallel breakout sessions engaged specific topics. These 

focused discussions provided opportunities to explore EHESO applications and gather feed-

back for future development. 

Empowering universities through EHESO-HEInnovate synergies 

This session explored how EHESO and HEInnovate can work synergistically to support univer-

sities in developing entrepreneurial and innovative capacities. EHESO provides data-driven in-

sights at country and institutional levels enabling monitoring over time, whilst HEInnovate op-

erates as a self-assessment tool focused on eight entrepreneurial dimensions. Participants 

discussed practical applications, noting that EHESO enables valuable time-based compari-

sons for evaluation and monitoring, particularly for business collaboration and applied re-

search. Important distinctions emerged between research and applied science universities, 

with participants emphasising that not all institutions should excel in identical areas but rather 

develop capacities aligned with their missions and strengths. 

Key challenges were identified around measuring entrepreneurial capacity. HEInnovate 

measures entrepreneurial levels at student and institutional levels but faces challenges with 

data heterogeneity, requiring more granular dimensions. A gap exists in validated instruments 

for measuring entrepreneurial learning outcomes at scale. Gender dimensions revealed that 

female entrepreneurs raise substantially less funding than males even with comparable ideas, 

reflecting bias in grant allocation, whilst women often start interdisciplinary teams indicating 

future success. Domain-specific knowledge and networks prove crucial for effective support, 

with specialised incubators (MedTech, BioTech, Arts) providing incentives for European-level 

quality improvement. The EIT has engaged 500 higher education institutions, trained 118,000 

students and staff, and supported 2,000 start-ups and scale-ups since 2022, though chal-

lenges include short timelines emphasising KPIs and repetition of strong partners in EIT calls. 
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Recommendations from the session emphasised the need for more granular, multi-level data 

capturing entrepreneurial development complexity at institutional, programme, and individual 

levels. Regional identifiers in EHESO should be strengthened to understand institutional func-

tioning within local and regional innovation ecosystems. Whilst aggregated data is important 

for policy, microdata showing good practices at institutional level provides valuable learning 

opportunities. Consistent tools over time are essential for long-term measurement, with HEIn-

novate serving not as an official benchmarking tool but as a means of creating measurement 

culture and self-reflection. Both tools should continue evolving in ways that respect institu-

tional diversity whilst encouraging continuous improvement and sharing of effective practices 

across Europe's heterogeneous higher education landscape. 

Driving the EU STEM Education Strategic Plan through tech-focused European Univer-

sity Alliances 

During this session it was examined how European University Alliances, particularly technol-

ogy-focused ones, can advance EU STEM Education Strategic Plan objectives. Participants 

noted that alliances with thematic focus, particularly in technology, have higher capacity for 

linking innovation ecosystems across borders and can serve as incubators for experimental 

initiatives. However, alliances vary widely in composition and focus; not all are expected to 

contribute equally to STEM objectives, with tech-focused alliances better positioned for sub-

stantial STEM contributions. International talent attraction and retention in STEM disciplines 

emerged as critical, yet some countries are rolling back third-country student enrolment due 

to financial constraints, creating tension between needing international STEM talent for com-

petitiveness and current funding structures. Eurostat currently does not differentiate between 

third-country and EU students when examining fields of study, representing a significant data 

gap that EHESO might help address. 

Discussion highlighted the importance of student representation, experiences, and testimo-

nies for understanding STEM attraction and retention, with alumni networks also having a key 

role. Promoting role models emerged as very important for addressing gender imbalance, 

though participants emphasised that more is needed than showcasing successful women. 

Alliances can in some instances also limit collaboration beyond alliance members as HEIs 

focus more on their existing partners but are good at establishing collaboration infrastructure 

from which doctoral schools can emerge. In general alliances are not a solution for everything 

and there is a need for clarity on what their objectives are.  

Recommendations from the session emphasised that more qualitative research is needed to 

understand underlying patterns behind observed trends, with research into individual-level fac-

tors including psychological dimensions like self-efficacy complementing quantitative indica-

tors. EHESO needs to ensure data completeness and higher visibility so stakeholders know 

what data are available. Forecasts of demographic changes should influence policy and re-

source allocation. The transition from university to labour market requires further investigation, 

particularly understanding why some women graduate from STEM but do not enter or leave 

STEM jobs. Understanding policy effectiveness remains largely missing from current systems; 

there is need to understand not just what is happening but why certain policies work in some 

contexts but not others. Finally, greater involvement of labour market stakeholders in policy 

discussions is essential to develop STEM area at HEIs.  
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Exploring graduate tracking use cases and strengthening impact through a graduate 

tracking user group 

In the third session focus was on how practical applications of graduate tracking data and 

establishing a collaborative user group can maximise impact. Building on the user categories 

discussed in the plenary session, participants identified additional stakeholder groups who 

could benefit from graduate tracking data, including labour market agencies, provincial and 

regional authorities, and quality assurance agencies. Discussion emphasised the importance 

of not overreaching when defining the user group's scope; whilst a broad membership profile 

strengthens legitimacy, the group requires a clear identity that all members can relate to in 

order to maintain engagement and prevent dropout. 

Terminology emerged as a significant consideration. Whilst "graduate tracking" accurately cap-

tures the relevant activities, namely collecting data through surveys and combining adminis-

trative sources, several potential users are unfamiliar with this terminology and do not imme-

diately relate to it. Participants suggested considering alternative terms used in national con-

texts, such as "school leaver surveys," to improve accessibility. The session also noted that 

various organisations generate data on graduate labour market positions beyond traditional 

graduate tracking systems. An inventory of such data sources and generating organisations 

could guide users to relevant data whilst identifying overlaps and potential synergies. 

Recommendations from the session emphasised the value of linking datasets for both schol-

arly research and policy development. Such linkages would enable more in-depth insights into 

labour market pathways and how these differ across social groups. Participants expressed 

mixed views regarding mixed methods approaches; whilst qualitative information can enrich 

quantitative findings, concerns remained about the robustness of qualitative data. Overall, the 

session highlighted the need for the user group to balance inclusivity with coherent identity, 

improve terminology accessibility, map existing data sources comprehensively, and explore 

dataset linkages whilst maintaining methodological rigour. 
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5. Wrapping up 
 

  PART 4 Wrapping up 
Hybrid format, online participation available 

 

15:35-15:50 Reporting from the breakout sessions 

By stakeholder representatives 

15:50-16:30 Concluding panel discussion: How can EHESO best contribute to the Union of  

Skills? 

Moderated by David CROSIER | Studies and Analysis Manager – Platforms, Stud-
ies and Analysis Unit | EACEA 

Julie FIONDA | Deputy Head of Unit – Union of Skills | European Commission, Di-
rectorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion 

Johan BLAUS | Vice Chair Taskforce Benchmark | CESAER 

Katrijn VANDENBORNE | President 2024-2025 | Board of European Students of 
Technology (BEST) 

Nils ELOFSSON | Adviser – Social Affairs Department | Business Europe 

16:30  End of the conference 

 

Reporting from the breakout sessions 

Marian Belko (EIT) reported from the innovation and entrepreneurship session, highlighting 

HEInnovate as an important tool for building coherent pictures of innovation and entrepreneur-

ship across Europe. Institutional differences matter significantly, with focus on improving per-

formance at institutional rather than departmental levels, using data to inform strategic deci-

sion-making. 

Ana Duplava (EURASHE) reported from the graduate tracking session, emphasising new user 

groups identified including labour market and quality assurance agencies. Participants noted 

differences in graduate tracking across countries, challenges in linking European and national-

level data, and the importance of international comparisons requiring tailored approaches. The 

discussion highlighted that different purposes and users require tailored approaches to data. 

Mantas Pupinis (EHESO Deputy Project Manager) reported from the STEM session. Technol-

ogy alliances vary widely; not all are expected to contribute equally to STEM objectives. Tech-

focused alliances could lead the way, whilst attracting international talent remains crucial for 

Europe's competitive edge. EHESO's role in improving data completeness and supporting pol-

icy decisions was highlighted, with suggestions for stronger collaboration with alliances and 

institutions to enhance impact in STEM and innovation. 

Concluding panel discussion: How can EHESO best contribute to the Union of Skills? 

David Crosier (EACEA) asked participants to share insights from the day. Responses included: 

using data for tracking institutional progress beyond benchmarking; studying social inequality 

in higher education; Eurograduate best practices; considerations balancing excellence versus 

distribution of opportunities; and interesting practical examples presented. 



European Higher Education Sector Observatory 

 13 

Julie Fionda (Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion) explained Un-

ion of Skills' commitment to evidence-based policymaking. She expressed interest in EHESO's 

potential contribution to skills intelligence, particularly regarding vertical and horizontal mis-

matches (field and level of education), return on investment data, and recognising Europe's 

extremely heterogeneous labour market. 

Johan Blaus (CESAER) emphasised patience in developing data systems and policy interven-

tions. He stressed supporting universities as lifelong learning hubs, noting that data systems 

should help extract data to monitor this. Employers and students often stress soft skills and 

stakeholders need to collaborate to better design educational programmes developing these. 

Katrijn Vandenborne (BEST) emphasised interdisciplinary skills beyond static disciplinary 

knowledge, highlighting critical thinking and project-based learning. Systemic change is 

needed inside universities to ensure every graduate develops these capabilities structurally. 

Nils Elofsson (Business Europe) confirmed that whilst technical hard skills remain necessary, 

the combination with soft skills e.g. critical thinking is highly sought after by employers. One 

way to develop this is to include apprenticeships in education.  

Discussion addressed Europe's STEM lag and gender gaps. Katrijn noted variation across 

countries and emphasised investing in teacher education, including engineers sharing work 

experiences with students. She highlighted normalising failure as part of learning and creating 

possibilities for students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Julie cautioned against seeking simple answers, noting diverse supply and demand across 

STEM areas in different countries. Freedom of movement within the EU is advantageous but 

requires better skills recognition across the Union. STEM is not monolithic; different STEM 

fields have very different characteristics and requirements. 

Regarding EHESO investigating gender dimensions, qualitative research was deemed neces-

sary alongside drop-out rate tracking. Participants emphasised distinguishing between inter-

disciplinary and transdisciplinary efforts, noting willingness for interdisciplinary work may be 

higher amongst women, though various factors impede actualising this interest. 
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6. Key messages 
EHESO is evolving from a data collection platform into a true observatory translating complex 

information into actionable insights. The shift "from data to direction" reflects maturation 

through expanded tools including the Scoreboard, Benchmarking Tool, and Eurograduate inte-

gration. The Observatory serves multiple purposes for different user communities, each requir-

ing tailored approaches to data access and presentation. EHESO's success in enabling cross-

country comparison whilst respecting contextual differences strengthens evidence-based pol-

icymaking across Europe. 

Integration of Eurograduate as critical priority 

Eurograduate integration emerged as the most important priority for EHESO's development in 

2026. Graduate outcome data provides essential insights into skills development, labour mar-

ket alignment, and mobility patterns increasingly important for policy decisions. Challenges 

remain around data completeness, methodological harmonisation, and integrating survey data 

with administrative sources. A graduate tracking user group can help ensure data collection 

and dissemination respond to stakeholder needs whilst learning from diverse national experi-

ences. 

Entrepreneurship and innovation require holistic institutional approaches 

Universities' roles in fostering entrepreneurship and innovation vary considerably across Eu-

rope, reflecting different institutional missions, regional ecosystems, and policy contexts. Data 

reveals no single country excels across all indicators, highlighting needs for context-sensitive 

approaches. European University Alliances, particularly those with strong industry connec-

tions, show potential as innovation catalysts, though impact depends on genuine institutional 

commitment. Data gaps remain regarding entrepreneurial learning outcomes. 

STEM participation requires systemic interventions 

Europe faces persistent challenges in STEM participation, including insufficient overall num-

bers and severe gender imbalances throughout the educational pipeline. Addressing these re-

quires interventions starting early, focusing on both teacher development and each step in the 

pipeline where women leave the field. The STEM acronym may no longer adequately capture 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary nature of contemporary scientific work. International tal-

ent attraction and retention are crucial for competitiveness, yet funding structures sometimes 

work against these objectives. 

Social inequality persists in graduate outcomes 

Graduate tracking data reveals social background continues affecting labour market outcomes 

even after degree completion, though in complex ways. Students from disadvantaged back-

grounds may find employment at similar rates but earn less, experience less favourable condi-

tions, and face greater insecurity. Geographical mobility, network access, and opportunity in-

formation all reproduce inequality across generations. Addressing these patterns requires 

both better data and policy interventions explicitly attending to equity alongside excellence. 

Different stakeholders require different approaches 

EHESO serves highly diverse user communities with fundamentally different needs. Policy-

makers require aggregated indicators and trend data. Researchers need microdata for sophis-

ticated analyses. Institutions need both comparative benchmarks and detailed information 

about their own performance. Students need accessible information for educational choices. 
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Quality assurance agencies need evidence of programme quality. Regional labour market ac-

tors need localised data. No single presentation serves all effectively; EHESO must provide 

multiple pathways accommodating different requirements and capabilities. 

Collaboration essential across all levels 

Successful Union of Skills implementation requires collaboration amongst institutions, across 

national systems, between universities and industry partners, and between different data initi-

atives and policy frameworks. European University Alliances can play important roles as inno-

vation incubators and change catalysts, recognised for their diversity rather than expected to 

contribute identically to all objectives. International cooperation must balance with investment 

in local and regional talent development. 

Future directions for EHESO development 

Looking forward, EHESO must continue expanding data coverage whilst maintaining quality 

standards and appropriate privacy protections. Strengthening regional dimensions can en-

hance understanding of how higher education functions within diverse local contexts. The-

matic reports can help make data more accessible to non-specialist users, balancing accessi-

bility with analytical sophistication. The Student Hub represents an important development 

enhancing EHESO's relevance for prospective students. Continued methodological develop-

ment is essential, including indicator refinement, data linkage exploration, and developing ap-

proaches to capturing quality and equity dimensions which are difficult to measure through 

standard metrics. 
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7. Annex 1: Online Q&A 
During the conference, participants had the opportunity to submit questions online. The ques-

tions reflected diverse interests from across the higher education community. Below, we pro-

vide brief responses to the asked questions:  

 

Questions on the discussed topics 

Question Response 

Directed to Inga: Do you have discus-
sions with national experts on what 
the indicators mean? e.g. high num-
ber of self-employed people in Slo-
vakia is about avoiding taxes and so-
cial contribution, not that much 
about entrepreneurship which is also 
the case for some type of compa-
nies. Also do you consider some 
more output indicators rather than 
input ones (e,g, participation at in-
ternship being input indicator)? 
(11:01 AM) 

Yes, we have a dedicated EHESO indicators working 
group in which we solicit expert advice and feed-
back on indicators used in EHESO. In the upcoming 
thematic report, we indicate that this specific indica-
tor measures all self-employment activity, not lim-
ited to entrepreneurship.    

Yes, we are planning to include more indicators re-
lated to innovation in EHESO – for example, data 
from institutional, student, and graduate surveys will 
have more output indicators.   

 

Directed to Bart: How do you start 
the process in HEI’s which are not en-
trepreneurial at all? How do you get 
the management to start to take it 
seriously, so that you have onboard-
ing for teachers, which highlights 
that entrepreneurship is an integral 
part of curricula. (11:04 AM) 

This process can be difficult as it requires getting a 
good understand of what constitutes entrepreneur-
ial learning outcomes. There are no perfect instru-
ments for measuring entrepreneurial learning yet 
but HEInnovate is one tool that can be used. Here a 
mixture of multi-level data is a necessity to measure 
the influence of the education on the personality 
characteristics of the students whom we want to be-
come more entrepreneurial.  

The benefit of having these validated measurement 
systems in place is that it can be leveraged to show 
management how the university performs, how it 
compares to others, and in which areas there are 
room for improvement. This can create an incentive 
for management to prioritise the area.   

Directed to Omar: Are budgets and 
teacher to student ratio’s not simply 
a matter of the field? Humanities and 
Social sciences extract less money 
and are cheaper to run (with excep-
tion of art) and need a more personal 
approach. 

  

Additionally, is it useful to talk about 
STEM in general? It contains fields 
which are not as important today as 
they used to be (e.g. programmers). 

The observation about field-specific differences in 
budgets and student-to-staff ratios is well-founded. 
STEM disciplines typically require higher per-stu-
dent expenditure due to laboratory infrastructure, 
specialised equipment, and safety requirements, 
whereas humanities and social sciences generally 
operate with lower costs but often benefit from 
smaller group settings that facilitate seminar-based, 
discursive learning. These structural differences 
mean that comparing ratios across fields without 
accounting for disciplinary context can be mislead-
ing. EHESO recognises this complexity, and ongoing 
work aims to contextualise indicators by field of 
study where data permit, enabling more meaningful 
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Have you thought about reconsider-
ing the concept of "STEM"? (12:00 
PM) 

 

comparisons within rather than solely across disci-
plines. 

 

Regarding the utility of "STEM" as a category, this 
question was echoed during the conference itself. 
As Hanne Shapiro noted in Session 2, the STEM ac-
ronym may no longer serve well as disciplinary 
boundaries blur and innovation increasingly occurs 
at intersections between fields. The term encom-
passes highly heterogeneous disciplines with very 
different labour market dynamics, skill require-
ments, and gender compositions. For instance, 
computing and engineering face acute talent short-
ages in many countries, whilst other STEM fields 
may have more balanced supply and demand. 

 

That said, STEM remains a meaningful category for 
policy purposes at present. It captures a broad clus-
ter of disciplines that share certain characteristics: 
reliance on mathematical and scientific reasoning, 
relatively strong linkages to research and innovation 
ecosystems, and, critically, persistent structural 
challenges such as gender underrepresentation and 
skills shortages that cut across the constituent 
fields. Grouping these disciplines together enables 
policymakers to identify and address systemic pat-
terns, such as the "leaky pipeline" for women or in-
sufficient industry-academia collaboration, that 
would be harder to tackle if each field were treated 
in isolation. 

 

EHESO is exploring ways to provide more nuanced 
breakdowns where data availability allows, whilst 
maintaining sufficient aggregation for cross-country 
comparability. The tension between granularity and 
comparability remains a methodological challenge 
that the Observatory continues to address through 
its indicators working group. 

Directed to Duru: Are the individual 
factors you mentioned not usually 
context generated? 

  

Additionally, have you considered 
closing the gender gap by tackling 
the specific needs of women? Per-
haps they need specific support dur-
ing their career such as accessible 
childcare, flexible working hours, or 
more support for men to stay at 
home with their children? (12:33 PM) 

Individual factors, such as self-efficacy, attitudes, 
motivation, and STEM identity, are indeed influenced 
by both internal and external contexts. While these 
factors primarily relate to personal traits and beliefs, 
they are shaped by broader societal and cultural in-
fluences. For example, self-efficacy in STEM—de-
fined as a person’s belief in their ability to succeed 
in STEM tasks—can significantly impact academic 
and career outcomes, regardless of actual ability 
(Chine, 2021; Hattie, 2009; van Aalderen-Smeets & 
van der Molen, 2018). These personal factors are 
not isolated but are strongly influenced by the family 
context (e.g., parental education, socio-economic 
status) and societal factors, including persistent 



European Higher Education Sector Observatory 

 18 

gender stereotypes in STEM fields (Balta et al., 2023; 
Chine, 2021). 

Regarding the closing of the gender gap, one of the 
recommendations we propose in the report is the 
promotion of systemic policies at both national and 
local levels that support families, educators, policy-
makers, and scholars in adopting gender-sensitive 
or gender-neutral approaches. Such policies would 
strengthen the role of the family and broader envi-
ronment, as well as the school as an institutional ac-
tor, in fostering equitable learning conditions. They 
should also include clear, systematic guidance to 
ensure consistent implementation. 

These policies ought to address contextual- and in-
stitutional-level factors in an integrated manner, 
thereby providing holistic support for students. By 
targeting the structural conditions that shape indi-
vidual experiences, these measures can contribute 
meaningfully to reducing gender disparities in STEM 
participation and achievement. 

Directed to Duru: Within the STEM 
area of higher education, it appears 
that there are a 50% loss of women 
within the first year of their university 
education. What can be done to re-
duce that loss? (12:30 PM) 

The loss of approximately 50% of women within the 
first year of higher education in STEM reflects a 
long-documented and progressive reduction in fe-
male participation across educational and career 
stages, often referred to as the “leaky pipe-
line” (Shapiro et al., 2015). This phenomenon indi-
cates that barriers are not isolated to a single mo-
ment but emerge through interconnected individual, 
institutional, and sociocultural influences. 

Research suggests that contextual factors play a 
significant role in shaping women’s persistence in 
STEM. For example, a U.S. study focusing on Black 
women in STEM found that supportive family mem-
bers had a positive impact on girls’ motivation, con-
fidence, and interest in STEM learning (Ibourk, 
Hughes & Mathis, 2022). A meta-analysis conducted 
by Šimunović and Babarović (2020) further high-
lights the importance of parental roles—particularly 
fathers—in shaping STEM-related aspirations and 
self-belief across multiple developmental stages. 

To reduce early attrition among women in higher 
STEM education, several targeted measures can be 
taken: 

Strengthening early social support networks. 
Initiatives that involve families—such as outreach 
programs, community engagement, and campaigns 
raising awareness of gendered socialisation—can 
help develop supportive home environments that 
encourage girls’ STEM interests from a young age. 

Enhancing institutional cultures and climates. 
Universities can foster inclusive learning spaces by 
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addressing gender biases, improving representation 
among faculty, increasing visibility of female role 
models, and creating strong mentorship programs 
to support women through the transition into higher 
education. 

Building academic confidence and belonging. 
Structured interventions that strengthen students’ 
sense of belonging and self-efficacy, such as peer 
support groups, cohort-based mentoring, and struc-
tured feedback systems, can counter feelings of iso-
lation and stereotype threat, which are common pre-
dictors of early dropout. 

Training educators and leadership. 
Professional development focused on equity, inclu-
sive pedagogies, and gender-responsive teaching 
can help educators create environments where 
women feel valued and supported. 

Overall, addressing the 50% loss of women in the 
first year of university STEM education requires 
multi-level strategies that challenge systemic biases 
while reinforcing positive social, cultural, and educa-
tional supports. By implementing holistic interven-
tions that span family, institutional culture, and 
classroom experiences, STEM fields can improve 
the retention and success of women at this critical 
early stage. 

  

I would also like to include the link to the report, as 
it may be useful for those who are interested: 

 

Addressing the gender gap in STEM education 
across educational levels – Analytical report, Publi-
cations Office of the European Union, 
2024, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2766/260477  

Directed to Arnaud: How are the data 
you presented in line with the general 
direction France wants to pursue? 
How is it in line with policy goals? 
(1:58 PM) 

What I can say from the two tracking systems pre-
sented is that the current orientation at the level of 
the ministry of higher education favours the roll-out 
of a system based on administrative data on educa-
tional and employment history to highlight the Grad-
uates' conditions for transitioning to employment. 

Informing families and students and oversee the 
provision of study programmes are the main pur-
poses of such a system. 

Large sample survey which are costly, are hampered 
by the substantial budget deficit which weighs in fa-
vour of restricting them. Consequently, my feeling is 
that they are likely to decline considering the objec-
tive of providing information of education to employ-
ment transitions of all educational leavers. However, 
it is conceivable that there will always be a need for 

https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2766/260477
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smaller-scale sample surveys to shed light on spe-
cific issues or regarding specific fields or pro-
grammes. 

Directed to Katarina: Are there data 
on other groups who face inequality, 
e.g. students of colour or with a mi-
gration background? (2:14 PM) 

There are data available on a wide range of groups 
who face persistent inequalities e.g. both people 
with minority background and related to gender is-
sues. The exact mechanisms which influence the 
observed inequality are not the same but there is a 
degree of intersectionality present in which disad-
vantages in one area is replicated or reinforced in 
other areas. E.g. women with minority backgrounds 
face a mixture of challenges observed in either of 
those categories.   

Directed to Julie: Are some of the 
data you mentioned not already col-
lected by the EHESO score board, 
such as the skills mismatch? And are 
there going to be more interactions 
or cooperation with the 2 other ob-
servatories? (4:08 PM) 

Yes, EHESO does already collect data relevant to 
skills mismatch. Through its integration of Euro-
graduate, EHESO captures graduates' perceptions 
of how well their education prepared them for the la-
bour market. The Eurograduate survey specifically 
measures both vertical mismatch (whether gradu-
ates' qualification level matches their job require-
ments) and horizontal mismatch (whether their field 
of study aligns with their occupation). 

 

Regarding cooperation with other observatories: the 
question is timely, as the Union of Skills initiative an-
nounced in March 2025 explicitly calls for the estab-
lishment of a European Skills Intelligence Observa-
tory to provide real-time, granular data on skills 
needs and shortages. This new observatory is in-
tended to build on and integrate existing skills intel-
ligence work, including Cedefop's longstanding 
skills forecasting, the Skills Panorama, and analysis 
of online job advertisements. Cedefop has an-
nounced it will launch this EU Skills Observatory, 
which will support connecting skills with labour mar-
ket demands. 

 

There is clear scope for stronger linkages between 
EHESO and this emerging skills intelligence infra-
structure. EHESO focuses specifically on higher ed-
ucation inputs and graduate outcomes, whilst the 
European Skills Intelligence Observatory will take a 
broader view across all education levels and the la-
bour market as a whole. Combining higher educa-
tion data from EHESO with labour market demand 
forecasts and skills needs analysis from the Skills 
Intelligence Observatory could enable more compre-
hensive analyses, for instance, understanding not 
just graduate mismatch rates but also forecasting 
which fields are likely to experience shortages or 
surpluses. The European Students' Union has also 
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noted that integration between any new Skills Obser-
vatory and EHESO should be considered to avoid 
fragmentation and ensure transparent access to 
connected data on higher education and skills devel-
opment. 
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8. Annex 2: Responses from poll among online participants 
The conference was held in a hybrid-format. During the presentations the online participants 

were asked additional questions using the online tool: Mentimeter. Answering these ques-

tions were not mandatory and the answers can be seen below. 
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