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Inequalities, higher education & COVID-19

• Transition to university seen as important stage in development of social 
inequalities (Bachsleitner et al. 2020; OECD, 2023)

• Students‘ socio-economic status, age, gender, migration background and disability 
recognised as potential barriers for access and completion of higher education 
(Hauschildt et al., 2021)

• In Austria women more likely to enrol in higher education than men –> large gender
difference in choice of field of study (Unger et al. 2020)

• Likelihood of going to university decreases with age (ibidem)

• Previous crises: young people increasingly access higher education to avoid labour 
market (Eichmann and Nowak, 2022, O‘Shea et al., 2024)



Research focus & data

How has the enrolment of students in higher education changed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Austria? 
-> age & sex

Longitudinal register data from Statistics Austria‘s UHSTAT1 survey 
(available in aggregated form for the academic years 2017/18 to 2022/23)

= Population data: no sampling & selection bias

Two datasets:

- First-admission students: students who are completely new to the higher education 
system

- Study programmes started: to reflect multiple enrolments (possible in AT)



COVID-19 & the Austrian higher education sector
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• In March 2020: higher education institutions closed, no face-to-face teaching

• Remote learning main education mode until winter term 2021/22 
-> challenging for many programmes

• Matura (A-levels) took place later than usual & in different mode in 2020

• Changes in admission procedures of Austrian universities (Haag et al. 2020):

o Often postponed to mid-August/early September

o Enhanced hygiene precautions

o Changing examination modalities (online/essays/reduction of questions)

o Changes in process (online/extended deadlines/refund)

o Cancellation of exams

• Untested setups 
-> additional pressure on students/sometimes easier to enter HE



COVID-19 & the Austrian labour market
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• Severe recession due to reliance on tourism and closure of non-essential businesses

• People were asked to work from home

• Highest decline in employment for about 70 years

• Young people particularly affected by unemployment

• Less affected: people with tertiary education

• Typical student jobs abolished during lockdowns

• Lockdown of accommodation and food services -> relative increase in female 
unemployment – offset by an increase in employment in public sector

• Short-time work programme established: decreased chances for young professionals 
to be hired

• Not until October 2021: unemployment below pre-crisis level of October 2019



First-admission students from 2017/18 to 2022/23
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Age: First-admission students from 2019/20 to 2021/22
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Sex: First-admission students from 2019/20 to 2021/22
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Study programmes started at UNIVERSITIES: 
Change from 2019/20 to 2020/21
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Summary

• Clear peak in the number of first-admission students and study programmes started in 
Austria in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic

• More young people who rather started tertiary education than a professional career

• Loss of student jobs may have encouraged students to take up additional study 
programmes

• Small differences in age groups: more older students starting HE in 2020/21

• Peak especially in the fields: Architecture, Law, Arts and Humanities, Business and 
Administration, Natural Sciences, Teacher training + Health and Welfare

• ICT & Engineering: less at universities, more on universities of applied sciences

• Gender differences in choice of fields of study increased during the peak (e.g. 
Medicine, Pharmacy)

• Decreases in unemployment figures went hand in hand with less first-admission 
students and less study programmes started in the following year



Thank you for your attention!
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