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The challenging task of tracking student progression 

and dropout in Croatian higher education
• Administrative tracking of tertiary education completion via reporting forms set up by

Croatian Bueau of Statistics in 1960s… and still going strong.

• Used for Unesco-OECD-Eurostat (UOE) national education reporting international reports

• Taking stock of number of students, entrants, and graduates

• Very limited reporting on transition, progression (1st year repeaters, duration of completed study) 

• No data on students not completing higher education. 

• Introduction of standardised Higher education institution information system (ISVU) into 

individual HEIs since mid-2000s (with Bologna reform)

• Used for management of student process-from enrolment until graduation – institutional registers.

• Ad-hoc institution-level analysis of progression (e.g. students progressing/completing “on time”) 

• No legal mandate for third-party (state or academic) access for analytical purposes until 2022

• Student Rights Information System (ISSP) used as a stop-gap for a while – with mixed results.

• For upper secondary education E-matica became basis for Školski e-rudnik

• Including data about immediate transitions from secondary to tertiary education (Vol 3).

• Also not tracking progression of entrant cohorts and dropout from upper secondary

• For higher education, the 2023 Regulation on Content and Usage of Higher Education 

Information Systems has laid foundation for real-time standardized reporting for all HEIs

https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2023_03_36_614.html


Evolution of number of graduates from HE in Croatia 
(comparable metric with pre-Bologna – professional BA & academic MA)
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Graduates from HE as share of median graduation cohort
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Professional BA or Academic MA graduates, as % of population 24-yr old

Professional or academic BA graduates, as % of population 22-yr old (since 2014)

EU-LFS survey-based tertiary 

attainment indicator (25-34) is 

“slower”, yet is catching up 

consistently, rising from 16,9% 

(2002) to 39,4% (2024) G:45%

Source: CBS, Students who Completed University or Professional Study. First releases (table 1) + CBS population estimates.



First step towards completion: entrants into HE
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Newly enrolled in any HE program (entry-level)

Population 18 year of age

Persons completing regular upper secondary allowing for entry (ISCED3AB)

Sources: CBS, Students in academic year. Statistical reports (Table 3.1); CBS, Upper secondary Schools First Releases (Table 1.1)

+Placement supply increasingly outstrips demand: 

42223 places in 2025, up from 36654 in 2010

Offering more choice!



Gross completion rates for typical higher education routes
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Annual number of graduates (prof. BA + acad. MA)
Number of first-degree HE entrants 6 years earlier
Cross-cohort completion rate (right axis)

Sources: CBS, Students in academic year. Statistical reports (Table 3.1); 

CBS, Students who Completed University or Professional Study. First releases (Table 1).

The number of graduations is stable at about 60% (55-65%) of prior enrolments.



Student perspective: Many enrolments in BA 

courses are „second-chance” transitions
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• Only about 20.000 students enrol in

entry-level higher education directly

after graduating high school…

• …making for 51,5% of cohort and

68% of elegible graduates in 2023/4.

• But 35-43% are students

(re)enrolling later, often from other

courses (which they leave).

• Survey data: Eurostudent VIII 

(2022) 11% enrol 2+ yrs. after 

leaving sec. school.

• Survey data: Eurostudent VII

(2019): 25% of students have 

previously changed study course

(Rimac, 2021). 

• (one) Study change enshrined in 

HE Law (art 79.3)Sources: CBS, Students in academic year. Statistical reports (Table 3.1); CBS, 

Upper secondary Schools First Releases (Table 1.1); Školski e-Rudnik, vol 3, p 13



Two ways of observing (non)completion

1) From the perspective of the course enrolled

• (non) Completion of the HE course enrolled: An efficiency issue

• Main: Within the nominal duration (+1, +2, +3)

• Legal framework: max one repetition per year, 2 x nominal duration (art 

77.6-7)

• Auxiliary: year repeats, duration, in/out-transfers, timing of dropping out

• Profile of students dropping out from course: An equity issue

2) From the student’s career perspective

• (non) attainment of any HE degree:  A system effectiveness issue (and EU 

target)

• Main: Within the nominal duration of the initial course (+1, +2, +3)

• Auxiliary: progress to MA, changing courses/institutions, year repeats 

and pauses

• Estimate of progress risks for different student groups/needs/situations 

early warning and support system



Large EU-survey insights into prevalence of HE non-

completion in Croatia

EU LFS Ad-hoc module Young people on the labour market

• 2016:  (15-34): 38.000; 15,9% [lfso_16; lfso_16ymed]

• 2024:  likely out in a few weeks!

HR Others

Graduated all the degrees started 77,4% 84,7%
Incomplete HE 17,8% 11,2%

Completed BA, left MA 2,5% 2,4%
Completed MA, left graduate study 2,3% 1,6%

EU Adult Education  Survey (AES)

2016 round (25-39)

EU Survey on Income and Living 

Conditions (SILC) (longitudinal)

2014-2022 rounds (19-29)

HR Others

Left HE between years 9,4% 14,1%

Left HE within panel duration (4 yrs) 16,2% 24,2%

Returned or graduated after leaving
(within the panel duration) 32,4% 29,1%

Source: Analysis within the Thematic Network Lifelong Education Accessible to All (TEMCO), paper in progress

Eurostudent VIII round (2022)

Current students Seriously thinking of completely abandoning higher education

Agreeing: 12% (HR ranked 5th worst, others: 2%-13%)

https://en.iro.hr/2022/05/12/thematic-network-for-lifelong-learning-available-to-all/
https://database.eurostudent.eu/drm/?eust_nr=8&e=assess_study_abandoning_all_t&fg=all_students&country_list=AT%2CAZ%2CCH%2CCZ%2CDE%2CDK%2CEE%2CES%2CFI%2CFR%2CGE%2CHR%2CHU%2CIE%2CIS%2CLT%2CLV%2CMT%2CNL%2CNO%2CPL%2CPT%2CRO%2CSE%2CSK&Curr=NCU


Who is more likely to leave HE in Croatia? 

Evidence so far:
• Part-time students, with vocational secondary education, older entrants, students 

whose parents have less than tertiary education, (Mihaljević Kosor, 2010)

• Tuition fee-paying and part-time students; students not receiving scholarships and 

outside student residence; students with parents outside of labour market or in low-

status occupations (Matković, Tomić, Vehovec, 2010)

• Predominantly first and second-year students (BA level) (Farnel et al., 2014)

• Considering leaving: Tuition fee-paying, self-funded students, those not studying 

their first-choice. Students with vocational background less certain of graduating 

(Šabić and Puzić, 2022)

• Yet, students with a history of changing course are more determined to finish! 

(Šabić and Puzić, 2022)

• Eurostudent VIII (2022): Serious thoughts about leaving more prevalent among: BA 

and part-time students (13%), male students (14%), those studying in ICT  (18%), 

identifying as workers, working 16+hrs (16%), or in employment not related to field of 

study (16-20%), those facing financial difficulties (19%) 

• Groups and situations identified here are already recognized in the MoSEY

documents on Underrepresented and vulnerable groups in Croatian Higher 

Education

https://mzom.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Obrazovanje/VisokoObrazovanje/RazvojVisokogObrazovanja/podzastupljene-i-ranjive-skupine-u-visokom-obrazovanju-2024-novo.pdf


Who is more likely 

to leave HE in 

Croatia?

Evidence from 2010-2021 EU 

SILC

(students 19-29, 3664 

observations)

Source: Analysis within the 

Thematic Network Lifelong 

Education Accessible to All 

(TEMCO), paper in progress

Probability of leaving 
within a year

Sex
Male 10,3%
Female 8,7%

Secondary education type
General 5,3%
Vocational 12,3%
Nonspecified (<2014.) 8,9%

Father’s education

Not present 10,6%
Lower secondary or less 12,0%
Upper secondary 10,3%
Tertiary 5,4%

Mother’s education

Not present 10,5%
Lower secondary or less 13,8%
Upper secondary 10,3%
Tertiary 4,8%

Age when observed
19-20 8,8%
21-24 8,1%
25-29 14,9%

Degree of urbanization
Densely populated 6,6%
Intermediate area 11,7%
Sparsely populated area 10,4%

Equivalised disposable
income quintile

1st quintile 9,8%
2nd quintile 10,0%
3rd quintile 8,9%
4th quintile 10,8%
5th quintile 7,6%

Out of parental household
No 9,3%
Yes 10,7%

Single parent household
No 9,2%
Yes 10,5%

https://en.iro.hr/2022/05/12/thematic-network-for-lifelong-learning-available-to-all/


Reasons for leaving?

• Poor academic and social integration of students (Tinto)

• Loss of motivation (52%) (Farnel et al., 2014)

• Eurostudent 8  (2022) – 15% of Croatian students agree with statement  "I often have the feeling 

that I don't really belong in HE“ (ranked 7th best, others 7% - 31%)

• Low satisfaction with study-program contribute to leaving expectations (Šabić & Puzić, 2022)

• As do not studying in the preferred programme/institution (Šabić & Puzić, 2022)

• Lack of motivation or discipline  (Odak et al., 2023)

• Unfavourable experiences with institutional practices and relations (Odak et al., 2023)

• Work-related issues

• Challenges of combining work and study, “pull” of paid jobs (Odak et al., 2023) 

• In 2008 (Farnel et al., 2014) left due to wanting to work (17%), had to work (13%)

• Financial challenges – most extensive inputs in Odak, Baranović and Baketa (2023)

• Financial problems (or lack of support) is related to higher prospect of leaving in all research

• Poor study readiness

• Repeated failure to progress (10%) or lack of faith in own capabilities (8%) (Farnel et al., 2014)

• Poor  earlier education success associated with higher dropout risk (Mihaljević Kosor, 2010, 

Matković et al, 2010, Šabić & Puzić, 2022), including having attended vocational secondary 

education.

• Family issues or health problems, including mental health (Odak, et al., 2023)

https://database.eurostudent.eu/drm/?eust_nr=8&e=assess_sense_belong_all_t&fg=all_students&country_list=AT%2CAZ%2CCH%2CCZ%2CDE%2CDK%2CEE%2CES%2CFI%2CFR%2CGE%2CHR%2CHU%2CIE%2CIS%2CLT%2CLV%2CMT%2CNL%2CNO%2CPL%2CPT%2CRO%2CSE%2CSK&Curr=NCU


What is to be done for improvement of  HE 

progression and completion?
• Strengthening student support services at Higher education Institutions

• Awareness of counselling services modest (Study-related: 50%, Mental health: 59%, Financial: 

35% , Housing: 27%, heard of), and usage very low (Study-related: 5%, Mental health: 4%, 

Financial: 1%, Housing: 1%) (Eurostudent VIII, 2022). Similar qualitative insights from Odak, 

Baranović and Baketa (2023)

• Proactive institutional posture needed

• Supporting (adequate) transition towards HE – improving matching

• Including career guidance and study information (prior and post-entry)

• Provision of enough placements, particularly in courses with dual demand (from students and 

LM)

• Investing in flexible and inclusive study pathways and “on-ramps”

• Suitable for diverse range of students and life circumstances (national and institutional level)

• Increasing study-readiness of (prospective) entrants

• In particular for VET students (who make about 70% of cohort & all the untapped potential)

• Consider HEI involvement in development of curricular, extracurricular or remedial interventions

• Strengthening breadth and adequacy of financial support mechanisms (universal or 

targeted)

• Currently financial burden is escalating for weakly-performing students (pay-to-repeat, loss or 

regular student status)

• Many such initiatives already present within the 2023 Plan of activities for the 

Enhancement of Social Dimension of Higher Education

https://database.eurostudent.eu/drm/?eust_nr=8&e=counselling_service_knowledge_1&fg=all_students&country_list=AT%2CCZ%2CDE%2CDK%2CEE%2CES%2CFI%2CFR%2CHR%2CHU%2CIE%2CLT%2CLV%2CMT%2CNL%2CPL%2CPT%2CRO%2CSE%2CSK&Curr=NCU
https://database.eurostudent.eu/drm/?eust_nr=8&e=counselling_service_knowledge_2&fg=all_students&country_list=AT%2CCZ%2CDE%2CDK%2CEE%2CES%2CFI%2CFR%2CHR%2CHU%2CIE%2CLT%2CLV%2CMT%2CNL%2CPL%2CPT%2CRO%2CSE%2CSK&Curr=NCU
https://database.eurostudent.eu/drm/?eust_nr=8&e=counselling_service_knowledge_3&fg=all_students&country_list=AT%2CCZ%2CDE%2CDK%2CEE%2CES%2CFI%2CFR%2CHR%2CHU%2CIE%2CLT%2CLV%2CMT%2CNL%2CPL%2CPT%2CRO%2CSE%2CSK&Curr=NCU
https://database.eurostudent.eu/drm/?eust_nr=8&e=counselling_service_knowledge_4&fg=all_students&country_list=AT%2CCZ%2CDE%2CDK%2CEE%2CES%2CFI%2CFR%2CHR%2CHU%2CIE%2CLT%2CLV%2CMT%2CNL%2CPL%2CPT%2CRO%2CSE%2CSK&Curr=NCU
https://mzom.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Obrazovanje/VisokoObrazovanje/RazvojVisokogObrazovanja/Plan-mjera-za-unaprjedenje-socijalne-dimenzije-visokog-obrazovanja-za-razdoblje-2023-2025.pdf

