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ABSTRACT 

A team of OECD and Italian experts visited Bialystok in the Podlaskie region of Poland in July 2009 

for a short study visit, looking specifically at provincial and regional methods for improving the 

participation of women in the labour market, by introducing training vouchers and other measures to 

reform and improve childcare and general working practices. The study was undertaken as a peer review as 

part of a broader study investigating the design and effects of social policy funded through the European 

Unionôs Social Fund and the CoNET network. The study visit timetable and a list of participants can be 

found in Annexes 1 and 2. This report is based significantly on the available statistics and on material 

gathered from the study visit. 
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Introduction  

ñSome people say there is no crisis in Podlaskie...ò 

Weôre the only country in the whole European Union that has such good growth, and weôve come 

here to brag. Poland is the E.U.'s undisputed growth leader. ï Prime Minister Donald Tusk
1
 

Polandôs recent economic and social history has been characterised by rapid change. In the last thirty 

years the country has witnessed the end of communism and the collapse of the neighbouring Soviet Union, 

the birth of a new democracy born out of protest and in 2004, entry into the enlarged European Union. 

Economic growth has been strong since that time, but social and economic upheavals have continued at a 

pace with rapid changes in the economy, population and society. 

Since Poland joined the European Union in 2004, GDP per capita has risen rapidly from 44% to 48% 

of the pre-2004 enlargement EU average. This has been driven by decreasing unemployment and 

increasing output per employee (see Figure 1 below). Employment has been rising by some 3% per year ï 

at least until the economic and financial crisis began to take an effect in late 2008 ï and there has been a 

spectacular decline in the unemployment rate, from nearly 18% in 2005 to 8.5% at the end of 2007. 

Despite this there has been a decline in labour force participation rates, to especially low levels for older 

workers and the least skilled.  

Poland has been catching up to the rest of the OECD more quickly in the past two years, thanks to 

strong growth performance. Substantial job creation has followed years of stagnation. Nonetheless, the 

economic boom has failed to draw inactive people into the labour market, and unemployment has plunged 

to below sustainable levels. The short-term outlook is clouded mainly by strong excess demand pressures 

and rising inflation, despite weakening activity abroad. In the medium term, the sustainability of the 

expansion is also threatened by adverse demographics and persistently low labour-force participation. 

(OECD, 2008) 

But elsewhere there is a greater confidence that Poland is proving to be more insulated from the 

effects of the global recession than the majority of its eastern and western European neighbours. Poland 

has the advantage of a large domestic market exporting far less to the rest of the world than neighbouring 

EU accession countries. Because of this, Poland is partly shielded from some of the more extreme 

fluctuations of the global economy, but still reaping the benefits of successive waves of foreign investment. 

That, in turn, has also helped to keep the labour market more stable (if not necessarily strong by wider 

European standards) at a time when many Europeans fear for their jobs.  

The Polish government has recently reported that Poland's economy has expanded at an annual rate of 

1.1% in the second quarter of 2009, bolstered by exports, construction and services.  

Growth in gross domestic product has also continued at 0.5% on top of the first quarter's reported 

0.8% annual rate of growth. This performance has come on the back of an overall revision of growth 

forecasts for 2009 of 3.7% (down from initial forecasts of 4.8%) and alongside the delivery of the Polish 

governmentôs anti crisis package worth some PLN (Polish Zloty) 91.3 billion (USD 31.40 billion). Anti-

crisis measures have included boosting liquidity on the inter-bank market worth PLN 60 billion, and some 

PLN 20 billion dedicated to speed up investments co-financed by the European Union. Earlier in 2009, the 

social partners in Poland were commissioned by the Government to construct and agree a package of anti-

crisis measures, which eventually comprised the following 13 proposals: 

 social support for poorer families and increasing welfare benefits for redundant employees;  

 introducing tax exemption on trade unions allowances and on company social funds;  
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 making vouchers convertible to goods or services exempt from personal income tax;  

 repealing the Act fixing average pay growth in corporations and revoking Act on remuneration of 

management executives in state-owned companies (ósalary capô);  

 gradually increasing the national minimum wage to 50% of the national average wage;  

 introducing a 12-month working hour settlement period;  

 establishing enterprise training funds;  

 rationalising a 24-hour work cycle in the context of the working hour settlement period;  

 recognising social benefit packages as a source of labour law;  

 introducing flexible working hours as a way of reconciling family and work responsibilities;  

 stabilising employment with constraints on fixed-term employment contracts;  

 introducing accelerated amortisation;  

 subsidising employment as an alternative to group dismissals.  

The package combined long term labour market and economic reform ï combining minimum 

standards and support with more flexibility with short term measures to ameliorate the effects of the 

recession. The Polish government accepted each of these recommendations and in early June, it approved 

two draft laws proposed by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (Ministerstwo Pracy i Polityki 

Spoğecznej ï MPiPS) and the Ministry of Finance (Ministerstwo Finansów). The draft law prepared by the 

Ministry of Finance MF relates to personal income tax exemptions of allowances paid by trade unions and 

of vouchers convertible to goods or services. The draft law concluded by MPiPS deals with the negative 

effects of the economic crisis on employers. This law covers such issues as: a 12-month working hoursô 

settlement period, enterprise training funds, a 24-hour work cycle of flexible working hours, constraints on 

fixed-term employment contracts, as well as subsidised employment. 

Introduction to Podlaskie Region and Bialystok 

Podlaskie Voivodship is a voivodship (province) in north-eastern Poland near the borders with 

Belarus and Lithuania. It lies at the trade crossroads between Berlin and Moscow and from Northern 

Europe and the Baltic to Southern Europe ï locally described as at the heart of the European continent. It 

was created on January 1, 1999, out of the former Biağystok and ĞomŨa Voivodships and the eastern half 

of the former Suwağki Voivodship, following Polish local government reforms in 1998. Its administrative 

capital and largest city is Biağystok. 

Podlaskie has the lowest population density of all sixteen Polish voivodships, with dispersed low 

density agricultural communities and a large proportion of protected national park land. Around 30% of the 

voivodship is legally protected, including the BiağowieŨa Forest World Heritage Site. In total, there are 

four National Parks and 88 nature reserves in Podlaskie. Agricultural land constitutes around 60% of the 

total area of the region ï most of which is plough land (around 40%), forests, meadows and pastures. There 

are over 120 000 farms in Podlaskie, half of which are small farms of between one and ten hectares.  

Podlaskie Voivodship is divided into 17 counties (powiats), 3 city counties and 14 land counties. The 

voivodship contains 38 cities and towns; Bialystok with 295,210 inhabitants (the second most densely 

populated city in Poland), then Suwalki with 69,000, Lomza with 63,000, Augustow with 30,000 and then 

a series of much smaller towns with no more than 25,000 residents. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bia%C5%82owie%C5%BCa_Forest
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In 2002 there were around 95,000 companies registered in Podlaskie (97 % in the private sector), 

mainly in the following sectors; trade and services (33.2 %); land and real estate services (11.8 %); 

construction (10.5%); manufacturing and processing (9.7 %); transport (8.3%); agriculture (especially 

dairy farming), hunting and forestry (4.5%). Bialystok is an important centre of alcohol production - Zubr 

beer and Absolwent and Zubrowka (bison grass vodka) Polish vodka. Bialystok used to be a primary centre 

of garment and carpet factories. However, after the fall of communism in 1989 many of those faced severe 

problems and subsequently closed down. Currently in Bialystok there is only one major Polish producer of 

carpets and similar products, Agnella.  

There are major demographic challenges in Podlaskieôs population: with a declining number of people 

under 17 (a drop of nearly 60,000 people - 19.7% between 2001 and 2007), and an increase in those above 

working age (by 7000 people - 3.4% (see Table 1 below). 

Table 1. Population of Podlaskie Voivodship by age groups 2001-2007 

Year 

Population number in thousands (on December 31) 

Total Pre-productive age Productive age Post-productive age 

2001 1219.9 301.7 722.4 195.8 

2002 1207.7 291.6 719.0 197.0 

2003 1205.1 279.7 727.3 198.1 

2004 1202.4 269.1 734.6 199.0 

2005 1199.7 259.8 740.4 199.5 

2006 1196.1 250.6 744.7 200.8 

2007 1192.7 242.3 747.7 202.6 

Source: Statistical Yearbook Podlaskie Voivodship 2003-2008, Statistical Office in Biağystok, Biağystok. 

In 2008 the number of citizens in Podlaskie was still falling. At the end of 2008 in Podlaskie 

Voivodship there were 1,1927,000 people slightly down by 7000 on the end of 2007. The numbers of 

births and deaths continue to fall and migration away from the region continued. In the last nine months of 

2008 a net total of 1,353 had left Podlaskie compared with a net total in 2007 of 1,901. The migration 

phenomenon still has an impact on lowering the population in the region, although the Podlaskie 

Voivodship background report prepared prior to the OECD study visit suggests that labour migration is 

now is more likely to take place within Poland rather than to countries in the rest of the European Union 

and beyond.
2
  Migration in itself is not necessarily damaging. As explored later in this report, many 

migrants are only leaving for limited periods and returning with capital to invest in a variety of economic 

possibilities. However, in this context the demographic and economic consequences of losing skilled 

young people in the early stages of their productive lives poses a risk and a challenge to Podlaskie and to 

other voivodships in Poland. 

Long-term Structural  Challenges in Poland 

Unsurprisingly, despite positive recent performance, there are significant structural challenges ï the 

boom prior to the slowdown has fuelled inflation ï including wage inflation (especially among public 

sector); migration is a major issue (but still difficult to understand) ï but internal labour mobility is a 

problem (poor transport and housing issues) and unemployment is unevenly spread though all regions 

which have high inactivity rates; productivity is improving and foreign investment is strong. 



 6 

As in most EU countries these economic issues are threatened by a demographic time bomb ï fuelled 

by ageing, inactivity and uncertain migration trends ï ratio of working-age to total population will decline 

at a pace of 0.4% per annum on average between 2011 and 2015 and the decline will accelerate to 0.8% 

per year over the following five-year period. As a result, the ratio of working-age to total population would 

decline from 72% in 2010 to 68% in 2020. Together the issues of poor internal labour mobility and 

demographic change present regional and national authorities in Poland with significant problems. 

In spite of widening discrepancies in economic activity across regions, there is little tendency for 

workers to migrate from high unemployment areas to those with many unfilled jobs (in major 

cities). The result is a high dispersion of employment rates, both across and within regions. Yet, 

the fact that a large number of Poles are prepared to move abroad to take job opportunities 

suggests that the low mobility observed inside the country is not so much a cultural phenomenon, 

but the result of specific hurdles.... First, having already fallen substantially, future declines in the 

structural unemployment rate will most likely be more difficult to achieve, if only because the 

scope for future reductions is getting more limited. Second, and perhaps more important, the 

demographics will soon turn highly unfavourable, as the large post-war cohorts approach 

statutory retirement age. (OECD, 2008) 

Figure 1. Contributions to Growth in GDP per capita 1996-2007 (OECD 2008) 

 

In the period covered in Figure 1 (above), the contribution of skills to productivity improvements is 

unlikely to be significant even though in other countries this is estimated to drive up to 20% of GDP 

improvements.
3
 Poland fares comparatively badly to other OECD countries with a high proportion of low 

skilled adults ï those who have not completed secondary education. 

As in other countries there are particular problems with older workers and high unemployment 

amongst the young and the low skilled. As Figure 2 (below) shows, the overall employment rate compares 
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poorly to most other OECD countries but there is concentrated underperformance amongst the young and 

the 55+ age group. The second group are typically well catered for in pension terms
4
 so incentives to work 

are reduced ï especially amongst agricultural communities
5
 and lower wage regions such as Podlaskie 

where earnings and vacancies are lower than in other parts of Poland. These disincentives are contributing 

to a declining participation rate in the labour market that Poland can ill afford (see Figure 3 below). 

Figure 2. Contributions to overall employment rates in OECD countries (OECD 2008) 

 

 

As stated by the OECD in its recent Economic Survey for Poland (2008), the incidence of low 

participation is also characterised by low or obsolete skill levels and low labour mobility. Not surprisingly 

then the policy incentives are to combine various ópushô and ópullô levers with significant upskilling of the 

adult population. But this can be a double edged sword in terms of take up and effectiveness: 

For those who have already left the school system many years ago, some form of specialised training 

is basically the only option for improving skills. In this regard, Poland faces challenges that are common 

across OECD countries. One is that the returns to training investment are generally lowest for those who 

need it most, notably older unskilled people and the long-term unemployed. And this raises a dilemma as 

to where to concentrate scarce public resources. In fact, data from a few years back (2002) showed that in 

Poland, even more than most other OECD countries, the largest group of participants in adult learning 

were employed individuals from 25 to 34 years old with above-average education. 



 8 

Figure 3. Labour Force Participation Rates for 55-64 year olds 

 

This is a feature amongst many workforces where the most informed and the most motivated are 

always likely to be at the front of the queue for resources and opportunities. Whilst this carries obvious 

risks around deadweight and rationing, it is not necessarily inconsistent with Poland (and Podlaskieôs) 

ambitions to use human capital investment as a principle driver of economic development. But there are 

concerns with both older and younger members of the workforce and their lack of skills and/or 

participation and this is likely to be an impediment to a range of economic and social ambitions in the 

country. Figure 4 below shows that Poland is suffering from an acute problem of both unemployment and 

low skills amongst its 15-24 age group ï relative to other OECD countries (OECD, 2007). 

Figure 4. Employment rates for young people of working age, by skill levels OECD 
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Figure 5 (below) shows that there is a strong correlation between education level and employment 

rates but also perhaps a suggestion that where good skilled workers exist they are not as likely to be 

employed (and having their skills utilised in the economic or product process) as other OECD countries. 

Figure 5. Employment Rates by Education Level in 2005 

 

As described, the distribution of labour market conditions in Poland is uneven, with high variance in 

employment and unemployment partly driven by sectoral and geographical differences and by generally 

poor internal labour mobility. Figure 6 (below) shows the rates of unemployment in different Polish 

voivodships. Podlaskie, whilst not the worst performing region, tends to lag behind labour market 

performance in other regions. The unemployment rate in Podlaskie has remained high but stable at a 

relatively constant rate of around 11% but within individual powiat offices in the region this also varies 

between 6 and 18%. 

This relatively weak performance is also demonstrated by the surplus supply of labour in key sectors 

as shown in Figure 7. This over supply of labour is likely to be a concern for two reasons. Firstly, the 

region is clearly underperforming against others in Poland which could lead to the loss of human capital in 

the region and secondly, given the investment in skills by regional authorities in Podlaskie this may lead to 
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poor returns in employment and wage terms for individuals undertaking training activity (this is a theme 

and a challenge to which we will return later in the report).  

Figure 6. Regional Disparities in Unemployment Rates, OECD 2008 
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Figure 7. Labour Surpluses and shortages by region OECD 2008 

 

Lifelong Learning Policies and Educational Performance in Podlaskie Voivodship 

The European Union defines lifelong learning in the following way: 

Lifelong learning must cover learning from the pre-school age to that of post-retirement, 

including the entire spectrum of formal, non-formal and informal learning. Furthermore, lifelong 

learning must be understood as all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of 

improving knowledge, skills and competences within a personal, civic, social and/or 

employment-related perspective. Finally, the principles in this context should be: the individual 

as the subject of learning, highlighting the importance of an authentic equality of opportunities, 

and quality in learning.
6
 

In Poland, lifelong learning or ñconstant educationò is defined as: ñEducation which takes place in the 

schools for adults, also gaining and supplementing the general knowledge, skills and vocational 
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qualifications in the non-school forms, undertaken by people who fulfilled school obligation.ò (The 

Educational System Act, September 7
th
, 1991, Article 3, Section 17). 

Lifelong learning policies in Podlaskie are a key economic and social priority in the region. Taking 

the direction of European Union policymaking, such as through Lisbon agenda, the Copenhagen process 

for ñconstant educationò and through specific programmes such as Leonardo and the Bologna process for 

higher education, Poland and its regions have developed a series of complementary strategies and laws 

designed to enshrine human capital at the heart of their economic policy making. 

 The Strategy of Country Development 2007-2015 is the main strategic document for the social 

and economic development of Poland; it is the reference point for all other strategies and 

governmental programmes, including those developed at the voivodship level. The strategy is 

based on three pillars: social, economical, and environmental with a main goal of increasing the 

level and quality of life of Polish citizens and their families. The development of ñconstant 

educationò is one of the goals relating to the growth of employment and the economy.  

 The National Reform Programme 2008-2011 outlines the actions of the Polish government to 

deliver the renewed Lisbon Strategy. Following Lisbonôs strategy for growth in Europe, a priority 

is economic development based on the knowledge economy, alongside the modernisation of the 

social security system, the further development of active labour market policies, supporting and 

developing entrepreneurship, enlarging the role of social partners and social dialogue 

mechanisms, and the development of the information society.  

 The National Employment Strategy 2007-2013 has its main goals employment growth, reduced 

unemployment and an increase in the quality of employment available in Poland.  

 Education Development Strategy 2007-2013 has its main goal as raising the level of Polandôs 

education, and also to guarantee the provision of high quality education. Simultaneously, the 

Strategy forecasts a constant raising of the level of qualifications of adults, mainly in the areas of 

vocational qualifications and basic competencies necessary to function well in contemporary 

society. 

 Higher Education Development Strategy until 2010 initiates the growth in the importance of 

higher education within the general educational system. The goal is to improve the quality of 

higher education, to adapt teaching to the labour marketsô requirements, and to harmonise it 

within the framework of the European Area of Higher Education. 

 Constant Education Development Strategy until 2010 shows the direction of development of 

constant education in the context of the idea of lifelong learning and building a knowledge 

society. The strategic goal of the development of a constant education process and lifelong 

learning is to help and direct the development of the personality of the individual and stimulate 

innovativeness and creativity. The strategic goal will be realised through: better access to 

constant education, raising the quality of constant education, cooperation and partnership, the 

growth of the investments in human resources, being aware of the role and meaning of constant 

education, facilitating the access to information, counselling and guidance.  

Within the region itself there are also a range of key strategies and processes that provide the strategic 

and operational context for ñconstant educationò policies. 

 The Podlaskie Voivodship Development Strategy 2020 is one of the main components and 

aims to provide labour market training market alongside some social objectives. The Strategy 

also aims to create jobs in new businesses and industries and to help support existing 

employment. Overall its objective is to support the growth and integration of the regionôs 

economy into the European Union and to follow objectives such as Lisbon and Copenhagen. 
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 The Regional Operational Programme of Podlaskie Voivodship 2007-2013 operationalises 

the Development Strategy. The main goal of the programme is to enlarge the rate of economic 

growth and to create new jobs and businesses. There are also objectives to improve the social and 

environmental wellbeing of people and communities in the region. 

 The Programme of Education Development of Podlaskie Voivodship (to 2013) has ñconstant 

educationò as of its strategic goals, which is described as ñsupporting constant education in 

accordance with the innovativeness and entrepreneurship development in the regionò. Its main 

objectives are to: 

 reinforce the constant education system integrated within the traditional education system, 

 support  education and training in skill shortage sectors and occupations, 

 raise the quality of vocational education, 

 reinforce co-operation between higher education in terms of knowledge and technology 

transfer to support innovation in the regional economy. 

Skills Stocks in Poland and Podlaskie Voivodship 

Labour force surveys give us the best overall picture of recent changes in the Polish national skills 

profile and of the skills currently available to the Polish economy. Table 2 (below) gives data on the 

highest attainments of 15-64 year olds in 2000 and 2007 for a range of countries, including Poland.  
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Table 2. Educational Attainment of Adult Population aged 15-64, 2000, and 2007.  

 

Source: iData from óProgress Towards the Lisbon Objectives in Education and Training: Indicators and Benchmarks,ô Commission 
Staff Working Document DGE and C Unit 4, 2008, p. 218. 

Poland had a level of workforce qualifications in 2007 which was above the average for the EU27 

countries and for the other central and eastern European states.  It had also improved its position more 

rapidly than many other countries over the previous seven years. Only 20.4% of adults had attainment at 

less than full upper secondary level (that is, at ISCED level 0-2 and 3C short) compared with 32.7% for the 

EU27 as a whole. Low skilled adults were less prevalent than in central and eastern European states such 

as Bulgaria, Slovenia, Romania, Hungary and Latvia, although slightly more prevalent than in the Czech 

Republic, Slovakia and Lithuania. Several western European states, such as France and the UK, had a 

higher proportion of low skilled adults than Poland. The proportion with full upper secondary 

qualifications and higher in Poland was 79.6% - substantially higher than the EU27 average of 67.3%.  

However, Polandôs skills distribution is very much weighted towards the middle level of skills and 

attainment. Those with higher level skills (ISCED 5 and 6) made up only 15.7% of the workforce 
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compared with 20.6% in the EU27. At this higher end Poland does better than Slovakia, Romania, 

Hungary and the Czech Republic but worse than Bulgaria, Slovenia and the Baltic states. As Figure 8 

shows, the proportion of a typical age cohort graduating with PhDs is also very low compared with a 

sample of OECD countries. Not surprisingly, the figure for researchers as a proportion of people employed 

in business sectors is also very low (2004 figures) and lower than in the 15 other countries sampled in 

Figure 8.   

The trend in skills stocks in Poland is certainly very much in the right direction. The proportion with 

intermediate skills has stayed much the same, but there has been a significant shift from the low skills 

group to the high skills group between 2000 and 2007. The percentage with low skills has dropped by 6.2 

points (more than the 5.3 point average drop for the EU27) and the percentage with high level skills has 

risen by 6.5 percentage points ï at double the average rate for the EU27. No other state in central and 

eastern Europe has chalked up such a rapid increase. 
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Figure 8. Highest Education Attainment and numbers of researchers and PhDs in Poland 

 

Skills Stocks in Podlaskie Voivodship 

Data presented in the Background Report for the Podlaskie Voivodship suggests that the skills profile 

of the workforce has improved markedly during the last 20 years. The proportion of adults over 15 with 

only elementary education or less dropped by over half  between 1988 to 2002 from in 54.4%  to 38%. At 

the same time those with post-elementary attainments grew from 45.5% in 1988 to 60.5% in 2002. Those 

with secondary education or higher grew by over one half from 26.2% to 41.6%. Improvements at the 

upper end were perhaps most impressive. The percentage with higher education increased from 5.3% to 
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9.5%. According to the Background Report, a significant growth in the percentage of people with post-

elementary educations was reported from villages ï from 27.9% in 1988 to about 45% in 2002. Those with 

higher education in villages rose from 2% to almost 4%.  

Table 3. Population aged 15 and more by sex and education level in Podlaskie Voivodship 

Education level 
1988 

2002 

000s % 1988=100 
  

000s  % men     %   women 

Altogether 879,6 100,0 975,0 100,0 110,8 100,0 100,0 

Higher 47,0 5,3 92,8 9,5 197,2 8,3 10,6 

Intermediate and post-
college 

201,1 22,9 312,8 32,1 155,5 28,0 35,9 

Intermediate vocational 152,4 17,3 184,2 18,9 120,9 24,9 13,3 

Elementary  full 357,3 40,6 313,9 32,2 87,9 33,1 31,3 

Elementary unfull and 
without school 
education 

121,8
a
 13,8

a
 56,8 5,8 46,7 4,2 7,3 

No data x x 14,5 1,5 x 1,4 1,5 

a  -  together with the education which couldnôt be proved (no data)  

Source: Population. Quantity and demographic and social-economic structure. Podlaskie Voivodship 2002, National Public 
Registration of Population and Flats. Public Agricultural Registration 2002, Statistic Office in Biağystok 2003, p. 33. 

Table 4 gives the most recent figures.  According to this the stocks of higher level skills have risen to 

16.2% (in 2008) ï a long leap from the 9.5% recorded for 2002. This increase of nearly seven percentage 

points in six years compares with the four percentage point rise in the 14 years from 1988 and, if correct, 

suggests a quite exponential growth in higher education. The group with low level skills has also continued 

to shrink. The proportion with only lower secondary or less dropped from 35% in 2006 to 31.4% in 2008. 

It is difficult to compare this with the 1988 and 2002 figures which have different classification in the 

middle bands.  

Table 4. Population of Podlaskie aged 15+ according to level of education 2006 - 2008  

Education level 
2006 (IV quarter) 2007 r. (IV quarter) 2008 r. (IV quarter) 

Number in 
thousands 

% Number in 
thousands 

% Number in 
thousands 

% 

Higher 120 13,4 139 14,5 161 16,2 
Post-Secondary and vocational Secondary 198 22,1 214 22,4 220 22,1 
General Secondary 86 9,6 99 10,4 115 11,6 
Basic Vocational 178 19,9 184 19,2 186 18,7 
Lower secondary, elementary, and less  313 35,0 319 33,4 312 31,4 
Altogether 895 100 956 100 995 100 

Source: Statistic Office in Biağystok.  

The Podlaskie Voivodship has clearly improved its stocks of skills dramatically during the past 20 

years, both reducing the proportions with low level qualifications and increasing the proportions with high 

level qualifications significantly. It is hard to say, however, how the Podlaskie Voivodship compares with 

the rest of Poland since the Podlaskie figures are for adults of 15 years and above whereas the Poland 

figures are for 16-64 year olds. The inclusion of the post-retirement cohorts in the sample for the Podlaskie 

Voivodship partly explains why the proportion of those with less than full upper secondary education is so 

high (at 50.1%) compared with the 15-65 year olds sample in Poland (20.4%).  Those over 65 will 

certainly be much less qualified than younger generations and will boost the proportion in the low skilled 

category considerably. However, it seems unlikely that this would account for the Podlaskie Voivodshipôs 

proportions at this level being more than double the size of Polandôs.  
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On the other hand the proportion in the Podlaskie Voivodship sample qualified at the higher levels 

(16.2%) actually exceeds that for all Poland (at 15.7%). The inclusion of those over 65 in the Podlaskie 

Voivodship sample can be assumed to add about 20% to the value of the denominator (sample n.) for the 

higher skills proportion while adding practically nothing to the numerator, since only a small proportion of 

those over 65 will have degrees. In terms of the comparison with Poland this would mean than the 

Podlaskie Voivodshipôs proportion of higher skilled 15-64 year olds is probably some 20% higher than 

Polandôs.  

Participation in Lifelong Learning in Poland and the Podlaskie Voivodship.  

The increase in stocks of skills in Poland and Podlaskie Voivodship reflect the increasing flow of 

young people with higher level skills into the labour force. Participation rates at all levels have increased in 

Poland in recent years and those entering the labour market consequently have higher level attainments 

than the predecessors. This pushes up the overall averages for workforce qualifications. 

Figure 9 (below) shows that over 90% of 20 to 24 year olds in Poland had completed at least upper 

secondary education in 2007. Of the EU27 countries only the Czech Republic ranks higher on this measure 

and Poland far outstrips the EU27 country average of 78.1%. The proportion completing upper secondary 

was already high in 2000 (88.8%) but completion rates have continued to go up since then. Poland has a 

slightly lower proportion of upper secondary participants in vocational tracks (about 42%) than in the 

EU27 country average (about 51% of all those in upper secondary programmes). Since 2000 there has 

clearly been a substantial academic drift as more students opt for general or academic upper secondary 

programmes. 

Rapid improvements in participation in schools and higher education in Poland have not, however, 

been matched in adult education. The proportion of adults participating in 2007 (4.4%) was up slightly 

from that in 2000, but still lagged a long way behind the EU27 average (9.7%). Amongst the central and 

eastern European countries the Czech Republic, Slovenia and the Baltic states all do substantially better, 

although Hungary, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Croatia and Romania do worse. 

The assessment of the European Commission on Polandôs overall performance (in terms of progress 

towards the Lisbon targets) is mainly positive. Poland classified as amongst the best performing countries 

in terms of: 

 Reductions in the percentage of low achieving 15 year olds (by 30.3%) 

 Having less than 10% of early school leavers (5%)  

 Having high upper secondary attainment (91.6%) 

 Increasing maths, science and technology graduates (+ 13.1%) 

Relative to other Member States, Poland is classified as ñmoving further headò on: ñearly school 

leavingò, and ñupper secondary participationò, but falling further behind on ñlifelong learningò (meaning 

adult learning or ñconstant educationò).  
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Figure 9. % Population aged 20-24 completing at least Upper Secondary Education, 2000- 2007 

 

Source: Data from óProgress Towards the Lisbon Objectives in Education and Training: Indicators and Benchmarks,ô Commission 
Staff Working Document DGE and C Unit 4, 2008 


