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Labour market mismatch among master’s graduates in the
humanities from 1995 to 2015 in Norway
Terje Næss a and Jannecke Wiers-Jenssen b

aNordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education NIFU, Oslo, Norway; bCentre for the
Study of Professions, Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
The future of the humanities has been the subject of debate in several
countries where it is often stated that too many students are accepted
into courses that offer relatively poor employment opportunities. In
this article, we examine the development in mismatch among
master’s graduates in Norway for the period 1995–2015, to see
whether this situation is reflected here, and if it applies to all
subfields of the humanities. Two types of market mismatch among
new graduates are investigated: unemployment and over-education.
The findings indicate that master’s graduates in the humanities are
slightly more exposed to unemployment than other graduates and
clearly more exposed to over-education. The proportion of over-
educated graduates increased during the latter part of the 1990s but
has been relatively stable since 2003. Graduates in language studies
are less frequently mismatched, while graduates in literature, culture
studies and philosophy face more challenges. Combined with the
fact that labour market mismatch of graduates in the humanities in
Norway is substantially lower than neighbouring countries, this
suggests that transition from higher education to the labour market
for graduates in the humanities should not be perceived as
challenging per se, but depends on subfields and contextual factors.
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Introduction

While, in general, there has been educational expansion and massification of higher edu-
cation, the number of humanities graduates in in Europe is decreasing (Database – Eurostat).
Several studies have shown that graduates in the humanities face a more challenging tran-
sition from higher education to work compared to graduates in other fields (see, for
example, Louvel 2007; Dolton and Silles 2001; Kempster 2018). They are more likely to
encounter unemployment and other forms of labour market mismatch, and make less use
of their skills (see, for example, Klein 2010; Støren and Arnesen 2011) and have lower
wages (Støren and Arnesen 2011; Louvel 2007).

This has led to a debate about the role of the humanities, whether too many students
choose these programmes and if programmes in the humanities are sufficiently oriented
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towards the labour market. This is seen in the UK (Sanders and Addis 2010), Denmark
(Purtoft 2010), Sweden (Fölster, Kreicbergs, and Sahlén 2011) as well as Norway (Min-
istry of Education and Research 2017; Nettavisen 2017; Samfunnsviterne 2018). This
debate has been particularly high on the political agenda in Denmark, where labour
market prospects for graduates have become one of the criteria for fund allocation in
higher education resulting in a reduced number of students in the humanities (Danmarks
Statistik 2020).

However, few studies have investigated the extent to which the labour market situ-
ation for graduates in the humanities has changed over time. Hence, it is not clear
whether graduates are more or less exposed to mismatch than previously. Further, few
studies distinguish between different study programmes in the humanities, although
labour market opportunities may be quite different for graduates in subfields like
languages, history, and philosophy. This article augments the existing research by addres-
sing development over time, relating mismatch to graduate numbers and investigating
unemployment and over-education for graduates from different subfields in the huma-
nities. We have looked at the period 1995–2015 and controlled for cyclical variation in
the labour market, which may affect the different subfields differently. The aim of the
article is twofold, (1) to increase the knowledge on transition from higher education
to the labour market for graduates in the humanities, taking development over time
and subfield into account, (2) to look at factors influencing the likelihood of mismatch
and discuss the possible causes for a higher level of mismatch in the humanities in
general.

We have used a unique data set: The Norwegian Graduate Survey. This is possibly the
longest-running graduate survey in the world (Støren and Nesje 2018) and contains
information about master’s graduates’ labour market situation six months after gradu-
ation. These survey data provide more accurate information on over-education com-
pared to register data and contain more information on the background of the
graduates. Such data are, therefore, highly applicable for our purpose.

Previous research on employability of humanities graduates

There are many theories concerning the relationship between education and employ-
ment which may explain lower employability for humanities graduates. These emphasize
a wide range of factors such as the balance between supply and demand for skills in the
labour market, how demand depends on the economic system, training costs, the role of
education as a screening device, generic versus specialized competence, values and atti-
tudes, job search behaviour, and institutional regulations and aspects of the educational
system and the labour market and structural relations between the two. Below, we
examine some studies including such perspectives.

In general, empirical evidence shows that specialists or graduates with professional
education have an easier transfer to the labour market than generalists (see for
example Verhaest and van der Velden 2013; Næss 2020). Humanities are usually con-
sidered a generalist education with low occupational specificity (see Biglan 1973; Klein
2010). However, Næss (2020) suggests that some subfields of humanities may be con-
sidered as specialist education. He finds that many master graduates in languages find
employment in primary and secondary school and language studies may be considered
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an alternative to teacher education in a Norwegian setting. In any case, subfields in the
humanities are relatively diverse, and the level of mismatch may vary between them.

Based on data from Germany, Klein (2010) finds that, using the training-cost model
(Glebbek, Wim, and Schakelaar 1989) as a theoretical framework, high levels of over-
education and mismatch among humanities graduates compared to other fields can
explained in part by the lack of occupational specificity believed to characterize the
humanities. However, that the humanities are supposedly less selective (with regard to
study qualifications) than other fields of study did not seem to matter. Klein also
found that structural and institutionalized relationships between education and the
labour market are important.

Klein (2010) and Kim and Kim (2003) argue that the process of educational expansion
in modern society has led to the greater importance of the field of study as a screening
device. This is because the increasing number of tertiary graduates and a decreasing var-
iance in educational credentials means that higher education provides a less reliable
signal for employers. Thus, the educational level loses its potential as a filter, and employ-
ers therefore rely mostly on other productivity signals such as the specific field of study.
This especially pertains to ‘soft fields’ such as the humanities since, according to Klein
(2010), they are considered to be less academically challenging. Along the same lines,
Reimer and Noelke (2008) argue that the expansion in the number of students has led
to a decrease in students’ abilities so that an increasing proportion of students choose
what the authors see as less demanding academic fields such as the humanities.

Both Gibbons et al. (1994) and Välimaa (2006) offers possible explanations for insuffi-
cient generic competence in a broad sense. Gibbons et al. (1994) argue that the knowl-
edge society is characterized by a new mode of knowledge production with a deeper
and broader humanistic understanding of knowledge than in traditional discipline-
based knowledge production, thus increasing the demand for the sort of knowledge
offered by the humanities. But they think that it is a problem whereby the humanities
have become disassociated with the demand side. Välimaa (2006) believes humanistic
values and attitudes may be an obstacle to working in the business sector and that
they have ways of thinking that do not match commercial enterprises. This pertains to
how one talks, dresses and so forth.

Also, institutional characteristics and regulations of the educational system, the labour
market and the society could modify these relationships (Klein 2010; Assirelli 2015). For
example, control over access to specific occupations through formal qualification
requirements. Further, graduate numbers are a means by which an educational pro-
fession can improve labour market outcomes for its members. This is more relevant in
occupations based on professional education (e.g. medicine, law, psychology) than in
soft fields such as the humanities.

Assirelli (2015) analysed the effect of labour market regulations on the differences
between fields of study in credentials and skills mismatches among tertiary graduates
in 18 countries 5 years after graduation. Across all the countries, credential mismatch
(mismatch between formal education requirements and job requirements) was most
common in the arts and humanities. Skills mismatch was also particularly high for
these disciplines. Differences in credential mismatch between generalist fields of study,
such as the arts and humanities and more job-oriented fields of study were mediated
by the level of public employment. The reason for this was that ‘the welfare state [was]
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able to employ graduates with less marketable credentials such as those from the huma-
nities… ’ (Assirelli 2015, 555).

A range of studies have addressed factors affecting the labour market outcomes of
higher education graduates in general. Among such factors are gender and age (Verhaest
and van der Velden 2013), social origin (Bernardo and Ballarino 2016; Jacob, Klein, and
Iannelli 2015), grades from upper secondary school (Joensen 2007; Klein 2010; Næss
2020), and previous working experience (Støren and Arnesen 2011). If graduates in
humanities constitute a negatively selected group along such dimensions, this may
partly explain why they face more challenges entering the labour market.

Basically, we can distinguish between two explanations for why graduates in the
humanities face more challenges than other groups in the labour market: there are
more graduates than jobs requiring their specialist-competence, or they are perceived
to have less generic competence than the other graduates they have to compete against
in jobs in which generic competence is more important, either because they are nega-
tively selected in some way or because of the (perceived) relevance and quality of the edu-
cation. However, differences in employability between subfields of the humanities have
received little scholarly attention.

The Norwegian context

There are several reasons why Norway may be considered to be a relatively favourable
country for humanities graduates. First, there has not been a particularly large increase
in the number of graduates in humanities compared to other fields of study – see Figure
A1. While the number of master’s graduates in Norway more than doubled between 1995
and 2015, the number of master’s graduates in the humanities (not including art and
theology) has only increased by 50% (NIFU’s register of academics).1

Another important aspect of the Norwegian labour market that may be favourable for
humanities graduates is a larger public sector compared to the other countries (OECD
2015; Nordic Statistics 2021). The public sector accounted for 32% of total employment
in Norway in 2016 (Statistics Norway 2021), and about half of the new HE graduates find
jobs in the public sector (Wiers-Jenssen, Støren, and Arnesen 2014).

Further, labour market participation in Norway is higher than OECD-average for both
men and women, especially for women (OECD 2021), and unemployment rates in
Norway have generally been low (Nordiska Ministerrådet 2018). The worldwide
financial crisis starting in 2007/2008 had a less severe impact on Norway than on most
other countries, and the economy started recovering already in 2009 (Aamo 2018).

In sum, this implies that graduates – also from generic fields of study – are likely to
face less challenges entering the labour market, compared to graduates in countries
with high general unemployment.

Research questions

This paper addresses the transition from higher education to work among master gradu-
ates in the humanities. We examined two indicators of mismatch: unemployment and
over-education. These outcomes do not necessarily hit the same groups, hence applying
more than one indicator provides a more informative picture of the labour market
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situation faced by new graduates. According to job-search theory, over-education may be
a way to adapt to longer-than-expected job search duration while continuing to search
for more relevant employment (Verhaest and van der Velden 2013). In this case, both
unemployment and overeducation are consequences of a lack of relevant job offers,
and the sum of these two situations is highly applicable for measuring the labour
market situation short time after graduation.

Central aims are to investigate whether mismatch has changed over time and if the
mismatch varies according to subfield in the humanities, e.g. if graduates in languages
face the same challenges as graduates in history or philosophy. We pose the following
research questions (RQs):

(1) How has the proportion of graduates in the humanities facing challenges in tran-
sition from higher education to work (unemployment or over-education) developed
between 1995 and 2015, compared to graduates in other fields?

(2) How does mismatch vary between graduates from different subfields in the
humanities?

(3) To what extent can mismatch of graduates in the humanities explained by the
characteristics of the graduates and the characteristics of the labour market?

Methods

Descriptive analysis

The first part of the analysis is descriptive, analysing how differences in mismatch
between fields of study have changed over time (RQ1and RQ2). We also mapped differ-
ences in graduate characteristics which may affect mismatch.

Multivariate analysis

In the second part of the analysis, we use multivariate logistic regression to investigate if
the level and development in unemployment and over-education differ between huma-
nities and other fields of study (RQ3). Logistic regression is a method frequently used
when the dependent variable is dichotomous. As the model includes aggregated explana-
tory variables, we used robust standard errors. In this analysis, we considered the period
commencing 2003 since we have data about grades from upper secondary school from
this year. With panel data, we can control for the heterogeneity of the graduates.

We estimate three models stepwise, to analyse causes for possible differences in level
and development. In the first model, the estimates show the total differences when con-
trolling for subfield, year and the interaction between year and a dummy-variable for
humanities applied to investigate if there has been a significantly different development
over time for humanities than for other fields of study.

In the second model, we control for supply/demand-related variables, which is growth
in graduate numbers and the general unemployment rate where we also include an inter-
action variable between the unemployment rate and dummy variables for subfields in
humanities. In the third model, we include also graduate characteristics that have been
shown to be associated with labour market outcomes in previous studies.
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Data

Graduates

Data were drawn from the Norwegian Graduate Survey (Kandidatundersøkelsen) con-
ducted by the Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education
(NIFU). This biennial survey addresses graduates six months after graduation. The
target group is graduates from MA programmes (or equivalent) who graduated in the
spring semester of the same year that the survey was conducted. Graduates received
an invitation to participate in the survey and up to three reminders. The questionnaire
contains a range of questions on the transition from HE to work, and graduates were
asked to provide information on their situation during a specific week in mid-November.

Data from 1995 until 2015 were included in the analyses. For each of these years,
between 2216 and 3917 graduates responded, totalling 34,393 graduates. For some ana-
lyses, however, we only look at a subset of these. The number of graduates included in the
analyses is shown in the tables. The response rate fell from 78% in 1995 to 51% in 2015.
Response rates are slightly higher among graduates in the humanities than the average
for other study programmes. The declining response rate is a challenge when collecting
survey data in general (see Stedman et al. 2019; Boyle 2020), and a response rate of more
than 50% is high for this kind of survey (Wiers-Jenssen, Arnesen, and Støren 2012).
Investigations by NIFU did not find that the lower response rate, in general, led to a sub-
stantial bias in the results in the Norwegian Graduate Survey (Arnesen 2007).

Although there are methodological challenges attached to surveys and self-reported
data, such data are generally more suitable for mapping over-education than data
from administrative registers. Our survey data contain more detailed information
about over-education. Survey data are also better suited for measuring graduate unem-
ployment than register data because graduates are not always registered at the public
employment service when they seek employment. Further, our survey data provide infor-
mation about relevant previous labour market experience, a factor shown to be important
to labour market outcomes in previous research (Støren and Arnesen 2011).

Applying time series and compiling data for several years enables us to study sub-
groups of graduates in the humanities, even if the annual number of graduates is
small. For some years, when only a sample of graduates was included in the survey, stat-
istics were weighted to give a representative measure for the whole graduate population
as in the other years. Where the number of graduates is between 20 and 50, this is shown
in parentheses in the tables.

Definitions of variables

Unemployment. The graduate is (a) not in paid work in the reference week, (b) has
actively searched for work during the four weeks prior to the reference week, and (c)
is able to take employment in the reference week. This definition corresponds to that
of the International Labour Organisation.

Over-education refers to having a higher level of education than a job requires. The
gap between actual and required education may be defined broadly or narrowly. Over-
education may be defined in several ways (see e.g. Dolton and Silles 2008). In this
paper, we applied a medium-strict definition that is also used in other analyses of the
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Norwegian graduate survey (Wiers-Jenssen and Try 2005; Støren and Wiers-Jenssen
2016). Those defined as over-educated are employed in a post where a completed HE
qualification is not essential although the graduate regards it as an advantage or where
HE is irrelevant to the job.

Labour force. Consists of those who are employed and those who are unemployed
according to the definition above.

Subject field. Study programmes in the humanities are categorized into 10 subfields, as
shown in Table 1 (and elsewhere). Graduates in the humanities are compared to master’s
graduates in all other fields of study. Note that the composition of the ‘humanities’ is not
identical to previous analyses of the Norwegian Graduate Survey, as graduates in the per-
forming arts and theology were not included.

Academic qualifications. Average grades from upper secondary school (six categories
ranging from 1 to 6, where 6 is the highest value).

Sociodemographic characteristics. Age: grouped into three categories: 25 years or
younger, 26–29 years and 30 years or older, marital status: married/cohabitant or not,
children aged 6 or less: dichotomous variable separating between graduates who have
young children and graduates who have not, parents’ educational level: three groups:
neither parent has higher education, at least one of the parents have education at the
bachelor degree level, at least one of the parents have education at the master degree level.

Human capital. Previous work experience, not relevant and relevant, and previous
education (yes or no).

Aggregate labourmarket data. Relative growth in the number of graduates by subjectfield
(from NIFU’s Akademikerregister), general unemployment rate (Statistics Norway 2020).

Results

Development over time compared to other fields of study

This section addresses the first research question; how have mismatches in the huma-
nities developed over time, compared to graduates in other fields of study. Figure 1
shows unemployment among graduates in the labour force six months after graduation.
At the beginning of the observation period, graduates in the humanities had a lower level
of unemployment than other master’s graduates. But just after the turn of the millen-
nium, it has generally been higher. Since 2007, unemployment has increased at a
similar pace for graduates in the humanities as in other fields, being about 2.5 percentage
points higher for graduates in the humanities. Estimated for the entire period, there has
been a significant (1% level) annual larger increase in unemployment for graduates in
humanities than for other graduates. The test is a logistic regression where year, a
dummy variable for humanities and an interaction term between year and the dummy
variable for humanities are the control variables. Figure 1 also shows that fluctuations
in unemployment rates are less pronounced for graduates in the humanities than in
other subject fields. One explanation for this is that a larger proportion of graduates
from other fields of study transfer to the private sector, where changes in the economic
situation have a larger impact on the demand for labour.

Figure 2 shows the percentage of graduates in the labour force who are over-educated
according to our (medium strict) definition, six months after graduation. We find a very
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different pattern than for unemployment, showing the relevance of taking more than one
indicator into account when measuring mismatch. At the beginning of the period, the
proportion was similar for graduates in the humanities and other fields, but a steep

Figure 1. Unemployment among master graduates in the labour force six months after graduation
1995–2015. Per cent.

Figure 2. Over-education among employed graduates 1995–2015. Per cent.
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growth in over-education among graduates in the humanities has been observed in the
latter part of the 1990s and has been about twice as high as for other graduates since 2007.
Using the same methodology as for unemployment, we find a significant (1% level)
annual increase over time in the probability of overeducation for humanities compared
to other graduates, for the whole of the period.

As mentioned, the growth in the number of graduates has been lower in the huma-
nities than in other fields of study. As neither unemployment nor overeducation have
declined in the period investigated, this indicates that the mismatch for graduates in
the humanities is not primarily caused by an excessive supply of graduates.

Differences between subfields

We now move on to mapping differences between subfields of the humanities (RQ2),
including changes over time. Table 1 shows unemployment rates six months after gradu-
ation for the subfields in the humanities for three time periods. Large and persistent
differences between the subfields can be found. Unemployment rates are lower than
average for graduates in some languages (Norwegian and Nordic studies and English).
For Literature, History of Art and Archaeology, and Culture studies and Philosophy on
the other hand, the unemployment rate has been substantially higher. For English and
Philosophy, we found a significant increase in the unemployment rate over time,
however, for English, the starting point was very low. Other changes over time are not
statistically significant.

Table 2 shows over-education six months after graduation for the same three periods.
There are substantial variations between subfields in the humanities. The highest rates
throughout the period can be found for Literature, Culture studies and Philosophy, and
Other languages (more than 40%). For English, and French and German and History of
art and Archaeology moderate rates can be found. The lowest rate is found for graduates
in Norwegian and Nordic studies. We observed increasing proportions of over-education
over time in Other languages, History, History of Art and Archaeology and Philosophy.
These mostly took place between periods 1 (1995–2000) and 2 (2001–2007).

Table 1. Unemployment among graduates in the labour force six months after graduation, by study
programme 1995–2015. Per cent.

Subject field
Period 1

1995–2000
Period 2

2001–2007
Period 3

2009–2015
Total

1995–2015
N

1995–2015

Norwegian and Nordic studies 2.7 3.1 1.6 2.6 356
Englishb,c 3.4 1.0 (11.9) 3.8 274
French and German 4.3 10.2 – 6.7 156
Other languages 12.3 5.0 6.2 6.9 323
Literature 11.3 18.5 8.2 13.4 261
History 7.5 5.9 5.7 6.5 551
History of art and archaeology 13.0 10.5 15.9 12.5 364
Culture studies 8.4 10.5 12.2 10.9 347
Philosophyb,c 7.7 9.8 (26.5) 12.5 148
Religion 11.8 5.4 8.0 7.7 300
Humanities – total 7.2 8.1 9.5 8.2 3114
Other master’s degreesa,b 7.8 6.8 6.8 7.1 28,874
aSignificant difference between periods 1 and 2 at the 5% level.
bSignificant difference between periods 1 and 3 at the 5% level.
cSignificant difference between periods 2 and 3 at the 5% level.
(): 20≤ N < 50.
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Factors influencing mismatch

If graduates in the humanities differ from graduates in other fields of study regarding
characteristics that are generally shown to influence labour market outcomes, this may
explain why they are more likely to experience mismatch six months after graduation.
Graduates in the humanities diverge from graduates in other fields of study in their
higher proportion of women and being somewhat older (Appendix Table A1). While
being a woman seems to be an advantage in the transition from higher education to
work in the Norwegian labour market (Støren and Nesje 2018; Statistics Norway
2020), being older is not, even if it involves more general labour market experience
(see for example Salas-Velasco 2007). However, relevant work experience prior to gradu-
ation has been shown to be an advantage (Støren and Arnesen 2011), and graduates in
the humanities have less such experience. Grades from upper secondary education are
on average similar for graduates in the humanities and other fields of study. Hence,
they do not generally constitute a negatively select group in this respect, as seen in
some other studies (Reimer and Noelke 2008; Klein 2010). Graduates in literature and
some language programmes have better grades from upper secondary school, which
theoretically could give them a competitive edge in the labour market.

Multivariate analysis

Lastly, we analysed the association between the explanatory variables on unemployment
and over-education (RQ3) using logistic regression in three different models. Model 1
includes dummy variables for subfield, year (–2003) and an interaction term for year
and a dummy variable for humanities as explanatory variables that show the total differ-
ence between humanities subject and other fields of studies. Model 2 also includes aggre-
gate labour market variables pertaining to the balance between supply and demand
(number of graduates relative to the number in 2003 and general unemployment rate).
Model 3 also includes graduate characteristics as described in the methods section.
Tables 3 and 4 show the results for unemployment and overeducation, respectively.

Table 2. Over-education among employed graduates six months after graduation, 1995–2015. Per
cent.

Subject field
Period 1

1995–2000
Period 2

2001–2007
Period 3

2009–2015
Total

1995–2015
N

1995–2015

Norwegian and Nordic studies 16 19 27 19 335
Englisha 36 23 (27) 30 249
French and Germana 23 (46) – 32 134
Other languagesb,c 20 35 52 41 289
Literature 44 52 47 48 218
Historya,b 28 42 44 37 481
History of art and archeologya,b 14 32 36 29 300
Culture studiesa,c 41 57 41 45 297
Philosophyb (30) 42 (56) 41 128
Religion (36) 37 40 38 265
Humanities – totala,b,c 27 38 42 36 2723
Other master’s degreesa,b 17 22 21 20 25,654
aSignificant difference between periods 1 and 2 at the 5% level.
bSignificant differences between periods 1 and 3 at the 5% level.
cSignificant differences between periods 2 and 3 at the 5% level.
(): 20≤ N < 50.
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Unemployment
Model 1 shows that graduates in Norwegian and Nordic studies and History have a lower
probability of unemployment than other graduates, while this is not the case for other
subfields of humanities. No significant change over time is observed, neither for huma-
nities nor other graduates. In Model 2, we find a positive year-effect for humanities, but
not for other fields of study. The general unemployment rate in society increases unem-
ployment also for graduates, but we find no significant difference between humanities
and other fields of study. The effects of subfield of humanities remain mainly the
same, with the exception that a degree in history is no longer significant.

Model 3 shows that unemployment is associated with several graduate characteristics.
Good grades from upper secondary school, relevant labour market experience and
having additional higher education completed before the master’s degree reduced the

Table 3. Logistic regression of the probability of unemployment for graduates in labour force. 2003–
2015.a,b

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B
Rob.
S.E.c B

Rob.
S.E.c B

Rob.
S.E.c

Subfield of humanities
Norwegian and Nordic studies −1.485 0.432 −1.249 0.415 −0.933 0.396
English −0.576 0.642 −0.333 0.904 −0.218 0.980
French and German −0.130 0.415 0.053 0.457 −0.298 0.337
Other languages −0.391 0.303 −0.233 0.370 −0.119 0.426
Literature 0.529 0.419 0.791 0.478 0.818 0.459
History −0.398 0.179 −0.153 0.421 −0.237 0.408
History of art and archaeology 0.421 0.390 0.647 0.627 0.765 0.682
Culture studies 0.308 0.191 0.461 0.346 0.547 0.438
Philosophy 0.403 0.496 0.627 0.702 0.230 0.690
Religion −0.327 0.267 −0.115 0.440 −0.023 0.479
Supply/demand
Relative growth in number of master graduates 0.077 0.107 0.058 0.119
General unemployment rate 0.570 0.139 0.527 0.149
General unemployment rate humanities −0.077 0.182 −0.067 0.190
Selectivity measures
Grades from upper secondary school −0.112 0.042
Sociodemographic variables
Female −0.263 0.062
Age 26–29 0.092 0.068
Age 30+ 0.433 0.098
Married/cohabitant −0.424 0.088
Children aged 6 or less 0.225 0.095
Mother or father has a bachelor’s degree −0.011 0.033
Mother of father has master’s degree 0.025 0.065
Other human capital variables
Labour market experience not relevant to education −0.180 0.045
Labour market experience relevant to education −1.049 0.040
Additional education completed before the master’s
degree

−0.009 0.057

Trend-variables
Year (2003 = 0) −0.012 0.036 −0.001 0.006 0.016 0.006
Year * humanities 0.048 0.027 0.041 0.018 0.031 0.015
Constant −2.500 0.304 −3.985 0.495 −2.699 0.595
Number of observations 18,772 18,772 18,022
Log pseudo likelihood −4856 −4807 −4433
aReference group = male, age 21–25, neither mother or father has HE, singles, no labour market experience, other master
degrees.

bBold = Significant at 5% level; bold and italic = significance at 1% level.
cRobust standard errors clustered around cohort.
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probability of unemployment. Women have a lower probability of becoming unem-
ployed than men. Being married/cohabitant reduced the risk of unemployment, while
having small children had the opposite effect. Higher age increases the likelihood of
unemployment.

Over-education
Most subfields of humanities have a higher probability of being over-educated compared
to other graduates. The exceptions are Norwegian and Nordic studies, English and Phil-
osophy. For humanities, there has also been a significant increase over time, which is not
the case for graduates in other fields. In Model 2, where we control for labour market
variables, we find that the number of graduates increases the likelihood of overeducation.
Since graduate numbers have increased less for humanities than other fields of study, this

Table 4. Logistic regression of the probability of overeducation for graduates in labour force. 2003–
2015.a,b

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B
Rob.
S.E.c B

Rob.
S.E.c B

Rob.
S.E.c

Subfield of humanities
Norwegian and Nordic studies −0.044 0.143 0.158 0.253 0.120 0.239
English 0.034 0.233 0.242 0.209 0.129 0.239
French and German 0.625 0.224 0.830 0.322 0.739 0.319
Other languages 0.853 0.130 0.769 0.182 0.700 0.196
Literature 1.055 0.151 1.145 0.128 0.950 0.131
History 0.815 0.125 0.983 0.224 0.766 0.202
History of art and archaeology 0.436 0.143 0.545 0.221 0.368 0.180
Culture studies 0.785 0.178 0.771 0.170 0.642 0.204
Philosophy 0.602 0.350 0.783 0.418 0.679 0.474
Religion 0.509 0.128 0.501 0.141 0.469 0.166
Supply/demand
Relative growth in number of master graduates 0.165 0.025 0.177 0.015
General unemployment rate 0.190 0.016 0.140 0.026
General unemployment rate humanities −0.062 0.063 −0.025 0.067
Selectivity measures
Grades from upper secondary school −0.213 0.052
Sociodemographic variables
Female 0.022 0.050
Age 26–29 0.329 0.067
Age 30+ 0.358 0.103
Married/cohabitant −0.149 0.032
Children aged 6 or less −0.120 0.052
Mother or father has a bachelor’s degree −0.104 0.042
Mother of father has master’s degree −0.243 0.044
Other human capital variables
Labour market experience not relevant to education 0.325 0.044
Labour market experience relevant to education −0.455 0.019
Additional education completed before the master’s
degree

−0.195 0.076

Trend-variables
Year (2003 = 0) −0.019 0.011 −0.026 0.002 −0.015 0.003
Year * humanities 0.034 0.008 0.034 0.005 0.033 0.004
Constant −1.100 0.088 −1.708 0.053 −0.548 0.265
Number of observations 16,849 16,849 16,255
Log pseudo likelihood −9211 −9197 −8620
aReference group = male, age 21–25, neither mother or father has HE, singles, no labour market experience, other master
degrees.

bBold = Significant at 5% level; bold and italic = significance at 1% level.
cRobust standard errors clustered around cohort.
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has dampened the difference regarding over-education between humanities and other
fields of study. The general unemployment rate increases the likelihood of over-edu-
cation, but we find no significant difference in the effect between humanities and
other fields of study. In this model, we also found and a negative general year-effect
for overeducation. The effects of the subfield of humanities remained mainly the same.

Model 3 shows that several graduate characteristics are associated with over-edu-
cation. Good grades from upper secondary school, and labour market experience rel-
evant to the education, and additional education to the masters’ degree reduce the
likelihood of over-education. So does being married/cohabitant and having children of
the age 6 or less, and having parents with higher education, while high age increased
the probability including graduate characteristics did not substantially alter the estimated
effect of subjects or the labour market variables. The general trend-effect became nega-
tive, but it was still higher and positive for humanities.

Estimated effects
To give a picture of the relative importance of each independent variable, we have in
Figure 3 used the estimated coefficients (Model 3) to calculate the probability of unem-
ployment and over-education in 2015, given various combinations of the explanatory
variables. The ‘base case’ is master’s graduates in fields other than the humanities,
male aged 26–29, married/cohabitant, average grades from upper secondary school, rel-
evant labour market experience, and growth in graduate numbers as for other graduates
(not humanities) and the general unemployment rate and trend-variable value for 2015.
These assumptions are retained for the other cases, except that we assumed that the
graduate has a degree in different subfields in the humanities.

Figure 3. Estimated probabilities for unemployment and over-education 2015, six months after
graduation for specific categories of graduates.
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The overall picture is that we find the same differences between subfields and between
humanities and other fields of study as in Tables 1 and 2. This implies that the differences
cannot be explained by differences in graduate characteristics or differences in growth in
graduate numbers. Norwegian/Nordic and English stand out as somewhat more success-
ful than the other subjects, but the probability of over-education is substantially higher
than graduates from other fields also for these subjects.

Sum up and discussion

Six months after graduation, master’s graduates in the humanities, in general, are slightly
more at risk of facing unemployment compared to the average for all higher education
graduates while the risk of over-education is clearly higher. A substantial increase in
over-education is observed from 1995 to 2003 but has stabilized since. This diverging
pattern illustrates the importance of considering more than one indicator when analysing
the transition from HE to work.

The increase in over-education in the latter half of the 1990s may partly be explained
by an increase in the number of graduates, but, in general, the association between gradu-
ate numbers and mismatch was weak. This is in line with previous findings from Norway
(Støren and Wiers-Jenssen 2016).

We found that graduates in the humanities diverged somewhat from graduates in
other fields, but, in general, they are not ‘negatively selected’ regarding abilities, as
observed in the studies of Klein (2010) and Reimer and Noelke (2008). However, they
had less relevant working experience prior to graduation (not shown), which does
affect the transition to the labour market negatively. Most subfields of humanities are
dominated by females, but we find that being a female is not a disadvantage regarding
unemployment and over-education.

Our analyses draw a more nuanced picture of the transition from HE to work among
graduates in the humanities, as we find substantial differences between subfields. Gradu-
ates in languages (Nordic and English) have experienced good labour market prospects
throughout most of the period; unemployment rates have been lower than for other
graduates in humanities, as well as for higher education graduates in general. This is par-
ticularly true for those who hold a degree in Nordic languages, partly explained by the
fact that these tend to find work in the education sector where such skills are in high
demand (Wiers-Jenssen et al. 2016). Hence, the rather gloomy picture often drawn of
the labour market prospects for graduates in the humanities does not apply to all
subfields; some groups are actually better off than graduates in general. Future research
could look more into the reasons why such differences occur and investigate whether
similar patterns occur in other countries.

Some subfields of humanities clearly face challenges. Graduates in literature, philos-
ophy and history of ideas, history of art and archaeology and culture studies experience
unemployment rates above 10% six months after graduation, and more than 40% are
over-educated. Even though the mismatch has been quite stable in recent years, and
that other studies have documented that mismatch is substantially reduced over time fol-
lowing graduation (Arnesen, Støren, andWiers-Jenssen 2013), the situation may still be a
matter of concern from the perspective of individuals, higher education institutions and
society.
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A possible cause for mismatch may be lower (perceived) labour market relevance. This
is supported by the results from the Norwegian Graduate Survey for 2017, showing that
graduates in the humanities were substantially less satisfied with the labour market rel-
evance of the education than other graduates (Støren and Nesje 2018). Further, it is
shown that the demand for graduates in the humanities is low in the private sector
(Rørstad, Børing, and Solberg 2022).

Still, we note that the level of mismatch is quite moderate compared to the situation in
many other countries. Studies from neighbouring countries Denmark and Finland show
unemployment rates are twice as high for graduates in the humanities compared to other
fields of study (Statistics Denmark 2017; Statistics Finland 2017).

Graduate characteristics and experiences displayed significant effects on mismatch,
previous relevant work experience in particular. Still, the effects were relatively small
and the difference between graduates in the humanities and other graduates remained
largely unexplained. Potential explanations may be: (1) unobserved negative selectivity
in choice of education, (2) study programmes in humanities develop less relevant
generic competence than other fields of study or (3) at least concerning unemployment,
wages may be more rigid than for other fields of study. These explanations may also be
relevant for understanding differences between subfields of the humanities, and we will
discuss these explanations below.

If the explanation is unobserved negative selectivity, this could be because people with
certain personal traits or motivations are more likely to choose to enter study pro-
grammes in the humanities. For example, a study including data from several European
countries shows that graduates in the humanities were more motivated by academic
inquiry and less motivated by economic returns than many other groups of graduates
(García-Aracil 2008).

That the higher level of mismatch could be due to the generic content of the education
may be supported by an OECD report (OECD 2018) about the labour relevance of Nor-
wegian higher education. The report emphasizes the importance of a list of transversal
skills that may be emphasized in the humanities the same as in other fields of study,
such as numerical skills.

Humburg, van der Velden and Verhagen (2013) state that employers prefer graduates
who are instantly deployable. If they perceive that hiring graduates from the humanities
involves more training costs, this may make them more reluctant to hire such graduates,
in line with the training cost model (Glebbek, Wim, and Schakelaar 1989). Employers
may not see the full potential of graduates in the humanities and may overlook
generic skills such as analytic thinking or communication skills.

If greater mismatch is due to a mismatch between demand and supply, one expla-
nation is that many choose a study field according to interest, and do not always consider
future labour market prospects. In Norway, this may also have to do with study
financing. Students are entitled to universal and publicly funded loans and grants,
hence educational choices may be less influenced by parents. Further, higher education
is mostly free, hence the economic investments are lower than in countries where tuition
fees are widespread.

The relatively good situation for graduates in Norway can largely be explained by the
fact that the unemployment rate in Norway, in general, is lower than in many other
countries (OECD 2020). This may be an advantage for groups with a lower demand in
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the labour market. Further, in line with Assirelli (2015), a large public sector may also
contribute to explaining employment opportunities, as most graduates in the humanities
find jobs in the public sector.

We also observe that increase in the number of graduates in the humanities has been
lower than in most other master programmes. This may be seen as an indication that the
higher education system has the ability to adapt the educational capacity according to
demands in the labour market; alternatively, it could be that the students respond to
the signals in the labour market. Hence, the type of government control of capacity
implemented in Denmark may not be a necessary or adequate tool for keeping mismatch
at a reasonable level.

Limitations of the study

We have documented substantial and persistent differences between subfields, but a
limitation of the study is that we have not been able to explain the causes for mismatch
in different subfields in detail. Another limitation is that the graduates in our study were
surveyed six months after graduation, and many graduates need more time to find suit-
able employment. Surveys conducted several years after graduation show that the appar-
ent mismatch is significantly reduced over time, though less so for graduates in the
humanities than for graduates in other fields (Arnesen, Støren, and Wiers-Jenssen
2013). Further, we have no information about the extent to which the labour market out-
comes correspond to the expectations of the graduates. It may be that they were expecting
to meet challenges in the transition from higher education to work and that they are not
too worried about the situation so close after graduation. Studies investigating the
relationship between expectations and outcomes may be topics for further research.

Implications for practice

The results suggest no need for great concern regarding the transition from higher edu-
cation to work for graduates in the humanities in Norway per se, but that graduates in
some subfields must be prepared to meet more challenges than others. The results also
indicate a potential for improving the transition process and that the graduates, higher
education institutions and employers, may contribute to this. Our analyses show that rel-
evant employment experience prior to graduation reduces the risk of unemployment and
over-education significantly. Hence, students may consider a more strategic approach
regarding the kinds of job they take when they are studying. Higher education insti-
tutions may also take more responsibility regarding linking graduates and the labour
market by facilitating internships and other forms of cooperation with employers. A
study by Thune and Støren (2014) showed that graduates who have experienced
formal cooperation with the world of work through studies have a smoother transition
to the labour market. However, such experiences are less common among graduates in
the humanities than in other fields (Næss et al. 2012).

Further, employers may benefit from closer cooperation with higher education insti-
tutions by engaging master students, e.g. through internships. In this way, employers
may learn more about their competences and students get the chance to learn about
the needs of employers. A study by Støren and Nesje (2018) also finds that graduates
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in the humanities are substantially less content with the relevance of the education for
working life than other master graduates in Norway. A recent white paper (Ministry
of Education 2021) encourages more cooperation between higher education institutions
and the world of work, including internships also for students in generic fields of study. If
the suggested measures are implemented, this may strengthen the employability of
graduates in the humanities.

Note

1. For the humanities there has been no growth between 2006 and 2015, while the total gradu-
ate numbers increased by 50% in the same period.
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Appendix

Figure A1. Number of graduates, in total and for humanities. 1995–2015.

Table A1. Graduates’ background 1995–2015. Per cent.

Subject field
%

Women

Age
(av.
years)

% Parents
with HE

Average grades from
upper secondary
education – 2003–

2015
Score 1–6 (highest)

Percentage of
graduates with
relevant work
experience

N (% women,
age, parents
with HE)

Norwegian and
Nordic studies

83.3 32.1 63.0 4.74 54.4 414

English 79.1 32.2 61.2 4.89 42.1 314
French and
German

86.4 31.6 64.4 4.82 40.3 183

Other languages 69.5 32.1 68.7 4.82 51.7 351
Literature 68.8 30.5 73.3 4.84 40.4 285
History 43.2 31.7 63.5 4.654 35.6 628
History of art
and
Archaeology

71.1 34.0 65.7 4.58 56.9 401

Culture studies 77.0 33.4 65.2 4.63 55.0 372
Philosophy 29.5 31.7 72.1 4.74 33.7 168
Religion 58.8 35.4 58.5 4.65 54.9 337
Humanities –
total

66.0 32.5 65.1 4.70 47.3 3490

Other master’s
degrees

53.4 29.6 64.9 4.74 46.1 30,985

Total 54.7 29.9 64.9 4.74 46.2 34,475

Note: Bold = significance level difference from ‘other master’s graduates’ 5%, bold and Italic = significance level differ-
ence from ‘other’.
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