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Key Point  

The educational attainment of people in Ireland is rising rapidly. Those in the 35-39 age group are 

over twice as likely to have a third level qualification as those in the 65-69 age group. 

Benefits of Education 

We know that those with higher levels of education1 live longer, enjoy better health, earn more and 

are less likely to be unemployed than those with less education. They also tend to be happier. 

The education attainment of people in Ireland has improved dramatically over the last 50 years 

beginning with the introduction of free second level education in 1967. Those now aged 60 to 64 

were the first generation to benefit from this policy which transformed the possibilities for many in 

subsequent generations. 

The results are clear from the data in Table 1 which shows the percentage of the population with 

third level qualifications2 as shown in the 2016 Census. Those in the 35-39 age group are 2.4 times 

more likely to have a third level qualification than those in the 65-69 age group. 

Table 1 - Educational Attainment 2016, % with 3rd-Level Qualifications 

Age % 

15-19 0.2 

20-24 16.9 

25-29 41.1 

30-34 44.4 

35-39 45.2 

40-44 42.2 

45-49 35.5 

50-54 30.5 

55-59 26.7 

60-64 23.1 

65-69 18.9 

70-74 16.4 

75-79 14 

80-84 12.6 

85+ 11.3 

Total 29.1 

                                                           
1
 https://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/EDIF%202013--N%C2%B010%20(eng)--

v9%20FINAL%20bis.pdf  
2 Third Level Attainment includes those with University degrees and Higher Certificates. 

https://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/EDIF%202013--N%C2%B010%20(eng)--v9%20FINAL%20bis.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/EDIF%202013--N%C2%B010%20(eng)--v9%20FINAL%20bis.pdf


 

(Source : CSO Statbank, Table EA 005)  

Wealth Distribution  

Household net worth (excluding pension rights) at the end of 2017 Q2 was estimated by the Central 
Bank at €686 billion. Almost 60 per cent of this is owned by those over 55.3 Given the significantly 
greater educational attainment of younger people in Ireland compared to those older, it is clear that 
the distribution of wealth in Ireland is more equal if we include the value of human capital4. 

 

 

                                                           
3
  Household Finance and Consumption Survey 2013, CSO 

4
 Human capital is the abilities and skills of any individual, especially those 

acquired through investment in education and training, that enhance future income earning potential. 


