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Abstract

This contribution is based on an extensive literature review of student dropout in Europe, which
was carried out by a research group of the Danish Clearinghouse for Education in cooperation
with an international expert group in 2012/2013. The review served to answer three basic
questions: What is dropout? Why does it occur? What can be done to reduce or prevent it? Only
empirical studies were included in the review and altogether 44 studies were included. The article
points out that student dropout is a more complex and multidimensional issue than most people
think and that it is important to distinguish between formal dropout (i.e., leaving university
studies altogether before degree completion) and transfer (i.e., changing subject and/or institu-
tion). The review summarizes and discusses the main results of the 44 studies included in terms of
nine dimensions: (a) study conditions at university, (b) academic integration at university,
(c) social integration at university, (d) personal efforts and motivations for studying,
(e) information and admission requirements, (f) prior academic achievement in school,
(g) personal characteristics of the student, (h) sociodemographic background of the student,
and (i) external conditions. The conclusions provide an answer to the three questions posed above
and include recommendations for further research, university leadership, and policymakers.
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Preliminary Remarks

This contribution is a summary of a report analyzing available empirical research literature
about student dropout from universities. The study was commissioned by The Swiss Council
for Educational Research and carried out in 2012/2013 by a research group of the Danish
Clearinghouse for Educational Research. Members of the research group were Michael
Sogaard Larsen, Kasper Pihl Kornbeck, Rune Muller Kristensen, Malene Rode Larsen, and
Hanna Bjørnøy Sommersel. The group was supported by a review group consisting of
international experts in the field: Donald Brody (Sweden), Barbara M. Kehm (Germany), Per
Fibak Laursen (Denmark), Rie Troelsen (Denmark), and Samuel Muhlemann (Switzerland).
The full technical report and a summary report are available online (Larsen, Korbeck,
Kristensen, Larsen, & Sommersel, 2013; Larsen, Sommersel, & Larsen, 2013). One individual
case study of student dropout from Danish universities has been published (Troelsen, 2014).
The research group at the Danish Clearinghouse does no longer exist. The full technical
report (Larsen, Korbeck, et al., 2013) as well as the brief version of the report (Larsen,
Sommersel, et al., 2013) was never published (except online). Still, the findings were
sufficiently interesting and generalizable that they merit publication. The following article
is a summary of the main results. It is not intended to provide an update of the literature
review but rather give an account of the body of research-based, established, and accepted
knowledge on student dropout including the underlying theoretical basis.

Introduction

In 2012/2013, a systematic review of empirical literature was carried out to gather
evidence about phenomena of student dropout from universities. The study focused on
three central questions: What is dropout? Why does it occur? What can be done by
universities to prevent or reduce it? As such, the systematic review provided insight into
how prior research has handled the problem of student dropout and collected all
available knowledge from existing research results during data extraction. To carry out
a full systematic research mapping (coding and data extraction) followed by a system-
atic evidence synthesis, a software tool (EPPI Reviewer; EPPI Centre at the Social
Science Research Unit of the UCL Institute of Education, University of London;
eppi.ioe.ac.uk) was applied. The review process began with an extensive database and
literature search based on the scope of the review with input from the review group of
international experts in the field. The search universe consisted of 18 international
databases, two webpages of major research players in the field, and three key journals
(Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 14). As a consequence of the research questions, only
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studies with a quantitative or mixed-methods content were included in the review.
Other search criteria included publications from the year 2000 onwards from all EU
member states, Norway, and Switzerland; studies offering the possibility to operatio-
nalize the results and making sense in the light of the three central questions; and
studies applying an outcome measure. Furthermore, secondary research from the USA,
Canada, New Zealand, and Australia were to inform the findings from the European
studies. The first database and literature search identified 6,392 references, which were
then screened for relevance. The initial screening yielded 523 references. However,
some of these had been published before the year 2000; others offered data about
student dropout from outside Europe, etc. After this second screening, altogether 69
relevant documents remained referring to 62 different studies. These 62 studies were
then first mapped according to their characteristic features and second assessed for
sufficient quality. The assessment/classification process was carried out in cooperation
with the review group. The quality assessment resulted in 44 studies being eventually
included in a narrative synthesis of the findings extracted from these studies (Larsen,
Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 47). A detailed description of the whole review process is
available in Larsen, Korbeck, et al. (2013, p. 25ff).

Definition of Dropout and Theoretical Framework

Conceptualizing dropout is a matter more complex than most people think. The common
description refers to students leaving their university studies before having completed
their study program and obtained a degree. Temporary dropout due to illness or
pregnancy, for example, is not considered in this review. In statistical terms, student
dropout is calculated as attrition rate in contrast to retention rate or graduation rate
both of which imply a positive outcome. However, dropout can be voluntary, for
example, if a student transfers to another university or changes his or her subject
(both of which are not a proper dropout); or decides to leave the university for a job
offer on the labor market; or it can be forced due to financial reasons, personal
problems, or family-related circumstances. Another parameter frequently analyzed in
the research literature is the timing of the dropout (early vs. late). Finally, dropout has
consequences for society (in socioeconomic terms), the university (in funding, perfor-
mance, and academic-related terms), and at a personal level for the student himself or
herself (self-doubts and waste of time and money). Personal- and family-related
consequences can be even more serious if dropout occurs among international students,
i.e., students who have left their home country in order to get a university degree
abroad. At the level of national policy, many countries around the world have equal
opportunities or widening access policies in place in order to increase the number of
highly qualified people for the knowledge society and economy. In any case, there are
push and pull factors at work when trying to conceptualize dropout. Push factors are
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factors within the chosen university or degree program relating to student interests and
competencies; pull factors are factors outside the university or degree program relating
to job offers, financial, or family problems (Bound & Turner, 2011; Larsen, 2000;
Ulriksen, Madsen, & Holmegaard, 2010).

There are many factors to explain student dropout from universities. For this study,
Tinto’s socialanthropological approach to American college student dropout was used,
which focuses on the longitudinal and multifactorial process leading to dropout (Tinto,
1975, 1987, 1993, 1998). Tinto’s “Student Integration Model,” first described in 1975,
determines a student’s social and academic integration in college to be a crucial factor
within the process causing an individual student to drop out or not. Tinto’s model
emphasizes the process-based interactions between the individual student’s attributes
and the institutional structures at university. He acknowledges that external factors may
play a role as well but their effects are treated as indirect factors. Tinto distinguishes
between involuntary dropout (e.g., due to academic failure) and voluntary withdrawal
(e.g., because of transfer to another institution or another subject) because these types of
dropout do not only involve different persons but are also the result of different
interactive processes within the university (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 9f).

Tinto’s model of college student dropout has later been refined by Heublein, Hutzsch,
Schreiber, Sommer, and Besuch (2003; Heublein, Spangenberg, & Sommer, 2010) in order
for it to work in a European university context. In their theoretical model, they include
preuniversity and intrauniversity factors and point to specific factors that influence
dropout but are external to the university setting, i.e., factors which were somewhat
neglected by Tinto. Such external factors are related to students’ financial situation, living
conditions, family support, opportunities for counseling as well as students’ own plans for
the future. Thus, Heublein et al. (2010, p. 14) distinguish between factors arising from the
preuniversity phase (e.g., sociodemographic background, study prerequisites, and choice
of university/study program), factors arising from the intrauniversity phase
(e.g., achievement potential, mental resources, study motivation, integration, and study
conditions), and factors influencing the decision-making phase whether to drop out or not
(e.g., availability of counseling services and future plans; Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013,
p. 10f).

Factors Influencing Dropout and Transfer Decisions

The analysis of the 44 empirical studies included in the review yielded altogether nine
factors, which influence decisions about whether to drop out or not or whether to transfer
to a different study program, subject, or university. These nine factors are relevant
dimensions of evidence to answer the central research questions of the review:
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– Study conditions at university
– Academic integration at university
– Social integration at university
– Personal efforts and motivations for studying
– Information and admission requirements
– Prior academic achievement in school
– Personal characteristics of the student
– Sociodemographic background of the student
– External conditions

In the following, the results for these dimensions of evidence will be presented.

Study conditions at university

Study conditions at university are one of the few dimensions, which the university itself
can alter to prevent or reduce dropout. Study conditions themselves are multifaceted
when analyzing their effects on dropout or transfer decisions of students. Twenty-two of
the studies included in the review investigated one or more aspect of study conditions. Of
these, 8 found significant results for the influence of study conditions, 3 found only
insignificant results, and 11 had mixed results. Despite the fact that not all studies
analyzed here operationalized study conditions in the same way, the findings are available
for altogether six aspects. The first aspect is institutional resources, which has been
mainly analyzed in a British context and comprises among other things, the number of
students per lecture or seminar, the composition of the student body in terms of the
proportion of research graduates, qualification level of staff, research intensity, general
staff–student ratio, academic expenditure per student, library expenditure per student,
etc. Evidence is quite clear that the higher the amount of institutional resources, the lower
the risk of dropout.

The second aspect is curriculum, study structure, and organization of exams, which all
have been investigated mainly within a German context. None of these dimensions seem
to exert a statistically significant influence on dropout when measuring satisfaction levels
with the content of studies and the organization of exams. However, a Spanish study
showed that teaching and examination methods demanding more activity from the side of
the students seem to motivate them more, resulting in more students passing the exam
and fewer dropouts.

The third aspect comprises the learning environment and the learning quality in the
framework of which satisfaction with the physical conditions at university and the quality of
teaching and the curriculum is measured. Two Danish studies found that these features only
have an indirect effect on dropout or transfer decisions. In contrast, four British studies
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showed that high teaching and research quality lead to a significantly lower risk of dropout.
However, one of these studies stated that this applies to pre-1992 universities only. Another
UK study also showed that the quality of the learning environment has the greatest
explanatory power for decisions to drop out or to transfer.

Evidence is mixed concerning the effects of support and counseling services on dropout
decisions, which is the fourth aspect. Four studies have analyzed this aspect. Similarly,
there were mixed results in the three studies measuring peer effects, which is the fifth
aspect. Still, male students seem to be more sensitive to different kinds of peer effects than
female students. The sixth aspect related to study conditions at university is the subject of
study. Despite the fact that here as well the overall picture is mixed, the risk of dropout is
particularly high within the hard sciences. Twelve studies included in the review have
looked into this aspect.

Overall, studies analyzing study conditions at university suggest that those aspects, which
can be controlled by the university, have the potential to lower the risk of dropout. However,
the mostly mixed evidence on this dimension is related to the contextual narrowness of the
studies available for synthesis (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, pp. 20–24).

Academic integration at university

Academic integration at university is a dimension, which can be partly influenced by the
university itself but is also partly related to students’ personal traits and dispositions.
Twelve studies available for this review have included one or more aspects of this
dimension, which is operationalized into two main features: objective and subjective
features of academic integration.

Eight studies looked into objective features of academic integration, e.g., exam results or
European Credit Transfer Scheme points earned. There is strong and not surprising evidence,
i.e., the better the academic performance the lower the risk of dropout. Another seven studies
looked into subjective features of academic integration (e.g., self-perceived progress, integra-
tion, and interaction with academic staff). There is solid evidence of a significant relationship
between subjective (i.e., self-perceived) integration and dropout, i.e., the better the subjective
integration, the lower the risk of dropout. If students experience problems of meeting the
academic standards the dropout risk becomes high. Thus, it matters considerably how a
student performs academically at university (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 24f).

Social integration at university

Our third dimension is social integration at university which is – like academic integration –
partly influenced by the university and partly by personal traits and dispositions of the
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student. There was only a small evidence base for this dimension as just seven studies
under review here looked into this.

Only one out of seven studies linked the degree of social integration directly and in a
statistically significant way to dropout. However, social integration is also linked to some
extent to the quality of the learning environment because it includes aspects of well-being,
which in turn is one of the most important factors influencing decisions to drop out or to
transfer. A related aspect analyzed by four studies in a British context is student housing.
Living on campus reduces the risk of dropout because peer support networks can be
formed academically as well as socially. Overall, the dimension of social integration has a
weak evidence base and the evidence itself is unclear with low generalizability (Larsen,
Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 25f).

Personal efforts and motivations for studying

The dimension of personal efforts and motivations for studying is again partly related to
factors the university can influence and partly to factors linked to personal traits and
dispositions of the student. Altogether, 10 studies available for review investigated
motivation as a potential determinant for dropout. It is important to distinguish between
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation here. Intrinsic motivation (e.g., interest in the subject)
significantly reduces both dropout and transfer as several studies could show, whereas
extrinsic motivation, such as interest in the future job, seems to have some importance but
could not be proven statistically in terms of its significance for dropout.

Personal effort in form of investing more time in self-study also results in a lower risk of
dropout and transfer. Ten studies included in this review investigated this aspect. It is
altogether not surprising that more (intrinsic) motivation and more personal effort
reduce the risk of dropout and transfer (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, pp. 26–28).

Information and admission requirements

Information and admission requirements are a dimension of preuniversity entrance that
might well affect choice of subject and institution. Therefore, on one hand, this dimension
can be influenced by the university but it is also related to personal preferences and
ambitions. Altogether eight studies included in this review have analyzed this dimension.

Admission requirements are dependent on the degree of institutional or subject-related
selectivity (e.g., admission quotas, entrance examinations, numerus clausus, etc.). Four
studies directly investigated the effect of different types of admission on dropout. An
overall trend seems to be that admission via tests, which are, however, not grade-based,
seems to lower the risk of dropout. Analysis of admission via grade-based tests shows an
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unsurprising result, namely that the higher the score, the lower the risk of dropout and of
transfer.

The two studies that investigated the role of information (e.g., about study demands in
subjects) prior to application and entrance had contrasting results. One study found that
such information does not have a direct effect on dropout; the other study found that
information has a statistically significant influence on dropout. However, altogether, the
evidence base about the effects of information and admission requirements on dropout is
weak and evidence itself is mixed (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 28f).

Prior academic achievement at school

This dimension has been analyzed most extensively, i.e., by 28 of the studies included in
this review. It is operationalized into three aspects: upper-secondary school achievement,
upper-secondary school subject focus, and upper-secondary school type.

There is strong and not surprising evidence that high-school marks lower the risk of
dropout, although a couple of studies found the opposite to be true and five studies
obtained mixed results. The relationship between high-school marks and transfer is not
statistically significant. In terms of the subject focus in upper-secondary school, special
attention has been given to mathematics. Eight studies have included this subject and five
of them showed that doing well in mathematics reduces the risk of dropout. Altogether
17 studies included an analysis of the role of upper-secondary school type (i.e., public vs.
private) on dropout. The evidence for this aspect is unclear, possibly due to the fact that
school types are difficult to compare across Europe in terms of their resources, student
body composition, accessibility, and share of private schools.

Overall, there is solid evidence that academic achievement in school is a strong predictor
of dropout from university, whereas it cannot be used to predict transfer decisions
(Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 30f).

Personal characteristics of the student

The dimension of personal characteristics of the student is typically divided into back-
ground characteristics like age and gender on one hand and personal traits and dispositions
like learning approach and conscientiousness on the other hand. Background characteristics
can be influenced by university policies targeting the composition of the student body,
whereas personal traits cannot be influenced by the institution.

Student age was included as a variable in 19 of the studies under review of which 15
showed significant findings for an effect of student age on dropout. When it comes to
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dropout, younger students are found to have a lower risk of dropout than older ones.
There were no significant findings related to transfer students when it comes to age.

Gender was included in 23 of the studies under review of which 15 obtained significant
results for an effect of gender on the risk of dropout. Again results are different for
dropout and for transfer students. Dropout is clearly higher among male students
compared to female students and this holds true across a range of subjects. In contrast,
there is no significant difference between male and female students among transfer
students.

The effects of personal study approach (e.g., learning approach and study skills) on
dropout have been investigated by four studies. Only conscientiousness is found to be
significantly related to dropout. Thus, no clear picture arises of an effect of such personal
traits on the risk of dropout.

Interestingly, three studies have analyzed the role of gap years for dropout and the results
showed that delayed enrollment significantly increases the risk of dropout but lowers the
likelihood of transfer.

Overall, evidence of personal characteristics affecting the risk of dropout and transfer is
somewhat mixed. Age and gender have a clear effect on dropout, i.e., the younger the
student the lower the risk of dropout; male students are more prone to dropout than
female students, while results for the likelihood of transfer are less clear. Delayed
enrolment because of a gap year increases the risk of dropout but lowers the likelihood
of transfer (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, pp. 31–35).

Sociodemographic background of the student

Students’ sociodemographic background was included in 16 studies reviewed here by
measuring educational attainment and occupational level of parents. Studies analyzing
educational attainment of parents come from a wide range of European countries,
whereas studies analyzing occupational level of parents have been conducted mainly in
a British context. There might be data protection laws at work in a number of countries,
which prevent inclusion of parental occupational level.

Although some of the studies showed mixed or even insignificant results, there is firm
evidence that high educational attainment of parents reduces the risk of dropout but plays
a much weaker role among transfer students. Concerning the occupational level of parents
(i.e., social class), it is not surprising that three studies find significant effects of parents’
occupational level on dropout, i.e., the higher the level the lower the dropout risk.
However, one further study obtained only insignificant findings and five other studies had
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mixed results. Half of these studies focused exclusively on medical students, so that we
can say that the relationship between the student’s sociodemographic background and
dropout is weaker among medical students (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, pp. 35–37).

External conditions

There are some conditions called “external” here that cannot be influenced by the
university. These conditions have been investigated by 14 studies, which were included
in this review. Conditions were divided into finanical situation and students working part-
time while studying.

The financial situation of students can vary considerably depending on whether they have
to pay tuition fees, whether there are grants or loans or scholarships available, or whether
there is financial support from the family. Furthermore, the situation might be different
for domestic and for international students. Altogether, 10 studies looked into students’
financial situation as a potential determinant of dropout. Despite the fact that one might
expect that financial hardship increases the risk of dropout, the findings of the studies
under review here are mixed. One UK study found that being a non-UK fee paying student
as compared to a UK fee paying student does not increase the risk of dropout. Another UK
study found that the likelihood of transfer is lower among non-UK fee-paying students
than it is among UK fee-paying students. Two other studies found that international
students are more prone to dropout than UK students unless they are self-financed. In
Germany, students from low-income families receive financial aid from the state. Germany
is also a country, which does not have tuition fees, not even for international students. A
German study found that students who receive financial aid from the state are less likely
to drop out than students who do not receive any financial support. The same study also
found that state financial assistance increases the likelihood of transfer. Overall, the
possible effects of students’ financial situation on dropout are mixed.

Not many studies have investigated the potential effects of having a (part-time) job while
studying on the risk of dropout. Only two studies included in this review have done so.
One study showed that working 20 hr per week or more greatly increases the risk of
dropout, whereas the other study obtained only insignificant results in terms of hours
spent on work while studying. Thus, it is not possible to establish any clear evidence for
this aspect (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, pp. 37–39).

Answering the Questions: What Is Dropout, Why Does It Occur, What can be Done to
Prevent or Reduce It?

The review and synthesis of findings from altogether 44 studies tried to establish what
kind of evidence is available to answer three questions: What is dropout? Why does it
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occur? And what can be done to prevent or reduce it? What follows is a summary of the
answers to these questions, which could be gained from the review.

What is dropout? The studies included in the review provide clear evidence that there are
different types of dropout, which are influenced by different factors. Voluntary dropout
often leads to transfer, either to another subject or to another university or both.
Involuntary dropout often leads to actual dropout from university studies altogether.
Involuntary dropout is largely predicted by factors at work before university entrance, for
example, by sociodemographic and socioeconomic background of the student and by prior
academic achievement in school. The likelihood of transfer is more strongly influenced by
factors occurring within the university but still related to personal dispositions and traits
of the student, for example, by a student’s motivation for study and his or her educational
goals. Furthermore, early dropout (e.g., in the first year) is different from and happens
more often than later dropout. Conditions that are external to the university influence late
dropout decisions rather than early ones. Transfer tends to happen early during a course
of study. There is only little evidence to what extent dropout has detrimental effects on
occupation, career, income, and use of skills as compared to graduates. For this aspect,
further research is needed.

Why does dropout occur? There is convincing evidence that dropout from university is a
complex and multifaceted phenomenon. Evidence is strongest that sociodemographic
background (i.e., parental level of education and their occupational status) and a student’s
personal characteristics (i.e., age, gender, and prior school achievements) affect the risk of
dropout and this holds true across most subjects (except for medical students) and more
often for male than for female students. Investing in institutional resources seems to work
as a way to reduce the risk of dropout; however, this aspect has been analyzed almost
exclusively in a British context. Improving a student’s academic integration and increasing
his or her motivation to put more effort into studying so that better progress can be
achieved are further ways to reduce the risk of dropout. However, increasing a student’s
motivation has been found to increase the risk of transfer.

What can be done to reduce or prevent dropout? This question has only very rarely been
touched upon in the studies included in the review. However, answers to the previous
question contain some pointers as to what can be done to reduce or prevent dropout,
e.g., increasing institutional resources and/or creating interventions to improve
academic and social integration, motivation, study skills, and study effort. The close
link between the second and the third questions is related to the fact that any activity
with the aim to reduce or prevent dropout can only be successful if it is implemented
based on sound knowledge why dropout occurs in the first place (Larsen, Sommersel,
et al., 2013, pp. 39–41).
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Finally a few points should be made concerning the limitations of this review. First, almost
all of the 44 studies included in this review investigated possible determinants of dropout
from university, whereas only three studies investigated possible effects of interventions
aimed at reducing or preventing dropout. Therefore, the evidence is not equal for all three
review questions. Second, the focus constitutes a potential bias toward findings obtained
through quantitative approaches at the expense of “softer” qualitative aspects, such as
student effort and satisfaction, study approach, and motivation. The frequent use of
university administrative data and national register data in these empirical studies tends
to neglect factors that can be influenced by the universities themselves, for example, in
terms of students’ academic and social integration. Thus, a sociological perspective is
emphasized at the expense of a pedagogic perspective, which might be a feature of the
research domain itself. Third, the choice of research design shows a striking lack of
process-based analytic approaches, such as path analysis. Fourth and finally, none of the
studies available for review have analyzed dropout phenomena across national borders.
All studies are country-specific (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 15f).

Conclusion: Implications for Research, Policy, and Practice

The review also made some recommendations addressed at researchers, policymakers,
and practitioners.

For the research field, the necessity emerged to establish a clearer concept of dropout and
distinguish between different types of dropout behavior, namely voluntary dropout/
transfer versus involuntary dropout, which is likely a dropout from university studies
altogether. These two types of dropout have clearly different academic and economic
consequences for the student and are based on different factors, prerequisites, and
conditions. A second recommendation emerged from the lack of knowledge about
possible effects of interventions aimed at reducing or preventing dropout. A greater use
of experimental designs in terms of studying interventions is recommended. The research
domain of student dropout could also benefit from a greater use of cohort/longitudinal
studies, which investigate the possible determinants of dropout in the framework of a
process-based and time-line perspective. The research domain would also profit from
research focusing more on factors that occur inside the university and which the
university can influence. The final recommendation pertains to transnational or interna-
tionally comparative studies in order to investigate potential effects of national-level
systems characteristics on dropout (Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 42f).

Concerning the field of policy and practice, altogether seven recommendations were made
addressed to the improvement of data availability and to conducting interventions
(Larsen, Sommersel, et al., 2013, p. 44f):
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– University authorities are encouraged to collect more and better administrative data,
which should include reasons for dropout and transfer preferably at the individual
level.

– University authorities and politicians should establish a student tracking system, for
example, by introducing a unique student code valid nationally.

– University authorities are also encouraged to track students by conducting more
post-exmatriculation follow-up surveys.

– University authorities should put more energy into setting up measures to reduce
dropout during the early phases of studies.

– However, measures to reduce or prevent dropout are not exclusively in the hands of
university authorities and policymakers. Therefore, it still seems that the best a
university can do is to exert some degree of selectivity and recruit academically more
able students.

– University authorities and policymakers could potentially reduce transfer rates by
improving information services at the time of application.

– Finally, university authorities and policymakers should realize that investing in
institutional resources has the potential to reduce dropout. This includes more
attention to the quality of teaching.
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