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Australia’s competitiveness in human capital: findings from the World Economic 

Forum's Human Capital Report, 2015 

The World Economic Forum’s (WEF) Human Capital Report 2015 ranks 124 countries on their "human 

capital endowment". That is, the skills and capacities of Australia's people and the way in which they 

work productively to generate benefits for both individuals and the economy.  

In the 2015 report, Australia's "human capital endowment" improved to 13th place in 2015, from 19th 

place in 2013.1 Australia is ranked 3rd in the Asia and Pacific region, behind Japan and New Zealand, 

and 13th in the high-income group (where the population has an average annual income of US$12,746 or 

more). 

While the overall rankings are creditable, though short of excellent, some of the results, particularly for 

younger age groups are of considerable concern. In particular, Australia ranks 29th for the under-15 age 

group and the quality of our primary schools is placed 19th globally. Further, Australia is only ranked 57th 

for primary enrolment rate and 46th for secondary enrolment rate compared to other countries in 2015.  

Low ranking in these areas may drag our overall rankings down over coming years and decades. 

Table 1: WEF Human Capital Index (HCI) 2015: the Top 20 

Rank Country / economy Rank Country / economy 

1 Finland  
 

11 Austria 

2 Norway 12 Ireland 

3 Switzerland 13 Australia 

4 Canada 14 France 

5 Japan 15 Slovenia 

6 Sweden 16 Estonia 

7 Denmark 17 United States 

8 Netherlands 18 Lithuania 

9 New Zealand 19 United Kingdom 

10 Belgium 20 Iceland 

In 2015, the WEF ranked Finland as having the world's best "human capital endowment", followed 

closely by Norway. Other northern European countries, and Canada, Japan and New Zealand also 

featured in the top 10 (see Tables 1 and 2).These leaders are all high-income economies that devote 

                                                 
1
  The WEF Human Capital Report commenced in 2013 and 2015 is the 2

nd
 edition. The methodology for constructing the 

Human Capital index has changed between 2013 and 2015. For further details, see the WEF Report. 



 

 

considerable resources to high educational attainment and have a large share of high-skilled 

employment in their labour markets.   

2015 survey detail: Australia’s competitiveness in human capital  

In the 2015 Human Capital Index (HCI), Australia performed at or above the WEF average for the high-

income group. The HCI assesses a country's human capital using five age bands. These are designed to 

capture the major phases in a typical individual's human capital development lifecycle, as well as a 

country's demographic structure (see Chart 1). 

Among the five age bands that make up each country's "human capital endowment" and its ability to 

invest in and deploy human capital in 2015, Australia is ranked: 

 29th for the Under 15 Age Group, with the quality of Australia's primary schools placed 19th 

globally. Of more concern, Australia is only ranked 57th place for primary enrolment rates and 46th 

for secondary enrolment rates compared to other countries in 2015. 

 6th for the 15-24 Age Group. 

o number 1 in the world for youth literacy, 

o number 1 for both primary and secondary education attainment rates for this age group, 

o 5th for tertiary enrolment rates, 

o 21st for its vocational enrolment rate, 

o 19th for the overall quality of Australia's education system, 

o 64th for the "skill diversity" of this age group, 

o 54th for youth unemployment,  

o 58th for youth underemployment and  

o 22nd for long-term youth unemployment for 15-24 year olds. 

 19th for the 25-54 Age Group. 

o 2nd for secondary education attainment rate for this age group, 

o 12th for tertiary education attainment for this age group, 

o Reflecting the weakness in Australian employment growth in 2015, for this particular age 

group, Australia is ranked 37th for its national unemployment, 34th for underemployment rate, 

o 36th for the employment gender gap, and  

o 69th for its labour force participation rate for this age group. 

 10th for the 55-64 Age Group:  

o 1st  for healthy life expectancy, 

o 8th for tertiary education attainment rate for this age group,  

o 57th for labour force participation rate, 



 

 

o 52nd for the unemployment rate and 50th for the underemployment rate for this age group. 

 14th for the 65 and Over Age Group.  

o 80th for labour force participation rate for this age group, 

o 4th  for healthy life expectancy, 

o 14th for tertiary education attainment rate. 

More broadly, in 2015, Australia is ranked globally: 

 27th for the provision of staff training and employee development by local companies,  

 69th for "economic complexity", or the amount of productive knowledge and skills its economy 

holds, as measured based on the sophistication of its export products, 

 12th for the number of high-skilled workers as a share of total employment and 33rd for medium 

skilled employment, and 

 30th for "ease of finding skilled employees". 



 

 

Appendix: About the WEF Human Capital Report, 2015 

The Human Capital Report 2015 is published by the World Economic Forum by constructing the Human 

Capital Index (HCI) to measure a nation's human capital endowment. Research for the Report is 

conducted by the WEF and its network of over 160 Partner Institutes covering 124 countries, which help 

administer the questionnaire around the world. The survey is used in conjunction with many other public 

data sources in the production of this Report. Ai Group is the WEF’s Partner Institute in Australia. The 

full list of Partner Institutes is available at http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2013-

14/GCR_PartnerInstitutes_2013-14.pdf 

Further information about the WEF and the Human Capital Report 2015 is available at: 

https://files.weforum.org/h18pxsga 

Table 2: WEF HCI 2015 detailed rankings by age group: the Top 10 
Rank Under Age 15  Age 15-24  Age 25-54  Age 55-64 Age 65 and over 

1 Finland  
 

Canada Finland New Zealand Japan 

2 Ireland Finland Switzerland Japan Norway 

3 Singapore Norway Sweden Norway New Zealand 

4 New Zealand Netherlands Norway Sweden Denmark 

5 Japan Switzerland Japan Canada Germany 

6 Barbados Australia Denmark Finland Switzerland 

7 Belgium United States Netherlands Denmark Finland 

8 Cyprus Austria Germany Switzerland Canada 

9 Netherlands Denmark Belgium Germany Ukraine 

10 Estonia New Zealand France Australia Austria 

 

Chart 1: Structure of the Human Capital Index, 2015 
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