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When I was discussing with my wife what this speech should be about she advised me 
to look at some of the commencement speeches on youtube, you know, the speeches 
when a famous actor or business person talks to American college graduates in their 
early twenties about “how they should spread their wings and fly”. – and while this was 
tempting, you will all agree with me that much of the advice directed at young college 
kids might be only of limited relevance for you, since most of you have done a fair 
amount of “flying” – having held important jobs as teachers, pedagogues, social 
workers or nurses before (Steve Job’s commencement speech at Stanford from 2005 
can be recommended anyhow – and I found Monica Lewinsky’s  recent and possibly 
only public speech quite interesting). But sticking to the metaphor of flying- you have 
possibly done your biggest leap in your life by choosing to take up a kandidats 
education here, possibly leaving a safe job and safe environment and choosing a path 
with uncertain outcomes. I am sure that some of you have doubted your decision 
sometimes on the way when you struggled to write an essay about Dewey, Bourdieu or 
if you were so unlucky to sit in my class and had to learn about quantitative methods 
and the chi² test.  Was it really worth it? How can I use all of this theoretical knowledge 
in the real world? 

What I want to do today is to congratulate you on your courageous decisions to 
embark on this uncertain journey and provide direct you towards some “research 
based” evidence that shows you that you made the right choice! After that I would like 
the opportunity to question some arguments made by those who continuously criticize 
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the humanities (or humanities bashing) in Denmark – a trend which is possibly 
culminating right now in light of the new policy proposal by minister Sofie Carsten 
Nielsen regarding the “dimensionering” or the extreme cutting of a variety of 
humanities programs in Danish higher education. Finally I will point out some the skills 
you acquired while studying here – and how they will benefit you for the rest of your 
life! 

So what does education do? Not surprisingly there is an overwhelming body of 
literature that shows that education has positive effects on almost all important life 
outcomes. I chose the term life outcomes on purpose because education does not only 
influence how you fare on the labor market, whether you will find a job, how much 
money you will make or what kind of position you will attain but education also has 
substantial effect on your health, your well-being as well as cosmopolitan values or 
political tolerance. 

Education and health 

Starting with health: The nobel prize winning economist James Heckman,who is 
possibly best known by education researchers in Denmark for his ground breaking 
research on the importance of early childhood education, has done a fair share of 
research about how education affects health. In a paper based on the British Cohort 
Study, a longitudinal study that follows individuals born in one week the year 1970 and 
follows these individuals over a long period of time Heckman and colleagues (2010) can 
show that in the year 2000, when these respondents are 30 years old, those with more 
education as opposed to less education, have higher hourly wages and are more often 
permanently employed. This can be expected - but what Heckmann and colleagues can 
also show is that education leads to more regular exercise, less obesity, less smoking, 
less depression and less “poor health” in general. Oh – and finally they also show that 
the 30 year olds with more education less often report that they have ever consumed 
cannabis. Here we can of course question whether these results would equally apply to 
Denmark! If you now think that these results might not apply to you – or if you feel like 
an average effect of education does possibly not capture the possible benefits of an 
extra two year degree on top of a bachelor degree – do not despair! There is another 



3 
 

paper by Swedish sociologists Jenny Torssander and Robert Erikson that explores the 
association between education and mortality. Based on Swedish register data they 
followed individuals that were between 30 and 59 years old in 1990 for the next 
thirteen years. They differentiate between graduates with a university degree that 
takes up to three years and graduates with a degree that takes three years and longer. 
– In other words the difference between those with a medium-long and a long type of 
higher education. They come to the conclusion that the – and I use their terminology – 
relative death risk varies substantially across education. Those with more education die 
less often in the observed time span – and interesting for you – there is a small but 
significant difference between graduates with medium as opposed to long higher 
education. So if you feel like you wasted your time here in the past two or more years 
(and I sure do not hope so) - but you might get this time back by outliving your peers 
with a medium-long higher education degree. 

Education and family formation 

So how about other life domains such as finding a partner, marrying or even having 
children. Would we expect that acquiring more education has an effect here? Yes – 
very much so! Among others there is a paper by Isen and Stevens (2010) – based on 
U.S. American women that shows that – and I quote “college educated women marry 
later, have fewer children, are less likely to view marriage as “financial security”, are 
happier in their marriages and with their family life.  They are also least likely to 
divorce. Apparently the findings are not quite as pronounced for men – but still – more 
education seems to have positive consequences even for family life.  

And while I am here today to focus on the positive aspects of education – acquiring 
more education is not always the best in terms of finding a partner. Apparently, some 
men are scared of highly educated women. 

Cosmopolitan values 

Finally, more education will also affect how one sees the world. In some of my own 
work I look at the relationship between education and cosmopolitan values. 
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Cosmopolitanism is a fancy concept invented by social scientists but it could probably 
be best described as – and here I quote Held (2002): 

“the recognition of the increasing interconnectedness of political communities in  

diverse domains and the celebration of difference, diversity while being able to reason  

from the point of view of others  

In a study of six European countries, including Denmark, we find that those with more 
education tend to display much more of these cosmopolitan values.  

To conclude this section – acquiring more education will have positive effects for 
almost all facets of life.  

In the second part of this speech I would like to address some of the recent  -or not so 
recent critique of the humanities.  

Critiques might argue that the previously discussed findings are not differentiated 
enough – and that most types of education while bring positive effects, this is not the 
case for the humanities. Stereotypes would say that a degree in philosophy for 
example does not have enough relevance for the labor market. And while I think myself 
that we as educators could get better at preparing our students for the labor market, 
maybe allowing for a time of study without thinking about the concrete employment 
possibilities is quite advantageous – and possibly connected to the number of positive 
outcomes of education. It is true that degrees in the humanities, and that also applies 
to most of our kandidat- programs, do not have a concrete occupational profile – such 
as the study of law or medical science. But I would argue that a lower degree of 
occupational specificity – that is how the sociologists call it – is also advantageous for a 
modern economy like the Danish one. Many of the new jobs with new requirements 
both in the private sector and the public sector have diffuse requirements – and 
particularly your education enables you to take on the new and m complicated tasks.  

Implementing a lawnmower type of reform, like the one currently suggested by 
minister Sofie Carsten Nielsen, typically does not account for these developments. The 
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reform also does not account for the fact that unemployment is in most cases a 
transient phenomenon – humanities graduates typically need more time to find stable 
employment then other graduates do – but in the end most of them will find job in 
various industries. Of course, if one takes a snaphshot view of the labor market, .e.g. 
looks at unemployment of a group of graduates at one point in time, these finer 
differences disappear.  

Finally, let me tell you that the unit set of skills you acquired during this kandidats-
education on top on a firm basis of your professional education, is not something that 
can be produced or shipped of in China – as much as we like the global economy.  

 

So all in all – please be proud of your achievement as a graduate – and I wish you the 
best of luck and happiness for the future! 


