Sample design REFLEX version 6 October 2004
Generally speaking, the group that we focus on in the project are graduates from higher education that have more or less 5 years of experience since leaving higher education. 
The operational definition is: graduates from ISCED 5A who got their degree in the academic year 1999/2000. 

This operational definition involves several issues:

1. Which types of higher education do we include?

We restrict the sample to graduates of ISCED 5A (bachelors and masters or equivalent). These are programmes at the first stage of tertiary education that are “largely theoretically based and are intended to provide sufficient qualifications for gaining entry to advanced research programmes and professions with high skills requirements” (ISCED manual, p. 23). 
We exclude graduates from ISCED 5B as these programmes are more practically oriented. The graduates of these programmes do not qualify as the high level professionals we seek to investigate in our project.
Graduates of the second stage of tertiary education (ISCED 6) do of course qualify as high level professionals. However, for practical reasons we will not include them in the sample definition as most countries have no good registers of graduates from this level. Of course, graduates from ISCED 5 A who follow a doctorate track after leaving ISCED 5A are included in the sample (although they may still be in education).

We will follow the national conversion into ISCED 5A and sample in principal all programmes that – according to the national statistics offices – belong to ISCED 5A, with the exception of the following categories:

· We will exclude intermediary exams that are not considered as points of exit to the labour market. These are usually intermediary or first exams from which almost all graduates proceed to a next phase of the same programme. In those cases, the sample will be taken from the graduates of the next phase.
· We will exclude postgraduate programs. These are usually considered as training related to the occupational career. Information on this will be gathered in the questionnaire.
The national sample design may require to exclude other programmes as well for practical reasons. Each country will provide a list of programmes in ISCED 5A that are excluded from the national sample design. All exceptions will need to be motivated.
2. Which cohort will we take?

The project focuses on the careers of highly skilled professionals. The first ten years of these careers follow more or less the following pattern: an initial phase of transition to the labour market in which the focus is on job search and integration into the labour market, a second phase in which essential professional expertise is gained and career patterns start to crystallize and a third phase in which graduates assume greater responsibility on the basis of their increasing professional expertise. Appropriate moments to survey these careers should correspond more or less with the transitions between these phases. These are points in time when graduates are well placed to reflect on their experiences in the current or earlier phases, as well as on their expectations with respect to the phase they are about to enter. In our view these points are 1-2 years after graduation, some 5 years after graduation and some 10 years after graduation. 

In the REFLEX project we will focus on the group that is nearing the end of the second phase, implying that the survey will take place five years after graduation. As the survey will be held in spring 2005, this will refer to the graduates of the academic year 1999-2000.

For operational reasons we will define the academic year as the period between 1 October 1999 and 30 September 2000. Although in most countries the academic year formally starts on September 1, students who graduate in the first month of an academic year are usually considered as graduates of the previous academic year. In countries that follow a different definition of academic year, the cohort will be changed accordingly (e.g. in Japan the cohort will be taken from the academic year 1 April 1999 – 30 March 2000). Also in some countries it may be more practical to take the sample from the year 2000 instead of the academic year 1999-2000.
Also for operational reasons, we will sample graduation cohorts instead of outflow cohorts. Some graduates continue their studies in higher education and enter the labour market a few years later. They will therefore have less than 5 years of experience and cannot directly be compared with graduates who immediately after graduation went into the labour market. Considering the lack of good registers in countries on who stayed in education and who did not, there is no alternative but to sample graduation cohorts. In the analyses, we will distinguish the different groups where necessary.

3. How to treat special groups?

In principal, we include in the sample design everybody who graduated in an ISCED 5A programme in the reference period. This includes foreign students who got their degree in the reference country, students who after graduation moved to another country, part-time students, distance learners etc. Countries will report on any specific difficulties they will engage in sampling specific groups. Distance learners will be excluded if they have not obtained a full ISCED 5A degree. 

4. Sample size

The net number of cases in the final data set in all countries is planned to be (at least) 2000. Depending on the anticipated response rate in each country, the sample size will be determined accordingly.
5. Sampling procedure
To increase the efficiency of the sample, we will use stratified sampling. The strata to be used are dependent on the national context, but could include categories like type of HE (e.g. university and fachhochschule), sector of study (e.g. health care, humanities), region etc. It is recommended to combine stratification criteria (e.g. type of HE and sector). The weights for each stratum will be equal to the proportion in the population, so that re-weighting is not necessary (except to correct for differences in response rate). 
In some countries a two-stage sampling procedure will be followed: first a sample of institutes of HE and at a second stage a random sample within these institutes. 
In some countries, random sampling would lead us to include hundreds of HE institutions in the sample, each with only a small number of graduates. In the REFLEX project we would like to be able to look at differences between HE institutes as well. Given the total number of 2.000 graduates per country, this kind of analysis would require an average of 40-50 graduates per institution. Therefore we recommend to include not more than 50 HE institutes in the sample (unless, the national sample will be increased for national purposes). The minimum number of HE institutes is dependent on the extent of differentiation within the country and the requirements regarding the representativeness of the sample. For most countries we recommend to include a minimum of 30-40 HE institutes (or all institutes if there are less than 30-40). 

