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ABSTRACT

This study reflects on the pivotal barriers of the university graduates’
employment for effective educational leadership and policymaking. For this
purpose, a qualitative approach and descriptive phenomenology method were
utilized. The sixteen participants were academic and research experts with
backgrounds in related research fields, selected through purposive snowball
sampling to reach theoretical saturation in the findings. Data collection was
carried out through semi-structured interviews, and the obtained data were
analyzed using the Graneheim and Lundman’s (2004) inductive approach of
content analysis. The findings indicated that the fundamental issues of higher
education graduates” employment in Iran are rooted in the misalignment of
university programs and curricula with the actual needs and skills of various
industry, society, and labor market sectors, the mismatch between the supply
and demand levels of graduates with the country's needs, the non-knowledge-
based nature of the economy, industries, and market of the country, the
prevalence of credentialism (degree as a sign of prestige) culture in education
and employment, and the lack of appropriate entrepreneurship culture and
training among university graduates. The study encapsulates three basic
concepts: First, one of the main reasons for the unemployment of university
graduates in Iran is the gap between academic education and the skills required
by the labor market. Second, effective interaction with the labor market is
considered the missing link in the management of Iran's academic system.
Third, the academic education process in Iran emphasizes scientific theories
rather than the integration of theory and practice and skill-based training.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

University graduate unemployment in Iran has emerged as a critical
challenge. Although higher education offers in-depth theoretical
training, many graduates are inadequately prepared for the evolving
demands of the modern labor market. Rapid industrial changes and the
rise of knowledge-based sectors have accentuated the gap between
academic instruction and practical job skills. This study investigates the
root barriers undermining the effective employment of university
graduates, aiming to provide educational leaders and policymakers with
insights to reform curricula and foster better alignment between
academic offerings and industry needs.

Research Questions

This study is guided by a central question: How does the misalignment
between university curricula and the evolving demands of the labor
market contribute to graduate unemployment in lran?

Literature Review

Recent economic and social transformations have increasingly
underscored the necessity of revising the objectives of higher education.
Rahimi (1401) contends that strengthening the link between educational
systems and the labor market’s economic needs is essential for
achieving broad societal goals and reducing graduate unemployment.
In parallel, Hadi Zadeh et al. (1399) emphasize the importance of
competence-based curricula, arguing that flexibility, rapid adaptation to
technological advancements, pre-employment assessments of
professional competency, creativity training, and the promotion of
entrepreneurial spirit are fundamental for developing employability
skills. Furthermore, Rezavi et al. (1398) report that limited prospects
for employment after graduation lead to dissatisfaction, a sense of
futility, and ultimately brain drain, which underscores the potential
benefits of enhancing graduates’ employment optimism. Additionally,
Darvishan et al. (1398) propose a model of employability skills
organized around three categories—hard, soft, and cognitive—and,
based on interviews with recruitment officers and market entrepreneurs,
advocate for integrating these skills into university curricula, calling on
the Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology (MSTRT) to
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prioritize this alignment during curriculum reform. Moreover, Ho et al.
(2022), through a case study in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, identify
key determinants of graduates’ unemployment, including inadequacies
in professional competencies, misalignment between available job
opportunities and career orientations, deficits in technical skills, and
unfavorable labor market conditions. Herbert et al. (2020) further
examine the employment outlook and job readiness of graduates amid
growing global challenges, highlighting that the development of a
work-ready culture and enhanced professional preparedness are crucial
for facilitating a smoother transition from education to employment.
Finally, the research of Dubey and Tiwari (2020) and Thirunavukarasu
et al. (2020) point to a significant gap between university curricula and
the practical skills demanded by the labor market as the primary
contribution to graduates’ unemployment. However, these studies make
a compelling case for a comprehensive overhaul of the higher education
system in order to effectively align it with contemporary economic,
technological, and market challenges.

Methodology

A qualitative approach was adopted to explore the nuanced experiences
and insights of experts in higher education and employment research.
Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with 16
academic and research specialists. Participants were selected using
purposive snowball sampling. The interviews provided us an in-depth
examination of the various dimensions of the educational system’s
failure to meet practical labor market requirements. We used the
Graneheim and Lundman’s (2004) inductive approach to content
analysis during data analysis procedure. This method facilitated the
emergence of key themes that highlight the gap between academic
preparation and market demands.

Results

The findings revealed several interrelated themes, each contributing to
the overarching problem of graduates’ unemployment. First, there is a
clear curricular mismatch: university programs are predominantly
theoretical, neglecting the practical skills essential for success in
industry. Second, the study found evidence of ineffective market
integration. The weak interaction between academia and the labor
market has led to outdated educational practices and a failure to
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incorporate real-time industry insights into academic programming.
Lastly, the research sheds light on a pervasive culture of credentialism
(degree as a sign of prestige) where the emphasis on acquiring formal
degrees overshadows the development of practical, hands-on skills.
Additionally, the deficiency in entrepreneurship education further
limits graduates’ abilities to innovate and pursue self-employment
opportunities.

Discussion

These results underscore systemic challenges within Iran’s higher
education framework. The dominant focus on theoretical knowledge,
with minimal exposure to practical applications, leaves graduates ill-
prepared for the rapidly changing work environment. The lack of
substantial collaboration between universities and industry results in
programs that inadequately reflect current market realities. Moreover,
the cultural inclination towards valuing academic credentials over
tangible skills exacerbates the skill gap, undermining graduates’
competitiveness in the labor market. Addressing these issues requires a
comprehensive overhaul of educational strategies, including curriculum
reform that integrates practical training and the establishment of robust
university—industry partnerships. Fostering a culture that encourages
entrepreneurial thinking is also essential to stimulate innovation and
create alternative pathways for employment.

Conclusion

The study highlights that the primary driver of graduates’
unemployment in lIran is the significant misalignment between
academic curricula and the practical needs of the labor market.
Resolving this gap is based on goal-oriented policy reforms and
educational initiatives that blend theoretical knowledge with hands-on
skill training, enhance industry collaboration, and cultivate an
entrepreneurial mindset among students.
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