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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and explain the multilevel factors influencing the employability of students in Iragi public
universities to propose a localized model bridging higher education and the labor market. This qualitative research employed
a grounded theory approach within an interpretivist paradigm. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews with 20 key stakeholders, including faculty members of public universities, executive managers, higher education
policymakers, and private sector representatives. Purposeful sampling with maximum variation continued until theoretical
saturation was reached. Data analysis followed Strauss and Corbin’s systematic coding steps—open, axial, and selective—
and was supported by MAXQDA software for data organization and management. Analysis revealed that employability is
shaped by the interplay of micro-level factors such as education quality and relevance, employment-related regulations and
standards, professional and occupational factors, and organizational structures within universities. These influences are
moderated by individual and personal attributes, including perseverance, self-confidence, motivation, and key personal skills
such as digital literacy, teamwork, problem-solving, and proficiency in English. Additionally, macro-level political,
economic, social, and cultural contexts create overarching opportunities or constraints that shape graduates’ employability
potential. Employability is a complex and multilayered construct requiring integrated action across higher education,
institutional policy, and personal capability development. Strengthening university—industry collaboration, redesigning
curricula aligned with market needs, and fostering students’ transferable and digital skills are essential to narrowing the gap
between education and employment in Irag.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In many developing nations, graduate employability has emerged as a critical benchmark for evaluating the
responsiveness of higher education systems to dynamic labor market demands. Once defined narrowly as the
capacity to secure employment soon after graduation, employability is now understood as a multifaceted and
evolving construct that encompasses technical competencies, transferable skills, professional attitudes, and the
capacity to adapt to rapid technological and socio-economic change (Bonnard, 2020; Eimer & Bohndick,
2023). The global labor market’s increasing volatility has underscored the inadequacy of models that focus
solely on hard skills, calling instead for comprehensive frameworks that integrate experiential learning,
personal development, and institutional support (Fantinelli et al., 2024).

Yet, in many contexts, particularly in the Middle East, the translation of employability theory into practice
remains problematic. Iraq presents an especially complex case, where the mismatch between higher education
outputs and the labor market has resulted in persistently high unemployment rates among university graduates
(Al-Jubouri et al., 2022). The country’s labor market is heavily dominated by the public sector, and graduates
often lack the diverse skill set and adaptability required by the private sector (Encinas & Mirabent, 2022).
Meanwhile, most existing employability frameworks are Western in origin and fail to account for Iraq’s unique
political, economic, and cultural conditions (Ghoran, 2023; Salahian-Imran & Ein-Khah, 2023).

The literature increasingly calls for localized, evidence-based models that can bridge the gap between higher
education and employment in such settings. Studies have demonstrated the importance of integrating labor
market needs into curriculum design and enhancing university—industry collaboration to foster job readiness
(Khan et al., 2025; Phusavat et al., 2025). Experiential and practice-oriented learning opportunities, such as
structured internships, project-based assignments, and real-world simulations, have been found to strengthen
the transfer of academic knowledge to practical workplace competencies (Boelt et al., 2022; Fantinelli et al.,
2024). However, these opportunities are still underdeveloped in Iraq’s public universities, where bureaucratic
rigidity and limited resources hinder dynamic engagement with the private sector (Al-Jubouri et al., 2022).
Equally critical are individual and personal attributes, which act as moderators in the employability process.
Self-efficacy, growth mindset, perseverance, and motivation can strengthen the impact of institutional and
curricular reforms (Ein-Khah, 2023; Kashani Yazdi, 2022; Khayati, 2021). Without targeted strategies to
build these psychological and interpersonal skills, structural changes alone may fail to produce long-term
employability gains (Farang, 2022; Mirghafari, 2023). Moreover, macro-level socio-political conditions,
such as economic instability, social and gender inequities, and shifting policy priorities, exert a powerful



Nk drwgi g Cw§ (Sigel

influence on both opportunities and perceptions of employability (Al-Jubouri et al., 2022; Encinas &
Mirabent, 2022).

Given these complex, multi-layered dynamics, there is an urgent need for context-sensitive research to map
the real drivers of employability in Iraq’s public universities. Building on global insights but grounded in local
realities, the present study aimed to identify and theorize the factors shaping graduate employability through a
grounded theory approach. By engaging multiple key stakeholders—including academics, policymakers, and
private sector representatives—this study offers a localized conceptual framework that captures the interplay
of micro-, meso-, and macro-level forces affecting the employment readiness of Iraqi graduates.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study adopted a grounded theory methodology situated within the interpretivist paradigm to
deeply explore the complex and context-specific dynamics influencing employability. Twenty participants
were purposefully selected for maximum diversity, including faculty members from Iragi public universities,
higher education policymakers, executive managers, and representatives of the private sector. Semi-structured,
in-depth interviews lasting 45-60 minutes were conducted to gather rich, experiential data. Interviews were
audio-recorded with informed consent, transcribed verbatim, and subjected to open, axial, and selective coding
following Strauss and Corbin’s systematic procedures. Data were analyzed concurrently with collection to
enable iterative refinement of categories and theoretical constructs. MAXQDA software facilitated data
organization, coding, and memo writing. Rigor was enhanced through member checking, continuous
comparison, and the triangulation of participant roles and perspectives.

Findings

The analysis revealed employability as a dynamic outcome emerging from the interaction of multi-level
factors. At the micro-institutional level, four dominant clusters of influences were identified: education and
curriculum quality, professional and occupational factors, laws and regulations, and organizational and
structural conditions within universities. Participants emphasized that outdated curricula, lack of alignment
with labor market demands, and minimal experiential learning opportunities weakened graduates’ job
readiness. Limited access to internships, practical workshops, and real-world projects further widened the gap
between theory and practice. Additionally, bureaucratic rigidity, inadequate funding, and weak career support
services emerged as systemic barriers.

Beyond institutional and structural drivers, individual and personal attributes acted as critical mediators.
Personal traits such as self-confidence, perseverance, intrinsic motivation, and a growth-oriented mindset were
seen to amplify the benefits of quality education and institutional support. Similarly, transferable skills—
including digital literacy, problem-solving, teamwork, time management, and professional communication—
enabled graduates to navigate employment barriers and adapt to diverse work environments. Participants noted
that even under suboptimal structural conditions, graduates with these competencies were better able to create
or identify opportunities.

Finally, the broader macro-environmental context shaped the overall employability landscape. Economic
volatility, political instability, and social and gender-based discrimination directly affected both the availability
of quality jobs and the confidence of employers in hiring graduates. Many respondents highlighted the strong
cultural preference for public sector employment as an additional deterrent to entrepreneurial or private sector
engagement. Fluctuations in national labor market policies and inadequate investment in youth employment
programs further constrained opportunities.

Taken together, these findings culminated in a conceptual model positioning employability as a complex,
systemic construct influenced by the interplay of micro-level educational and institutional conditions, meso-
level personal and psychological factors, and macro-level environmental forces.

Discussion and Conclusion
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This study advances the understanding of graduate employability in developing contexts by providing an
empirically grounded and contextually relevant model for Iraq’s public universities. The findings underscore
that employability is neither an automatic outcome of higher education nor a solely individual responsibility;
rather, it is shaped by synergistic and mutually reinforcing interactions across educational, institutional,
personal, and environmental levels (Bonnard, 2020; Eimer & Bohndick, 2023).

One of the most salient insights concerns the pivotal role of curriculum relevance and experiential learning.
Echoing global scholarship (Boelt et al., 2022; Fantinelli et al., 2024), the study demonstrates that mere
expansion of academic content without aligning it to real market demands perpetuates graduate skill
mismatches. Experiential components such as structured internships, collaborative industry projects, and
hands-on digital skill development were consistently identified as transformative. These results support
international calls for practice-oriented pedagogy and dynamic university—industry collaboration (Khan et al.,
2025; Phusavat et al., 2025), yet also highlight the urgent need to adapt such practices to Iraq’s unique
institutional limitations.

The moderating influence of personal attributes confirms previous research emphasizing the psychological and
soft skill dimensions of employability (Khayati, 2021; Mirghafari, 2023). While system-level reforms are
essential, their effectiveness depends significantly on students’ self-efficacy, motivation, and adaptability.
Similar to studies in other Middle Eastern contexts (Farang, 2022; Kashani Yazdi, 2022), the findings
illustrate that equipping students with resilience and growth mindset can partially offset structural deficits.
Therefore, comprehensive employability strategies must integrate personal development initiatives such as
career counseling, soft skills training, and mentorship programs alongside curriculum reform.

Moreover, the results confirm the powerful influence of Iraq’s macro-context. Persistent economic uncertainty,
political turbulence, and cultural preferences for government employment shape both supply and demand in
the labor market (Al-Jubouri et al., 2022; Encinas & Mirabent, 2022). This underscores the inadequacy of
simply importing Western employability models, which often assume stable economies and diversified private
sectors (Ghoran, 2023; Salahian-Imran & Ein-Khah, 2023). A successful employability framework for Iraq
must therefore address systemic policy barriers and advocate for economic diversification, gender inclusion,
and targeted youth employment programs.

In conclusion, this study contributes to both theory and practice by offering a locally validated, multi-
dimensional understanding of employability. It reinforces the call to view employability not as a linear or
isolated concept but as an ecosystem shaped by coordinated action across educational reform, institutional
support, personal capacity building, and macro-level policy development. Strengthening the alignment
between university outputs and labor market demands, investing in experiential and skill-based learning, and
fostering personal and social capital among students can narrow Iraq’s education-to-employment gap. By
grounding employability frameworks in the lived realities of local stakeholders, this research provides
actionable insights for universities, policymakers, and industry partners seeking to cultivate a more
competitive, adaptable, and resilient graduate workforce.
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