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The current interpretive qualitative study explored the 
relevance of higher education programs to job market 
demands. This study aimed to get opinions of 
participants on the relevance of higher education 
programs with labour market needs, and potential 
strategies to enhance alignment of academic 
competencies with employability outcomes. A semi-
structured interview protocol was used to collect data. 
Fifteen participants (faculty members, HoDs/senior 
administrators, representatives of Quality Assurance 
Cell) at public and private sector universities of Punjab 
province were selected through purposive sampling. 
The collected data were analyzed through thematic 
analysis. The findings revealed that non-alignment of 
curriculum with market needs, traditional and 
outdated teaching methodologies and limited soft skills 
development caused un-employability and 
dissatisfaction on the part of the industry.  In addition, 
poor industry-academia collaboration and limited 
professional guidelines hindered graduate 
employability. These findings highlighted a pressing 
need for policy-level reforms, innovative teaching 
practices, and systematic changes that prioritize 
practical, future-ready, and entrepreneurial 
competencies.  
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Introduction 
In today's rapidly changing world, the 

relationship between the ability of graduates to 
find employment and the level of education they 
have received is a major concern for everyone. 
This is because economies are increasingly 
demanding a professionally competent, skilled 
and adaptable workforce, so the relevance of 
higher education programs to market needs plays 
an important role in preparing graduates for 
successful transitions into the workforce. In 
recent years, the mismatch between labour 
market demands and higher education outputs 
has become a major issue, particularly in 
emerging nations such as Pakistan. 
Unfortunately, there is a gap between what the 
stakeholders or employers demand and what 
higher education institutions are producing (Al 
Hinai et al., 2020). 

Throughout the world, higher education is 
facing remarkable challenges. Over the years, 
there has been a huge transition in Higher 
education, from a predominantly knowledge-
based approach to a more holistic focus on 
developing practical skills, critical thinking 
abilities, and problem-solving competencies. This 
shift in emphasis reflects the recognition that 
employers seek graduates who possess not only 
theoretical knowledge but also the capacity to 
apply that knowledge effectively in real-world 
contexts. Numerous recently released scientific 
studies (Manaf, 2021; Zimmer & Keiper, 2021) 
have emphasized the critical and timely challenge 
of curriculum alignment to close the gap between 
university-acquired skills and the relevant skills 
that are essential in the labour market. Aljohani 
et al. (2022) suggested that academics and 
curriculum developers must keep an eye on the 
job market to incorporate the required and most 
demanded skills in their curriculum. Students are 
increasingly looking for programs that offer 
rigorous coursework (Nagy, 2006).  

Universities are expected to place more focus 
on meeting the expectations of students and 
evaluating the demands of the job market, and 
make necessary reforms in their offerings to meet 
those expectations (Aljohani et al., 2022). At the 

time of graduation, students must have learnt to 
become successful professionals ready to meet 
the demands of their jobs (Nilsson, 2020).   
Problem Statement 

Pakistan is a developing nation that works 
hard to uphold its diplomatic, economic, and 
cultural influence throughout the world. It is 
also facing the problem of a youth bulge, as 
Faisal et al. (2019) reported the status of youth 
from the National Human Development Report 
2017, as 64% of the whole population is under 
30 years in Pakistan. If youth here are not 
efficiently and proficiently engaged and their 
dependency ratio on their elders remains high, 
they will become a threat to the progress of the 
nation. Pakistan LFS survey (2021) reports that 
the youth fall in between the category of 25 to 
34 years of age, comprising 75.9% of the 
unemployed working age population. 

Despite increasing university enrolments, 
many graduates struggle to find jobs due to a 
mismatch between education and industry 
demands. Out of the whole population, 4.5 
million people in Pakistan are currently 
unemployed as per the Pakistan Labour Force 
Survey 2021 (Pakistan LFS, 2021). Therefore, 
there is a dire need to find a solution to 
unemployability by reducing the skill gap for 
university students with respect to market 
requirements. 
Research Objectives 
The following are the objectives of the study: 
1. To assess the alignment of higher education 

curricula with labour market needs. 
2. To evaluate teaching methodologies for their 

relevance to employability. 
3. To explore strategies for enhancing industry-

academia collaboration. 
4. To recommend systemic reforms for 

graduate employability. 
Research Questions 
The study answered the following questions: 
1. Are the teaching methodologies used in 

universities in Pakistan relevant to job 
market demands?  

2. What are the specific gaps between academic 
curricula and market needs? 
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3. What are the specific gaps between academia 
and industry? 

4. What are the possible strategies to align 
higher education with industrial needs? 

Review of Literature 
Higher education institutions are under 

pressure to develop skilled and competitive 
human resources in the modern global 
knowledge-based economy. Significant macro-
environmental shifts, such as globalization and 
technological advancements, have heightened 
the demand for professional education (Bhagra & 
Sharma, 2018). Industries are now in search of 
leaders with a global perspective who can 
navigate and address environmental 
uncertainties (Nusrat & Sultana, 2019). To 
enhance employability skills, universities must 
play a crucial role in a country's economic 
development and should be viewed as catalysts 
for broader change (Suleman, 2018).  
Additionally, universities need to equip graduates 
with practical and relevant skills that are aligned 
with the needs of employers (Mason et al., 2009).  
Alignment of Higher Education with Job Market 
Demands 

Higher education is crucial to the modern, 
post-industrial economy because it provides the 
trained labour necessary to ensure future 
prosperity. In order to improve the employability 
of the graduates, the universities should 
therefore increase the opportunities for 
internships and industrial tours, and host 
seminars on the hiring process before students 
graduate. (Aboagye & Puoza, 2021). 

Tomlinson (2017) presented a graduate 
capital model suggesting that higher education 
institutions prepare students for employability 
using a more comprehensive way. He emphasized 
the importance of not only developing technical 
skills but also identity, resilience, and social 
networks to better prepare students for a wide 
range of employment opportunities. 

Manoharan & Arockiam (2017) suggest that 
institutions should sign MOUs with nearby 
industries to improve their students' practical 
technical skills. Taylor recommends that 
universities get industrialists on board in their 

educational programs and statutory board 
meetings. Establishing industrial advisory 
boards in educational programs will be more 
beneficial for institutions for the successful 
running of their programs (Taylor and Calitz, 
2020). 

According to an ILO report from 2021, the 
global economy demands employability skills 
that are vital for economic strength, and 
employers seek these key skills in university 
graduates for their specific roles. Moreover, 
UNESCO (2020) highlighted that due to the 
global youth population increase, countries 
encounter major challenges due to the widening 
gap between the skills employers require and 
the qualifications of graduates. This disparity 
could lead to ongoing unemployment, 
underemployment, and extended transitions 
from institution to the workforce (World Bank, 
2020). 
Current Situation of Unemployment in Pakistan  

While this issue is global, Pakistan is also 
affected. A large portion of its youth population 
encounters substantial developmental 
challenges. Each year, nearly 4 million young 
people in Pakistan reach working age, 
contributing to the country’s position as the 
ninth largest labour force in the world. Pakistan 
must implement significant policy changes to 
increase the employability of its youth, 
especially university graduates, considering the 
data and existing circumstances. (Rafiq-uz-
Zaman, (2025).  
Importance of Professional Competence in the 
Job Market 

A person must constantly develop, adjust, 
and improve their personal skills and attributes 
in order to be regarded as significant human 
capital (Oliver, 2015). Students’ successful 
shifting from higher education to the job market 
is a complex process (Aljohani et al., 2022). 
Individuals' motivation to develop career-
related skills necessitates a long-term approach, 
particularly emphasizing professional well-being 
(Hojda et al., 2022). Van Horn et al. (2004) 
argued that an employee's professional 
reputation and occupational well-being are 
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dependent on their competence. 
Oraison, Konjarski, and Howe (2019) reveal 

that employers prioritize graduates possessing 
practical competencies and 21st-century skills, 
including real-world problem-solving skills and 
communication. Digital transformation 
represents a phase of change demanding 
significant adaptability skills (Brezeanu & Lazaro, 
2020). The need for innovative approaches, 
including product-based learning that aligns 
competencies with relevant industries, has been 
highlighted in recent literature (Yudiono et al., 
2021). 
Employers’ Expectations 

As competition intensifies, the demand from 
employers for highly skilled professionals has also 
increased (Malik & Venkatraman, 2017). Furthermore, 
recent economic growth has intensified the corporate 
demand for skilled and capable human resources 
(Paolo & Mañé, 2016). Employers increasingly 
prioritize both technical and soft skills over theoretical 
knowledge that lacks practical application, seeking 
innovative solutions to real-world challenges (Mirza et 
al., 2014; Succi & Canovi, 2020).  

Cheong et al. (2016) highlighted that 
employers prioritize values and personality traits, 
openness, willingness to learn, analytical and 
critical thinking. In another study, Teijeiro et al. 
(2013) discussed that employers emphasize 
graduates' problem-solving skills, their 
motivation to work and ability to learn. 
Additionally, Moore and Morton (2017) 
interviewed twenty employers of newly hired 
graduates, noted that writing skills and 
communication were particularly important to 
employers. Teijeiro et al. (2013) and Velasco 
(2012) suggested that employers prioritize 
human traits such as commitment, diligence, 
enthusiasm, awareness and work motivation.  
Skill Gap 

Industries are facing a shortage of 
appropriately skilled workers, which hampers 
their ability to adopt essential technologies and 
achieve critical objectives (Bokrantz et al., 2020; 
Stavropoulos et al., 2023; Di Battista et al., 2023). 
This disconnection between the skills that 
employers seek and those that employees 
possess is commonly referred to as a skills gap 

(McGuinness et al., 2018; Enders et al., 2019; 
Braun et al., 2022). 

A study conducted by Abbasi et al. (2018) 
aimed to identify the difference between the 
skills expected by managers and those 
possessed by business graduates. Alshare and 
Sewailem (2018) conducted a study to examine 
the skills gap among business students in the 
21st century. Their findings revealed a 
discrepancy between the skills students 
believed they had and the skills that were 
actually needed. Similarly, Abbasi et al. (2018) 
analyzed the skill gaps of business graduates, 
concluding that the employability skills of these 
graduates fell short of the expected level. 
Methodology 

An interpretive qualitative research design 
(Creswell and Poth, 2018) was adopted to 
explore the alignment between higher 
education outcomes and labour market 
expectations. According to Wheeler & Holloway 
(2010), in interpretivism, the researcher creates 
knowledge by exploring and comprehending the 
social world of the individual under study. 
According to Blumberg et al. (2008), the 
interpretivism approach uses small sample sizes 
and focuses on in-depth qualitative rich data 
rather than generalization to gain empirical 
evidence. It is an inductive approach that 
involves gathering data and observations before 
formulating theories and conclusions (Caulfield, 
2022). 
Instrument 

Data was collected through a semi-
structured interview protocol, allowing for in-
depth insights. The interview protocol was 
validated by three experts in the field of 
education. These interviews allowed the 
researcher to listen and record participants’ 
experiences and perspectives in their own 
words while providing the researcher with the 
flexibility to investigate and explain the 
responses. 
Research Participants  

A total of fifteen participants were selected 
from five universities in Punjab Province 
through purposive sampling. The province of 
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Punjab was selected on the basis of a greater 
number of universities as per the division of the 
Higher Education Commission (HEC). Universities 
of Punjab province were further classified into 
three categories, i.e. General Universities, 
Subject Specialized Universities and Women 
Universities. One public and one private 
university were selected from each category. 
Since there is no private HEC-recognized women's 
university, therefore, two private universities 
from the remaining two categories were selected. 
Thus, a total of five universities were included in 
the study. 

The participants included faculty members, 
Heads of Departments HoDs/ senior 
administrators and representatives of the Quality 
Assurance Cell, from five selected universities. 
These individuals were chosen for their direct 
involvement in curriculum design, academic 
quality assurance, and institutional decision-
making. All interviews were audio-recorded with 
participants’ consent and later transcribed for 
analysis. 
Data Analysis  

The collected data were analyzed using 
thematic analysis. This method involved reading 
and re-reading the transcripts to identify 
patterns, coding meaningful segments, and 
grouping them into themes that reflected the 
participants' views on curriculum relevance, skill 
gaps, and institutional practices. The data analysis 
procedure was carried out according to the six-
phase structure that Braun and Clarke (2006) 
suggested, i.e. familiarization with the data, 
generating initial codes, searching for the themes, 
reviewing the themes, defining and naming the 
themes, and then producing the final report. 
Results  

This section presents the findings from semi-
structured interviews of 15 purposively selected 
participants from five public and private 
universities in Punjab to thoroughly investigate 
the research phenomenon. Faculty and HoDs 
were selected from a variety of fields, including 
Electrical Engineering, Pharmacy, Education, 
Management, and Business Administration. For 
ethical and confidentiality considerations, all 

participants were assigned pseudonyms. Faculty 
members were given pseudonyms as F1, F2, F3, 
F4, F5; HoDs/senior administrators as H1, H2, 
H3, H4, H5 and representatives of QEC as Q1, 
Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5. The professional experience of 
faculty members ranged from 3-17 years, 
HoDs/senior administrators 11-29 years and 
QEC representatives 4-30 years. This diversity of 
experience of participants enriched the data 
and increased the depth of thematic 
interpretation. 

Thematic analysis revealed recurring 
patterns related to curriculum relevance, 
teaching methodologies, skill development, 
institutional support, and industry 
collaboration.  
Theme 1: Non-Alignment of Curriculum with 
Industry Demands 

The most dominating theme across all the 
interviews was non-alignment of the curriculum 
with Industry demands. Participants highlighted 
that the curriculum lacks practical components 
that are relevant to current job market trends, 
and it is heavily based on theoretical knowledge.  
As H1 informed, “the curriculum is largely 
theoretical and disconnected from practical 
realities." Participant in every discipline 
complained that their curriculum is outdated 
and lacks modern techniques and trends.  

Participants reported that our current 
curriculum is not up to the mark, it lacks 
industry-relevant content, and this is the reason 
that our graduates are not very much prepared 
to meet the demands of employers and find 
their workplace more challenging to cope with. 
F2 informed that “practical and market-oriented 
courses are lacking. For instance, the subjects 
related to software development, AI, and 
robotics are missing in many engineering 
programs.” Q5 also complained that the current 
curriculum does not cover the skill sets required 
by the corporate sector.  

One of the reasons revealed for the non-
alignment of curriculum with market trends was 
the limited involvement of industry 
professionals in curriculum design. Most of the 
participants criticized this practice and 
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mentioned that industry members are not 
frequently called in to the universities, and if 
called occasionally, their feedback is not 
incorporated on a regular basis. Q4 stressed that 
“regular updates with input from industry experts 
are essential to keep pace with global trends."  

 
Figure 1. Themes and Sub-Themes Demonstrating Non-

Alignment of Curriculum with Industry Demands 

Theme 2: Ineffective Teaching and Learning 
Approaches  

Another recurring theme was the use of 
outdated pedagogical approaches. Most 
participants were informed that teaching is most 
of the time lecture-based.  Many teachers use 
traditional teaching methods in classrooms with 
little focus on adopting modern teaching styles. 
This way of pedagogy limits critical thinking and 
the deeper learning of students. “Teaching is 
lecture-based and heavily reliant on rote 
memorization, which limits creativity and 
problem-solving skills” H1. F1 also said the same 
as "teaching methods are largely theoretical, with 
limited practical application." Q5 also had the 
same viewpoint that lectures are mostly teacher-
centred and "it’s still mostly teacher-centred 
delivery; students just take notes." Q5 

It is a matter of grave concern because in a 
teacher-centred approach, students resultantly 
fail to develop a deep understanding and perform 
poorly in assessments, indicating the 
ineffectiveness of current pedagogical practices. 
Participants stressed that interactive teaching 

methods are much needed to develop critical 
thinking in students. For example, F3 suggested 
that “group projects, case studies, and hands-on 
learning activities should be incorporated into 
regular teaching practices to better prepare 
students for the workplace."   

Many participants recommended that 
frequent teacher training programs must be 
held regularly, where teachers can get trained 
on how to engage students in the classroom 
through interactive teaching strategies.  

Another problem raised by one of the 
Directors of QEC was the traditional assessment 
method, which is quite inappropriate to 
measure students’ readiness for work 
workplace. Q1 raised his concern that “many 
professional competencies cannot be assessed 
through traditional assessment methods. 
Assessment methods do not fully measure job 
readiness. There is a need to integrate problem-
based learning, case studies, and industry-led 
training programs."  

 
Figure 2. Themes and Sub-Themes Reflecting 

Ineffective Teaching and Learning Approaches 
Theme 3: Skill Deficiencies among Graduates 

The skills gap between graduates and 
market requirements emerged as a major 
concern. Interviewees reported that employers 
usually highlight students’ weaknesses in soft 
skills such as communication, flexibility, 
teamwork, and critical thinking. F1 informed 
that “employers mention a lack of practical 
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experience and exposure to real-world challenges, 
which are critical for employability.” H1 reported 
that “employers appreciate graduates' technical 
knowledge but consistently highlight weaknesses 
in communication, teamwork, and problem-
solving skills.”  

There was also consensus that critical thinking 
and decision-making skills should be developed 
through classroom discussions, role-plays, and 
live case studies. H5 recommended that “more 
emphasis on hands-on trainings, internships, and 
workplace simulations would help bridge these 
gaps," which leads to another sub-theme that is 
students’ lack of practical exposure that hampers 
them from applying their technical knowledge in 
real-world job roles and in practical life.  

Similarly, extracurricular activities were cited 
as crucial for developing leadership, teamwork, 
and interpersonal skills. As H1 said that 
“extracurricular activities help students develop 
leadership, teamwork, and interpersonal skills.” 
H5 suggested that “participation in student 
societies, industry visits, and competitions helps 
students develop confidence and practical 
insights. These activities should be integrated into 
the academic structure to maximize their 
benefits.” F4 informed that “many students 
prioritize grades over such activities.”  

To make students more employable and for 
their practical exposures, participants suggested 
that universities make strong collaborations with 
industries and grab more opportunities for 
students’ industrial trainings and internships, as 
H2 informed that ‘employers are consulted 
primarily for internship placements, but their 
feedback is not fully integrated into academic 
policies." Such responses of the interview 
participants raised a very important concern that 
if universities want their students to be sent to 
industries for internships and practical exposure, 
the universities should make their relationship 
with industries strong through appreciating ideas 
and feedback from industry representatives and 
integrating those ideas for curriculum reforms.  

 
Figure 3. Themes and Sub-Themes Depicting Skills 

Deficiencies among Graduates 
Theme 4: Weak Industry-Academia 
Collaborations 

Participants described existing university-
industry linkages as inconsistent. While job fairs, 
guest lectures, and alumni events are 
occasionally organized, there is no structured or 
continuous feedback loop between employers 
and universities. Participants perceive this kind 
of inconsistent and non-structured 
collaboration between academia and industry 
as a barrier to aligning educational outcomes 
with the requirements of the industry.  

Participants stressed on establishment of 
Industrial advisory boards with representatives 
from academia, industry, and government to 
oversee curriculum relevance and promote 
long-term collaboration.  

Participants also emphasized the crucial role 
of the government in bridging this gap between 
academia and industry. Participants considered 
that a systematic change is required at all levels 
rather than placing the sole responsibility on 
universities to initiate collaboration. H1 
suggested that “policymakers can incentivize 
industries to participate in internships and 
training programs, while funding joint research 
projects can strengthen ties" F4. Q4 said that 
“higher education institutions, policymakers, 
and industry stakeholders should establish a 
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uniform policy and engage the government for 
funding to improve graduate employability."  

 
Figure 4. Themes and Sub-Themes Representing Weak 

Academia Industry Collaborations  

Theme 5: Inadequate Institutional Facilities and 
Resources 

Participants reported limited internship 
programs, poor alumni engagement, and minimal 
career guidance services that are outdated or 
ineffective. They said that career counselling 
services and other facilities for supporting 
students’ future careers are very limited. H1 
criticized that “facilities like career counselling 
centres and labs exist but are poorly equipped and 
rarely used. There is no proper guidance or 
promotion to encourage students to utilize these 
resources. Upgrading these facilities and actively 
engaging students would improve their 
effectiveness.”  

Participants also highlighted that university 
labs lack modern equipment and proper 
monitoring. F4 added that while the university 
offers facilities such as career counselling offices 
and professional development programs, “their 
utilization is low. Students often hesitate to 
approach these facilities, and many are unaware 
of their benefits. Additionally, the infrastructure to 
provide advanced skills training and career 
support is limited, which reduces the overall 
effectiveness of these initiatives.”  

Alumni were also identified as a crucial 
stakeholder group that can provide valuable 
feedback and recommendations to improve the 
education system. However, participants 

reported that universities rarely focus on 
engaging alumni or involving them in platforms 
where their input is much needed. F4 
recommended that “a feedback loop involving 
students, alumni, and employers should also be 
implemented to ensure alignment between 
education and job market requirements.” F2 
further suggested that “it is essential to 
strengthen alumni networks as a bridge between 
the university and the industry. Regular 
mentorship programs and alumni engagement 
initiatives can help students understand the job 
market better.”  

Participants concluded that alumni, with 
their workplace experiences, can give better 
insights into workforce requirements.  

 
Figure 5. Themes and Sub-Themes Reflecting 

Inadequate Institutional Facilities and Resources 

Theme 6: Entrepreneurship and Future-
Readiness 

Participants emphasized that higher 
education should go beyond preparing students 
for traditional employment and focus on 
fostering an entrepreneurial mindset. There is a 
need for higher education institutions to 
prepare students for both employment and self-
employment while promoting innovation in a 
rapidly evolving economic landscape. H5 
suggested that “universities should establish 
incubation centres, provide startup funding 
opportunities, and offer courses on 
entrepreneurship to encourage self-employment 
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and innovation.” 
Several participants also highlighted the 

importance of promoting entrepreneurship and 
self-employment, noting that in a changing global 
economy, job creation skills are as essential as job 
readiness.  
Theme 7: Policy and Governance Challenges 

The discussion leads to another important 
theme of challenges and constraints faced by 
higher education’s regarding policy challenges 
and restrictions imposed by higher authorities.  
Universities have limited authority to make 
changes to the curriculum that is prepared and 
implemented at the national level, and 
universities are expected to align their programs 
accordingly. Although Universities can propose 
minor changes, such as course titles, teaching 
methods, or electives, as long as the core content 
meets HEC’s framework, they cannot make major 
changes. H2 commented that "even after revising 
the curriculum, we still feel like we are 10 years 
behind other universities. HEC has decentralized 
the system to some extent, but universities lack 
autonomy to tailor the curriculum to regional and 
industry-specific needs. Courses like Islamic 
studies and redundant mathematics are often 
repeated unnecessarily, leaving less room for 
relevant technical content."  

Participants also commented that the 
accreditation system focuses more on rules and 
paperwork than on making education useful and 
relevant. Furthermore, participants also 
discussed that there is not a need assessment at 
the national level of subjects and field 
requirements.  
Discussion 

The interviews revealed a significant 
misalignment between university curricula and 
current job market demands. Participants 
repeatedly stated that curricula are outdated, 
stagnant, and rarely revised. They attributed this 
gap to the lack of involvement of industry 
professionals in curriculum design and review, 
resulting in academic programs that remain 
disconnected from market realities and fail to 
develop professional competencies. Waryam et 
al. (2021) similarly reported that Pakistani 

curricula are rarely informed by industry 
feedback.  

Another recurring concern was the 
dominance of theoretical content over practical 
application. Participants emphasized that this 
imbalance limits students’ preparedness for 
real-world challenges. Bruno et al. (2024) 
echoed this, highlighting that Pakistani course 
content and research are largely outdated and 
theoretical.  

Participants also criticized outdated 
teaching methods, particularly lecture-based 
approaches that hinder creativity, critical 
thinking, and active participation. Q1 noted that 
instruction is largely content-driven and exam-
oriented, with little emphasis on experiential or 
project-based learning. Bhutto et al. (2018) 
confirmed that rote-based teaching is common 
in Sindh schools, while Hoodbhoy (2009) 
identified low student engagement, poor 
teaching quality, and limited research 
productivity as systemic problems in higher 
education. These findings align with Tymon 
(2013), who argued that participatory teaching 
strategies foster deeper learning and skill 
development. 

Problem-based learning (PBL) was 
repeatedly recommended as a solution. Al-
Shehab et al. (2021) and Sultana & Zaki (2015) 
also found PBL to be highly effective in 
improving motivation and learning outcomes, 
making it a viable alternative to traditional 
methods. 

Participants further observed that 
universities provide minimal professional 
development opportunities for faculty. 
Teachers are often reluctant to adopt innovative 
approaches due to insufficient training (Ahsan 
et al., 2025). Hafizullah & Wajid (2015) also 
identified the lack of structured training as a 
major barrier to quality improvement. This 
study confirms that teacher-centred practices 
persist because institutions have not prioritized 
pedagogical innovation or established teaching 
development units. Participants recommended 
integrating internships, simulations, and 
industry projects to bridge the gap between 
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theory and practice. 
The study supports Iqbal (2020), who called 

for assessment reforms to align evaluation 
methods with learning objectives. Chan et al. 
(2017) similarly emphasized that curriculum, 
teaching, and evaluation practices must evolve 
together to improve graduate outcomes. 

Participants also highlighted widespread skill 
gaps. Graduates often lack essential soft skills 
such as communication, teamwork, and 
emotional intelligence, alongside practical 
expertise in their fields. This finding aligns with 
Andrews & Higson (2017), who reported that 
employers increasingly value soft skills over 
technical proficiency. Finch et al. (2013) similarly 
argued that universities must embed 
communication and problem-solving into 
curricula. Respondents observed that graduates 
struggle with confidence, workplace 
communication, and applying academic 
knowledge (Jackson & Bridgstock, 2021). These 
concerns reflect Jackson’s (2016) model of skill 
transfer, which emphasizes the ability to apply 
learned skills, and Cappelli’s (2015) argument that 
rigid curricula lead to mismatched competencies. 
Pervez et al. (2024) proposed addressing these 
deficiencies through curriculum reform, skills-
based programs, internships, and strong industry 
partnerships. 

Participants expressed concern about inactive 
alumni networks, noting that alumni are rarely 
involved beyond ceremonial events. Alumni were 
recognized as a vital link between academia and 
industry, offering opportunities for mentorship, 
feedback, and networking. Nisar et al. (2023) 
similarly criticized Pakistani universities for 
lacking formal alumni engagement programs.  

Infrastructure deficiencies were another 
major barrier. Respondents reported outdated 
laboratories, limited equipment, and ineffective 
career support services.  

Participants also observed that low 
participation in co-curricular activities restricts 
students’ leadership and organizational skill 
development. A lack of entrepreneurial training 
and encouragement was also reported. 
Participants argued that higher education 

institutions do not promote creativity, initiative, 
or self-directed projects, which undermines 
graduates’ ability to thrive in competitive 
markets. Sumra et al. (2011) similarly found that 
public universities rarely offer formal 
entrepreneurial programs. 

Taken together, these findings present a 
comprehensive picture of systemic barriers 
preventing alignment between higher 
education and job market requirements as per 
(Ming et al., 2022). Addressing these challenges 
holistically is essential to equip graduates with 
the competencies needed in a rapidly evolving 
global labour market.  
Conclusion 
The thematic analysis highlights deep-rooted 
gaps between higher education outputs and 
labour market expectations in Pakistan, 
including outdated curricula, ineffective 
teaching practices, limited skills development, 
weak university-industry linkages, and 
inadequate support services. Major reforms are 
required in curriculum design, teaching 
methods, assessment practices, and 
institutional support systems. Educators, 
policymakers, and industry stakeholders must 
collaborate to create sustainable, long-term 
strategies that enhance graduate employability 
and align education with workforce needs. 
Recommendations 

Based on the insights gathered, coordinated 
reforms in higher education are required to 
better align with labour market needs. This 
includes updating curricula to focus on practical, 
future-relevant and entrepreneurial skills; 
improving teaching methods to foster critical 
thinking and real-world problem solving; and 
encouraging and incentivizing industry-
academia collaboration through funded projects 
and implementation of other effective policies 
by the Government. Enhanced student support 
services, including career counselling and 
structured internship placements, should also 
be prioritized to improve graduate 
employability. 
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