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With technological advancement and the growing complexity of labor
markets, aligning skill-oriented higher education policies with
graduates’ employment needs remains incompletely realized. This
mismatch is rooted in structural and institutional barriers that hinder
translating macro-strategic documents into operational programs in
universities. This study aims to identify employment policy deterrents
within the skill-oriented higher education system. The research
methodology is qualitative, employing a meta-synthesis approach.
Following a database search, 151 credible articles were selected.
Using Sandelowski and Barroso’s seven-step model, findings from 44
relevant prior studies were reviewed, aggregated, synthesized, and
interpreted. Through the coding process, 65 codes, 13 concepts, and 6
components were identified: lack of strategic coordination,
operational infrastructure =~ weakness,  university-industry
convergence gap, resource management complexity and inefficiency,
cultural and institutional conservatism, and lack of continuous
monitoring and evaluation systems. Their validity was confirmed via
Cohen’s Kappa test, and an appropriate model was developed.
Findings reveal that these interacting factors cause fragmented efforts
and institutional duplication, impeding the institutionalization of skill
standards and timely feedback. Consequently, policymakers can
facilitate skill-oriented higher education and enhance graduate
employability by formulating a unified strategic document,
developing technological infrastructures, establishing formal
university-industry  intermediary = mechanisms,  streamlining
institutional processes, promoting an innovation culture, and
designing a comprehensive monitoring system based on standardized
indicators.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In today’s world, rapid technological, economic, and social changes have impacted
educational systems, and the need to revisit policies related to employment and skills
training has become increasingly pressing. Universities, as key institutions in training a
skilled workforce, play an important role in preparing students for entry into the labor
market. In this context, Iran characterized by a young, job-seeking population—faces
complex challenges in the employment of university graduates. This situation not only
reflects a deep gap between the outputs of the higher education system and the actual needs
of the labor market, but also underscores the necessity of revising educational and
employment policies with a forward-looking, systematic approach.Global developments in
higher education indicate that moving toward skill-based models and integrating education
with industry is regarded as a key strategy for reducing the skills gap and enhancing
graduates’ employability. However, Iran’s university system remains grounded in
traditional, memorization-based approaches and a sharp division between theoretical and
applied disciplines. In recent years, extensive studies have been conducted to examine and
reform employment policies within the skill-based higher education system. Despite each
study’s important contribution to identifying certain features of this system, these
investigations have often been isolated and scattered, yielding no clear consensus. Although
research has been extensive, the skill-based higher education system and its deterrents
remain ambiguous, and existing studies have not produced a suitable, comprehensive, and
practicable framework for implementing this model or resolving its challenges. Accordingly,
acknowledging the role of graduate employment in national development and the position
of skill-based universities in economic growth and in addressing educated unemployment,
this study aims to review prior research on the skill-based and entrepreneurial higher
education system, identify the deterrent parameters and factors affecting employment
policy development in skill-based universities, and provide a systematic, comprehensive
analysis based on the meta-synthesis method

Methodology

This study employs a meta-synthesis approach to identify policy deterrents to employment
in the skill-based higher education system. From a purpose standpoint, it is an applied
study, and in terms of data type and analytical style, it falls under qualitative research. Data
were primarily gathered through documentary analysis. All published studies in reputable
domestic and international scientific databases were reviewed using specified keywords to
achieve theoretical saturation. The search covered the period from 1998 to 2025, and the
most relevant studies were selected via a purposive sampling approach. To ensure validity,
theoretical validity was adopted as the criterion, supplemented by extensive field studies,
diverse theoretical perspectives, and expert opinions. Reliability was assessed using
Cohen’s Kappa coefficient. Data analysis followed open and axial coding methods. Meta-
synthesis was conducted in seven stages, following the main phases of Sandelowski and
Barroso’s model.
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Results and Discussion

Research information was classified according to each study’s reference details—author
surname, publication year, and coherence components—and codes were extracted using
open and axial coding. This process yielded 65 codes or characteristics. To validate the
extracted concepts, the researcher’s coding was compared with an expert’s. Cohen’s Kappa
coefficient was calculated at a significance level of 0.001, resulting in a value of 0.788, which
demonstrates appropriate reliability. Content analysis of 151 selected studies led to the
classification of 65 codes or characteristics into 13 sub-components and six higher-level
main components. The six main deterrent factors to employment policy in the skill-based
higher education system are: Weak strategic coherence and policymaking, Insufficient
operational infrastructures, Disconnection of university-industry convergence, Complexity
and inefficiency of structure and resource management, Cultural and institutional
resistance and conservatism, Lack of an appropriate monitoring and evaluation system.

Conclusions

The results indicate that employability challenges in the skill-based higher education
system are not merely educational or individual issues but are predominantly rooted in
structural, institutional, and policy shortcomings. Deterrents ranging from macro-level
policy incoherence to micro-level cultural resistance reveal a systemic failure to create an
enabling environment for training the skilled workforce demanded by the market.
Alignment of some findings with existing literature—such as the importance of
infrastructure and industry linkage—strengthens result validity. Simultaneously,
emphasizing policy coherence, institutional coordination, cultural resistance, and
monitoring systems uncovers new, critical dimensions of this complex challenge.
Overcoming these deterrents requires:

¢ Cross-sectoral commitment and a systemic approach

 Integrated, flexible, evidence-based, and innovative policy design

¢ Enhanced coordination among institutions and effective resource management

¢ Robust industry linkages

¢ Promotion of a learning and innovation culture

¢ Implementation of a continuous, standardized evaluation system for accountability and
quality improvement

Based on these findings, it is recommended that higher education policymakers adopt an
integrative and evidence-based strategy to:

Prioritize strategic coherence and design a coordinated continuous monitoring and
evaluation framework

Develop long-term plans for operational infrastructures centered on advanced
technologies, particularly skill equipment and digital support

Establish sustainable university-industry linkages through intermediary institutions or
incentive policies to reinforce practical convergence toward employability.
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