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ity of higher education opportunities in Kazakhstan. Some 
recent reforms, such as the emergence of the Nazarbayev 
Intellectual Schools and Nazarbayev University offering 
free, high-quality education on a highly competitive basis 
possibly mitigates the inequalities, however, the inequality 
in educational opportunities refer to not only the financial 
constraints but many other factors.
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Introduction 
A key issue for universities is the relevance of their output 
to the reality of the modern job market. This often relates 
to the mismatch of university programs to labor market re-
quirements and the lack of practical and soft skills among 
university graduates [1]. Being in different institutional 
domains in terms of organizational culture and agenda, 
universities and companies have a different pace of change 
and it is challenging to synchronize the expectations from 
the job market and the quality of university graduates.
This paper focuses on the employer’s perspective of em-
ploying graduates from Russian universities and highlights 
the results of a survey conducted among HR professionals 
and senior management in 70 Russian companies with a 
minimum of 500 employees, including leading companies 
in IT and digital ecosystems, consulting, and production. 
The survey was conducted in October 2021 and collected 
81 responses overall (11 responses were excluded from the 
analysis due to incomplete survey data, irrelevant industry 
sector, or small company size); 85% of the responses come 
from companies located in Moscow and Saint-Petersburg, 
the rest of respondents represent companies located in 
Russian regions [2].
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Data and insights
While the quality of university preparation for the chal-
lenges of the job market may be questioned by scholars and 
employers, the match between the academic specialization 
and a position remains the key factor during CV screening 
in Russian companies (indicated as the most important 
factor by 58% of respondents). Other important factors are 
foreign language proficiency (31%), and active academic 
engagement such as participation in research, conferenc-
es, and international exchange programs (30%). Another 
important factor that positively affects the decision of an 
employer is participation in case studies and hackathons 
(28%). The relevance of this factor may be twofold: first, 
it provides evidence of a graduate’s interest in professional 
development, and second, it demonstrates that a graduate 
has experience in problem-solving and the practical appli-
cation of academic knowledge. Finally, the last two impor-
tant factors are relevant work experience and the prestige 
of the university (24% for each factor). 
The data show that at later stages of selection (after CV 
screening), employers pay more attention to soft skills and 
the attitude of candidates. The top-5 factors considered by 
employers as important at this stage of selecting graduates 
are candidate motivation (58%), the potential for profes-
sional growth and capacity for project/product ownership 
(46%), analytical skills (45%), ability to work as a part of 
a team (37%), and professional knowledge (34%). Among 
other factors are leadership potential (11%) and relevant 
work experience (10%). 
The survey showed that one of the main concerns of em-
ployers is the low level of academic preparation of uni-
versity graduates, this factor is rated as the second biggest 
challenge when recruiting young candidates (35%). The 
biggest challenge for the employers is, however, the in-
creased competition for talent (38%). The survey showed 
that other tangible difficulties associated with the employ-
ment of university graduates include retaining young em-
ployees (27%), high expectations from graduates (23%), 
demographic challenges (20%), and the high cost of at-
tracting talent (14%).

University responses to demand in the job 
market
For decades, scholars and job market representatives have 
pointed out that dialogue and cooperation between indus-
try and universities is essential when it comes to educating 
talent for the labor market. Changes in industry are very 
rapid, and there is high demand for new skills in, for exam-
ple, analytics or programming. 
Critical thinking, problem-solving skills, the capacity for 
project ownership, and other soft skills remain in high de-
mand. The expectation is that the skills obtained at uni-
versity will allow graduates to approach and handle any 
new task within their professional area. The data from the 
research supports the conclusions from other works which 
emphasized the importance of universal competencies in 
the job market [3]. 

While it is crucial to maintain a dialogue between different 
academic and industry actors, there are initiatives that can 
be implemented at the university level, such as extracurric-
ular academic activities, international exchange programs 
(including virtual exchange which can be more accessible 
for students from different financial backgrounds). How-
ever, while these initiatives address professional skills, 
universal competencies remain one of the unsolved issues 
when it comes to preparing graduates for the realities of the 
modern job market. One way to develop soft skills such as 
critical thinking, capacity for teamwork, problem-solving 
skills and strengthen hard skills, is the use of a case-study 
approach in the university curriculum. The case study in-
structional method means that the knowledge is not given 
to a student in a “ready-to-use” format; instead, based on 
scenarios and problems, students are to observe, analyze, 
cooperate, discuss, and offer solutions. The method orig-
inally came from law, business and medicine, and spread 
to other fields of studies in the 2000s. Research shows the 
benefits of this type of learning as a constructivist ap-
proach to teaching where the central idea is that human 
learning is constructed rather than passively absorbed and 
that learners build new knowledge and construct meaning 
through active engagement and building on the founda-
tion of previous learning. While the idea is not new [4], it is 
still far from being widely adopted in Russian universities. 
There are many reasons for this – from a weak emphasis on 
universal competencies in educational outcomes to a poor 
understanding of how to develop universal competencies 
in practice [5]. However, with methodological support of 
university teachers and well-designed case studies, this can 
be a potential solution to the shortage of soft skills among 
university graduates. 

Conclusion
Overall, the insights from the survey show that while mo-
tivation of the graduates is a key factor for positive percep-
tion by recruiting companies , employers expect graduates 
to have strong analytical skills and well-developed soft 
skills which would allow them to take ownership of their 
responsibilities and act in a rapidly changing economy.
Despite the challenges, Russian universities are responsive 
to the demands of the job market to a degree. The number 
of international exchange study programs, events for ex-
tracurricular academic engagement, and other initiatives 
to enrich student experiences have been growing during 
recent years. However, this relates mostly to high-ranked 
institutions and there is still a long journey ahead in build-
ing a curriculum that meets the transforming demands of 
the economy. 
It is curious that private education actors (such as EdTech 
platforms or private business schools) across the globe 
actively use case studies and other forms of constructiv-
ist curriculum design. This may be related to the fact that 
students who pay a significant tuition fee expect to obtain 
skills that are in high demand on the job market and to 
receive a higher return on their investment in their educa-
tion. In order for future students to stay competitive, uni-
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versities in Russia could benefit significantly from using 
the case-study approach and other instruments to develop 
soft skills in future graduates.
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Employability is an issue of concern to most national high-
er education systems and for students employability has 
become a priority and the main reason for pursuing higher 
education. Mass higher education and the postindustrial 
technological shift in the labor market have undermined 
the job security once associated with tertiary qualifica-
tions. Graduates are experiencing higher rates of unem-
ployment and precarious employment worldwide. The 
skills gaps narrative also contributes to the alarmism over 
the youth labor market. 
The concepts of employability and job readiness are not 
homogeneous and vary across states, regions, and univer-
sities. The common view is that higher education institu-
tions play a role in fostering employability. Universities are 
expected to be well informed about the changes in the la-
bor market and ensure relevant learning outcomes, equip-
ping students with marketable and employable skills. 

Underpinnings of the employability 
agenda 
Linking higher education and the labor market has been a 
perennial topic in the literature. A functional perspective 
of education, the idea of education attuning itself to the 
changing labor market, has dominated the thinking since 
the last half of the 20th century. Initially, graduate employ-
ability had the straightforward meaning of getting a job 
upon graduation. However, since the 1980s, the concept 
of graduate employability has expanded to providing rel-
evant skills and ensuring overall job readiness. Employa-
bility has shifted from being a primarily demand-side to 
a supply-side construct, and discussions on how to make 
students more job-ready have moved to the forefront of 
higher education institutions’ agendas. 
Employability can be interpreted in broad terms as the 
personal characteristics and abilities to get and retain 
employment, or in a narrower sense — possessing mar-
ketable, in-demand skills. The former interpretation 
implies employability skills, which are similar to the so-
called “soft” skills and 21st-century skills but in a practical 
workplace setting. Amongst them are decision-making, 
problem-solving, self-management, teamwork, and com-
munication skills. Employability skills are rapidly gaining 
acknowledgment and are in national skill frameworks 
strategies. Despite being comparatively less acknowledged, 
the latter interpretation of employability as marketable 
skills is also used. 
Employability is documented as a catalyst for higher ed-
ucation reform in many advanced economies and in the 
shift to a more utilitarian focus of higher education. Re-
searchers attribute the expansion of the employability 
agenda to the massification and vocationalization of high-
er education. The rapid growth of higher education has 
led to a more diverse composition of the student body in 
terms of talents, background, and expectations, as well as 
a differentiation of institutions and programs. Another ra-
tionale behind the employability agenda is the reduction 
of university autonomy and the rise of employer-univer-
sity collaboration. Accordingly, mass higher education is 
“designated” to meet employers’ needs for a skilled work-
force, ensuring graduates are job-ready, with little or no 
further workplace training needed. Researchers also ac-
knowledge the external factors driving the employability 
agenda — the changing world of work and growing labor 
market uncertainty in particular. 

Demand for employable credentials
The massification of higher education results in universi-
ty degree being reduced to a minimum entry requirement 
rather than a filter in recruiting (except degrees awarded 
by elite universities). In the face of degree inflation and the 
lengthening queue of job seekers with university degrees, 
there is a need for other credentials to be assigned to high-
ranked jobs. A university degree certifies the academic 
performance of a candidate, while employers are increas-
ingly interested in job readiness and skills matched to the 
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