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In recent years, the question of the skills required to enter the labor market
and take advantage of emerging job opportunities, particularly in the work
environments of startups and freelancing, has become one of the major
concerns of management students. The present study was conducted with
the aim of developing a skills framework to increase the alignment of
university education with labor market needs and to enhance the
employability of management students in the working environments of
startup companies and freelancing. This research was carried out using a
qualitative approach based on Attride-Stirling’s thematic analysis. The
research data were collected from three sources: theoretical literature,
specialized websites in the field of startups and freelancing, and
management students at Meybod University. In the student section, data
were gathered through questionnaires containing open- and closed-ended
questions as well as semi-structured interviews. The questionnaire sample
consisted of newly admitted management students selected through
convenience sampling, while interview participants were selected from
among students with work experience and activity in startups and
freelancing using snowball sampling. The data were analyzed using the
coding process and thematic analysis. The findings indicated that the skills
required by students for working in startup companies and freelancing
environments can be classified into three main categories: soft skills, hard
skills, and digital skills. The results also showed that theoretical literature
places greater emphasis on soft and cognitive skills, while labor market
needs focus more on hard and digital skills, and students themselves attach
greater importance to instrumental and digital skills. Accordingly, revising
educational programs, strengthening skill-oriented training, and
integrating digital skills with specialized management knowledge can
create the grounds for educating graduates who possess the necessary
competencies for effective performance in the digital economy.

2538-2195/© 2027 The Authors. Published by University of Eyvanekey. This is an open-access article under the

terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) license.



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
https://systems.eyc.ac.ir/
https://doi.org/10.22034/sep.2026.2090179.1502
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3658-2594
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6120-1083
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-5041-8493

Developing a Skills Framework for Enhancing Employability of Management Studentsin ... Y

1. Introduction

Rapid transformations in labor markets, the
emergence of new technologies, and evolving
employment patterns have made graduates’
readiness for professional environments a major
concern for higher education systems (Kargbo et al.,
2026). In this context, increasing attention has been
paid to the alignment between university education
and the competencies demanded by the labor market
(Mocanu et al., 2014). This issue has frequently been
discussed in the literature as a mismatch between
university curricula and the dynamic, evolving
demands of employers, often framed in terms of the
employability crisis and skills mismatch (Yawson &
Yamoah, 2023). Consequently, this challenge has
become a policy priority in many countries, placing
growing pressure on higher education institutions to
produce graduates who possess not only sound
theoretical knowledge but also a comprehensive set
of practical and transferable skills applicable to real-
world business environments (Gurung et al., 2023;
Jackson & Wilton, 2017; Hejazi, 2025; Homayoun
Arya et al., 2025; Papadimitriou & Virvou, 2024).
Within this context, the productivity of higher
education extends beyond merely increasing the
number of graduates; rather, it reflects the
educational system’s capacity to transform inputs
(students) into competent, labor market-ready
graduates who can integrate into the economy more
rapidly, at lower cost, and with greater effectiveness.
Evidence from Iran further supports this concern.
According to statistics released by the Statistical
Center of Iran in July 2019, university graduates
constitute a substantial proportion of the country’s
unemployed population, accounting for
approximately 40.3% of all unemployed individuals.
This situation may indicate a lack of alignment
between the higher education system and labor
market skill demands, ultimately reflecting low
educational productivity (Rahimi et al, 2023;
Moradi-Motlagh, 2026).

From a theoretical perspective, productivity in
higher education is achieved when academic
programs generate graduates with high levels of
employability. Employability extends beyond
obtaining employment; it encompasses the
capabilities, skills, and attitudes that enable
individuals to identify, create, and sustain career
opportunities within an increasingly volatile labor
market (Medusalem et al, 2026; Bhardwaj &
Agarwal, 2026). From this perspective, improving
university productivity requires a transition from
producing job seekers to fostering entrepreneurial
universities, where graduates are prepared as
capable actors who create economic opportunities
rather than merely pursue existing ones (Alzahrani &
Alzahrani, 2025).

Nevertheless, a growing body of evidence suggests
that many educational programs remain primarily
focused on disciplinary knowledge and technical

expertise while neglecting essential workplace
competencies. As a result, they continue to
emphasize theoretical knowledge transfer and face
significant challenges in developing graduates’
adaptive, entrepreneurial, and digital capabilities
(Mello et al., 2021; Jackson & Edgar, 2019; Virtanen &
Tynjala, 2019). Such shortcomings directly diminish
the productivity of substantial educational
investments while widening the gap between
graduates’ competencies and labor market
expectations.

Alongside these structural challenges, the world of
work has been profoundly reshaped by rapid
technological transformation. The Fourth Industrial
Revolution, characterized by the integration of
digital technologies, artificial intelligence, big data,
and automation, has fundamentally altered the
nature of occupations and employment patterns
(Kandasamy et al., 2026; Beliaeva et al., 2026; Mam
et al., 2026; Okhravi & Rafizadeh, 2025). Previous
studies indicate that a considerable proportion of
occupational tasks are susceptible to automation and
that the skill composition of jobs is changing at an
unprecedented pace (Afifah et al., 2025; Probst et al.,
2025). Global reports on the future of work likewise
emphasize extensive job displacement and the
urgent need for continuous reskilling and upskilling
(World Economic Forum, 2023). Under these
conditions, lifelong learning and the ability to adapt
to emerging technologies have become strategic
prerequisites for sustainable participation in the
labor market (Arora et al., 2026; Jabtoriski, 2025;
Kumi et al., 2024). One of the most significant
consequences of these developments is the
accelerated phenomenon of skill obsolescence,
whereby existing competencies rapidly lose their
relevance due to technological and structural change
(Ferri et al., 2024). Consequently, skills are no longer
static assets but dynamic forms of human capital
requiring continuous updating. This issue is
particularly critical for management education
because managing organizations in the digital era
demands an integrated combination of analytical,
technological,  strategic, and  interpersonal
competencies (Totaro et al., 2026; Grenda, 2026).
Therefore, the true effectiveness of management
education depends on equipping students with this
comprehensive skill set, enabling them to generate
immediate value within the labor market.

In parallel with technological transformation,
employment patterns have also undergone
substantial change. The expansion of the gig
economy and digitally mediated work has
challenged the traditional model of permanent
employment while promoting new forms of self-
employment and freelance work (Afifah et al., 2025;
Wang et al, 2025). Within this environment,
individuals increasingly operate as independent
micro-enterprises  through  digital platforms,
assuming responsibility for marketing, project
management, skill development, and service quality
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assurance (Toscano-Herndndez et al, 2024).
Consequently, success in this context requires
competencies that extend well beyond technical

expertise, including entrepreneurial,
communication, and self-management skills (Taheri,
2025).

Simultaneously, startups have emerged as major
engines of innovation, economic growth, and job
creation in the digital economy (Salamzadeh &
Tajpour, 2021; Gumbo & Moos, 2024). Despite their
importance, startup failure rates remain high, with a
substantial proportion of ventures exiting the
market during their early years (Avdiaj et al., 2025).
Previous research attributes many of these failures to
deficiencies in the founding team’s managerial and
strategic capabilities, including weaknesses in
business development strategy, pricing decisions,
and fundraising. These shortcomings often stem
from an inability to adapt to dynamic market
conditions, ultimately leading to competitive failure.
Accordingly, possessing an innovative idea alone is
insufficient for long-term survival; sustainable
success requires a combination of entrepreneurial
competencies, market analysis, resource
management, and continuous learning (Binowo &
Hidayanto, 2023; Cantamessa et al, 2018;
Chakraborty et al., 2023; Diaz-Santamaria &
Bulchand-Gidumal, 2021; Goswami et al., 2023;
Bethlendi et al., 2025).

Within the entrepreneurship literature,
entrepreneurial orientation has been recognized as a
key  theoretical framework for explaining
innovativeness, risk-taking, and proactiveness at
both the individual and organizational levels
(Ahmed & Lucianetti, 2026). Existing studies further
suggest that entrepreneurial orientation is shaped by
cultural and institutional contexts. In digital
entrepreneurship and online freelancing
environments, examining the formation and
expression of entrepreneurial orientation can
contribute to a deeper understanding of the
competencies  required for  success and,
consequently, facilitate the design of more
productive educational programs (Sitaridis & Kitsios,
2023).

Despite the expansion of entrepreneurship education
in higher education institutions, empirical evidence
indicates that many programs remain insufficiently
connected to practical market needs, and their
effectiveness in developing authentic
entrepreneurial competencies continues to be
questioned (Rahimi et al., 2023). Likewise, although
the literature on digital entrepreneurship has grown
rapidly, conceptual fragmentation and the limited
emphasis on educational and competency-related
dimensions have created a significant research gap
(Sitaridis & Kitsios, 2023).

Although research on employability and labor
market skills has expanded considerably, the
majority of existing studies have focused either on
general employability competencies or on
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conventional employment settings (Suarta et al.,
2017; Qin et al., 2026; Scandurra et al., 2024; Aljohani
et al,, 2022). Furthermore, while previous studies
have examined entrepreneurial competencies and
digital entrepreneurship (Sitaridis & Kitsios, 2023;
Abaddi, 2024; Garcez et al., 2023), limited attention
has been devoted to identifying the specific
competencies required by management students to
succeed in two emerging domains of the digital
economy—namely, startups and freelancing.
Moreover, no comprehensive framework has yet
been developed that integrates these competencies
based on labor market evidence, theoretical
foundations, and management students’
perspectives. This gap has limited a comprehensive
understanding of the competencies necessary for
management students to participate effectively in
these evolving work environments.

Accordingly, the main problem addressed in this
study is the development of a skills framework for
enhancing the employability of management
students in emerging work environments,
particularly in startup and freelancing contexts.
Given that the required skills were identified from
three sources, academic literature, labor market
requirements and opportunities, and students’
perspectives, the main research question is
formulated as follows:

e What dimensions can be identified to
categorize the skills required by
management students for participation in
startup and freelancing environments
based on academic literature, labor market
demands, and students’ perceptions?
Furthermore, how can the alignment
among these three sources be explained?

e Examining the alignment and potential
gaps among these three sources can provide
valuable insights for revising university
educational approaches, strengthening
skill-based learning, and enhancing the
employability of management students in
the modern labor market.

2. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach within an
interpretive philosophical paradigm, aiming to
understand management students’ perceptions of
the skills required for success in the emerging labor
market. The research follows an inductive logic,
moving from specific skill items toward the
construction of overarching themes. However, given
its focus on practical outcomes in startup and
freelancing contexts, the study also incorporates a
pragmatic dimension, combining inductive and
deductive reasoning. In terms of purpose, it is
applied research, with findings intended to inform
curriculum planning and educational policy.
Temporally, it is a longitudinal trend study that
collects and analyzes data from different cohorts of
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management students between 2019 and 2025 to
identify shifts in perceptions and required skills over
time (Cohen et al., 2002).

Given the nature of the research problem, thematic
analysis was employed—a method independent of
any specific epistemological stance and suitable for
various paradigms and data types (Braun & Clarke,
2006; Clarke, 2018). A theme is defined as a recurring
pattern in the data that captures a relevant
understanding or experience (Pearson et al., 2025).
The analysis followed the Attride-Stirling (2001)
approach, which organizes themes hierarchically
into three levels: basic themes (key skill points),
organizing themes (formed by grouping basic
themes according to semantic affinity), and global
themes (overarching principles that provide a
comprehensive skills framework). This hierarchical
structure facilitates systematic comparison across
data sources and reveals convergences and
divergences that affect educational productivity.
Data were collected from three complementary
sources to enrich the thematic analysis: (1) a
literature review of academic databases (SID,
Noormags, Google Scholar, Scopus, ScienceDirect,
Springer, and Emerald Insight) using keywords
related to employability, managerial skills, startups,
digital entrepreneurship, the gig economy, and
freelancing; (2) content analysis of job postings and
collaboration opportunities on Iranian websites in
the digital and innovative business sector (e.g.,
Ponisha, Kangaroo, Digikant, etc.) to identify
relevant skill descriptions; and (3) a repeated cross-
sectional survey of management students at Meybod
University conducted from 2019 to 2025. The survey
employed a questionnaire featuring closed
demographic questions and open-ended questions
regarding students’ existing skills, familiarity with
required competencies, and perceptions of future job
needs. Data were collected via printed
questionnaires or Google Forms using convenience
sampling. Pilot testing was conducted to refine the
questions, and periodic semi-structured interviews
were carried out to supplement the survey and
deepen qualitative insights.

To ensure scientific rigor, trustworthiness was
established using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria:
credibility  (achieved through data source
triangulation, prolonged engagement, and member
checking), transferability (via thick description of the
context and participants), dependability (through
systematic documentation and coding using Excel),
and confirmability (via analytical memos and
maintaining a clear audit trail between raw data and
interpretations).

After extracting the themes and developing the
initial skills framework required for management
students to participate effectively in startup and
freelancing environments, the framework was
reviewed by management students and graduates
with experience in startups or freelance projects.
This review assessed the framework’s applicability

and coherence, evaluating it in terms of conceptual
clarity, comprehensiveness, non-overlapping
components, and practical relevance to startup and
freelancing contexts.

3. Results and Discussion

The findings from the three data sources—literature
review, analysis of startup and freelancing websites,
and student surveys—reveal both convergences and
divergences between theory and practice concerning
the skills required for the digital economy. The first
key finding confirms the necessity of a hybrid skill
set comprising soft, hard, and digital skills for
success in startup and freelancing work
environments. This aligns with the results of
Deepawani and Kumaraw (2025), Andino-Gonzdlez
et al. (2024), Gurung et al. (2023), and Rahimi et al.
(2023), who emphasize the simultaneous
importance of personal, specialized, and applied
skills in enhancing employability. It is also consistent
with the comprehensive USEM model proposed by
Knight and Yorke (2004), which conceptualizes
employability as the interaction of knowledge, skills,
self-efficacy, and metacognition. The present
findings suggest that, in the context of the digital
economy, this framework requires further
development in the area of digital skills, such that
digital literacy, the ability to use emerging
technologies, leveraging artificial intelligence, and
understanding digital mechanisms have become
integral components of professional competence.
Another key finding highlights the prominence of
soft skills in the scientific literature. This is
consistent with the results of Andino-Gonzélez et al.
(2024), Gurung et al. (2023), Ahmed and Lucianetti
(2026), and studies related to entrepreneurship
education, which underscore the importance of self-
management, continuous learning, flexibility,
teamwork, and communication skills. This emphasis
can be explained by the volatile and unpredictable
nature of startup and freelancing environments,
where individuals must take responsibility for
planning, decision-making, and performance
management without direct supervision. Therefore,
developing soft skills can shorten the transition
period from university to the labor market and
increase students’ professional readiness.

The results also indicated that hard skills—such as
decision-making, quality and resource management,
data analysis, and wunderstanding the business
environment—are important components of
employability. This finding is in line with Huang et
al. (2025) and Rakhimova et al. (2025), who
emphasize the role of applied learning and the ability
to transform theoretical knowledge into executive
skills. This suggests that management knowledge
can translate into economic and professional value
only when students are capable of applying it to real-
world problem-solving and practical decision-
making.
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One of the most significant findings is the observed
discrepancy between the emphasis of the scientific
literature and the actual demands of the labor
market. While the literature predominantly focuses
on soft, cognitive, and generic competencies, the
analysis of startup and freelancing websites revealed
that the labor market primarily seeks specialized,
operational, and digital skills that can be directly
converted into services and economic value. This can
be explained by the outcome-oriented and highly
competitive nature of startup and freelancing
environments, where individuals are mainly
evaluated based on observable outputs, service
quality, and the ability to solve real problems. This
issue also indicates a shift in the mechanism of trust-
building in the digital economy, whereby trust based
on personal characteristics is gradually being
replaced by data-driven trust, algorithmic scoring,
and digital reputation. Under these conditions,
students need to learn how to transform ethical
virtues into measurable professional behaviors.
Hence, the gap between what universities teach and
what the market demands constitutes a primary
factor in reducing employability and the overall
effectiveness of university education.

The findings of the longitudinal analysis of students
also indicated a growing emphasis on digital skills in
recent years. This finding is consistent with the study
by Sitaridis and Kitsios (2023), who demonstrated
that digital transformation and the expansion of
digital  entrepreneurship have substantially
increased the need to develop digital competencies
within higher education and entrepreneurship
education. These results suggest that students have
become increasingly aware of the evolving demands
of the contemporary labor market.

However, the relatively reduced emphasis on soft
skills among students may lead to an unbalanced
competency profile. This finding is also in line with
the results reported by Fossatti et al. (2023), who
argued that enhancing students’ employability
requires the balanced development of soft skills,
technical skills, and digital competencies, and that
an exclusive focus on technical skills is insufficient to
meet labor market demands. Therefore, improving
students’ employability—and, consequently, the
effectiveness of higher education—requires the
design of integrated educational programs that
foster the complementary and synergistic
development of soft, technical, and digital skills.

4. Conclusions

This study developed a competency-based skills
framework to enhance the employability of
management students in startup and freelancing
environments. Findings from theoretical literature,
labor market analysis, and longitudinal student
surveys confirm that success in the digital economy
requires a hybrid skill set integrating soft, hard, and
digital competencies. While academic literature
emphasizes soft and cognitive skills, the labor
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market prioritizes specialized, operational, and
digital skills that deliver immediate economic value.
Students have shown increasing awareness of digital
skills in recent years, yet this shift risks creating
unbalanced competency profiles.

The study reveals a notable gap between university
curricula and evolving market demands, particularly
in trust mechanisms (from personal to data-driven
and algorithmic) and the need for practical,
measurable professional capabilities. Bridging this
gap demands a fundamental shift in management
education—from traditional knowledge
transmission toward integrated, skill-oriented, and
experiential learning that combines theoretical
foundations with real-world application. The
proposed framework offers a practical foundation for
curriculum reform, policy development, and the
design of targeted skill-building programs.
Ultimately, preparing management graduates for the
digital economy requires moving beyond preparing
students for employment to equipping them as
adaptable, entrepreneurial actors capable of creating
opportunities in dynamic startup and freelancing
contexts. Such transformation will not only improve
graduate employability but also strengthen the
relevance and productivity of higher education in the
digital age.
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Stirling, 2001).
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Table 3. Identification and extraction of global, organizing, and basic themes from the literature review
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Table 4. Identification and extraction of global, organizing, and basic themes from startup and freelancing
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Table 5. An example of the coding and categorization process
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Table 6. Identification and extraction of global, organizing, and basic themes from the questionnaire and semi-

structured interview
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Figure 2. Longitudinal comparison of students' perceptions of labor market skill needs.
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Figure 3. A skills framework to enhance management students’ employability in startup and freelancing work
environments.
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Figure 4. The productivity gap in management education: a comparison of skills emphasized in the literature, by
students, and in the labor market.

\O)Ln-n'blv 0590 AL Juld)sbﬁsw‘smw



G g bgs GesS i (5,5 lalausa 30 o oo 3l g2l (g y1.09 Uil caliB Gyl (61 (ke D925l g \E

o
5137 Lgl slacs o
@ 4olan g acliiu Jhous sl sleo
(olosmbils cuits )
s ? o clast j9p0
o sl .
65581373 Lgh slacs 4o ° ot o SlaG slgo
dobao g dobidiu Sedlagge
® (Slugmiits it 4)
® olael 5950
o wobans dobiio P S0, ke
O (olgmiits Cuits )
$2U815Tg g slocs i

Gl g 00l mie aw ;o S pae Gl e 05 Liwlyer gl ol aidl SO laieds Il sleial) £l B S

Figure 5. A skill stoplight as a roadmap for aligning management skills across three data sources and enhancing
students’ employability.
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