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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify the features and competencies required for the future job market, emphasizing the new mission of the Islamic
Azad University in responding to technological, social, and occupational transformations. The research is applied in purpose, qualitative in
nature, and based on thematic analysis. The statistical population comprised theoretical and practical experts in higher education and
employability. Using purposive sampling, 19 participants were selected for semi-structured interviews. Data were analyzed through open,
axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA-V2018 software to extract major categories and subthemes related to future labor market features
and competencies. Findings revealed that the future job market is characterized by three major dimensions: technological development (Al
automation, cybersecurity, and data mining), social changes (remote work, diversity and inclusion, social responsibility), and emerging
market needs (sustainability, digital skills, soft skills, and lifelong learning). Four core competency domains were identified: technical
(technological literacy and data analysis), intrapersonal (critical and creative thinking), interpersonal (communication and teamwork), and
lifelong learning (adaptability and continuous development). The final model demonstrated internal and external validity supported by expert
consensus. The results highlight that the Islamic Azad University must redefine its mission by integrating technological, interpersonal, and
continuous learning skills into curricula to enhance graduate employability. Emphasizing synergy between theory and practice, updating
curricula, and fostering adaptive learning capacities are essential to prepare graduates for the evolving dynamics of the future job market.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In recent years, the accelerating pace of technological innovation, economic globalization, and social transformation has
profoundly reshaped the structure of labor markets and the competencies required for employability. The twenty-first-century
workforce is no longer defined solely by technical expertise but increasingly by a complex integration of cognitive, digital,
social, and emotional skills that allow for adaptability, problem-solving, and lifelong learning (Tabibnia & Noorafrooz, 2023).

As aresult, universities around the world have been compelled to reconsider their educational missions, shifting from traditional
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knowledge transmission toward competency-based education that prioritizes readiness for real-world challenges (Tong, 2024).
This transition is particularly urgent in developing economies, where the mismatch between academic curricula and the labor
market has become a critical obstacle to sustainable employment and economic growth (Nuis et al., 2024).

Within the Iranian higher education system, and especially in the Islamic Azad University network, the need for reform in
academic missions is increasingly evident. The prevailing academic model, which has historically emphasized theoretical
mastery, now faces the challenge of aligning educational outcomes with dynamic and skill-oriented labor market expectations
(Rasoulietal., 2024). Previous studies have emphasized that professional competencies, encompassing technical, interpersonal,
and intrapersonal skills, are vital determinants of career success and organizational performance (Ghorouneh, 2020; Qarloghi
etal., 2017). However, there remains a lack of comprehensive understanding of how universities can strategically develop and
institutionalize these competencies in students to prepare them for the uncertain future of work.

Globally, researchers have recognized that higher education institutions must adopt a competency-based framework that
integrates both hard and soft skills to bridge the employability gap. For instance, (Konig et al., 2020) highlighted that rapid
transitions to online and technology-assisted teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic exposed deficiencies in digital readiness
and pedagogical competence among early-career educators. Similarly, (Ding et al., 2021) found that competency-based
education enhances self-efficacy and professional adaptability among newly trained family physicians, underscoring the value
of such models beyond specific disciplines. In the context of Asia, (Kounkroo, 2025) argued that developing twenty-first-
century life and career skills within university curricula is crucial for sustainable employability and ethical citizenship.

Moreover, the development of emotional and social competencies has emerged as a cornerstone of professional success.
(Saini & Sharma, 2024) demonstrated that teachers’ social-emotional competence contributes significantly to their quality of
work life, while (McDonnell et al., 2024) found that emotional intelligence and social competence are directly linked to
students’ career readiness. These findings suggest that higher education institutions should integrate socio-emotional learning
and experiential teaching methods to foster personal growth and resilience. (Abdalhassan et al., 2024) further showed that
educational justice and self-efficacy play a moderating role in shaping students’ career aspirations and confidence, suggesting
that equitable learning environments are essential for fostering inclusive professional development.

Furthermore, (Rezaei & Mahmoudi, 2023) emphasized the importance of extracurricular education in promoting job-related
skills, while (Roberts et al., 2020) revealed that experiential and reflective learning approaches in agricultural education
enhance students’ understanding of workplace realities. The literature thus indicates a convergence toward an educational
paradigm that values experiential, interdisciplinary, and emotionally intelligent approaches to learning. In light of these global
trends, the present study seeks to identify the defining features and core competencies required for the future labor market and
to articulate the Islamic Azad University’s new mission in equipping students with the necessary skills for sustainable
employability.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative research employed a thematic analysis design with an applied purpose. The study population included
academic and professional experts in higher education and employment development, selected through purposive sampling.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 19 experts until data saturation was achieved. Each interview explored
perspectives on emerging labor market trends, essential competencies for future employability, and the role of universities in

shaping those competencies. Data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using MAXQDA-V2018 software through open,

O

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

J%JW}AW}E}&;}}ATcQﬁM

axial, and selective coding procedures. Themes and subthemes were derived inductively, and reliability was ensured via inter-
coder agreement and expert validation. The resulting model was reviewed by three external educational experts to confirm its
conceptual robustness and practical relevance.

Findings

Data analysis revealed that the future job market is characterized by three overarching dimensions: technological
advancement, socio-cultural transformation, and evolving market demands. Within these domains, four clusters of
competencies emerged as essential for future employability.

1. Technical Competence: Participants emphasized the need for proficiency in digital technologies, artificial
intelligence, data analytics, and cybersecurity. Mastery of technical tools, digital literacy, and the ability to work with
emerging technologies were identified as fundamental to remaining competitive in an automated economy.

2. Intrapersonal Competence: Attributes such as critical thinking, creativity, self-awareness, adaptability, and self-
efficacy were recognized as determinants of professional resilience. Experts highlighted that the ability to learn from
failure, regulate emotions, and maintain intrinsic motivation distinguishes successful professionals in complex work
environments.

3. Interpersonal Competence: Effective communication, teamwork, conflict management, and social responsibility
were reported as vital to collaboration within multi-cultural and remote work settings. Participants stressed that
interpersonal intelligence and empathy are increasingly valued as automation replaces routine technical tasks.

4. Lifelong Learning Competence: The analysis underscored the significance of continuous learning, reflective
practice, and self-directed skill upgrading. Experts asserted that the capacity to learn, unlearn, and relearn is the most
critical survival skill in the age of technological disruption.

Thematic synthesis also revealed that the alignment between university curricula and industry needs remains weak, leading
to a persistent “skills gap.” The findings highlighted the necessity of revising academic programs to include project-based
learning, internships, and competency-based evaluation methods. Moreover, experts agreed that universities should establish
strategic partnerships with industries and policy institutions to co-create educational content and ensure that graduates possess
relevant and up-to-date competencies. The proposed model was validated by experts as internally coherent and externally
applicable, offering a practical framework for reorienting higher education toward employability-driven outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that the future of employment will be shaped by hybrid competencies that integrate
technical literacy with emotional intelligence, ethical awareness, and continuous adaptability. The emergence of artificial
intelligence, automation, and data-driven systems has created a dual imperative: while technological mastery remains critical,
human-centered capabilities such as empathy, problem-solving, and collaboration have become equally indispensable. This
aligns with (Tabibnia & Noorafrooz, 2023), who described twenty-first-century workforce readiness as a multidimensional
construct requiring both digital expertise and socio-emotional maturity. Similarly, (Ding et al., 2021) asserted that competency-
based education not only enhances job-specific skills but also strengthens self-efficacy and lifelong learning orientation among
learners.

The prominence of intrapersonal and interpersonal competencies in this study supports (MicDonnell et al., 2024) and (Saini
& Sharma, 2024), who identified emotional and social competencies as strong predictors of professional engagement and work

satisfaction. Moreover, the results resonate with (Abdalhassan et al.,, 2024), who demonstrated that career aspirations are

oo ®

sl 48,5 5 j90 (CC BY-NC 4.0) 2165 b Gollas 3151 puo piawd g0y dlia oyl i) .l oiamg 5 4 (laio lio oyl ,Lii] Goi> oles V20 © 1t 5> g 5900



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\F'b Jb‘vjl@%o)u‘vye)}l

significantly influenced by educational equity and self-belief systems. This implies that universities should go beyond skill
transfer and cultivate inclusive, empowering learning environments that foster student confidence and agency.

Furthermore, the integration of experiential learning methods, such as internships, real-world projects, and community
engagement, has been recognized as an effective approach to developing practical and social competencies. The results are
consistent with (Rezaei & Mahmoudi, 2023) and (Roberts et al., 2020), who found that experiential learning bridges the gap
between theoretical instruction and professional practice. In parallel, (Nuis et al., 2024) and (Kounkroo, 2025) stressed that
coaching and reflective practice enhance students’ employability by linking academic learning to workplace competencies.

In terms of institutional implications, the findings of this research reaffirm the argument of (Rasouli et al., 2024) that
universities play a central role in sustainable development through the cultivation of managerial, ethical, and humanistic
competencies. The Islamic Azad University, therefore, must redefine its mission not only as an educational institution but also
as a developmental agent that integrates technology, social responsibility, and lifelong learning into its pedagogical framework.
By doing so, it can nurture graduates who are adaptable, innovative, and capable of thriving in uncertain and evolving labor
markets.

In conclusion, this study presents a comprehensive competency-based framework that identifies the essential attributes
required for future employability and proposes strategic directions for higher education reform. The model underscores the
interdependence between technical proficiency, socio-emotional maturity, and continuous learning as the foundation for

workforce readiness.
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