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Abstract. Education, in general, creates strong basics of sustainable development. Higher education is one of the
important settings for accomplishing better education and quality of human life. Region based higher educational
institutions (HEIs) have high input in regional economic development through traditional functions of teaching and
research. Educational institutions acquiring graduates with relevant knowledge and skills for the labour market. The
given paper examines: How Georgian regional universities enhance the graduates’ employability and workforce
formation? Do the institutions encouraging university-business interactions? What are the main challenges and optimal
ways of improvement? The article is using a qualitative research method with a combination of mixed research techniques
by collecting and analysing other qualitative and quantitative information from national governmental reports, scientific
articles, and annual statistical data.

The paper draws the background information, that enhances the bed climate for recent graduates on the labour market,
the unemployment and employment rate, proportion of horizontal mismatch, fields or groups of studies that students
are most likely to be mismatched, its cause and effects relationship.

Results show that institutions have week interaction with regional enterprises and SMEs: HEIs do not have skills
anticipation strategy based on the regional business sector to avoid potential misbalance in the labour market. HEIs
instead of showing initiative often take a proactive position and are looking at interactions between labour market
stakeholders; they have weak interaction with public and private enterprises. Regional SMEs’ participation in creating
curriculums is uncommon.
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Introduction

Scholars and academics have broadly discussed the sustainable development concept. The United
Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable development (2005-2014) mobilizes educational resources for
a sustainable prospect. According to UNESCO “education alone cannot achieve a more sustainable future;
however, without education and learning for sustainable development, we will not be able to reach other
sustainable goals” (2005).

Higher education keeps the central position for sustainable development, as it is one of the main pillars
of delivering advanced knowledge, skills, and appropriate values for the local community, to address the
suitable behaviour, which is necessary for sustainable development. HEIs have the primary goal of acquiring
graduates with new knowledge, prepare leaders, managers, teachers, and other professionals for the
future. Sufficient education will help them to take action considering sustainable development goals.
Therefore, the quality of education and well-planned education-job transition process creates good bases
for employment and enhances the better quality of life.

In Georgia, graduates' employability issues and occupation by profession are getting more and more
attention. Questions raise on addressing Authorities and Higher educational institutions. There is a debate,
discussion, and arguments among politicians, education authorities, labour market stakeholders, and
experts regarding the qualifications and skills of recently graduated students. Since 2005, the Bologna
Process has been announced and a three-cycle HE system has been implemented. In the last 20 years, the
higher education sector created a high number of graduates in a variety of disciplines. However, individuals
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experience difficulties in finding appropriate jobs. Numbers of graduates are occupying positions that do
not apply to their background education, experience, and expectation.

With the radical changes in the sector and expansion of higher educational institutions, today, Georgia
experiences a greater imbalance between higher education graduates and labour market demands. The
main concerns arise regarding graduates' unemployment, hard transitions from education to occupation,
mismatch with the profession, and securing the job for lifelong. The process is even longer for women
compared to men. As women take more responsibilities for family duties and enter at labour market later
rather than men.

After graduating from HEIs individuals often face two main obstacles: Professions they have obtained
are not in demand in the labour market and/or their skills and qualifications do not meet the labour market

requirements.
Conceptual framework

The role of the higher educational institutions in preparing graduates for the labour market is a
long-lasting and debating subject (Barnett, 2000). Several studies argue that entrant students, their
families, and employers have the expectations that simply graduating from university will acquire them
with all necessary labour required skills (Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick, & Cragnolini, 2004; Bannett, Dunne,
& Carre, 2002; Atkins, 1999). Perceptions and responses regarding the needs and expectations of
employers differ across universities. However, two individuals graduating from the same major field will
not essentially find the same job opportunities, hence, returns from education may also diverse (Carnevale
& Cheah, 2013a; Carnevale at al., 2013b). Therefore, fresh graduates leading complicated decision-making
processes, that are influenced by market conditions, labour demand, employable skills, abilities, and their
perspectives in this regard (Hwang, 2017). At this time, when a mismatch between the major field of
education and the main skills required for job unsuits, is stated as a horizontal mismatch. According to
Robst (2006), a horizontal mismatch is referred to as job-education mismatch or education-occupation
mismatch. Labour market imbalance by nature is usually connected with the differentiation among labour
supply and demand, "skills mismatch can occur when total supply meets total demand with numbers,
however not with skills or/and qualification" (Badurashvili, 2019). Horizontal mismatch approaches the
relationship between graduates' specific field of study and knowledge and labour market demand in the
context of human capital, transferable and professional skills (Robst, 2007; Beduwe & Giret, 2010).
According to Rudakov et al., 2019, labour market develops more frequently rather than the educational
system, therefore the educational system cannot react immediately to certain professions. Mismatch on
the labour market might link the risk of unemployment, job dissatisfaction, bed quality life, etc. (Bender &
Roche, 2013; Boudarbat & Chernoff, 2012; Cosser, 2010). On the other hand, the mass labour market
cannot create a sufficient amount of job places, while HEIs provide an oversupply of graduate students for
some particular fields. Negative consequences of horizontal mismatch have been studied by a number of
authors Nordin, Persson, & Rooth, 2010; Robst, 2007 etc.

Research method

The purpose of the given work is to investigate the main challenges that exist between Higher education
graduates and labour market stakeholders. Particularly, the authors examined: 1) how regional-based HEIs
enhance the fresh graduates' employability, and how it helps regional sustainability; 2) what are the factors
of unemployment and reasons for a horizontal mismatch; 3) what are the main challenges and optimal

ways of improvement.
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Qualitative research has been done among all Georgian higher educational institutions and teaching
institutes located at the regional based in Georgia. Two educational institutions refuse to participate in the
research due to internal politics. As a result, 10 institutions have been involved in the study. Participants
of the in-depth interview from each university were vice-rectors or head of the quality assurance services
or head of the career centres and other competent persons depending on the structure of the HEIs. The
total majority of HEIs participating in the study have undergone authorization and program accreditation,
as they have the right to implement BA, MA, Ph.D. programs, according to the type of institution.

To address the research problem, we chose the mixed research method, as one of the complex research
techniques. We used secondary data analysis that had been collected previously and tabulated by other
sources. The data were reliable and professionally gathered. Practically it is the utilization of existing
records (Johnston, 2014; Bhattacherjee, 2012; Andrews, Higgins, Andrews, & Lalor, 2012). Also, methods

of analysis and synthesis were used to formulate conclusions and final recommendations.
Research Results and Discussion
e A general overview of youth unemployment in Georgia

Research participants’ approach that general unemployment in the country have high impact on regional
unemployment trend. The labour market in Georgian had trouble alongside governmental and economic
changes. Unemployment rates are permanently high with the young generation. It reached the highest
peak in 2009 that ware caused by the August conflict between Russia and Georgian, which were ongoing
at the same time as the world financial crises. Since 2010, the trend keeps declining. According to the
National Statistical Office, the overall unemployment rate with the population above 15+ age for 2020 is
18.5 %.
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Source: author’s calculations based on National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2020
Fig. 1. Distribution of Unemployment rate (percentage) by age groups 2006-2018

Individuals aged 15-19 are usually at school or in the first year of vocational/tertiary education and they
usually do not work, as families support them. More than 80 % of the total population with the age of
20-24 are at the vocational/tertiary education or graduated Bachelor Degree. Therefore, the individuals are
skilled enough to get into the labour market; however, the number of unemployment is at a pick with this
age group rather, than any other cluster. Meaning that fresh graduates experience a very low rate of
employment (Fig. 1). The unemployment trend significantly decreases for the people the age of 25-29, as
it is mostly because of several reasons:

a) At this age, most of the individuals are Master graduate, which increase the chances of employment.

b) Individuals have to take any offered job to maintain themselves.
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Overall, the labour force unemployment rate is rather high, which influences fresh graduates'

employability possibilities and decreases chances for individuals to recruit (Fig. 1).
e How the HEIs’ market condition influence graduates’ unemployment?

Georgia traditional had very high-level participation in higher education that ware caused mainly by
family traditions and educational approaches from the post-Soviet era. With a gross tertiary enrolment
ratio of 30 %, country ware ranked as one of the highest participation rates among the Soviet countries
(Chakhaia & Bregvadze, 2018). At this time, all HEIs were owned by the state, and all levels of education
were subsidized by the state to reach ideal equality for all citizens. Since the country got independence,
higher educational instructions start privatization. At the beginning of 2000-2005, there was an increasing
trend and kind of massification of private higher education institutions (Shervashidze, 2005). At that, time
the country did not have any experience in establishing and managing private institutions, as there were
no regulations and/or procedures for founding new HEIs. Consequently, for the end of 2005, the number
of universities reached 172 which was an absolute record for such a small country as Georgia with
172 461 students enrolled in, with a large proportion still coming on public Schools - 137 021. Private
universities mainly had part-time programs, with the major fields on Law, Humanities, and Medicine. A
relatively small proportion of students was coming to private institutions that's because there were not
enough infrastructure and academic resources. As an entrance exam, the programs had basic requirements
for enrolment, low quality of teaching, and therefore basic outcomes after graduation. Studying at the

university ware considered as the way of obtaining an HE Diploma, which becomes a reason to increase

numbers of unemployed young’s (Fig. 2).
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Source: author’s calculations based on National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2020
Fig. 2. Number of State and Private Higher Educational Institutions 2000-2020

Another important feature was corruption in the higher education system. There are several studies,
which offer reviews and cases of particular bribes at leading higher educational institutions (Heyneman,
2004; 2008; Karosanidze & Christensen, 2005). As a result, it affected access to education, equity, and
the quality of it. Uncertainties, corruption, easy access to education, create a sum of graduates with Higher
education Diplomas and without certain skills.

In 2003 new government in Georgia started comprehensive reforms. The progressions that happened
in the Higher education system were very important. The system ware completely patched up by entwined

sets of changes. Most remarkably, they improve efficiency, eliminate corruption, and increase education

quality assurance standards.
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In following years, particularly in 2011-2012 the number of Universities ware declined dramatically. The
process was connected with the implementation of new regulations of HE and quality assurance standards.
The number of universities accounted for only 52 both in the public and private sector with 95 110 enrolled
students. For the present moment, there are 19 state and 42 private higher educational establishments

with 148 803 registered students.

e Higher education policy planning problems; mismatching demand and supply at the national and

regional level

The changing environment in the system of higher education and some major policy planning problems
affect the demand and supply of the labour market. First of all, there is limited information on the
relationship between higher education and the labour market conditions, although accreditation standards
oblige educational institutions to create annual reports with employment statistics, data about the student
or/and alumni employment are not collected on a systematic basis (Glonti, Lortkipanidze , & Urushadze,
2017). Also, institutions have to adjust learning programs to the labour market demand, however, the
indicators and verification sources are unclear. Neither, self-evaluation and external evaluation reports are
comprehensive, consequently, do not exist objective evaluation reports.

According to the State Audit Office (2019), which contacts higher education programs and market
compatibility efficiency audit, there are some major concerns:

1) Ministry of Education, Science, culture and sport of Georgia, annually subsidized some programs
across the public institutions. Nonetheless, no suitable studies have been performed to determine
priority directions or/and required professions in the labour market. Consequently, it has not been
researched on how compatible are selected programs for the needs of the country.

2) There are cases when the priority studying programs are the fields that usually have high demand

from the entrance students, while other fields of studies (such as: agronomy, agrarian technologies,

architecture, food technology and etc.) have less attractiveness, but exactly those fields are considered
as urgent for the country and demanded at the labour market. So, we receive a high supply in some
professions and a deficit in another.

3) There is no research paper evaluating certain professions and needs for the labour market, which

is caused by insufficient communication between responsible ministers and other stakeholders. As a

result, we cannot analyse the compatibility between financed students and the real needs of the market.

According to the Ministry of education, science, culture, and sport of Georgia, an absolute majority of
graduates comes on the field of Social sciences, Business, and Law. The trend is similar in public and private
universities on a national and regional basis. In other words, the labour market receives oversupply
graduates from Social sciences, Business, and Law, whereas there is a qualified workers deficit in the fields
of Engineering, manufacturing, and construction; agriculture sciences, etc. The policy problems concerns
to both national and regional settings.

Analysing the unemployment rate by educational attainment shows that most unemployed population
comes particularly from higher education. Fortunately, the trend is declining, and first, in the last 8 years,
it is less than the unemployed population at intermediate non-vet education.

At the national level there is no statistics comparing unemployment trends based on qualification,

specialization, and graduated university.
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Fig. 3. Unemployment rate by Education attainment

e Graduates Skills mismatch analyses

There is a lack of fruitful research literature in regards to graduates’ skills mismatch in Georgia. A few
studies argue as follows: According to the International Organization of Migration conduct a comprehensive
study regarding unemployment and skilful unemployment (IOM, 2010). Research results show that even
there is mass unemployment in the country, most employers have difficulties finding appropriate staff with
relevant qualifications and experience.

One of the first representative surveys of enterprises was organized by the Ministry of Economy and
Sustainable Development of Georgia (2017) researching the workforce, employment structure,
assessments of vocational skills of employees employed by enterprises, and others. The research includes
19 000 job vacancies in 5 651 business organizations. Results show that almost half of the business
organizations (45 %) recruit new employees among friends, relatives, or/and other contacts. Also, they
are looking for staff with the qualification of 3-5 years, so recent graduates face the problem of finding a
relevant occupation. There was a significant lack of finding employees in the fields of science, service, office
work, trade, art, STEM sciences, and others.

Unfortunately, there is not any direct measurement or research between skills demand and supply in
Georgia. Only, education and occupation are considered campus-based skills (Badurashvili, 2019).

As employees raise the sounds, graduates' skills and abilities that individuals earn at campus-based are
not sufficient for the labour market. Important indicators related to education-occupation mismatch
analysis can be found at the Georgian Labour Market Demand Survey (Ministry of Labour, Health and Social
Affairs of Georgia, 2015). The research sampling includes 63 387 entities located at the capital and regional
level, with over 908 374 employed workers. Over 42 % of companies reported that they usually need to
employ foreign workers because there are no domestic workers with the required skills. Over 72 % of
companies also have difficulties in hiring applicants due to applicants' level of qualification and skills
shortage. On the one hand, there are numbers of unemployed graduates and on the other hand, there is
a specific professions deficit, like sheet metal workers, veterinarians, agronomists etc.

The authors conducted analysis of the yearly statistics of a private employment agency (HR.GE). The
company is one of the leading organizations in posted vacancies and links labour market stakeholders and
the unemployed population. The first five groups of posted vacancies come services and sales workers
(31.5 %); technicians and associate professionals (22.2 %); professionals (15.4 %); clerical support

workers (13.9 %); crafts and related trades workers (5.2 %). Major vacancies related to those five groups
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include the sales assistants, waiters, security guards, sales representatives, bartenders, domestic helpers
etc. As a fact, the qualification requirement for the previously mentioned groups, in most cases is associated
with vocational education rather than higher education.

e How regional-based HEIs can enhance the fresh graduates’ employability and how does it help regional

sustainability ?

There is no preliminary research or correspondence between the educational institutions and the needs
of labour market stakeholders in regards to graduates' qualifications and skills. Enterprises need to spend
some amount of time and money to retrain graduates and prepare them for particular work. Due to that,
enterprises mostly avoid recruiting fresh graduates. The educational mismatch is rather high among
bachelor graduate women. Even if they get some particular positions, women are 10 % less paid rather
than men. Overall, graduates experience disappointment at the beginning of their careers.

As a result, major numbers of graduates are forced to take irrelevant jobs, comparing to their studying
program, meaning that the skills and abilities that they develop during the educational process are limited
to apply.

Research participants realizing that region-based HEIs have the huge role in the process of enhancement
graduates’ employability. To overcome the obstacle, institutions mention that they need financial resources
from the state to increase academic staff, invite professionals from different fields, make the relevant public
relations and start working in the parts of innovations. It will help them to empower graduates and create
a soft and smooth transition from education to employment.

Unfortunate, today HEIs are passive receivers of political or economic changes in the country. We don't
expect and they may not affect the overall unemployment tendency in the country but they can change
future trends at regional bases. Well-planned educational process can decrease horizontal mismatch in the
labour market and enhance regional sustainability by encouraging youth employment.

Based on in depth interviews and research results, we have defined several endorsements for improving
the employment settings for recent graduates.

Initiate and implementing different learning courses. Students should have opportunities to develop

self-employment and entrepreneur skills during their studying period.

e Strengthen the links with public and private enterprises, involve them in creating curriculums

e Set up and store annual records about graduates’ employability and investigate horizontal mismatch
problems.

e Create a supportive educational process for women and ensure their professional employability after
graduation.

e Develop clear strategies and ensure higher education system compatibility with labour market
requirements.

e Higher educational institutions should establish structural units for supporting the graduates'
employability (such as: Technology transfer offices; start-up incubator etc.).

Regional sustainability can be enhanced by the following aspects:

e examine the regional challenges and enhance regional innovation to address the problems;
e encouraging enterprising, entrepreneurship, and economic growth;
e by developing new generations, promoting regional human capital;

e cooperation with regional authorities and linking universities with regional development.
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Conclusions and recommendations

The given paper aimed to analyse role of the region-based HEIs in regards of labour market formation

at regional and national level. Study graduates’ unemployment tendency, its causes and effects. Explore

relationship between Georgian HEIs based in regions and SME’s. Investigate the main challenges between

these two sectors and define the optimization ways. The results were obtained from different sources,

qualitative research with HEIs, exploring descriptive and analytical databases, as well as diverse national

and international documents/reports. General results and recommendations are drawn bellow:

The tendency of unemployment in the country affects the graduates' employability possibilities in

Georgia.

1) To a certain extent graduates’ unemployment is encouraged by educational institutions, because
they dramatically increase and recruit students in some particular fields (such es: Economics and
Business, International Relations, Law, Humanities etc.) whereas a significant proportion of the
workforce in that segment is self-employed (under the shadow economy) mismatched by occupation
or/and unemployed. As a result, most of future graduates will be just additional oversupply on the labour
market.

2) Majority of region based HEIs do not research labour require skills and qualifications yearly,
institutions do not collect annual databases about graduates’ employability, neither professional
employability records.

3) Region based HEIs have very week connection with SMEs and they are partly involved in the
educational/training process.

4) Higher educational institutions should establish structural units for supporting the graduates'
employability.

5) With the intention of increasing the role of the HEIs' in regional sustainable development by forming
qualitative labour force, universities should use all advantages that they have, create strong ties with
SMEs, attract various stakeholders from different transdisciplinary, set and ensure continuous process
of discourse.

6) In order to expand the findings and deepen research results, we recommend further research by
combining qualitative and quantitative research in the future, involving not only HEIs and SMEs, but

including the alumni and current students of HEIs.
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