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Executive
Summary

Across global labour markets, university graduates are finding it increasingly difficult not
only to secure employment, but to remain successful once hired. While academic
qualifications remain essential, employers consistently report gaps in practical workplace
skills such as communication, teamwork, adaptability, resilience, and professional
behaviour.

Research shows a persistent gap between university education and employer
expectations — particularly in areas such as communication, teamwork, problem solving,
resilience, and professional conduct. These capabilities are now critical to employability,
early career performance, and retention in fast-changing, technology-enabled
workplaces.

This white paper examines the evidence behind the graduate work-readiness gap,
explores why traditional approaches to employability development often fall short, and
proposes a practical framework for embedding structured workplace skills development
alongside academic study. It is designed to support higher education leaders globally in
strengthening graduate attributes, employability outcomes, and successful transitions
into employment.
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1. The Graduate Employability
Challenge

Degrees Alone Are No Longer Enough

Universities have traditionally focused on disciplinary knowledge and academic
achievement. While this remains foundational, employers increasingly emphasise
transferable human capabilities as critical hiring and retention factors.

Research consistently highlights that:

e Graduates often possess strong theoretical knowledge but struggle to apply it in real
workplace settings.

e Communication, teamwork, and professional behaviour are among the most
frequently cited areas of concern.

e Early-career attrition is often linked to difficulty adapting to workplace expectations
rather than technical incompetence.

In competitive labour markets, graduates are now competing not only with their peers but
also with experienced candidates. Work readiness has become a key differentiator.

2. What the Research Tells Us

Employer Perspectives

Multiple international studies indicate that employers rate workplace capabilities as
equally — and often more — important than technical knowledge for graduate roles.

Key findings include:

¢ A significant proportion of employers believe graduates are not fully work-ready at the
point of hire.

e Communication, teamwork, adaptability, and self-management consistently rank
among the most sought-after capabilities.

e Soft skills strongly influence early career performance, engagement, and retention.
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Employers increasingly expect graduates to arrive with baseline professional capability,
not just subject knowledge.

Graduate and Student Perspectives

Research also shows a disconnect between student perceptions and employer
expectations. Many students place heavy emphasis on grades and qualifications,
underestimating the importance of interpersonal and workplace behaviours.

Graduate surveys indicate that:

e Many feel underprepared for workplace communication, feedback, and team
dynamics.

e A large proportion report learning more about professional behaviour in their first
months of employment than during their entire degree.

e Graduates often wish that employability skills had been embedded earlier and more
explicitly in their studies.

This mismatch contributes directly to early career stress, disengagement, and turnover.

3. Why Traditional Approaches Fall
Short

Limitations of One-Off Employability Initiatives
Institutions commonly address employability through:

¢ Standalone workshops or seminars

e Optional career skills modules

e Resume-writing and interview preparation sessions
While valuable, these approaches are often:

e Episodic rather than embedded

e Difficult to scale consistently across faculties

e |nsufficient for developing sustained behavioural capability

Workplace skills require repetition, reinforcement, reflection, and application — not simply
exposure.
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The Need for Practical, Applied Learning

Effective employability development must:

Reflect real workplace scenarios

Be accessible and time-efficient

Reinforce learning over time

Support students before, during, and after work placements

This requires structured integration into the student journey, rather than peripheral
programming.

Part Il - A Framework for Action

4. Principles for Embedding Work
Readiness

Forward-thinking institutions embed workplace skills development across the student
lifecycle, including:

Foundation and first-year transition programmes
Internship and placement preparation

Capstone and professional practice courses
Career readiness and student success initiatives

Effective models typically share the following characteristics:

1. Structured progression - Skills development builds over time rather than being
delivered as a single intervention.

2. Practical application - Learning is scenario-based and directly linked to workplace
contexts.

3. Reflection and feedback - Students are encouraged to reflect on behaviour and
performance.

4. Scalability - Solutions work across faculties and large cohorts.

5. Alignment to graduate profiles - Activities map clearly to institutional graduate
outcomes and national frameworks.
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5. Strategic Implications for
Higher Education Institutions

Higher education institutions worldwide operate within outcomes-based accountability
environments. Increasingly, institutions are evaluated on graduate employability, learner
success, and successful transition into employment.

Graduate attribute frameworks across institutions commonly emphasise:

e Effective communication

¢ Collaboration and teamwork

¢ Ethical and professional behaviour

e Critical thinking and problem solving

¢ Self-management and lifelong learning
¢ Work readiness and adaptability

Strengthening structured workplace skills development supports institutions to:
¢ Demonstrate alignment with graduate attributes
¢ Strengthen evidence for employability outcomes
¢ Improve early-career transition and retention outcomes

¢ Enhance institutional reputation and employer partnerships

Embedding work-readiness development is therefore not an additional initiative — it is a
strategic enhancement of institutional accountability and student success objectives.

Conclusion

The evidence is clear: graduates are not underperforming due to a lack of academic
knowledge, but due to gaps in professional capability and workplace readiness.

Higher education institutions have a critical opportunity to strengthen graduate outcomes
by embedding structured, scalable workplace skills development alongside disciplinary

study.

Doing so supports employability, early-career sustainability, student confidence, and
institutional reputation.
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Appendix A: Alighment to
Graduate Outcomes Frameworks

Communication Skills

Teamwork &
Collaboration

Professional & Ethical
Behaviour

Problem Solving &
Critical Thinking

Self-Management &
Resilience

Employability & Career
Readiness

Communicates
effectively in
professional contexts

Works effectively with
others in diverse teams

Demonstrates
professionalism and
ethical conduct

Applies judgement and
problem-solving skills

Manages time, workload,
and wellbeing

Is prepared for
employment and lifelong
learning

Workplace
communication,
written and verbal
skills, listening and
feedback

Collaboration, conflict
management,
constructive feedback

Workplace etiquette,
stakeholder interaction

Applied decision-making,
handling workplace
challenges

Time management,
resilience, adaptability

Transition-to-work skills,
workplace confidence
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Appendix B - Example
Implementation Model

Several scalable microlearning platforms now offer structured workplace skills
development aligned to graduate attributes and employability outcomes.

A typical implementation model includes:

Short, modular learning units (1-10 minutes) focusing on communication, teamwork,
resilience, and professional behaviour

Structured learning pathways aligned to graduate attributes

Reflection tools and workbooks to reinforce behavioural change

Flexible deployment across faculties and large cohorts
Such models allow institutions to embed workplace capability development without
redesigning academic curricula, while maintaining alighnment with graduate attribute

frameworks and quality assurance processes.

LearningPlanet represents one example of a structured and scalable approach designed
to support this model.
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Contact us for further
Information

If you would like to learn more or explore implementation
options, visit learningplanet.tv
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