
23http://as-journal.edu.az

Azərbaycan məktəbi | Azerbaijan Journal of Educational Studies | 2026. №3

AZƏRBAYCANDA DÖVLƏT İDARƏÇİLİYİ YÖNLÜ
BAKALAVR İXTİSASLARININ DÖVLƏT
QURUMLARINDA KARYERA İMKANLARI İLƏ
UYĞUNLUĞUNUN TƏHLİLİ

RAMİL MƏMMƏDOV, ADA Universitetinin Təhsilin idarə edilməsi ixtisası üzrə magistri. 
E-mail: rmammadov18781@ada.edu.az | https://orcid.org/0009-0008-3534-0933
SAAD HƏSƏNOVA, ADA Universitetinin Təhsilin idarə edilməsi ixtisası üzrə magistri. 
E-mail: shasanova13172@ada.edu.az | https://orcid.org/0009-0005-0411-313 
SOLMAZ CAHANGİROVA, ADA Universitetinin Təhsilin idarə edilməsi ixtisası üzrə magistri. 
E-mail: sjahangirova14799@ada.edu.az | https://orcid.org/0009-0006-8869-8758 
AYDAN MƏMMADZADƏ, ADA Universitetinin Təhsilin idarə edilməsi ixtisası üzrə magistri. 
E-mail: amammadzada14891@ada.edu.az | https://orcid.org/0009-0007-5543-0074
AYSEL ALLAHVERDİYEVA, ADA Universitetinin Təhsilin idarə edilməsi ixtisası üzrə magistri. 
E-mail: aallahverdiyeva7671@ada.edu.az | https://orcid.org/0009-0006-5503-3688

Bu tədqiqat Azərbaycanda dövlət idarəçiliyi yönlü bakalavr ixtisasları ilə
dövlət qurumlarında mövcud vəzifələrin tələbləri arasındakı davamlı
uyğunsuzluğu araşdırır. Keyfiyyət yönlü tədqiqat dizaynından istifadə ol-
unaraq məlumatlar yarı-strukturlaşdırılmış müsahibələr vasitəsilə toplanıb.
Müsahibələr müvafiq ixtisasların müəllimləri, məzunları, fakültə dekanı,
Dövlət İmtahan Mərkəzinin (DİM) nümayəndəsi və nazirliyin insan
resursları üzrə məsul əməkdaşı daxil olmaqla, on iştirakçı ilə aparılıb,
əlavə olaraq müvafiq sənədlər nəzərdən keçirilib. Tədqiqatın nəticələri
göstərir ki, sözügedən ixtisasların tədris proqramlarında nəzəri biliklərə
praktik bacarıqlarla müqayisədə məhdud diqqət yetirilir. Bundan əlavə,
dövlət qulluğu imtahanı yanaşması ilə bu ixtisasların təlim nəticələri
arasında uyğunsuzluq mövcuddur. Məzunlar güclü nəzəri bazaya
yiyələndiklərini vurğulamaqla yanaşı, yumşaq və texniki bacarıqların
çatışmazlığını da qeyd ediblər. Müsahibələrdə iştirak etmiş işəgötürənlər
və məzunlar tədris proqramlarının mütəmadi yenilənməsinə ehtiyac
olduğunu, müasir texnologiyaların tətbiqinin kifayət qədər olmadığını və
proqramda təkrarlanan və ya aidiyyəti olmayan fənnlərin mövcudluğunu
qeyd ediblər. Həmçinin işə qəbul prosesləri, xüsusilə də DİM-in imtahan
sistemi, vakant vəzifə ilə bağlı bacarıqları kifayət qədər yoxlamadığı və
praktik bacarıqlardan daha çox nəzəri biliklərə əsaslandığı da tədqiqata
cəlb olunan müsahiblər tərəfindən davamlı vurğulanıb. Tədqiqat praktikaya
əsaslanan təlimin inteqrasiyasının, universitet–dövlət orqanları əməkdaş-
lığının gücləndirilməsinin və müvafiq proqramların təkmilləşdirilməsinin
vacibliyini ön plana çıxarır.

Açar sözlər: Dövlət idarəçiliyi yönlü bakalavr ixtisasları, dövlət qulluğu
üzrə vəzifə tələbləri ilə akademik proqramlar arasında uyğunsuzluq,
Azərbaycanda dövlət qulluğu imtahanları, dövlət qurumlarının işə qəbul
yanaşmaları, dövlət universitetlərində tədris proqramlarının uyğunluğu.
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This study investigates the persistent mismatch between public admin-
istration undergraduate programs and the competency requirements of
positions in government institutions in Azerbaijan. Using a qualitative re-
search design, data were collected through semi-structured interviews.
A total of ten participants were interviewed, including faculty members
from the relevant programs, graduates, a faculty dean, a representative
of the State Examination Center (SEC), and a human resources officer
from a ministry. In addition, relevant documents were reviewed. The find-
ings indicate that the curricula of these programs place greater emphasis
on theoretical knowledge than on practical skills. A misalignment also
exists between the public service examination system and the intended
learning outcomes of these academic programs. While graduates reported
acquiring a strong theoretical foundation, they also highlighted deficien-
cies in both soft and technical skills. Employers and graduates consistently
emphasized the need for regular curriculum updates, greater integration
of modern technologies into teaching, and the removal of repetitive or ir-
relevant courses. Furthermore, interview participants noted that recruit-
ment processes, particularly the public service examination administered
by the SEC, do not adequately assess the competencies required for va-
cant positions, relying more heavily on theoretical knowledge than on
practical skills. The study underscores the importance of integrating prac-
tice-based learning, strengthening collaboration between universities
and government institutions, and improving public administration aca-
demic programs.

Keywords: Public administration undergraduate programs, mismatch
between academic programs and civil service competency requirements,
civil service examinations in Azerbaijan, recruitment practices in govern-
ment institutions, curriculum alignment in public universities.
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INTRODUCTIONHigher education plays a key role in shapinga skilled workforce that supports the effectivefunctioning of public institutions and contributesto national development (Cleary & Van Noy,2014; Varona Cervantes & Cooper, 2020). Whenacademic curricula misalign with labor marketneeds, especially in the field of public adminis-tration, graduates may struggle with employmentreadiness, reducing their ability to contributemeaningfully to public service (Allen & van derVelden, 2001; Green & McIntosh, 2007). TheWorld Bank (WB, 2024) emphasizes that aligninggraduates’ skills with the operational needs ofthe public sector is critical to improving theeffectiveness and sustainability of public serv-ices.In Azerbaijan, undergraduate programs suchas “Public and Municipal Administration” aredesigned to equip students with knowledge ofthe unified system of governance and the in-teraction between state and local self-governancebodies (Azerbaijan State University of Economics[UNEC], 2025). According to the Ministry ofScience and Education of the Republic of Azer-baijan (n.d.), higher education institutions (HEIs)are expected to align their academic programswith labor market demands, foster innovation,and prepare highly qualified specialists to ensureinternational competitiveness of the nationaleducation system and workforce. To achievethe mentioned objectives, the Ministry of Scienceand Education of the Republic of Azerbaijanadopted the State Program on Increasing theInternational Competitiveness of the HigherEducation System (2019–2023), focusing ondeveloping the curricula of HEIs and forminghuman capital via quality education.This research aims to study the alignmentbetween undergraduate public administrationprograms and career opportunities within Azer-baijan’s governmental bodies, with a specificemphasis on central executive authorities (DövlətXidmətləri Portalı, 2024).

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEMIn Azerbaijan, the State Examination Center(SEC) plays a central role in the recruitmentprocess for government positions in the publicsector (Azərbaycan Respublikası Dövlət İmtahanMərkəzi publik hüquqi şəxsin Nizamnaməsi ar-ticles 1, 2, and 3). The SEC is responsible forconducting and overseeing competitive exami-nations that assess candidates’ qualificationsand readiness for various administrative roles,from leadership positions to specialized technicalroles (State Examination Center [SEC], 2025).The recruitment framework is organized to en-sure that candidates meet the educational andprofessional requirements relevant to theirroles within governmental bodies. As outlinedin Article 28 of the Law on Civil Service of theRepublic of Azerbaijan (2000), the recruitmentprocess for civil service positions consists oftwo stages: a standardized test examinationand an interview. According to Article 28.3 ofthe Law on Civil Service of the Republic ofAzerbaijan (2000) and the Cabinet of Ministersof the Republic of Azerbaijan (2017), candidatesfor administrative roles must pass a standardizedtest to obtain a certificate that is valid for fiveyears. Only those who hold a certificate are eli-gible to proceed to the interview stage (Law ofthe Republic of Azerbaijan on Civil Service,2000). These stages apply to Class A (adminis-trative-leading) and Class B (administrative-executive) civil service roles. The test exami-nation assesses candidates through questions,prepared by the SEC, on four key topics: theAzerbaijani language, legislation, informationtechnologies, and logical thinking, ensuringthey possess the knowledge and skills requiredfor government positions (State ExaminationCenter [SEC], 2025).According to the Statistical Yearbook on CivilService Recruitment and Examinations, in 2023,out of 16,200 candidates who took part in thecivil service entrance exams conducted by theState Examination Center, only 4,709 candidatesdemonstrated successful results. Emphasizingthe importance of university education, the
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State Examination Center noted that the candi-dates who passed the exams and received acertificate were mostly graduates of Baku StateUniversity, Azerbaijan State University of Eco-nomics, and Nakhchivan State University, whichwere ranked in the top three (State ExaminationCenter [SEC], 2024).Moreover, the preliminary survey results,conducted prior to this research project, revealthat a significant portion of respondents whograduated from public administration-focusedprograms feel underprepared for their currentjobs (see Chart 1). The survey was conductedamong people who graduated from public ad-ministration-focused programs of public uni-versities in Baku, Azerbaijan, in the last fiveyears. The participants were involved throughthe snowball sampling technique, as we invitedrelevant candidates whom we already knew,and then they forwarded the survey to the rel-evant candidates they knew. The survey con-sisted of five questions related to the candidates’educational background and professional ex-perience, and their perceptions of the alignmentbetween those two aspects. The overall numberof survey participants was 35, and 24% of themconsidered that the knowledge and competenciesgained during their bachelor’s degrees werenot beneficial in their careers in the govern-mental bodies. Reportedly, 62% of respondents

considered the same knowledge and compe-tencies to be somewhat beneficial, while only14% considered them beneficial. This probablyindicates a strong need for improving the align-ment between academic programs and theskills required for job positions by the govern-mental bodies.According to Amirova and Valiyev (2021)and Alakbarova (2024), a persistent mismatchexists between university curricula and labormarket requirements in Azerbaijan. This gap isparticularly evident in public administration,where graduates often lack soft skills such asanalytical thinking, problem-solving, and com-munication (Amirova & Valiyev, 2021). Accordingto AmCham (2024), broader labor market as-sessments highlight weak coordination betweenuniversities and employers in curriculum de-velopment, contributing to soft-skill gaps amonguniversity graduates.Considering the SEC statistics (State Exami-nation Center [SEC], 2024), preliminary surveyfindings, and recent research on skills mis-matches in Azerbaijan’s labor market (Amirova& Valiyev, 2021; Alakbarova, 2024; AmCham,2024), this study is guided by the followingquestions:
1. How are public administration-focused un-

dergraduate programs aligned with the compe-
tencies required or expected by the governmental
bodies in Azerbaijan?SUB RQ1. How do recent graduates of publicadministration-focused undergraduate programsperceive the alignment of their academic pro-grams with career requirements in governmentalbodies in Azerbaijan?SUB RQ2. What key competencies do gov-ernmental bodies in Azerbaijan expect from thecandidates to fulfill their job responsibilities?

2. How should the recruitment process be de-
signed to reflect the skills of the graduates of
public administration-focused programs?

PURPOSE OF THE STUDYThe purpose of this study is to explore thealignment between public administration-focused
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undergraduate programs of public universitiesand the career requirements of governmentalbodies in Azerbaijan from three aspects. Weexplored the first aspect of alignment throughthe perceptions of graduates of public admin-istration-focused undergraduate programs.Those graduates were the people who intendedto work or had already worked in the govern-mental bodies. Based on our preliminary dataand SEC statistics, we assumed that graduatesof the mentioned programs perceive that theylack the skills and competencies to meet thecareer requirements in governmental bodies,and comprehensive research was necessary toapprove or disapprove our assumptions. Thenwe explored the second aspect of alignmentthrough the SEC civil service exam questionsand the curricula. Therefore, we have endeavoredto identify if the SEC civil service exam questionsreflect the skills and competencies of the can-didates who hold a bachelor’s degree frompublic administration disciplines at Azerbaijanipublic universities. Finally, we explored thethird aspect of alignment through identifyingthe key competencies that governmental bodiesexpect from job candidates to effectively fulfilltheir responsibilities. Additionally, the studyprovides some suggestions or recommendationson improving the curricula of public adminis-tration-focused undergraduate programs tomeet the evolving career demands in govern-mental bodies in Azerbaijan.
SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDYThe significance of the study lies in examiningthe level of alignment of the skills and compe-tencies gained throughout the public adminis-tration-focused undergraduate programs withthe job requirements in the public sector entities.The study provides evidence to inform cur-riculum development in higher education in-stitutions and may assist policymakers whoaim to enhance the pertinence and effectivenessof public administration-focused higher edu-cation programs. The research findings could encourage uni-versities to review and improve the curriculum

content of the programs, instructional strategies,and competency acquisition quality to betterprepare graduates for positions in governmentalbodies. The findings can also help public or-ganizations recognize the strengths and weak-nesses of the higher education programs interms of job requirements. This may also con-tribute to updating recruitment and workforcedevelopment approaches.Furthermore, the study may contribute tobridging the literature gap regarding the align-ment of the educational programs and job re-quirements at governmental bodies in Azer-baijan.
MATERIALS AND METHODSTo let insights and meanings come outstraight from the participants, this researchapplied a qualitative research method (Creswell& Creswell, 2018). This method was selectedto identify the details of the alignment betweenacademic undergraduate programs and job po-sition requirements in governmental bodies,and to apprehend the participants’ experiencesand explanations, instead of measuring variables(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Qualitative approachesalso ensured flexibility to adjust to the findingsacquired in the study (Patton, 2015). Semi-structured interviews and document analysiswere utilized for data collection.The study, guided by the interpretivist par-adigm, sought to investigate the graduates’ per-ceptions about how well undergraduate pro-grams in public administration prepare themfor job positions in governmental bodies. Theinterpretivist paradigm helps to comprehendsocial realities by means of the participants’perspectives (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). Thetarget population in research refers to all indi-viduals or organizations the researcher aimsto study to address the research questions(Creswell, 2012). Specifically for this research,the target population comprises graduates ofbachelor’s programs in public administrationdisciplines of the Azerbaijani public universi-ties. This group also includes stakeholderssuch as the dean and professors of a public
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administration faculty from one of the publicuniversities, HR representatives from a ministryinvolved in the government recruitment process,and professionals from the State ExaminationCenter (SEC), who are mainly in charge of de-signing the state examinations for civil servicepositions in governmental bodies.Both convenience and purposive samplinghave been applied to identify at least ten par-ticipants: five graduates with a relevant bache-lor’s degree, one dean, two course instructors,one professional from the SEC, and one HRrepresentative. The graduates had been selectedbased on their availability and willingness,while the dean, two course instructors, oneprofessional from the SEC, and one HR repre-sentative from a ministry involved in the gov-ernment recruitment process, were deliberatelyselected based on their institutional roles. Qual-itative studies typically use small sample sizes,as the focus is on collecting in-depth informationrather than broad generalizations. Data collectioncontinues until data saturation is achieved,meaning no new themes emerge (Merriam &Tisdell, 2016). Maruyama and Ryan (2014) em-phasize that the strength of qualitative researchlies in the depth of analysis, compensating forits smaller scope.The participants’ context were investigatedacross four sites related to their education andorganizations with which they were affiliated.First, we interviewed graduates of public ad-ministration disciplines in private educationalcenters that prepare them for civil service ex-aminations. These centers form a link betweenstudents’ education and governmental employ-ment and hence play a very vital role for theparticipants, as Merriam and Tisdell (2016)asserted about the importance of transitionalcontexts. Second, to get a better understandingof the curriculum and academic aims of theseprograms, the dean and instructors of the publicadministration faculty have been interviewedat one of the state universities. Lastly, the pro-fessional context included an HR representativeof a ministry and a relevant professional fromthe SEC.

To recruit participants, bachelor’s degreegraduates were identified through an exampreparation center that prepares candidatesfor civil service exams, and contacted via e-mail, which included a cover letter explainingthe study’s aims and voluntary participation.This aligns with Creswell’s (2012) suggestionthat in accessing a specific population, the useof formal networks is appropriate. To recruitthe students from the educational centers, theresearchers collaborated with the course di-rectors, who helped to distribute recruitmentletters to their students. Invitation letters werealso mailed to the dean, the instructors, theprofessional from the SEC, and the HR repre-sentative from a ministry. Such specific recruit-ment tactics make it possible to obtain accessto people with immediate involvement in publicadministration education and government em-ployment, which is in line with Schutt (2012),who calls for institutional affiliation in participantrecruitment.In this study, semi-structured interview ma-terials and document analysis were incorporatedas the primary data sources. The interviewswere conducted virtually or in person, in eachinterview, an exploration of curriculum align-ment, skill gaps, and recruitment expectationshas been done through 8 to 10 open-endedquestions. The interview sessions have beenaudio-recorded with the participants’ writtenconsents through which they were informed oftheir rights, including withdrawal at any stage.The interviews were complemented by docu-ment analysis, with a focal point on the curriculaand relevant government documentation, in-volving samples of the exams, descriptions ofjobs, and frameworks of competency, to capturepatterns and alignment gaps. To ensure trans-parency and consistency, the collection of thedata was carried out through systematic andreplicable procedures. Through the data analysisprocess, as suggested by Creswell and Creswell(2018), we have transcribed the recorded in-terviews, collected from the participants, inevery detail, and coded the data utilizing manycategories. This helped us to identify and express
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data models (visual representations) and themesfrom the participants’ perspective. Throughoutthe data analysis process, the data, categoricallyand chronologically, have been organized, re-viewed again and again, and coded continually.A catalog of main concepts that emerged hasbeen described (Merriam, 1988, as cited inCreswell & Creswell, 2018).Trustworthiness is highlighted as the mostcrucial element of research, regardless ofwhether someone directly conducts a study oruses another researcher’s work in his or herstudy (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). It refers tovalidity, reliability, and ethical concerns in re-search. It is proposed that qualitative researchers,in any given study, should use at least two ofthe eight suggested verification approaches(Creswell, 1998, as cited in Anfara et al., 2002).Credibility, transferability, dependability, andconfirmability are considered key criteria forassessing the quality of qualitative research(Guba & Lincoln, 1982, as cited in Anfara et al.,2002). In this research, trustworthiness wasmainly ensured by credibility and transferability.As well as credibility, which enhances internalvalidity and participants’ accurate representation(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, as cited in Merriam &Tisdell, 2016), was secured with member check-ing and triangulation. Particularly, data trian-gulation was carried out by utilizing variousdata sources for validating the findings (Denzin,1978, as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).Concerned with the applicability of the findingsto similar contexts, transferability has been en-sured through providing a thick description ofthe study setting and participants. This enablesreaders to check the applicability of the findingsin their own contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985,as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).To address ethical concerns, the British Ed-ucational Research Association (BERA, 2024)guidelines for educational research were fol-lowed. Study acceptance was secured beforedata collection, and the permissions were ob-tained from participating organizations. 

RESULTSWhile the interviews aimed to answer theresearch questions, they also shed light on thetwo assumptions we made before. Those as-sumptions are listed as follows:1. There is a potential skills and competencymisalignment between public administrationprograms and job requirements in governmentalbodies in Azerbaijan.2. The SEC civil service examination couldbetter reflect the knowledge and competenciesdeveloped through undergraduate public ad-ministration education in Azerbaijan.
THEMESThis research study explores the multifacetedissues contributing to the alignment betweenuniversity graduates’ skills and competenciesand the evolving demands of careers in gov-ernmental bodies in Azerbaijan. Based on thedata analysis, we retrieved four main themesand eight sub-themes from the collected datafrom the interviews. Theme 1 addresses themisalignment between graduates’ skills andcompetencies and career requirements, focusingon both the theoretical-practical gap and thepervasive skill deficiencies among the graduatesof public administration-focused bachelor’sprograms. In response to these challenges,Theme 2 highlights the need for the improve-ment of the mentioned academic programs,emphasizing the enhancement of program de-livery methods, curriculum development, andthe integration of modern technologies intoteaching practices. Furthermore, Theme 3 in-volves existing recruitment process gaps, par-ticularly the limitations of the current recruit-ment system led by the SEC, and highlights theneed for competency-based hiring. Finally,Theme 4 focuses on collaboration between gov-ernmental bodies and universities that offerpublic administration programs, emphasizingthe importance of strategic partnerships andthe role of internships and practical training inpreparing students for real-world professional
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environments. Overall, these themes provide acomprehensive framework by analyzing andaddressing key issues in graduate employabilityand educational reform. The list of the main themes and their sub-themes is as follows (see Table 1).
Misalignment between the graduates’ 
skills/competencies and career 
requirementsThe first theme and its sub-themes havebeen retrieved from interviews with the SECprofessional, HR representative of a ministry,and the graduates of the public administrationprograms. According to the SEC representative,although the theoretical foundations are solid,

applicants often lack real-world practical ex-perience. Internships, mentorships, and practicalassignments are obviously needed. This inter-viewee noted the following points:“We often see that candidates have difficultywith analytical thinking and decision-makingduring the stages of assessment.”“The curricula provide a general under-standing of public policy, but many graduatesdo not have enough practical administrativeknowledge. Many potential employees havestrong theoretical knowledge but lack soft skills,including communication, teamwork, and adapt-ability.”The HR representative from the ministryidentified significant competency gaps amongapplicants, particularly in analytical thinking
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Table 1 Themes and Sub-themes from Qualitative Data Analysis

Main Theme Sub-theme Description
——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
Misalignment between the 1. Misalignment between There is a gap between the theoretical academic 
Graduates’ Skills/Competencies Theory and Practice knowledge provided by the public universities and the 
and Career Requirements practical skills needed in the job positions.

————————————————————————————————————————————————
2. Skill Deficiencies Among Graduates often lack essential soft and technical skills, 
Graduates which are required by governmental bodies for job positions.

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
Improvement of the Programs 1. Curriculum Improvement Updating course content and structure to reflect current 

career demands in governmental bodies.
————————————————————————————————————————————————
2. Involving Modern Integrating digital tools, software, and technological 
Technologies advancements into educational programs.

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
Recruitment Process Gaps 1. Competency-Based Emphasizing skills and competencies in recruitment rather 

Recruitment than solely relying on theoretical academic knowledge.
————————————————————————————————————————————————
2. Challenges of the SEC Difficulties and inefficiencies in the centralized recruitment 
Recruitment System process managed by the SEC.

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
Collaboration between the 1. Strengthening the Enhancing dialogue and strategic partnerships between 
Universities and Governmental Connection between the HEIs and governmental bodies.
bodies Universities and the 

Government
————————————————————————————————————————————————
2. Practical Exposure through Providing students with real-world experience through 
Internships and Training structured internships and professional training.



and foreign language proficiency. Many candi-dates struggle to evaluate complex issues orcommunicate effectively in international contexts.These findings reflect a disconnect betweenthe academic preparation offered by universitiesand the expectations of government employers,highlighting a misalignment with expected softand technical skills. The HR professional ac-cordingly noted: “The most common competencygaps among candidates applying for governmentpositions are analytical thinking and foreignlanguage proficiency.” This finding echoes Amirova and Valiyev(2021), who highlight a widespread mismatchbetween university graduates’ competenciesand labor market expectations in Azerbaijan.
Improvement of the programsWhile every higher education program re-quires periodic improvement from time to time,the study participants addressed specific pointsthat could help the public administration pro-grams to better align with the career require-ments in the governmental bodies. One of theimportant aspects the interviewees touchedon was improving the curriculum in the firstplace. The participants raised concerns aboutthe overly theoretical nature of university pro-grams. The HR representative from the ministryexpressed concern that universities tend toemphasize theoretical knowledge while ne-glecting practical learning. “Many universitiesprimarily focus on theoretical knowledge anddo not emphasize leadership, analytical thinking,and problem-solving.”This aligns with findings by Silva and Garcia(2019), who argue that traditional academicmodels in many countries fail to prepare studentsfor the evolving needs of the public sector.Moreover, the research participants whograduated from the public administration-fo-cused programs emphasized that new coursesshould be included in the educational programs,and technology should be utilized more whiledelivering the courses. The next excerpts arefrom the interviews with the graduates of the

given programs: “I would like communicationskills courses to be included in the curriculum.It would also be great if the existing courseswere delivered in a more practical way and or-ganized through discussions based on real-lifesituations.”In my opinion, the best practices of interna-tional universities should be studied and com-prehensively applied at our universities. At thesame time, the rapidly changing nature of stateand public relations should be thoroughly ana-lyzed, and outdated Soviet-era models shouldno longer be taught.“I would like the organization of educationto be more digitalized and for online tools tobe used more extensively. I also wish greaterattention would be paid to the development ofstudents’ Information and Communication Tech-nology (ICT) skills.”On the other hand, the Dean of the facultynoted that the curriculum has already beenupdated to adapt to the new reforms. “For ex-ample, when the government introduced newreforms in civil service digitalization, we quicklyadapted our curriculum to include relevanttools and approaches.”The dean also added that the educationalprograms for the public administration disciplinealready involve practice-based learning, sayingthe following:We integrate policy labs, case studies, simu-lations, and project-based learning into the cur-riculum. Our leadership modules often includeworkshops, seminars, and role-play exercises.When it comes to digital governance, we workwith national platforms to expose students toe-government tools and digital innovation proj-ects being implemented in Azerbaijan. We alsoinvite experts from ministries and the ICT sectorto engage with students directly.Additionally, the professors of the public ad-ministration faculty emphasized that some ofthe courses should be excluded from the highereducational programs by saying:Some subjects are being taught that are notreally necessary. For example, Azerbaijani historyis taught continuously from the first to the
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eleventh grade. It should be taught in such away that there is no need to study it again atuniversity. A student should know their nationalhistory well, but in my opinion, repeating thesame subject at the university level is unneces-sary.For example, do students in public adminis-tration programs need to study logarithms, thecosine theorem, or Lagrange’s theorem? Thereis no real need for these. Students become over-whelmed, and when they sit for the civil serviceexam, they find that the questions they faceare entirely different from what they studied.The SEC representative also agreed thatsome important updates on the curriculum ofthe public administration-focused programsare needed by expressing the following thoughts:“Integrating policy analysis, budgeting tools,and e-government systems into the curriculumwould enhance graduates’ preparedness.”
Recruitment process gapsWhile discussing the SEC civil service exams,a variety of aspects were mentioned by theparticipants in terms of changing and improvingthe current recruitment system. The SEC rep-resentative shared the following thoughts onthe improvement of the examination process:“To better evaluate graduates, exams could con-sist of simulations or tasks that mirror realgovernment work scenarios. However, the examcontent is partly based on real job tasks, butthere is room to consider more applied andcase-based evaluations.”The challenges of the recruitment processare shared by the participants who graduatedfrom the given programs and the professors ofthe programs at one of the sampled universities.While one of the former students of the publicadministration-focused programs mentionedthat they needed to go to an educational centerto prepare for the exam, the other intervieweetalked about the difficulties in choosing appro-priate educational material to prepare for theexam. One of the interesting statements on thecurrent recruitment system was as follows:

“I want a placement of students in relevantgovernmental institutions based on official re-ferrals, not with any SEC exams like the currentprocedure.” This suggests that the referralsshould be made by universities.The participants who graduated from thepublic administration faculty also addressedsome issues and challenges that the candidatespossibly face during the recruitment process.Those issues and challenges include nepotismand a lack of transparency in civil service in-terviews. One participant articulated the concern,stating, “With the points collected, it is not pos-sible to get a job. To get a job, someone shouldrecommend you.” The claim points to the per-ception that recruitment decisions can be sig-nificantly affected by personal ties and weighmore than the examination results. Also, anotherparticipant stated: In civil service, graduates take an exam andcome for an interview to be hired. However,even though the interview is conducted, it isalready known in advance that the candidatewill not be hired. Therefore, it is important toconduct these interviews transparently.The statements indicate the participants’concerns, suggesting the interview results canbe decided beforehand, so degrade trust in thehiring pipeline.
Collaboration between the universities 
and governmental bodiesThe last theme and sub-themes mainly con-sider the recommendations on how to moredeeply connect the universities that offer publicadministration-focused programs and the gov-ernmental bodies in Azerbaijan. In this manner,the SEC representative suggested the followingstatement by addressing the misalignment be-tween the skills that the public administrationdiscipline provides and the skills required fora career in the governmental bodies: “Internshipprograms or mentorships could limit the gapbetween education and practical skills.”The HR professional called for strongerties between academia and public institutions,
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suggesting that more interaction would benefitstudents and government alike: “Increased in-teraction with the governmental bodies willenhance students’ practical skills, deepen theirunderstanding of public sector work, and reshapetheir perceptions of government jobs…” “Earlyengagement with students would allow gov-ernmental bodies to identify and attract moti-vated and talented individuals before they grad-uate...”Similar concerns were raised in a positionpaper by the American Chamber of Commercein Azerbaijan (AmCham, 2023), which high-lighted weak coordination between universitiesand employers as a key reason for skills mis-match in Azerbaijan.Moreover, the Dean of the public adminis-tration faculty talked about the current situationin terms of the collaboration between the uni-versity and the governmental bodies by ex-pressing the following sentences: “We have for-mal agreements with numerous public bodiesthat host our students for internships. Theseare not just observational, as they involve activeparticipation in real projects.”Finally, we reviewed documents that wereprovided by one of the public universities thatoffer public administration-focused programs.The findings retrieved from the document,where all the major and technical subjects werelisted, can be considered surprising when com-pared to the findings from the interviews. Assuch, a communication skills course is includedin the public administration programs in Azer-baijani and in English, namely “Business andacademic communication in the Azerbaijanilanguage” and “Business and academic com-munication in English”. However, all parties inthe interview process mentioned that the grad-uates of public administration programs lackcommunication skills.
DISCUSSIONIn the study, the emerging patterns illustratethat the alignment of the public administra-tion-focused programs and career requirements

at the governmental bodies in Azerbaijan isyet insufficient in spite of reforms carried out,so far, to optimize the quality and content ofhigher education and public service. The publicadministration-focused educational programsare expected to educate graduates, equippingthem with theoretical knowledge, critical think-ing, and professional communication skills.However, the findings of the study indicate thatthe graduates are not sufficiently equippedwith the competencies that are demanded bythe job positions of civil service. This aspectresonates with earlier findings by Amirova andValiyev (2021), which suggest a broader mis-alignment between the university programsand labor market demands.Focusing on the mismatch of the graduates’acquired competencies and the job position re-quirements in the civil service at governmentalbodies, the first theme of the findings clearlyillustrates this shortage. This becomes morenoticeable in terms of critical thinking, profes-sional communication, and using a foreign lan-guage, especially English, for professional pur-poses. The previous view by Bromell (2010)and Edwards et al. (2012) also supports thispoint, which suggests that university publicadministration programs should sufficientlyequip graduates with both theoretical and trans-ferable skills, considering that job positions ofgovernmental bodies demand candidates whocan handle intricate information, communicateeffectively and efficiently, and make informedand rational decisions in real-world situations.Looking from the graduates’ perspectives, whichpersistently stress the graduates’ shortcomingsin these competencies, signals that the under-graduate programs are experienced mostly inclassrooms and lead to insufficiency in termsof real work experience. The finding also hassimilarities with the earlier points made bySilva and Garcia (2019) and Amirova and Valiyev(2021), which drew attention to the alignmentof theory and real-world experience.The assumed mismatch is particularly note-worthy in the Azerbaijani context, while thegovernmental organizations themselves are in
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a transformation process, trying to respond totechnological and management reforms. Ac-cording to Khalilov and Huseyn (2022) and theWorld Bank (2023), the Azerbaijani publicsector is facing a significant demand for en-hancing operational performance and account-ability, which requires cadres who can makeinitiatives, demonstrate flexibility, and applytheoretical knowledge appropriately. Approach-ing the discourse from this angle, the identifiedskill gaps that the participants have drawn at-tention to is also a governance concern, besideseducation. As Edwards et al. (2012) and Khalilovand Huseyn (2022) discussed the point as well,failing to prepare graduates appropriately leadsto affecting the functions and quality of per-formance of governmental bodies.Logically following the first theme, programimprovement emerges as the second theme.Accordingly, participants argue that curriculumrevision should be carried out, and more practicallearning components should be included in it.They have also pointed to enhancing the appli-cation of modern technologies in the educationprocess. These findings resonate with Clearyand Van Noy’s (2014) and Silva and Garcia’s(2019) opinions, which suggest that public ad-ministration education programs should betransformed to align with the public sector’sneeds. Especially, the findings illustrate thatthe educational programs stay mainly theory-based, and the insufficiency of the curriculumcontent surfaces. However, in this regard, theway of teaching and evaluating the content isproportionally crucial as well. As also discussedby Edwards et al. (2012) and Bromell (2010),even if HEIs incorporate pertinent subjects intheir curricula, it should be ensured that theyare delivered in an appropriate way to developgraduates’ transferable skills in accordancewith factual knowledge. Also, the analysis ofrelevant documents sheds light on a crucialnuance that supports this theme. Although thecurricula incorporate some critical thinkingand professional communication courses inAzerbaijani and English, the research participantspersistently highlighted the transferable skills

as a significant shortcoming for the graduates.Such inconsistency brings to attention the factthat it is not just about the lack of or surplus ofrelevant courses in the curricula, but also aboutinstructing and assessing them in an effectiveway.The findings’ third emerging theme shedslight on gaps in the recruitment process at thegovernmental bodies in Azerbaijan. It pointsto the misalignment between what is taught inthe public administration-focused undergraduateprograms and the requirements of the civilservice examination for hiring. As determinedby the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan onCivil Service (2000), the Cabinet of Ministersof the Republic of Azerbaijan (2017), and SEC(2025), the civil service recruitment approach,which is legally in the responsibility of the SECand implemented through testing and interviewstages, is formally merit-based. Yet the inter-viewees argued that the existing examinationapproach is not sufficiently effective to ade-quately assess the competencies required forthe civil service positions. As well as the repre-sentative of the SEC interviewed stressed theimportance of incorporating real-world worksimulations into the exams to enhance the ef-fectiveness of merit-based selection, whichdraws attention to the same point. Similarly,the importance of this aspect is discussed bythe OECD (2020), which suggests that merit-based approaches can be more effective if theyappropriately evaluate candidates’ transferableskills in addition to technical or theoreticalknowledge.The view that the graduates strongly needto go to private preparatory centers to prepareto be successful at the SEC exams is predominantamong the participants. This notion raises se-rious questions about alignment between thecompetencies taught in the undergraduatepublic administration-focused programs at theuniversities and the quality of teaching and as-sessing them as well. Furthermore, if the grad-uates predominantly need external training topass both the testing and interview stages ofthe civil service examination, this points to an
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alignment gap between the competences offeredby the universities and the requirements of thecivil service job positions.Collaboration between HEIs and govern-mental bodies is discussed under the fourththeme. It suggests an insightful mechanism toadvance with. The importance of internshipand mentorship programs and of more effectivecooperation between universities and govern-mental bodies emerges from the data. Thisnotion also echoes the suggestions made byCleary and Van Noy (2014), which emphasizethe necessity of sustained cooperation betweenuniversities and governmental institutions toenhance the alignment of educational programswith the requirements of job positions at thoseinstitutions. The dean interviewed stated thatthey have agreements with governmental or-ganizations to organize and regulate internshipprograms. This resonates with the findings byMammadov (2019), which emphasize ongoingefforts to enhance collaboration between uni-versities and governmental bodies in Azerbaijan.He also argues that internships, developmentprograms, and research projects have becomemore common, providing students with signif-icant experience in government agencies. Al-though this is a positive sign, the remarks madeby the graduates point to the need to intensifyand broaden the process to enhance alignmentof the learning outcomes and job requirementsand to support students’ preparedness for real-world professional assignments. The argumentis also supported by AmCham’s (2023) findings,which articulate weak coordination betweenHEIs and employers as a key reason for skillsmisalignment in Azerbaijan.Bringing together the data sets, it seemsthat the misalignment is a series of partialshortcomings rather than a one-sided insuffi-ciency within the education system, recruitmentprocess, and education-industry or education-employer relationships.Furthermore, the study points to competencygaps; however, it does not systematically evaluatethe graduates’ performance through observationor real-time observations; instead, it is mainly

based on the data self-reported and perceivedby the participants. This interpretive procedureis reliable within qualitative frameworks butcurbs some claims’ empirical validity.The findings of the study have crucial impli-cations for tertiary education policy, recruitmentreforms in governmental bodies, and curriculumdevelopment in public universities. Primarily,universities could review the content of thecurriculum, enhance the effectiveness of deliv-ering it, exclude outdated subjects, and incor-porate skills-based, experiential learning relevantto real-world experiences. Improvement of thefaculty members’ practical and technologicalcompetency and skills will be one of the vitalpoints in this regard. Second, the recruitmentapproach, which is carried out by the SEC,should be improved toward a more practical,skills-based model. Involving applied simulations,case-based evaluations, and pre-regulated in-ternships as a part of the hiring pipeline couldincrease fairness and readiness of the candidatesfor the positions. Third, there is a significantneed to enhance institutionalized cooperationbetween HEIs and governmental bodies. Mul-ti-agency curriculum committees, guest lecturersfrom governmental organizations, long-terminternship schemes, and systems for trackinggraduates may facilitate continuous alignmentbetween tertiary education and job positionrequirements of the governmental bodies.The strength of the study lies in its usage ofvarious qualitative informants, such as the grad-uates, faculty members, the dean, the HR pro-fessional, and the SEC representative, whichenhances the findings’ credibility. Implementingtriangulation through interviews and documentreview also added depth to the data, enablingit to make a comparison between institutionalpurposes and perceptions of real-world expe-rience.
LIMITATIONSNevertheless, the study’s relatively smallsample size brings limitations to its generaliz-ability. In addition, the selection of participants
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was limited to a small number of institutions,which potentially overlooks variations or reformsbeing implemented in other HEIs. On the otherhand, social desirability bias could have an im-pact on responses from representatives of theinstitutions, especially when discussing the ef-fectiveness of the curriculum or efforts for col-laboration.Also, the study has not touched on the con-tent, structure, and other possible details ofthe 2nd phase of the civil service examination(interview phase) and has only explored the1st phase, which was about the standardizedtest exam. Therefore, it has limited insightsinto the effectiveness of the examination.The study has been conducted only in oneeducational setting to understand how publicadministration-focused undergraduate programsare established. This means the data we havecollected is less likely to depict a general pictureof the Azerbaijani higher education system re-garding the given undergraduate programs.Considering the interviewing process hasincluded only one hiring person from one min-istry, the collected data is less likely to apply toall the government bodies. More precisely, inthe hiring process, each state entity may havespecific expectations for its future employeesFuture studies can examine disparities ingraduate preparedness at a broader number ofHEIs, assess the curriculum reform implemen-tations, and evaluate the outcomes of internshipprograms on employment practice at govern-mental bodies in Azerbaijan.
CONCLUSIONThis study provides substantial insight intothe alignment between public administration-focused bachelor’s programs and the competencyrequirements of governmental bodies in Azer-baijan. All primary research questions havebeen addressed effectively through qualitativeinterviews with graduates, faculty, and repre-sentatives from governmental bodies, includingan HR representative from a ministry and aSEC representative.

The study demonstrates a misalignment be-tween the academic preparation offered bypublic administration-focused programs andthe practical competencies expected by em-ployers in governmental bodies, thereby af-firming the first assumption of the researchers.The data revealed that graduates often lackcrucial soft skills such as communication andpractical administrative abilities, despite havinga strong theoretical foundation from their bach-elor’s degrees. This gap between theory andpractice underscores the need for enhancedpractical training and curricular reforms. More-over, the study emphasizes significant short-comings in the current recruitment system.The participants, particularly graduates, voicedconcerns about the SEC examination system,citing issues with its transparency and fairness.They indicated that the SEC civil service exam-ination does not sufficiently reflect the compe-tencies developed during their university edu-cation. To address this issue, the recruitmentdesign should adopt competency-based evalu-ations, more real-world simulations, andstrengthen university–public employer collab-oration or, more broadly, university–labor marketcollaboration. In conclusion, the data collectednot only answers the research questions butalso supports the initial assumptions, paintinga clear picture of opportunities and challengesfor better alignment between public adminis-tration discipline students’ academic preparationand employment requirements in governmentalbodies. Therefore, strategic reforms in curricu-lum design and institutional collaboration arecrucial aspects for bridging this divide.
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