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ANNOTASIYA

Bu tedgigat Azarbaycanda dovlat idaragiliyi yonlu bakalavr ixtisaslari ila
dovlet qurumlarinda movcud vazifalarin talablari arasindaki davamli
uygunsuzlugu arasdirir. Keyfiyyat yonlii tadgigat dizaynindan istifads ol-
unaraq malumatlar yari-strukturlasdiriimig misahibalar vasitasils toplanib.
Mdusahibalar muvafiq ixtisaslarin misllimlari, mazunlari, fakulte dekani,
Dovlset imtahan Markazinin (DiIM) niimayandasi va nazirliyin insan
resurslari lzra masul amakdag! daxil olmaqgla, on istirakei ile aparilib,
alave olaraq mivafiq sanadlar nazardan kegirilib. Todgigatin naticalari
gostarir ki, soziigedan ixtisaslarin tadris programlarinda nazari biliklara
praktik bacariglarla miigayisade mahdud diggat yetirilir. Bundan alavs,
dovlet qullugu imtahani yanagmasi ils bu ixtisaslarin talim naticaleri
arasinda uygunsuzlug mévcuddur. Mazunlar giicli nazari bazaya
yiyalandiklarini vurgulamagla yanasi, yumsaq va texniki bacariglarin
catismazligini da geyd ediblar. Misahibalerdas istirak etmis isegotiranlar
va mazunlar tadris programlarinin mutamadi yenilanmasina ehtiyac
oldugunu, muasir texnologiyalarin tatbiginin kifayat gadar olmadigini ve
programda tekrarlanan va ya aidiyyati olmayan fannlarin mévcudlugunu
geyd edibler. Hamginin isa gabul proseslari, xtisusils de DiM-in imtahan
sistemi, vakant vazifs ila bagll bacariglari kifayat gadar yoxlamadigi ve
praktik bacariglardan daha ¢ox nazari biliklara asaslandigi da tedgiqata
calb olunan misahiblar tarsfindan davamli vurgulanib. Tedgigat praktikaya
asaslanan talimin integrasiyasinin, universitet-dévlat organlar amakdas-
iginin gliclandirilmasinin ve mivafiq programlarin takmillasdirilmasinin
vacibliyini 6n plana ¢ixarir.

Acar sozlar: Dovlat idaragiliyi yonli bakalavr ixtisaslari, dovlat qullugu
lzre vozife talableri ile akademik programlar arasinda uygunsuzlug,
Azarbaycanda doévlat qullugu imtahanlari, dovlet qurumlarinin ise gabul
yanasmalari, dévlat universitetlarinds tedris programlarinin uygunlugu.
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ABSTRACT

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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INTRODUCTION

Higher education plays a key role in shaping
a skilled workforce that supports the effective
functioning of public institutions and contributes
to national development (Cleary & Van Noy,
2014; Varona Cervantes & Cooper, 2020). When
academic curricula misalign with labor market
needs, especially in the field of public adminis-
tration, graduates may struggle with employment
readiness, reducing their ability to contribute
meaningfully to public service (Allen & van der
Velden, 2001; Green & McIntosh, 2007). The
World Bank (WB, 2024) emphasizes that aligning
graduates’ skills with the operational needs of
the public sector is critical to improving the
effectiveness and sustainability of public serv-
ices.

In Azerbaijan, undergraduate programs such
as “Public and Municipal Administration” are
designed to equip students with knowledge of
the unified system of governance and the in-
teraction between state and local self-governance
bodies (Azerbaijan State University of Economics
[UNEC], 2025). According to the Ministry of
Science and Education of the Republic of Azer-
baijan (n.d.), higher education institutions (HEIs)
are expected to align their academic programs
with labor market demands, foster innovation,
and prepare highly qualified specialists to ensure
international competitiveness of the national
education system and workforce. To achieve
the mentioned objectives, the Ministry of Science
and Education of the Republic of Azerbaijan
adopted the State Program on Increasing the
International Competitiveness of the Higher
Education System (2019-2023), focusing on
developing the curricula of HEIs and forming
human capital via quality education.

This research aims to study the alignment
between undergraduate public administration
programs and career opportunities within Azer-
baijan’s governmental bodies, with a specific
emphasis on central executive authorities (Dovlat
Xidmeatlari Portali, 2024).

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

In Azerbaijan, the State Examination Center
(SEC) plays a central role in the recruitment
process for government positions in the public
sector (Azarbaycan Respublikasi Dévlat imtahan
Markazi publik hiiquqi sexsin Nizamnamasi ar-
ticles 1, 2, and 3). The SEC is responsible for
conducting and overseeing competitive exami-
nations that assess candidates’ qualifications
and readiness for various administrative roles,
from leadership positions to specialized technical
roles (State Examination Center [SEC], 2025).
The recruitment framework is organized to en-
sure that candidates meet the educational and
professional requirements relevant to their
roles within governmental bodies. As outlined
in Article 28 of the Law on Civil Service of the
Republic of Azerbaijan (2000), the recruitment
process for civil service positions consists of
two stages: a standardized test examination
and an interview. According to Article 28.3 of
the Law on Civil Service of the Republic of
Azerbaijan (2000) and the Cabinet of Ministers
of the Republic of Azerbaijan (2017), candidates
for administrative roles must pass a standardized
test to obtain a certificate that is valid for five
years. Only those who hold a certificate are eli-
gible to proceed to the interview stage (Law of
the 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: the
Azerbaijani language, legislation, information
technologies, and logical thinking, ensuring
they possess the knowledge and skills required
for government positions (State Examination
Center [SEC], 2025).

According to the Statistical Yearbook on Civil
Service Recruitment and Examinations, in 2023,
out of 16,200 candidates who took part in the
civil service entrance exams conducted by the
State Examination Center, only 4,709 candidates
demonstrated successful results. Emphasizing
the importance of university education, the
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State Examination Center noted that the candi-
dates who passed the exams and received a
certificate were mostly graduates of Baku State
University, Azerbaijan State University of Eco-
nomics, and Nakhchivan State University, which
were ranked in the top three (State Examination
Center [SEC], 2024).

Moreover, the preliminary survey results,
conducted prior to this research project, reveal
that a significant portion of respondents who
graduated from public administration-focused
programs feel underprepared for their current
jobs (see Chart 1). The survey was conducted
among people who graduated from public ad-
ministration-focused programs of public uni-
versities in Baku, Azerbaijan, in the last five
years. The participants were involved through
the snowball sampling technique, as we invited
relevant 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 alignment
between those two aspects. The overall number
of survey participants was 35, and 24% of them
considered that the knowledge and competencies
gained during their bachelor’s degrees were
not beneficial in their careers in the govern-
mental bodies. Reportedly, 62% of respondents

Results of the Preliminary Survey

Not
beneficial

24

Somewhat
beneficial
62
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considered the same knowledge and compe-
tencies to be somewhat beneficial, while only
14% considered them beneficial. This probably
indicates a strong need for improving the align-
ment between academic programs and the
skills required for job positions by the govern-
mental bodies.

According to Amirova and Valiyev (2021)
and Alakbarova (2024), a persistent mismatch
exists between university curricula and labor
market requirements in Azerbaijan. This gap is
particularly evident in public administration,
where graduates often lack soft skills such as
analytical thinking, problem-solving, and com-
munication (Amirova & Valiyev, 2021). According
to AmCham (2024), broader labor market as-
sessments highlight weak coordination between
universities and employers in curriculum de-
velopment, contributing to soft-skill gaps among
university graduates.

Considering the SEC statistics (State Exami-
nation Center [SEC], 2024), preliminary survey
findings, 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 following
questions:

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 public
administration-focused undergraduate programs
perceive the alignment of their academic pro-
grams with career requirements in governmental
bodies in Azerbaijan?

SUB RQ2. What key competencies do gov-
ernmental bodies in Azerbaijan expect from the
candidates 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 STUDY

The purpose of this study is to explore the
alignment between public administration-focused
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undergraduate programs of public universities
and the career requirements of governmental
bodies in Azerbaijan from three aspects. We
explored the first aspect of alignment through
the perceptions of graduates of public admin-
istration-focused undergraduate programs.
Those graduates were the people who intended
to work or had already worked in the govern-
mental bodies. Based on our preliminary data
and SEC statistics, we assumed that graduates
of the mentioned programs perceive that they
lack the skills and competencies to meet the
career requirements in governmental bodies,
and comprehensive research was necessary to
approve or disapprove our assumptions. Then
we explored the second aspect of alignment
through the SEC civil service exam questions
and the curricula. Therefore, we have endeavored
to identify if the SEC civil service exam questions
reflect the skills and competencies of the can-
didates who hold a bachelor’s degree from
public administration disciplines at Azerbaijani
public universities. Finally, we explored the
third aspect of alignment through identifying
the key competencies that governmental bodies
expect from job candidates to effectively fulfill
their responsibilities. Additionally, the study
provides some suggestions or recommendations
on improving the curricula of public adminis-
tration-focused undergraduate programs to
meet the evolving career demands in govern-
mental bodies in Azerbaijan.

SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY

The significance of the study lies in examining
the level of alignment of the skills and compe-
tencies gained throughout the public adminis-
tration-focused undergraduate programs with
the 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 who
aim to enhance the pertinence and effectiveness
of 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 better
prepare graduates for positions in governmental
bodies. The findings can also help public or-
ganizations recognize the strengths and weak-
nesses of the higher education programs in
terms of job requirements. This may also con-
tribute to updating recruitment and workforce
development approaches.

Furthermore, the study may contribute to
bridging the literature gap regarding the align-
ment of the educational programs and job re-
quirements at governmental bodies in Azer-
baijan.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

To let insights and meanings come out
straight from the participants, this research
applied a qualitative research method (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018). This method was selected
to identify the details of the alignment between
academic undergraduate programs and job po-
sition requirements in governmental bodies,
and to apprehend the participants’ experiences
and explanations, instead of measuring variables
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Qualitative approaches
also ensured flexibility to adjust to the findings
acquired in the study (Patton, 2015). Semi-
structured interviews and document analysis
were 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 them
for job positions in governmental bodies. The
interpretivist paradigm helps to comprehend
social realities by means of the participants’
perspectives (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). The
target population in research refers to all indi-
viduals or organizations the researcher aims
to study to address the research questions
(Creswell, 2012). Specifically for this research,
the target population comprises graduates of
bachelor’s programs in public administration
disciplines of the Azerbaijani public universi-
ties. This group also includes stakeholders
such as the dean and professors of a public

http://as-journal.edu.az
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administration faculty from one of the public
universities, HR representatives from a ministry
involved in the government recruitment process,
and professionals from the State Examination
Center (SEC), who are mainly in charge of de-
signing the state examinations for civil service
positions in governmental bodies.

Both convenience and purposive sampling
have 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 HR
representative. The graduates had been selected
based on their availability and willingness,
while the dean, two course instructors, one
professional from the SEC, and one HR repre-
sentative from a ministry involved in the gov-
ernment recruitment process, were deliberately
selected based on their institutional roles. Qual-
itative studies typically use small sample sizes,
as the focus is on collecting in-depth information
rather than broad generalizations. Data collection
continues until data saturation is achieved,
meaning no new themes emerge (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Maruyama and Ryan (2014) em-
phasize that the strength of qualitative research
lies in the depth of analysis, compensating for
its smaller scope.

The participants’ context were investigated
across four sites related to their education and
organizations with which they were affiliated.
First, we interviewed graduates of public ad-
ministration disciplines in private educational
centers that prepare them for civil service ex-
aminations. These centers form a link between
students’ education and governmental employ-
ment and hence play a very vital role for the
participants, as Merriam and Tisdell (2016)
asserted about the importance of transitional
contexts. Second, to get a better understanding
of the curriculum and academic aims of these
programs, the dean and instructors of the public
administration faculty have been interviewed
at one of the state universities. Lastly, the pro-
fessional context included an HR representative
of a ministry and a relevant professional from
the SEC.

Azarbaycan maktabi. 2026. Ne3

To recruit participants, bachelor’s degree
graduates were identified through an exam
preparation center that prepares candidates
for civil service exams, and contacted via e-
mail, which included a cover letter explaining
the study’s aims and voluntary participation.
This aligns with Creswell’s (2012) suggestion
that in accessing a specific population, the use
of formal networks is appropriate. To recruit
the students from the educational centers, the
researchers collaborated with the course di-
rectors, who helped to distribute recruitment
letters to their students. Invitation letters were
also mailed to the dean, the instructors, the
professional from the SEC, and the HR repre-
sentative from a ministry. Such specific recruit-
ment tactics make it possible to obtain access
to people with immediate involvement in public
administration education and government em-
ployment, which is in line with Schutt (2012),
who calls for institutional affiliation in participant
recruitment.

In this study, semi-structured interview ma-
terials and document analysis were incorporated
as the primary data sources. The interviews
were conducted virtually or in person, in each
interview, an exploration of curriculum align-
ment, skill gaps, and recruitment expectations
has been done through 8 to 10 open-ended
questions. The interview sessions have been
audio-recorded with the participants’ written
consents through which they were informed of
their rights, including withdrawal at any stage.
The interviews were complemented by docu-
ment analysis, with a focal point on the curricula
and relevant government documentation, in-
volving samples of the exams, descriptions of
jobs, and frameworks of competency, to capture
patterns and alignment gaps. To ensure trans-
parency and consistency, the collection of the
data was carried out through systematic and
replicable procedures. Through the data analysis
process, as suggested by Creswell and Creswell
(2018), we have transcribed the recorded in-
terviews, collected from the participants, in
every detail, and coded the data utilizing many
categories. This helped us to identify and express
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data models (visual representations) and themes
from the participants’ perspective. Throughout
the data analysis process, the data, categorically
and chronologically, have been organized, re-
viewed again and again, and coded continually.
A catalog of main concepts that emerged has
been described (Merriam, 1988, as cited in
Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Trustworthiness is highlighted as the most
crucial element of research, regardless of
whether someone directly conducts a study or
uses another researcher’s work in his or her
study (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). It refers to
validity, reliability, and ethical concerns in re-
search. It is proposed that qualitative researchers,
in any given study, should use at least two of
the eight suggested verification approaches
(Creswell, 1998, as cited in Anfara et al., 2002).

Credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability are considered key criteria for
assessing the quality of qualitative research
(Guba & Lincoln, 1982, as cited in Anfara et al,,
2002). In this research, trustworthiness was
mainly ensured by credibility and transferability.
As well as credibility, which enhances internal
validity 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 various
data sources for validating the findings (Denzin,
1978, as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Concerned with the applicability of the findings
to similar contexts, transferability has been en-
sured through providing a thick description of
the study setting and participants. This enables
readers to check the applicability of the findings
in 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 before
data collection, and the permissions were ob-
tained from participating organizations.

RESULTS

While the interviews aimed to answer the
research questions, they also shed light on the
two assumptions we made before. Those as-
sumptions are listed as follows:

1. There is a potential skills and competency
misalignment between public administration
programs and job requirements in governmental
bodies in Azerbaijan.

2. The SEC civil service examination could
better reflect the knowledge and competencies
developed through undergraduate public ad-
ministration education in Azerbaijan.

THEMES

This research study explores the multifaceted
issues contributing to the alignment between
university graduates’ skills and competencies
and the evolving demands of careers in gov-
ernmental bodies in Azerbaijan. Based on the
data analysis, we retrieved four main themes
and eight sub-themes from the collected data
from the interviews. Theme 1 addresses the
misalignment between graduates’ skills and
competencies and career requirements, focusing
on both the theoretical-practical gap and the
pervasive skill deficiencies among the graduates
of public administration-focused bachelor’s
programs. 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, and
the integration of modern technologies into
teaching 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 the
need for competency-based hiring. Finally,
Theme 4 focuses on collaboration between gov-
ernmental bodies and universities that offer
public administration programs, emphasizing
the importance of strategic partnerships and
the role of internships and practical training in
preparing students for real-world professional

http://as-journal.edu.az



Mammadov R., Hasanova S., Jahangirova S., Mammadzada A., Allahverdiyeva A.

environments. Overall, these themes provide a
comprehensive framework by analyzing and
addressing key issues in graduate employability
and 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
requirements

The first theme and its sub-themes have
been retrieved from interviews with the SEC
professional, HR representative of a ministry,
and the graduates of the public administration
programs. According to the SEC representative,
although the theoretical foundations are solid,

applicants often lack real-world practical ex-
perience. Internships, mentorships, and practical
assignments are obviously needed. This inter-
viewee noted the following points:

“We often see that candidates have difficulty
with analytical thinking and decision-making
during the stages of assessment.”

“The curricula provide a general under-
standing of public policy, but many graduates
do not have enough practical administrative
knowledge. Many potential employees have
strong theoretical knowledge but lack soft skills,
including communication, teamwork, and adapt-
ability.”

The HR representative from the ministry
identified significant competency gaps among
applicants, particularly in analytical thinking

Table 1 Themes and Sub-themes from Qualitative Data Analysis

Main Theme Sub-theme

Description

Misalignment between the
Graduates' Skills/Competencies
and Career Requirements

1. Misalignment between
Theory and Practice

There is a gap between the theoretical academic
knowledge provided by the public universities and the
practical skills needed in the job positions.

2. Skill Deficiencies Among
Graduates

Graduates often lack essential soft and technical skills,
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
Technologies

Integrating digital tools, software, and technological
advancements into educational programs.

Recruitment Process Gaps 1. Competency-Based

Recruitment

Emphasizing skills and competencies in recruitment rather
than solely relying on theoretical academic knowledge.

2. Challenges of the SEC
Recruitment System

Difficulties and inefficiencies in the centralized recruitment
process managed by the SEC.

Collaboration between the
Universities and Governmental
bodies

1. Strengthening the
Connection between the
Universities and the
Government

Enhancing dialogue and strategic partnerships between
HEls and governmental bodies.

2. Practical Exposure through

Internships and Training

Azarbaycan maktabi. 2026. Ne3

Providing students with real-world experience through
structured internships and professional training.
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and foreign language proficiency. Many candi-
dates struggle to evaluate complex issues or
communicate effectively in international contexts.
These findings reflect a disconnect between
the academic preparation offered by universities
and the expectations of government employers,
highlighting a misalignment with expected soft
and technical skills. The HR professional ac-
cordingly noted: “The most common competency
gaps among candidates applying for government
positions are analytical thinking and foreign
language proficiency”

This finding echoes Amirova and Valiyev
(2021), who highlight a widespread mismatch
between university graduates’ competencies
and labor market expectations in Azerbaijan.

Improvement of the programs

While every higher education program re-
quires periodic improvement from time to time,
the study participants addressed specific points
that could help the public administration pro-
grams to better align with the career require-
ments in the governmental bodies. One of the
important aspects the interviewees touched
on was improving the curriculum in the first
place. The participants raised concerns about
the overly theoretical nature of university pro-
grams. The HR representative from the ministry
expressed concern that universities tend to
emphasize theoretical knowledge while ne-
glecting practical learning. “Many universities
primarily focus on theoretical knowledge and
do not emphasize leadership, analytical thinking,
and problem-solving.”

This aligns with findings by Silva and Garcia
(2019), who argue that traditional academic
models in many countries fail to prepare students
for the evolving needs of the public sector.

Moreover, the research participants who
graduated from the public administration-fo-
cused programs emphasized that new courses
should be included in the educational programs,
and technology should be utilized more while
delivering the courses. The next excerpts are
from the interviews with the graduates of the

given programs: “I would like communication
skills courses to be included in the curriculum.
It would also be great if the existing courses
were delivered in a more practical way and or-
ganized through discussions based on real-life
situations.”

In my opinion, the best practices of interna-
tional universities should be studied and com-
prehensively applied at our universities. At the
same time, the rapidly changing nature of state
and public relations should be thoroughly ana-
lyzed, and outdated Soviet-era models should
no longer be taught.

“I would like the organization of education
to be more digitalized and for online tools to
be used more extensively. I also wish greater
attention would be paid to the development of
students’ Information and Communication Tech-
nology (ICT) skills.”

On the other hand, the Dean of the faculty
noted that the curriculum has already been
updated to adapt to the new reforms. “For ex-
ample, when the government introduced new
reforms in civil service digitalization, we quickly
adapted our curriculum to include relevant
tools and approaches.”

The dean also added that the educational
programs for the public administration discipline
already involve practice-based learning, saying
the following:

We integrate policy labs, case studies, simu-
lations, and project-based learning into the cur-
riculum. Our leadership modules often include
workshops, seminars, and role-play exercises.
When it comes to digital governance, we work
with national platforms to expose students to
e-government tools and digital innovation proj-
ects being implemented in Azerbaijan. We also
invite experts from ministries and the ICT sector
to engage with students directly.

Additionally, the professors of the public ad-
ministration faculty emphasized that some of
the courses should be excluded from the higher
educational programs by saying:

Some subjects are being taught that are not
really necessary. For example, Azerbaijani history
is taught continuously from the first to the
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eleventh grade. It should be taught in such a
way that there is no need to study it again at
university. A student should know their national
history well, but in my opinion, repeating the
same subject at the university level is unneces-
sary.

For example, do students in public adminis-
tration programs need to study logarithms, the
cosine theorem, or Lagrange’s theorem? There
is no real need for these. Students become over-
whelmed, and when they sit for the civil service
exam, they find that the questions they face
are entirely different from what they studied.

The SEC representative also agreed that
some important updates on the curriculum of
the public administration-focused programs
are needed by expressing the following thoughts:
“Integrating policy analysis, budgeting tools,
and e-government systems into the curriculum
would enhance graduates’ preparedness.”

Recruitment process gaps

While discussing the SEC civil service exams,
a variety of aspects were mentioned by the
participants in terms of changing and improving
the current recruitment system. The SEC rep-
resentative shared the following thoughts on
the improvement of the examination process:
“To better evaluate graduates, exams could con-
sist of simulations or tasks that mirror real
government work scenarios. However, the exam
content is partly based on real job tasks, but
there is room to consider more applied and
case-based evaluations.”

The challenges of the recruitment process
are shared by the participants who graduated
from the given programs and the professors of
the programs at one of the sampled universities.
While one of the former students of the public
administration-focused programs mentioned
that they needed to go to an educational center
to prepare for the exam, the other interviewee
talked about the difficulties in choosing appro-
priate educational material to prepare for the
exam. One of the interesting statements on the
current recruitment system was as follows:
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“I want a placement of students in relevant
governmental institutions based on official re-
ferrals, not with any SEC exams like the current
procedure.” This suggests that the referrals
should be made by universities.

The participants who graduated from the
public administration faculty also addressed
some issues and challenges that the candidates
possibly face during the recruitment process.
Those issues and challenges include nepotism
and 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 should
recommend you.” The claim points to the per-
ception that recruitment decisions can be sig-
nificantly affected by personal ties and weigh
more than the examination results. Also, another
participant stated:

In civil service, graduates take an exam and
come for an interview to be hired. However,
even though the interview is conducted, it is
already known in advance that the candidate
will not be hired. Therefore, it is important to
conduct these interviews transparently.

The statements indicate the participants’
concerns, suggesting the interview results can
be decided beforehand, so degrade trust in the
hiring pipeline.

Collaboration between the universities
and governmental bodies

The last theme and sub-themes mainly con-
sider the recommendations on how to more
deeply connect the universities that offer public
administration-focused programs and the gov-
ernmental bodies in Azerbaijan. In this manner,
the SEC representative suggested the following
statement by addressing the misalignment be-
tween the skills that the public administration
discipline provides and the skills required for
a career in the governmental bodies: “Internship
programs or mentorships could limit the gap
between education and practical skills.”

The HR professional called for stronger
ties between academia and public institutions,
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suggesting that more interaction would benefit
students and government alike: “Increased in-
teraction with the governmental bodies will
enhance students’ practical skills, deepen their
understanding of public sector work, and reshape
their perceptions of government jobs...” “Early
engagement 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 position
paper by the American Chamber of Commerce
in Azerbaijan (AmCham, 2023), which high-
lighted weak coordination between universities
and employers as a key reason for skills mis-
match in Azerbaijan.

Moreover, the Dean of the public adminis-
tration faculty talked about the current situation
in 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 bodies
that host our students for internships. These
are not just observational, as they involve active
participation in real projects.”

Finally, we reviewed documents that were
provided by one of the public universities that
offer public administration-focused programs.
The findings retrieved from the document,
where all the major and technical subjects were
listed, can be considered surprising when com-
pared to the findings from the interviews. As
such, a communication skills course is included
in the public administration programs in Azer-
baijani and in English, namely “Business and
academic communication in the Azerbaijani
language” and “Business and academic com-
munication in English”. However, all parties in
the interview process mentioned that the grad-
uates of public administration programs lack
communication skills.

DISCUSSION

In the study, the emerging patterns illustrate
that the alignment of the public administra-
tion-focused programs and career requirements

at the governmental bodies in Azerbaijan is
yet insufficient in spite of reforms carried out,
so far, to optimize the quality and content of
higher education and public service. The public
administration-focused educational programs
are expected to educate graduates, equipping
them with theoretical knowledge, critical think-
ing, and professional communication skills.
However, the findings of the study indicate that
the graduates are not sufficiently equipped
with the competencies that are demanded by
the job positions of civil service. This aspect
resonates with earlier findings by Amirova and
Valiyev (2021), which suggest a broader mis-
alignment between the university programs
and labor market demands.

Focusing on the mismatch of the graduates’
acquired competencies and the job position re-
quirements in the civil service at governmental
bodies, the first theme of the findings clearly
illustrates this shortage. This becomes more
noticeable 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 this
point, which suggests that university public
administration programs should sufficiently
equip graduates with both theoretical and trans-
ferable skills, considering that job positions of
governmental bodies demand candidates who
can handle intricate information, communicate
effectively and efficiently, and make informed
and rational decisions in real-world situations.
Looking from the graduates’ perspectives, which
persistently stress the graduates’ shortcomings
in these competencies, signals that the under-
graduate programs are experienced mostly in
classrooms and lead to insufficiency in terms
of real work experience. The finding also has
similarities with the earlier points made by
Silva and Garcia (2019) and Amirova and Valiyev
(2021), which drew attention to the alignment
of theory and real-world experience.

The assumed mismatch is particularly note-
worthy in the Azerbaijani context, while the
governmental organizations themselves are in
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a transformation process, trying to respond to
technological and management reforms. Ac-
cording to Khalilov and Huseyn (2022) and the
World Bank (2023), the Azerbaijani public
sector is facing a significant demand for en-
hancing operational performance and account-
ability, which requires cadres who can make
initiatives, demonstrate flexibility, and apply
theoretical knowledge appropriately. Approach-
ing the discourse from this angle, the identified
skill gaps that the participants have drawn at-
tention to is also a governance concern, besides
education. As Edwards et al. (2012) and Khalilov
and Huseyn (2022) discussed the point as well,
failing to prepare graduates appropriately leads
to affecting the functions and quality of per-
formance of governmental bodies.

Logically following the first theme, program
improvement emerges as the second theme.
Accordingly, participants argue that curriculum
revision should be carried out, and more practical
learning components should be included in it.
They have also pointed to enhancing the appli-
cation of modern technologies in the education
process. These findings resonate with Cleary
and Van Noy’s (2014) and Silva and Garcia’s
(2019) opinions, which suggest that public ad-
ministration education programs should be
transformed to align with the public sector’s
needs. Especially, the findings illustrate that
the educational programs stay mainly theory-
based, and the insufficiency of the curriculum
content surfaces. However, in this regard, the
way of teaching and evaluating the content is
proportionally crucial as well. As also discussed
by Edwards et al. (2012) and Bromell (2010),
even if HEIs incorporate pertinent subjects in
their curricula, it should be ensured that they
are delivered in an appropriate way to develop
graduates’ transferable skills in accordance
with factual knowledge. Also, the analysis of
relevant documents sheds light on a crucial
nuance that supports this theme. Although the
curricula incorporate some critical thinking
and professional communication courses in
Azerbaijani and English, the research participants
persistently highlighted the transferable skills
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as a significant shortcoming for the graduates.
Such inconsistency brings to attention the fact
that it is not just about the lack of or surplus of
relevant courses in the curricula, but also about
instructing and assessing them in an effective
way.

The findings’ third emerging theme sheds
light on gaps in the recruitment process at the
governmental bodies in Azerbaijan. It points
to the misalignment between what is taught in
the public administration-focused undergraduate
programs and the requirements of the civil
service examination for hiring. As determined
by the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on
Civil Service (2000), the Cabinet of Ministers
of the Republic of Azerbaijan (2017), and SEC
(2025), the civil service recruitment approach,
which is legally in the responsibility of the SEC
and implemented through testing and interview
stages, is formally merit-based. Yet the inter-
viewees argued that the existing examination
approach is not sufficiently effective to ade-
quately assess the competencies required for
the civil service positions. As well as the repre-
sentative of the SEC interviewed stressed the
importance of incorporating real-world work
simulations into the exams to enhance the ef-
fectiveness of merit-based selection, which
draws attention to the same point. Similarly,
the importance of this aspect is discussed by
the OECD (2020), which suggests that merit-
based approaches can be more effective if they
appropriately evaluate candidates’ transferable
skills in addition to technical or theoretical
knowledge.

The view that the graduates strongly need
to go to private preparatory centers to prepare
to be successful at the SEC exams is predominant
among the participants. This notion raises se-
rious questions about alignment between the
competencies taught in the undergraduate
public administration-focused programs at the
universities and the quality of teaching and as-
sessing them as well. Furthermore, if the grad-
uates predominantly need external training to
pass both the testing and interview stages of
the civil service examination, this points to an
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alignment gap between the competences offered
by the universities and the requirements of the
civil service job positions.

Collaboration between HEIs and govern-
mental bodies is discussed under the fourth
theme. It suggests an insightful mechanism to
advance with. The importance of internship
and mentorship programs and of more effective
cooperation between universities and govern-
mental bodies emerges from the data. This
notion also echoes the suggestions made by
Cleary and Van Noy (2014), which emphasize
the necessity of sustained cooperation between
universities and governmental institutions to
enhance the alignment of educational programs
with the requirements of job positions at those
institutions. The dean interviewed stated that
they have agreements with governmental or-
ganizations to organize and regulate internship
programs. This resonates with the findings by
Mammadov (2019), which emphasize ongoing
efforts to enhance collaboration between uni-
versities and governmental bodies in Azerbaijan.
He also argues that internships, development
programs, and research projects have become
more common, providing students with signif-
icant experience in government agencies. Al-
though this is a positive sign, the remarks made
by the graduates point to the need to intensify
and broaden the process to enhance alignment
of the learning outcomes and job requirements
and to support students’ preparedness for real-
world professional assignments. The argument
is also supported by AmCham'’s (2023) findings,
which articulate weak coordination between
HEIs and employers as a key reason for skills
misalignment in Azerbaijan.

Bringing together the data sets, it seems
that the misalignment is a series of partial
shortcomings rather than a one-sided insuffi-
ciency within the education system, recruitment
process, and education-industry or education-
employer relationships.

Furthermore, the study points to competency
gaps; however, it does not systematically evaluate
the graduates’ performance through observation
or real-time observations; instead, it is mainly

based on the data self-reported and perceived
by the participants. This interpretive procedure
is reliable within qualitative frameworks but
curbs some claims’ empirical validity.

The findings of the study have crucial impli-
cations for tertiary education policy, recruitment
reforms in governmental bodies, and curriculum
development in public universities. Primarily,
universities could review the content of the
curriculum, enhance the effectiveness of deliv-
ering it, exclude outdated subjects, and incor-
porate skills-based, experiential learning relevant
to real-world experiences. Improvement of the
faculty members’ practical and technological
competency and sKkills will be one of the vital
points in this regard. Second, the recruitment
approach, 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 could
increase fairness and readiness of the candidates
for the positions. Third, there is a significant
need to enhance institutionalized cooperation
between HEIs and governmental bodies. Mul-
ti-agency curriculum committees, guest lecturers
from governmental organizations, long-term
internship schemes, and systems for tracking
graduates may facilitate continuous alignment
between tertiary education and job position
requirements of the governmental bodies.

The strength of the study lies in its usage of
various qualitative informants, such as the grad-
uates, faculty members, the dean, the HR pro-
fessional, and the SEC representative, which
enhances the findings’ credibility. Implementing
triangulation through interviews and document
review also added depth to the data, enabling
it to make a comparison between institutional
purposes and perceptions of real-world expe-
rience.

LIMITATIONS

Nevertheless, the study’s relatively small
sample 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 reforms
being implemented in other HEIs. On the other
hand, social desirability bias could have an im-
pact on responses from representatives of the
institutions, 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 of
the 2nd phase of the civil service examination
(interview phase) and has only explored the
1st phase, which was about the standardized
test exam. Therefore, it has limited insights
into the effectiveness of the examination.

The study has been conducted only in one
educational setting to understand how public
administration-focused undergraduate programs
are established. This means the data we have
collected is less likely to depict a general picture
of the Azerbaijani higher education system re-
garding the given undergraduate programs.

Considering the interviewing process has
included only one hiring person from one min-
istry, the collected data is less likely to apply to
all the government bodies. More precisely, in
the hiring process, each state entity may have
specific expectations for its future employees

Future studies can examine disparities in
graduate preparedness at a broader number of
HEIs, assess the curriculum reform implemen-
tations, and evaluate the outcomes of internship
programs on employment practice at govern-
mental bodies in Azerbaijan.

CONCLUSION

This study provides substantial insight into
the alignment between public administration-
focused bachelor’s programs and the competency
requirements of governmental bodies in Azer-
baijan. All primary research questions have
been addressed effectively through qualitative
interviews with graduates, faculty, and repre-
sentatives from governmental bodies, including
an HR representative from a ministry and a
SEC representative.
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The study demonstrates a misalignment be-
tween the academic preparation offered by
public administration-focused programs and
the practical competencies expected by em-
ployers in governmental bodies, thereby af-
firming the first assumption of the researchers.
The data revealed that graduates often lack
crucial soft skills such as communication and
practical administrative abilities, despite having
a strong theoretical foundation from their bach-
elor’s degrees. This gap between theory and
practice underscores the need for enhanced
practical training and curricular reforms. More-
over, the study emphasizes significant short-
comings in the current recruitment system.
The participants, particularly graduates, voiced
concerns 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 recruitment
design should adopt competency-based evalu-
ations, more real-world simulations, and
strengthen university-public employer collab-
oration or; more broadly, university-labor market
collaboration. In conclusion, the data collected
not only answers the research questions but
also supports the initial assumptions, painting
a clear picture of opportunities and challenges
for better alignment between public adminis-
tration discipline students’ academic preparation
and employment requirements in governmental
bodies. Therefore, strategic reforms in curricu-
lum design and institutional collaboration are
crucial aspects for bridging this divide.
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