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Abstract

This study aimed to identify Iranian employers’ expectations regarding the knowledge and
skills of young accountants and to analyze the gap between academic accounting education
and labor market requirements. Employing a qualitative approach based on grounded
theory and thematic analysis, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
15 financial managers, employers, and human resource specialists in 2025. During the
coding process open, axial, and selective 20 key themes were identified and categorized
into four conceptual clusters and five major dimensions of the educational gap. The
findings revealed that discrepancies between accounting education and market needs fall
into five overarching categories: (1) Skill and knowledge deficiencies, including poor
command of accounting software, lack of data analysis ability, weak professional report
writing, and unfamiliarity with tax and insurance regulations; (2) Weakness in practical and
applied training, such as the absence of project-based learning, lack of skill-oriented
workshops, and abstract instruction detached from real economic contexts; (3) Insufficient
professional and personal development, including a lack of learning mindset, professional
identity, self-reliance, ethical awareness, and teamwork capability; (4) Weak university-
industry linkage, such as the lack of effective internships, inadequate performance
assessment, and the dominance of credentialism over skill-building; and (5) Technological
backwardness, due to limited exposure to modern accounting technologies. Additionally,
the study found that in hiring decisions, the type of university, non-technical skills, and
prior work experience outweigh GPA and academic degree. Ultimately, the study
highlights the urgent need for curriculum reform, skill-based training, and enhanced
university-industry collaboration to improve graduates’ employability.
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Background and Purpose: The increasing misalignment between higher education outputs
and labor market needs has become a significant concern across various academic disciplines,
especially in professional and applied fields like accounting. Despite the expansion of
academic accounting programs in Iran, graduate unemployment or underemployment remains
high. Employers frequently report dissatisfaction with the practical readiness, behavioral
maturity, and technological adaptability of accounting graduates, suggesting a gap between
academic preparation and professional expectations. This study aims to explore the
perceptions and expectations of Iranian employers regarding the essential competencies of
entry-level accountants and to analyze the nature and dimensions of the skill gap between
university-level accounting education and the actual demands of the job market. The study
also seeks to identify the structural, pedagogical, and cultural barriers that prevent effective
alignment and to offer evidence-based insights to reform accounting curricula.

Methodology: A qualitative research design was adopted, grounded in constructivist
grounded theory with an applied thematic analysis approach. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 15 professionals, including financial managers, HR
specialists, senior accountants, and partners of audit firms with direct experience in recruiting
and evaluating young accounting graduates. The participants were purposefully selected from
a range of industries, firm sizes, and institutional backgrounds to maximize diversity and
representativeness. The data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using three levels of coding: (1) open
coding to generate initial concepts; (2) axial coding to organize related codes into subthemes;
and (3) selective coding to develop overarching themes. A total of 20 main themes were
identified and grouped into four conceptual clusters and five overarching dimensions of the
educational-practical gap.

Findings: The findings revealed a multi-dimensional and systemic mismatch between
academic training in accounting and the expectations of the labor market. Employers
identified five major dimensions of this gap:

1. Deficiencies in Knowledge and Technical Skills: Employers emphasized critical
weaknesses in graduates’ mastery of accounting software (e.g., Excel, ERP), data
analysis, financial reporting, taxation regulations, and decision-making skills. They
reported that theoretical knowledge was often not accompanied by the ability to apply it
in real-world scenarios.

2. Lack of Practical and Experiential Learning: Participants pointed to the dominance of
passive, lecture-based instruction and the absence of project-based learning, internships,
and case-based exercises. This detachment from the realities of business practice leads
to poor job readiness.

3. Inadequate Professional and Personal Development: Employers observed a lack of
professional mindset, learning agility, adaptability, work ethic, and self-confidence
among many graduates. Dependency on instructors, lack of initiative, and poor team
collaboration were also cited as critical drawbacks.

4. Weak University-Industry Linkages: Respondents criticized universities for their
limited engagement with the private sector, ineffective assessment methods, neglect of
industry trends, and credentialism an overemphasis on grades and degrees over actual
competence.

5. Technological Backwardness: Participants underlined the urgent need for training in
emerging digital tools and technologies, including data analytics, cloud-based
accounting, and automation systems, which are now integral to modern accounting
work but remain largely absent from university curricula.
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In addition, the findings indicated that non-academic factors, such as the reputation of the
university, hands-on experience, and interpersonal skills, play a more decisive role in hiring
decisions than GPA or academic honors. Employers showed a preference for graduates with
practical exposure, technological adaptability, and strong communication skills.
Discussion: The findings underscore that the disconnect between accounting education and
job market requirements in Iran is not merely technical or pedagogical but deeply
institutional, cultural, and systemic. The current academic model, with its emphasis on rote
learning, outdated syllabi, and insufficient collaboration with industry stakeholders, fails to
equip students with the competencies required in the contemporary financial ecosystem.
This study reinforces the argument made by previous research (Roy, 2023; Crawford et al.,
2024; Warton & Mensah, 2022) that the overemphasis on theoretical instruction, in isolation
from workplace realities, reduces the employability of graduates. The gap is especially
pronounced in soft skills, technological literacy, and the ability to work under real-world
constraints. The study also highlights the unequal perception of academic credentials, where
type of university (e.g., public vs. private vs. distance education) becomes a surrogate for
candidate quality, often to the detriment of talented students from lesser-known institutions.
This suggests a need for standardized professional benchmarks that transcend institutional
branding. Based on these insights, the research suggests several reform strategies:
o Curriculum Revamp: Embedding practice-oriented modules, industry certifications, and
software training within the core curriculum.
« Pedagogical Shift: Moving from instructor-centered to learner-centered approaches such
as flipped classrooms, simulation games, and experiential learning.
« University-Industry Partnerships: Establishing formal collaborations with firms to
provide internships, guest lectures, live projects, and co-designed courses.
« Faculty Development: Recruiting instructors with industry experience and supporting
academic staff to stay updated on emerging technologies.
o Career Readiness Programs: Offering career guidance, resume workshops, and mock
interviews to enhance students' transition to work.
In conclusion, this study acts as a wake-up call for policymakers, university administrators,
and accounting educators. Without systematic structural reform, the mismatch between
academic preparation and professional requirements will persist, leading to both individual
frustration and broader inefficiencies in the labor market. Accounting education must evolve
to produce not just knowledgeable graduates, but competent, adaptable, and employable
professionals.
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