University of Bath

UNIVERSITY OF

BATH

DOCTOR OF BUSINESS (DBA)

Artificial Intelligence and Robotics Towards the Evolution of Sustainable Graduate
Employability Ecosystem: A Contemporary Perspective for Higher Education
Stakeholders in the UAE

Basheer, Hanady

Award date:
2023

Awarding institution:
University of Bath

Link to publication

Alternative formats
If you require this document in an alternative format, please contact:
openaccess@bath.ac.uk

Copyright of this thesis rests with the author. Access is subject to the above licence, if given. If no licence is specified above,
original content in this thesis is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) Licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/). Any third-party copyright
material present remains the property of its respective owner(s) and is licensed under its existing terms.

Take down policy
If you consider content within Bath's Research Portal to be in breach of UK law, please contact: openaccess@bath.ac.uk with the details.
Your claim will be investigated and, where appropriate, the item will be removed from public view as soon as possible.

Download date: 17. Jul. 2023


https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/b60f8a99-7e6e-4657-88bf-294ef7ebc7cd

Artificial Intelligence and Robotics Towards
the Evolution of Sustainable Graduate
Employability Ecosystem: A Contemporary
Perspective for Higher Education
Stakeholders in the UAE

Hanady Basheer

A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Business
Administration
(Higher Education Management)

University of Bath

School of Management

May 2023



COPYRIGHT NOTICE

Attention is drawn to the fact that copyright of this thesis rests with the author and copyright
of any previously published materials may rest with third parties. A copy of this thesis has
been supplied on condition that anyone who consults it understands that they must not copy it
or use material from it except as licenced, permitted by law or with the consent of the author

or other copyright owners as applicable.

Declaration of any previous submission of the work
The material presented here for examination for the award of a higher degree by research
has not been incorporated into a submission for another degree. (If applicable, provide the
relevant details i.e., those parts of the work which have previously been submitted for a

degree, the University to which they were submitted and the degree, if any, awarded).

Candidate’s typed signature: Hanady

Declaration of authorship

I am the author of this thesis, and the work described therein was carried out by myself
personally.

Candidate’s typed signature: Hanady




TABLE OF CONTENTS

A B S T R A T et e et ar e arre s 7
ACKNOWLEDGMENT ..ttt ba e ae e e annee s 8
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ..ottt snne s 9
1.1 RESEAICN QUESTIONS ... ..cveeitieitie ittt ettt ettt et e ee e te e sbe e s beesbeesbeesabeenbeesbeebeeebesebesesesenreenteesreenrs 10
1.2 Rationale and Contributions of the STUY ..o 10
1.3 RESBAICI AlIMIS L.ttt ettt sttt ettt et e te st e s e e s teestesbeeseenteaseeseesteeseeseesreeneeneeanean 12
1.4 RESEAICN ODJECHIVES ... .cvieiiie e e et e e te e s re et s e s r e s e e beebe e beesreeareesneeeteenreenres 13
1.5 UNderpinning TREOIY .........oiiiieiiieise ettt bbbttt b e 13
1.6 METNOTOIOQY ...ttt 13
1.7 DefiNition OF KBY TIMS ....viiiiiiic et e e ettt s be s e e be et e e be e s teesreeaneeeeeenreenrs 14
1.8 The Researcher’s MOtIVATION .. ..uiiiuieiiie et siie ettt e st e sste e et e e sn e e e nsneesneeeanes 15
1.9 THESIS OULIINE ...veeeeieciie ettt e e et e e st e s beene e beste e e e s beasaesaestaensenrennes 16
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW. ...ttt 18
2.1 Employability and EMPIOYMENT ........ccviiii e s 18
2.1.1 Graduates' Transition into the Contemporary WOrkforce...........ccooveveieiiciiie e 19
2.1.2 Mechanism Shaping GE SocCial STTUCTUIE ............coviiiiiiiiee e 21
2.1.3 Sustaining Employability Through Stakeholders’ Agency........c.ccoovevvriiiiininiciinecicie e, 23
2.1.4 Employability Attributes and SKillS...........ccoiiiiiiiiiiiec e 25
2.1.5 Employability and HE Stakenolders ..........ccoviiiiiiiiiiie e 28
2.1.6 Graduate Employability Beyond Human Capital ............ccccooeiiinininiieeccseseee 33

2.2 Atrtificial Intelligence in the Age of Digital Transformation ............ccccoceviivieviiiicie e, 36
N N I LaTo [ =200 o] (o) 1 o PSS 37
2.2.2 Al's Rapid Evolution in the BuSineSS WOrId .............ccocoiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeees e 39
2.2.3 Al and BUSINESS SCNOOIS........cuiiiiiiiiiie ettt nee e enes 41

2.3 Stakeholder Theory (ST) and Employability inthe Age of Al .....cccoeiiiiiiici 44
2.3.1 Employability Stakeholders’ Engagement............c.covviiiiiiiiiiciieiin e 46
2.3.2 4IR, Al and Stakeholder THEOIY ......ccviieii it 47
2.3.3 Stakeholder Theory and Busingss SChOOl ..o 48
CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS AND METHODOLOGY .......ccccceviiiiniiieiiiienns 50
3.1 The Research Context 0f the UAE..........ccoo i 51

3.2 ReSEArCh PRIIOSOPNY ..ot 53



3.3 The Critical RealiSt ParadigMm .........cccoiieiieiie it reenreesnee e 53

IR @ 141701 oo |2 SR 54

3. 3.2 EPISTEMOIOQY ...ttt bbbttt 58
3.3.3 AQENCY AN STFUCTUIE ......veieieeie ettt 59
3.4 Research Approach and MethodOIOgy ........ccccvviiiiieiiiice e e 59
3.5 Data COlECtiON MELNOMS .......cviiieiieie ettt et sna e e sreenes 61
3.5.1 Semi-StrUCTUIEd INTEIVIBWS .......iiiieeiiciecie et sttt st sbe e neesreenes 61
3.5.2 Developing the INTervIEW GUIAE .........ccveiieiiiiiiee et sre e nre e 62
3.5.3 PO INTEIVIBWS ...ttt sttt ettt nbe b 63
KRR O = T UL 11 0= Y= SRS 64

B O =L (o] 7=V O 65
3.6.1 The INtErVIEW SAMPIE......ciiiici et sresreenes 65
3.6.2 DAt DESCIIPLION ... .c.veiiieiieiieiieie ettt bbbttt b e 68
3.6.3 Graduate SAMPIE .......oooiee e 69
3.6.4 Educator Sample DemographiCs ........ccccciiieiiiiiieiee e see e se e ste e e sree e e e nreesree e 70
3.6.5 EMPIOYEIS SAMPIE.......eciiiieiicie ettt st st et be e e be s reesresreenes 71
3.7 Data COIECTION PrOCESS ....viveeiieiteeiie sttt ettt sttt st e te et e stesteenbesreese e tesneeneenreenes 72
3.7.1 Scheduling and Undertaking INtErVIEWS ..........cccveiieieiieciie e ese e 72
K I =101 Tod 1 (0] OSSR 73
3.7.3 DOCUMENT REVIEW.....c.vievieiiecieeie sttt sttt ste ettt et e e s e sbe et e esbesteessesbeaseeseeseeanes 74
3.8 DALA ANAIYSIS ...ttt R bbbttt 78
K2R R0 1T F= 1Y/ =1 1 To o PSS 81
3.9 Validity and RelI@DIITY ..........cviiiiiiiiiie s 82
B0 N 1 oSSR 83
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS ...ttt e e nnaeesnnee e 85
4.1 EAUCALIONAl EXPEIIEINCE. ... .ciuiiitiieieeiecste e st e sttt e e s e s e e st e st e sn e te e e e teesaeesreeeseeeteesreesreesreesneesneens 86
4.1.1 Learner-Centred EAUCALION .........cooiiieieicieise ettt 87
4.1.2 Adaptation t0 the DIgital AQE ........ccoerrerieiiiiiie e 96
4.1.3 Views Among Stakeholders: A Comparative AnalysiS........c.ccccvivivieeiecnieeniec e ere e 105
4.2 Career DEVEIOPIMENT ..ottt st be b et e s be e e e s besaeesresteenbesreeres 107
4.2.1 Graduate Employment CompatiDility ..........cocoiiiriiiiiiii s 108
4.2.2 Transition to the Job Market COmMPIEXItY........c.ccoiiiiiiiiiiei e 122
4.2.3 Views Among Stakeholders: A Comparative AnalysiS........c.cccovivivieeiieeninennc e ere e 134

4.3 COllECtIVE PartNEISNID ..c.ve ettt et e sresteenaesreanes 136



4.3.1 Critical Perspectives of HE Stakeholders..........cccoovoiieic i 136

4.3.2 Stakeholders ENQAGEMENT..........cccviiiiicieie ettt st sre et sre s 144
4.3.3 Views Among Stakeholders: A comparative ANAlYSiS.........ccccvvririiereneneesese s 152
4.4 GE StaKeNOIUEIS AGENCY ...vviiiiiitiiteitet ettt bbbttt 153
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION ... 156
5.1 GE Social Structure and MeChanISMS..........ccceiiiiiiiiiiiiie s 156
5.2 GE StaKeNOIUEIS AQEINCY ......oouiiiiiiiiiiite ettt 177
5. 2.1 EQUCAIOTS ™ AGENCY «.evveeeeisii ettt ettt n e nn e nrenneas 178
5.2.2 EMPIOYETS’ AZEICY uvveeiurieiiiiiitieeiiiesietesteeastesessseessteessssessnsessnsesesssesassseesssessssesesssessnsessnses 180
5.2.3 Gradu@res’ AGERCY .......c..couiiiiiiii it 181
5.3 GE ECOSYSIEM MOUEN ..ot 184
CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS........cooiiiieie 188
6.1 RESEAICN OVEIVIBW ...ttt bbb bbbttt 188
6.2 Al and Robotics Towards the Evolution of Sustainable GE Ecosystem............cccocvcviirincniennen. 189
6.3 Theoretical IMPIICALIONS ........c.coiiiiiiiiie e 189
6.3.1 StAKENOIAET TREOIY ...cceiiiiiccec et e sre e s re e sreesreesneeanre s 189
6.3.2 AQENCY ANA STIUCKUIE .....ooiviieiiie ettt s be e et e sbe e e besreesresteesaesreeneas 192
6.4 Practical IMPIICALIONS. ......c..oiiiiiiiiise ettt 193
6.5 POLICY IMPLICALIONS .....veiiicieciec ettt e s e e e e e nae e sreesaeesreesneesneeante s 197
6.6 Limitations of the Study and Future RESEAICN ..........ccoeviiiiii i 199
Reflections 0N the DBA JOUIMEY ......cc.iiiiiiiieieieese sttt 203
REFERENCES: ...ttt ettt bt e bttt et bt e she e sbe e sabessbeenbeebeenbeesbee e 204

APPENDIX ... e 254



List of Figures

Figure 3.1: RESEAICH DESIGN .....ciuviiie e cee ettt e e te e s te e s te e sreesn e s s e e s teeteesteesreeanneeneeenreenes 50
Figure 3.2: Critical realiSm rational .............ccoiuiiiiiiieie e e nns 57
Figure 3.3: Business SChool Majors fOr GradUALES.............couuiiiieriiiierieieesise e 70
Figure 3.4: Braun and Clarke's (2006) SIX STEPS .....ocververeieiniiniiniesieste et 79
Figure 4.1: SUMMATY OF TNEIMES. .....cviiiiiiii it 86
Figure 4.2: Word cloud for aspects related to graduate employability ...........c.ccooiiiiiiniiiiiiiicees 87
Figure 4.3: USe OF AL N HEIS ..ot et 104
Figure 5.1: Mechanisms Shaping GE SocCial StrUCTUIE.............cceieiiiiiiiie e 158
Figure 5.2: Skills and Knowledge Required in the Age Of Al ......ccooiiiiiiiiiiiieeee e 166
Figure 5.3: GE ECOSYSIEM MOUEN .......ccuoiiiiiiiicici e 185
List of Tables

Table 4.1: Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Data — Learner-Centred Education.............cc.cc....... 88
Table 4.2: Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Data- Adaptation to the Digital Age...........cccccevenee. 97
Table 4.3: Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Data- Graduate Employment Compatibility........... 108
Table 4.4: Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Data- Transition to the Job Market Complexity.....123
Table 4.5: Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Data - Critical Perspectives of HE Stakeholders....136

Table 4.6:

Dimensions, Themes, Categories, and Data - Stakeholders Engagement ............cccceevenen. 144



ABSTRACT

The world has entered an era of an unprecedented technological revolution. Developments in
artificial intelligence (Al) and robotics have generated new professions while de-skilling or re-
skilling many others. Higher education institutions (HEIs) face the challenge of keeping pace
with technological advancement— both in their efforts to prepare students for success in their
future careers, as well as in protecting graduates from potential occupational disruptions caused
by Al. However, HEIs’ traditional business education model is incompatible with the changing
nature of the job market. This DBA thesis examines business graduate employability (GE) in
light of the emergent role of Al in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). It investigates how HEIs
respond to the changing demands of employability stakeholders in the Al era, adopting a more
holistic and multi-relational approach to the interaction between employability mechanisms,
structures, and stakeholders in the complex GE ecosystem. The study applies stakeholder theory
as a theoretical lens to explore the GE phenomena. The research is conducted from a critical
realist paradigm, employing a qualitative approach via in-depth interviews. Interviews were
conducted with a sample 40 participants comprised of educators, graduates, and employers. The
data analysis employed Gioia inductive logic approach to interpretive grounded theory,
developing concepts, establishing interrelationships, and building an inductive theoretical
model from the data. The study findings indicate that HE response to the digital era in the UAE
remains nascent; HEI must rethink the dynamics of the uncertain external environment and its
limited internal resources. Furthermore, HEIs should focus on developing a future-oriented and
proactive approach to navigating the changing role of HE in the age of Al. This work ultimately
proposes a GE ecosystem model developed from the research findings and grounded in
stakeholder theory. This model, founded on a more comprehensive understanding of GE, is not
only more sustainable — allowing HE to adapt to the stakeholders emerging demands — but adds

new employability insights in the context of non-western countries such as the UAE.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The accelerated rate of globalisation has intensified the demands for higher education
institutions (HEISs) to produce employable graduates (Pham and Jackson, 2020a). Technological
advancement, in particular, has generated new job and skill requirements (Green et al., 2016;
ILO, 2021), inspiring calls from policymakers and economists for increased employee
prerequisites (Lauder and Mayhew, 2020). In this sense, graduate employability (GE) has
become an increasingly complex issue (Chhinzer and Russo, 2018; Clarke, 2018); HEIs must
provide business graduates with the relevant knowledge and competencies to succeed in the
rapidly evolving digital landscape (Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2018; Igew et al., 2020; Ozer and
Perc, 2020; Qasim and Kharbat, 2020; Zaléniené and Pereira, 2021). However, current business
education systems and curricula are incompatible with the evolving job market and nature of
employment (UN, 2022). It is, therefore, imperative to investigate how business schools can

effectively prepare business students to adapt to a perpetually changing work environment.

The dynamic nature of the modern job market warrants a multifaceted approach to employability
involving a range of key stakeholders in HE (Thomas and Ambrosini, 2021). Stakeholders have
a vested interest in GE and ,as such, demonstrate increasing concern related to HE outcomes
(Clarke, 2018). The support and agency of GE stakeholders are essential in ensuring that
graduates possess the skills and competencies necessary for success in their occupation
(Nwajiuba et al., 2020). However, HE stakeholders have traditionally faced barriers throughout
graduates' transition from education to employment (Ashour, 2020). It has become a complex
process recognised globally and associated with a high youth unemployment rate (ILO, 2017;
Okolie et al., 2020; Suleman, 2018).

HEIs face the challenge of finding dynamic and sustainable mechanisms to support
advancement among learners (Heystek and Terhoven, 2015). The interaction between GE social
structures and stakeholders' agency triggers generative mechanisms that have the causal power
to impact the social world (Hartwig, 2007). It emphasises the causal factors critical for
qualifying graduates for the job market, such as political, economic, and educational systems
(Cashian, 2017).



In managing the increasing complexity caused by Al, the shared responsibilities of HEIs and
key stakeholders are not clearly defined. Further discourse is needed to determine how HEIs
and stakeholders can collaborate in preparing graduates to enter a rapidly changing workforce.
In addition, the conceptualisation of GE amid uncertainty in — and possible upheavals to — the
future of the workplace must be reviewed (Tholen, 2015). This research, conducted in the UAE,
explores the mechanisms that comprise the GE social structure and shape employability
prospects. This research furthermore explores stakeholders’ agency within the GE social
structure. By analysing the GE agency-structure relationship, this research aims to propose a

GE ecosystem framework that produces improved employability outcomes in the digital age.

1.1 Research Questions

The study attempts to provide insights into GE in the UAE from key stakeholders’ perspectives

in the era of Al by answering the following research question:

How should business schools respond to the changing demands of stakeholders in the Al-driven

world of work to enhance GE?
The overarching research question is divided into two sub-questions.

» What collaborative mechanisms among key stakeholders in HE underpin the social
structure of GE in the era of Al?

» To what extent can the agency of key stakeholders in HE contribute to enhancing GE in
the era of Al?

1.2 Rationale and Contributions of the Study

The digital age has increased employers' expectations in terms of graduates credentials and skills
(Brown and Souto-Otero, 2018). It is ostensibly the responsibility of HEIs to ensure and advance
GE in the wake of this change. However, HEIs are unequipped to do this independently, given
the structurally contesting socio-economic conditions which govern GE and the job market
(Shava and Heystek, 2019). This suggests that employability is a social phenomenon in which
stakeholders act and make decisions that either enable or constrain their agency to promote GE

(Cashian, 2017; Tholen, 2015). However, GE has traditionally been framed as an individual



phenomenon, an ideology that neglects the underlying structural issues contributing to GE
outcomes (Santos, 2020; Tholen and Brown, 2018). As such, there is limited research studying
GE stakeholders' agency, highlighting a gap in the literature related to the factors that impact
GE (Divan et al., 2019; Hallett, 2012).

Chhinzer and Russo (2018) argued that the complicated nature of employability is compounded
by the absence of empirical research that recognises or validates the mechanisms contributing
to employability. Thus, there is a need for more research analysing stakeholder agency and
structural elements in the employability context (Delva et al., 2021; Pham, 2022). Moreover, as
technology continues to advance, a primary problem pertains to the capacity of the educational
system to effectively support graduates in this rapidly evolving technological landscape (Brown
et al., 2020). However, as the emergence of Al technology in HEIs and business schools is a
relatively new phenomenon, only a few studies have examined these advancements (Chen,
2022; Desai, 2023). Further research is needed to explore the intersection of employability and

emerging technologies as a contextual factor (Brown et al., 2020).

Employers' perspectives have been problematically absent from GE discourse in the UAE
(Griffin and Coelhoso, 2019). Limited studies have applied stakeholders theory to GE (e.g.,
Nwajiuba et al., 2020; Rook and Sloan, 2021). However, collecting information from key
stakeholders, like employers, is essential in understanding how HEIs can best support graduates’
transition from education to employment. To compound this issue, there is little literature
exploring employability in non-western contexts (Fakunle and Higson, 2021). As such, previous
employability studies neglect the contextual and relational nature of employability in collectivist
societies (Delva et al., 2021; Forrier et al., 2020).

The aforementioned knowledge gaps have hindered the development of effective policies and
interventions to support business graduate employability in the digital age. This study — which
explores GE in the context of the UAE — bridges these research gaps by eschewing the
traditionally critical, sociological, or technological approaches (e.g., Cook, 2022; Tholen, 2015;

Tomlinson, 2017) in favour of a more holistic, culturally-informed method.



The research contributes to the literature on GE by thoroughly analysing stakeholders' agency
and the mechanisms constituting the GE social structure and influencing employability. This
exploration supports a conceptualisation in which GE is understood as the capacity of
stakeholders to act as agents within the GE social structure and enhance GE. In addition, it
provides insights into GE outcomes beyond mere employment rate (Khan and Lundgren-
Resenterra, 2021; York, 2006).

The research contributes to the competency gap analysis that can inform the development of
future talent schemes. By the process of extrapolating stakeholder theory to the GE context —
and examining the experiences of key HE stakeholders (educators, employers, and graduates) —
this study develops a GE ecosystem model with the capacity to both facilitate graduates’
transition to the job market and support the employability development of an adaptable

workforce.

1.3 Research Aims

The research aims to provide a broader view of GE, adopting a multi-stakeholder perspective
that transcends the employment outcome and skills-based approach currently dominating the
literature (Khan and Lundgren-Resenterra, 2021; York, 2006). The study employs Al as
contextual framework to explore the GE phenomena. The research examines GE through a
holistic and multi-relational lens, considering the interplay between employability mechanisms,
structures, and stakeholders’ agency. The research seeks to understand how the agency of key
stakeholders in HE contributes to business graduates’ employability. The study further explores
the mechanisms that contribute to improving GE outcomes, such as effective collaboration

between GE stakeholders.

The study intends to formulate the interconnection between structure and agency (Tholen,
2010). The research therefore considers both external and individual actions in addressing GE.
Gathering data about stakeholders’ feedback and experience provides insight into how business
schools can respond to the changing demands of employability stakeholders in the era of Al.
Ultimately, the overarching purpose of this study is to contribute to the existing knowledge on

graduate employment and employability.



1.4 Research Objectives
To meet the research aim identified above, the following objectives have been established:

» Capture key HE stakeholders' views and experiences about the skills and knowledge
demands created by the new era of Al.

» Understand key HE stakeholders' perspectives about the changes caused by Al
disruption to prepare for HE response to these changes and demands.

» Investigate challenges impacting the transition to the job market for further development

of the GE ecosystem model to enhance GE.

» Make recommendations for professional practices that can enable or constrain GE in the

new age of Al.

1.5 Underpinning Theory

Stakeholder theory (ST) has attracted increased attention in the wake of the digital
transformation era. Researchers have turned to ST as a resource in overcoming the challenges
of the fourth industrial revolution (4IR), using the theory as a platform from which to better
understand stakeholders’ influence on — and demands for — GE in the digital era. ST is an
amalgam of strategic management, organisation theory, and business ethics. The theory
questions the conventional assumption that profit is management's primary goal (Laplume et al.,
2008). ST, rather, is based on the premise that organisations can only succeed when they create
value for all their stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2010). Accordingly, the principles of ST must
be embraced to address global challenges affecting the world today (Mhlanga and Moloi, 2020).
Stakeholders present an array of diverse voices and perspectives; involving all stakeholders in
the construction of educational systems is therefore informative and universally beneficial.
Accordingly, stakeholder theory was adopted in this study to cultivate a comprehensive

understanding of GE challenges and demands in the age of Al.

1.6 Methodology

The research is conducted from a critical realist paradigm which supports the implementation
of a single case study methodology and utilises qualitative data collection methods. Critical

Realism (Archer et al., 1998) promotes studying the GE process across different layers of reality



(Byers, 2018). Critical realists believe reality exists, whether it is known or unknown (Bhaskar,
1975), and rely on individual views to determine this reality (O’Mahoney, 2014). The critical
realism paradigm combines ontological realism and epistemological constructivism (Maxwell,
2018). The ontological assumption underpinning this research is that reality is objective,
whereas the knowledge obtained is based on people’s cognition. This approach recognises the
interaction between stakeholders’ agency, surrounding social structures, and causalities of
employability (Cashian, 2017; Saunders et al., 2009). It furthermore considers the interaction
between different stakeholder groups (employers, educators, and graduates), identifies the
mechanisms that affect stakeholders’ construction of reality, and assesses how these factors
shape GE.

To address these research questions, 1, the researcher, collected data pertaining to the lived
experiences of the key employability stakeholders, conducting interviews to probe their
perspectives and knowledge. Three key categories of stakeholders — educators, employers, and
graduates —were involved in the process. The views of policymakers, developed from secondary
data and document reviews rather than interviews, were also included to develop a more robust

understanding of relevant national strategies, particularly concerning Al.

1.7 Definition of Key Terms

The following key terms will be defined: GE mechanisms and stakeholders’ agency. For clarity,
the present study used the concepts of GE mechanisms offered by Cashian (2017). The
mechanisms are defined as elements of political, economic, and educational systems that include
employability enhancements. These elements constitute the employability social structures that
possess generative powers of constraints and enablement capacity around agents' actions and
responses (Archer, 2003). These structural elements may serve as facilitators or hindrances to
employability (Holmes, 2013). It may include various strategies, practices, policies, or

interventions that impact employability in the context of the new digital age.

The stakeholders’ agency in the study is related to the dynamic nature of stakeholders to change
their actions, behaviours, and perspectives over time rather than remaining static representatives

restricted to a predefined role within the system (Lyon et al., 2020). It focuses on the ability of



stakeholders to act consciously and rationally in response to a presented circumstance, resulting

in an active engagement rather than passivity (Hewson, 2010).

These terms will be further explored in the second and third chapters of this work.

1.8 The Researcher’s Motivation

This research has been informed by my extensive experience in the higher education sector and
engagement with employers in different industries. | have worked in the fields of employability,
career services management, and industry partnership — at both public and private universities
in the UAE — for more than 15 years. Through this work, | have acquired substantial knowledge
related to both student engagement and career development. However, the challenges of
institutions driving accountability of employability merely towards career services (Grey, 2018)

have inspired me to investigate the phenomena from an academic perspective.

The literature’s current, misguided approach to evaluating GE has additionally inspired this
research. Academic institutions tend to inappropriately conflate employability with employment
(Cheng et al., 2021). In consequence, GE has traditionally been operationalised as graduate
employment rate, despite this measure failing to reflect true employability (Yorke, 2006). By
investigating the experiences of key stakeholders, my goal in conducting this study was to

determine how education institutions can become more responsive advocates of GE.

Throughout my career, | have dedicated substantial time to reviewing strategies, policies, and
systemic matters related to graduates’ employability. This experience stimulated my interest and
participation as a researcher in developing a GE ecosystem model that guides HE stakeholders
in advancing UAE graduates’ employability. In conducting this study, | intended to integrate a

new discourse into the UAE HE system.

Through this research, | sought to investigate new employability trends, such as Al and talent
development, and provide a comprehensive overview of GE in the UAE. The model that this
research proposes draws attention to various dimensions, such as employment fit, and highlights
the need for systemic attention to a collaborative partnership with HE stakeholders. It

furthermore provides insight into how HEIs can promote employability in the new era of Al.



A researcher's perspective is unavoidably rooted in a foundation of personal experiences,
background, and biases (Berger, 2015). However, my familiarity with the topic was an asset to
this research, enriching both my understanding of the participants' perceptions and my analysis
of their lived experiences. That being said, | simultaneously remained mindful to avoid
presenting my own experience (Berger, 2015). As a researcher, | recognise my responsibility
and position as a social agent involved in the institution's GE management. My commitment is
therefore as an interested and subjective researcher rather than as a disconnected actor. This
research, conducted in the context of the Al era, has challenged me to reflect on my current
ways of working and changed my personal beliefs. | am appreciative of this invaluable
opportunity to connect my professional experience in employability with my academic
knowledge in the computer science field.

1.9 Thesis Outline

This thesis is organised into six chapters, commencing with this introduction, Chapter one. This
chapter is designed to provide the reader with the rationale, objectives, research questions, and

the significance of the study.

Chapter Two provides a review of the literature. This chapter entails, firstly, an overview of the
employability literature and, secondly, a discussion of the overall Al adoption in the corporate
world and business schools. This chapter furthermore reviews the stakeholder theory that has

been employed by this research.

Chapter Three describes the philosophy, research design, context, and methodology used in this
study. It recognises the key participants included in the study. The data sources are identified,
including semi-structured interviews and documents to investigate the GE discourses in the era
of Al It also details the data description, collection process, and data analysis techniques,

clarifying validity and reliability.

Chapter Four presents the data collected in the study. It expounds upon the themes emerging
from the data. It then explains the data structures constructed by employing Gioia method

techniques.



Chapter Five provides a discussion that analyses the abstracted themes generated from the
research findings. This chapter then explains the relevance of these themes to the literature and
their connection to the research objectives.

Chapter Six, the final chapter of this thesis, discusses the theoretical, practical, and policy-
related implications of this study. The chapter concludes by exploring the limitations of the
study and areas for future research.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter comprises the following: an overview of the employability literature and a
discussion of the overall Al adoption in the labour market, examining the latter’s impact on the
transformation of the corporate world and business schools. This literature review additionally

explores the stakeholder theory employed by this research.

2.1 Employability and Employment

The employability discourse initially emphasised job security —that is, fixed, lifetime
employment within a restricted range of opportunities — as an ideal graduate outcome (Higgs et
al., 2019). However, recent literature has replaced the idealised notion of job security with
employability (Ladeira et al., 2019). The phenomenon of employability has attracted growing
attention from the academic community in the context of HE (e.g., Bui et al., 2019; Mursitama
et al., 2022; Pham, 2021; Pham and Jackson, 2020b).

Employability is primarily perceived as a measurable economic outcome for graduates and
institutions (Fakunle and Higson, 2021). The concept of GE was brought to a larger audience
with the initiation of the Graduate Destination Survey (GDS) administered by the Ministry of
Education (MOE). The GDS aims to determine the rate of graduates who obtained employment
within nine months after graduation (UAEU, 2022). The GDS is regarded as a key performance
indicator for HEIs. HEIs are thus motivated to deliver employability in order to improve their
performance in the GDS (Cashian, 2017).

However, it should be noted that employment is different from employability. Employment, an
indication of educational output, is represented by the number of graduates contracted in the job
market. In contrast, employability refers to the quality of educational outcomes and individual
achievement (Hou et al., 2021). Employability is also an indicator of the success of the
university learning process (Jackson and Bridgstock, 2018). In this context, graduates can be
employed but not employable, and vice versa. It should also be noted that employability is
different from career readiness. Career readiness is defined as having the skills an individual
employer is requesting at the time of a particular opportunity (Wallis, 2021). However, Sachs

etal. (2017) explain that it is more beneficial to recognise that students must be both employable



and job-ready to improve their chances of employment. GE necessitates a continuous dialogue
about graduates’ job readiness and their ability to perform in the labour market (Olo et al., 2021;
Tomlinson, 2017b).

2.1.1 Graduates' Transition into the Contemporary Workforce

Graduates' transition from college to the labour market has become a prevalent concern. ILO
(2020) describes the transition phase as “... neither a simple process nor an irreversible one”.
This is due to HE massification and labour market conditions (Hou et al., 2021). Massification
of HE promised better chances at macro and micro levels regarding graduates’ trajectories
(Alves and Tomlinson, 2021). However, this growth did not increase graduate jobs (Artess et

al., 2017). Instead, it generates an oversupply of unemployed graduates in the job market.

Poor quality outcomes, such as an oversupply of graduates, indicate systemic flaws in HE
worldwide. Unemployment has become a common experience among HE graduates in
developed and developing countries (Nghia, 2019). The global youth unemployment rate is 13.6
per cent (ILO, 2020). The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has the world’s highest
youth unemployment rates: 29 per cent in North Africa and 25 per cent in the rest of the region
(UNICEF, 2019). Such statistics have urged experts, scientists, and business leaders — such as
Bill Gates, Stephen Hawking, and Elon Musk — to alert the world that the new changes in the
labour market, if left unchecked, will cause mass unemployment (Walker, 2020; WEF, 2017).

The past decades have witnessed major transformations in labour markets around the world.
These changes are owed to globalisation, technological advancement, and shifting industrial and
governmental policies (Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2018; Lee and Clarke, 2019; PWC, 2018;
Stijepic, 2017; Tholen and Brown, 2018). The metamorphosis of the global labour market has
given rise to novel occupations and skill requirements. Given the rapid pace of these
developments, worrying disparities exist between employers’ expectations and recent graduates'
skills (Osmani et al., 2019). The complexity of enhancing GE in HE has raised concerns about

the value of graduates' credentials and the negligence of the labour market.

Tholen and Brown (2018) argued that the role of graduate credentials within the job market is

overestimated. The multifaceted nature of employability has traditionally been limited to



graduates' abilities and qualifications. The employability skills that are incorporated by many
HE programs are either inadequate or irrelevant to graduates’ employment process, suggesting
that universities are unaware of the GE skills required in the labour market (Hou et al., 2021).
Lisa et al. (2019) and Tholen and Brown (2018) argued that insufficient primary skills are one
of the most common impediments to post-graduate employment. However, other experts
maintain that it is a disconnect in the relationship between HE and the labour market that
produces overqualified graduates. Winterton (2019) claims that graduates are overeducated —
boasting skills higher than the level expected for an employment offer — but are unable to obtain

employment due to the volatile nature of the job market.

Bonnard (2020) argues that the concept of GE has emerged in response to graduates’ challenges
in accessing the job market. Such challenges include job insecurity, underemployment, and
economic volatility (YYang, 2018). Graduates encounter inevitable challenges when transitioning
from HEIs to work (Okolie et al., 2020; Suleman, 2018). Several studies have been conducted
to explore the obstacles that compromise GE. For example, Uddin (2021) attributed
employability challenges to the lack of the following: required skills, quality education, industry
partnership, academic qualifications, and a compatible curriculum. Nguyen et al. (2018) and
Tran and Nguyen (2018) highlighted culpable factors such as inadequate proficiency in the

English language and graduates’ motivation to succeed and achieve their career goals.

Additional research has demonstrated issues such as instructors' competence, poor infrastructure
support, lack of work placement and opportunities (Mumme and Cameron, 2019; Nwosu and
Chukwudi, 2018). However, the challenges caused by the job market can make it more difficult
for graduates to find employment. The theory of GE does not adequately address the issues

related to labour market congestion (Tholen and Brown, 2018).

In the context of UAE specifically, the literature attributes employability challenges to
population demographics, global competition, the duality of the job market, unrealistic
expectations for income, language proficiency, gender imbalance, and cultural, religious, and
social considerations, in addition to the slow process of changing the curriculum (Ashour, 2020).
However, insufficient research has examined these challenges and their multifaceted

dimensions. In response to this gap, the current study explores the challenges to UAE GE in a



rapidly evolving technological landscape. Investigating the employment market challenges
encountered by stakeholders is crucial to develop a GE model that supports graduates’ smooth
and successful transition from education to the workforce. The present work can be used as a
guide in determining how business schools can effectively address the challenges of changing

stakeholders' demands in the context of the overarching research question.

2.1.2 Mechanism Shaping GE Social Structure

The literature defines elements of political, economic, and educational systems as the
“mechanisms” that constitute the employability social structure (Cashian, 2017). For instance,
students’ entry qualifications, degree class, and course-related work placement are identified as
generative mechanisms that hinder or promote GE (Cashian, 2017). Adejumo et al. (2021)
argued that education is an appreciative mechanism for generating new employment
opportunities and promoting sustainable economic development. In this sense, the potential
trigger mechanisms include employability enhancements (Cashian, 2017, p.121). These
mechanisms can be internal or external factors that prompt GE, such as changes in individual
circumstances and job market demands. However, the current pressure on HEIs to enhance
graduates' job prospects through the employability imperative overlooks external elements and
prioritises neoliberal objectives (Hartmann and Komljenovic, 2021). Therefore, in order to
understand both stakeholders' ability to act and their connection to GE, the concept of
employability must be explored within a complex social system. This will help identify the
factors that either facilitate or hinder graduates' ability to pursue their desired careers (Lundgren-
Resenterra and Kahn, 2020).

Transitioning from college to the workplace necessitates navigating employment processes and
adhering to industry-specific norms and practices. These factors are part of the larger
employability social structure in which students must actively participate. However, although
navigating these institutional structures successfully is an essential aspect of employability, it
does not fully account for the mechanisms underpinning graduates’ successful transition from
university to the workplace (Cashian, 2017). Success is not the result of one-time employment;

rather, it is the outcome of an interaction between graduates' education attainments and



adaptation to the contextual circumstances surrounding them (Bridgstock and Jackson, 2019;
Pham and Jackson, 2020 a, b).

Tholen and Brown (2018) assert that GE skills alone are insufficient for the labour market. This
change in how employability is viewed acknowledges that additional limitations or restrictions
must be considered (Small et al., 2018). Several scholars have highlighted the importance of
examining the role of structure in employability research, observing that structural components

may serve as facilitators or hindrances to employability (Holmes, 2013).

The literature has highlighted several GE practices — including, but not limited to, curriculum
reform (Ozbebek Tung and Aslan, 2019), lifelong learning (Aoun, 2017), advancements in the
relationship between humans and machines (Brown, 2020), and stakeholder partnerships — to
help bridge the gap between the labour market and HE teaching methods (Zhai et al., 2021).
However, GE studies often concentrate exclusively on individual characteristics of graduates,
neglecting the structural factors that shape employability prospects (Hartmann and
Komljenovic, 2021). Accordingly, this gap highlights the need for ongoing exploration and

redefinition of the signals and mechanisms that determine GE’s social structure.

According to Chhinzer and Russo (2018), the complicated nature of employability is
compounded by the absence of empirical research that recognises or validates the mechanisms
contributing to employability. This lack of empirical investigation warrants consensus among
stakeholders regarding the explicit components of employability. While there are increasing
calls for collaboration between HEIs and GE stakeholders (Jackson and Bridgstock, 2019; Pham
and Jackson, 2020b), additional, evidence-based research is needed to determine effective GE
mechanisms to appropriately facilitate this collaboration. Accordingly, this study argues that
there is a need to develop a more coherent basis for employability research by first
understanding the underlying mechanisms that shape employability outcomes. By investigating
these mechanisms, the present study provides a more nuanced and comprehensive

understanding of the factors that influence employability outcomes.

However, applying these findings to different contexts can be challenging as the components

that affect employability may be culture-specific (Cashian, 2017). There is little research



examining the mechanisms of GE in non-Western contexts (Fakunle and Higson, 2021). More
data is needed to understand GE in diverse national contexts (Tholen, 2010). Acknowledging
this gap, this study examines GE in the context of the UAE, a non-western country affected by
global transformations which have radically altered the landscape of its workforce and labour
market (Esposito and Elsholkamy, 2017).

Drawing from the above perspectives, this study will allow for a better understanding of
employability through collaborative mechanisms among GE stakeholders, promoting more
qualified graduates for the employment market. Analysing the mechanisms that constitute the
GE social structure addresses skill gaps, ultimately guiding the delivery of initiatives to enhance
GE and improve graduate outcomes.

2.1.3 Sustaining Employability Through Stakeholders’ Agency

Onyx and Bullen (2000) define the agency of stakeholders as their power to plan and initiate a
sequence of actions. According to Archer (1995), agency depends on an individual's ability to
reflect on their circumstances, engage in self-reflection, and meaningfully contemplate their role
in society. According to Cashin (2017), employability is a social construct that is influenced by
the agency of individual stakeholders. Accordingly, the present study defines stakeholders as
individuals or groups who can affect or be affected by achieving an organisation's goals
(Freeman, 1984). It focuses on the concept of agency, which refers to the ability of stakeholders
to act consciously and rationally in response to a presented circumstance (Hewson, 2010).
Stakeholders’ agency, as presented in the study, is related to the dynamic nature of stakeholders
to change their actions, behaviours, and perspectives over time (Lyon et al., 2020). This
exploration supports a conceptualisation in which GE is understood as the capacity of

stakeholders to act as agents within the GE social structure in ways that enhance GE.

The dominant view of employability, influenced by human capital theorists, emphasises the
roles of individual adaptation and investment in accruing skills and knowledge. Gary Becker's
(1964) seminal work on human capital theory argues that human capital, developed through
education and training, increases productivity and economic growth. Educated individuals earn
more due to their increased productivity, resulting in a growing rate of return from schooling.

Similarly, Thijssen et al. (2008) argue that employability is determined by the degree to which



an individual's human capital profile aligns with the requirements of the labour market. This
approach draws a clear distinction between structure and agency, positing that any explanation
of social or economic phenomena must consider individuals actions before examining the larger
systems. According to this perspective, individuals are endowed with the autonomy to operate
within the institutional framework of education and employment, carefully evaluating and

planning their actions based on the cost-benefit analysis.

These sociological views challenge the notion that individuals are simply products of their social
structures and must conform to pre-existing norms and expectations. Instead, they argue that
individuals — stakeholders — have agency and can deviate from established practices and norms,
especially when faced with problems that call for new solutions. This perspective emphasises
the role of agency in shaping social structures and challenging established norms (Whitford,
2002).

There is debate surrounding the ontological standing of agency and structure, primarily
concerning which holds causal priority (Tholen, 2015). Several studies are grounded in the
assumption that individual actors and structure are independent entities impacting employability
separately (Cashian, 2017; Delva et al., 2021; Lundgren-Resenterra and Kahn, 2020. Scholars
have attempted to reconcile this dichotomy. Giddens (1984) explained the interaction between
structure and agency as the "duality of structure”, in which structures reinforce and constrain
agents' actions. Similarly, Bourdieu provided insights into the relationship between agency and
structure. Through the lens of Bourdieu's habitus, individuals are not inactive recipients of social
structures but dynamic agents. Bourdieu adopted the expression habitus to explain an
individual's distinctive characteristics, tastes, judgments, or ways of reacting and thinking
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2013). Habitus helps explain how individuals can exert agency within
social structures by understanding how individuals shape and are shaped by their social context.
More recently, scholars have embraced a combined ‘“capability-employability” approach,
acknowledging how both individual agency and broader societal factors influence employment
outcomes (McGrath et al., 2017).

To resolve the challenges related to employability, it is essential to engage a range of key

stakeholders within HE. Educating stakeholders on the nature and capacity of their agency could



facilitate more successful involvement (Reed et al., 2009). However, effective stakeholder
involvement also depends on understanding the connections between stakeholders’ agency and
the mechanisms related to GE within the social structure. The dynamic nature of stakeholders’
agency means that stakeholders can change their behaviours and perspectives over time rather
than remaining static functionaries confined to a predefined role within the system (Lyon et al.,
2020).

The extent to which stakeholders can actively adopt sustainable actions and practices in the
realm of GE is not well-understood. The agency-structure debate has received inadequate
attention in theoretical, empirically based discussions (Tholen, 2015). Furthermore, few studies
combine agency and structure elements in the employability context (e.g., Delva et al., 2021;
Pham, 2022).

Although many studies discuss the roles and responsibilities of various stakeholders in
advancing GE (e.g., Cheng et al., 2021; Nwajiuba et al., 2020; Rook and Sloan, 2021), there is
a lack of data analysing how stakeholders exert their agency to influence outcomes related to
GE. Thus, this study aims to address these limitations through its empirical examination of GE.
Ultimately, the subject work sheds light on the interrelatedness of stakeholders’ agency and the
employability structure. The study engages with key HE stakeholders, including employers,

educators, and graduates, to gain insights into their perspectives on GE.

By studying both stakeholders’ agency and their interaction with the GE social structure, it is
possible to understand the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders, identify areas for
collaboration and improvement, and ultimately improve the employability outcomes for
graduates. This knowledge can also inform policy decisions and program design so as to better
support GE. This research has the potential to benefit HE institutions, graduates, and employers
by providing a better understanding of how to bridge the gap between HE and the changing job

market.

2.1.4 Employability Attributes and Skills

Given the relevance of graduates' personal attributes in determining employment and

employability, a substantial body of literature has examined the identification of skills and



attributes employers solicit from graduates. Graduates' traits change over time in response to the

needs of industry and society (Bullen and Flavell, 2021).

Employability attributes are developed through graduates’ experiences, which comprise both
formal teaching and informal learning activities (Tomlinson, 2017). However, it can be
described as highly fluid and unclear (Pham and Saito, 2019). Messum et al. (2017) study
involved 38 senior managers and 42 recent graduates who rated the importance of 44
employability skills items. They used literature and content analysis for advertisements for
graduate positions. Their study found that the most relevant skills defined by employers were
mainly generic such as integrity and ethical behaviour, interpersonal skills, collaboration,
adaptability and open-mindedness, written communication skills, collaboration, self-awareness,

time management, planning, and lifelong learning.

Although the extant literature categorised the employability skills in different ways with no
unified list, soft skills such as teamwork, communication, and confidence are essential for
graduates' success (Prince's Trust, 2017). Desirable attributes also include career readiness
skills, technical skills, entrepreneurial skills (Deloitte, 2018), emotional intelligence (Schwab,
2017), social qualifications (Brown and Souto-Otero, 2018), resilience, enthusiasm, and
creativity (CBI, 2016; Pearson, 2016). The World Economic Forum (2020) projected that the
most desired skills of 2025 will include problem-solving, leadership, collaboration with others,
and proficient technology use and development. These studies and surveys demonstrate that
employers' so-called “wish lists” are expanding, indicating an increasing number of desired

skills and attributes (Barrett, 2019).

A synthesis of the skills identified in the literature reveals the following fundamental employee
skills and attributes: digital skills, communication skills, willingness to learn, positive work-
related attitude, collaboration, and flexibility. However, it can be argued that students may not
be able to develop these skills by graduation. Students are not a homogeneous species; they
herald from diverse backgrounds. Simply by the circumstance of uncontrollable factors — such
as nationality and socioeconomic status — some students have been privileged with the
opportunities and resources to hone the aforementioned skills while others have not (Graham et

al., 2019). To help combat these inequities, HE dedicates effort to students’ learning and career



preparation. As a result, many studies commend HE’s efforts to develop graduate traits beyond

the knowledge of the discipline (Oliver and Jorre de St Jorre, 2018).

Myriad frameworks have been proposed to define key employable skills and attributes. For
example, the “Learning Compass” framework was designed by OECD in collaboration with
academics and policymakers to establish the competencies needed by graduates to navigate the
job market (OECD, 2020). Deloitte (2018) also proposed a framework that aligned with the
fourth industrial revolution (4IR) attributes to promote workforce preparedness, soft skills,
technical skills, and entrepreneurship. The UK government established the Teaching Excellence
Framework (TEF) to recognise the quality of teaching and learning in higher education
institutions to improve students' skills and knowledge during their studies. The attainment of
employable attributes, the main component of student learning outcomes, is one of the three

features of the student experience applied in the TEF to measure excellence (DFE, 2017).

However, it is important to note that employability skills vary based on location and culture,
making it challenging to define a global set of employability skills and attributes (Pham and
Saito, 2019). In the UAE context, the National Qualifications Authority (NQA) identifies the
key competencies or generic skills areas demanded in the workplace, including information,
communication, organising self, working with others, numeracy, problem solving, and
technology (NQA, 2012). These skills, obtained during education, primarily determine the
ability of graduates to acquire and retain employment according to the human capital viewpoint
(Tomlinson 2010, 2017).

The increasing importance of producing employable graduates in an era of rapid technological
advancement — in which the repertoire of in-demand skills is constantly evolving — merits
continuous updates to HEI curricula. There is a strong correlation between Al adoption and
shifts in the types of skills demanded by employers (Acemoglu et al., 2022). According to a
Deloitte report, 71 per cent of adopters say Al has already transformed company job descriptions
and essential skills, and 82 per cent assume Al will lead to reasonable or tangible changes in job
roles and competencies over the following three years (Hupfer, 2020). The rapid digital
transformation has widened the graduate skill gap (Ozer and Suna, 2020). Therefore, keeping

abreast of new requirements and skills can help prepare graduates for the job market.



Accordingly, the study intends to capture key HE stakeholders' views and experiences regarding

the skill and knowledge demands created by the new era of Al.

2.1.5 Employability and HE Stakeholders

Many recent studies in the literature explore GE from the key stakeholders’ perspectives (Pereira
et al.,, 2020; Pham, 2021; Schull et al., 2021; Small et al., 2018; Tran, 2018). All the
aforementioned studies suggested that graduates’ transition to employment is a challenging
phase that necessitates the participation of key stakeholders. Cake et al. (2021) defined
employability as “their capacity to sustainably satisfy the optimal balance of all stakeholder
expectations in a work context” (p.12). However, the concept of employability is subjective,
dependent on HE stakeholders’ perception and based on their experiences with or as graduates
(Olo et al., 2021). Stakeholders approach HE's role and responsibilities toward GE from
different beliefs and perceptions (Nghia et al., 2020).

The following section will explain the HE key stakeholders’ perspectives on employability,

including educators, employers and students.

2.1.5.1 Higher Education Institutions’ Perspectives

HEIs have seemingly shifted from viewing higher education as a social institution to capitalising
on higher education as an industry. Langrafe et al. (2020) argued that new aspects of education,
such as greater access to more audiences and emerging technologies, have promoted greater
openness of HE activities to society. Students access to HE often forced them into
insurmountable debt to obtain a degree (Tomlinson, 2017a). This approach indicates that HEIs
become a commodity rather than a public good or pursuit of knowledge, which may lead to
various concerns among students, especially concerning the value of their credentials
(Tomlinson, 2017a). Therefore, HE is required to adjust to meet societal needs (Langrafe et al.,
2020). However, HEIs face various pressures from various stakeholders caused by the
controversy surrounding the skills gap in the graduate job market (Olo et al., 2021; Osmani et
al., 2019). In this context, it was assumed that HEIs would provide support mechanisms to help
graduates secure employment opportunities (Jackson and Bridgstock, 2018; Pham and Jackson,

2020Db). For instance, HEIs are obliged to define and solidify the employability skills requested



by the job market through curricular and co-curricular programs. These programs are designed
to develop fundamental skills such as communication, innovation, planning, teamwork, and
entrepreneurial proficiency (Bodolica et al., 2021; Fowlie and Forder, 2020; Jackson and
Bridgstock, 2018; Laalo et al., 2019; Lauder at el., 2018; Mok and Qian, 2018; Pham, 2021).

Hains-Wesson and Ji (2020) proposed an internationalisation of the Business curriculum and an
interdisciplinary study program that meets industry requirements as means of combating
graduate unemployability. Work-based learning has additionally emerged as an opportunity for
students to accrue work experience, allowing them to broaden their skillset (Bui, 2019; Matherly
and Tillman, 2019; Rook and Sloan; 2021; Tholen and Brown, 2018).

GE is now considered a quintessential measure of HE outcome (Lock, 2019). A high graduate
employment rate and the average amount of time it takes graduates to secure employment have
become criteria for assessing a university’s graduate performance (QS, 2020). HEIs additionally
boast high employability rates to attract new prospects. Furthermore, HEIS' employability
achievement affects their funding level in some countries (Pereira et al., 2020), such as UK and
Australia ( DFE, 2017; Pham and Saito, 2019).

Motivated by these factors, policymakers from world organisations and regulatory
commissions have formed policies and taken actions to enhance the GE agenda within higher
education (Burke and Christie, 2018). For example, the Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) in
Australia and the Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education (DLHE) in the UK were
created to measure full-time graduate employment outcomes at various periods after graduation
(Jackson and Bridgstock, 2018). However, despite these efforts, employability is still

misunderstood.

While the many skills required by the job market ostensibly must be developed within the
academic programs, HEIs cannot take full responsibility in fostering graduate employability.
The extant literature supports the perspective that HEIs cannot independently support potential
graduates’ employability (Jackson and Bridgstock; 2019; Pham and Jackson, 2020Db). In order

to achieve employability, graduates must acquire various experiences, attitudes, knowledge,



identities, and mindsets outside of their scholarship (Pham and Jackson, 2020a; Tomlinson,
2017D).

2.1.5.2 Employers’ Perspective

In today’s dynamic and unpredictable global marketplace, in which lifelong employment is
often difficult to secure, employers depend on employability to recruit and retain talented
employees with up-to-date skillsets. However, employers express their dissatisfaction with
graduates, complaining their competencies do not satisfy job market needs (Botes and Sharma,
2017).

Ongoing stakeholder discussions about the poor quality of HE graduates imply a lack of a
problem-solving channel in which HEIs can respond to the employers’ concerns and job market
requirements (Franco et al., 2019; Kalufya and Mwakajinga, 2018). Evidently, this concern is

common among employers around the world.

Employers’ criticism of graduates’ skills, competencies, and learning orientation has been
discussed from European and non-European perspectives (Winterton and Turner, 2019). Many
scholars in Western countries have surveyed employers to identify employable skills when
accepting graduates (McGunagle and Zizka, 2020). Still, employers continue to report
discrepancies between their expectations and graduates’ skills (McArthur et al., 2017). Pham et
al. (2018) attributed this to a disconnection between HE and industry expectations and selection
criteria. This exclusively skills-based understanding of GE is founded on the general
construction of employability as a set of skills and attributes that lead to employment
opportunities (Nghia et al., 2020). To clarify, the skills-based approaches to employability have
emerged in literature to focus on learning and development (e.g., Peeters et al., 2019; Pham et
al., 2018). This approach indicates competencies and attitudes that contribute to productivity in

the job market.

Typically, employers demand that graduates must possess relevant skills, professional maturity,
and up-to-date knowledge to prevail in the workplace (Chhinzer and Russo, 2018; Igwe et al.,
2022; Nelissen et al., 2017; Plant et al., 2019). As a result, employers have called for HE to

produce qualified graduates to meet job market expectations (Clarke, 2018). However, there is



no particular approach that can guarantee graduates' employment. Corresponding with this
argument, Pham et al. (2018) posit that a skills-based approach is unsuccessful in securing

graduates' jobs upon graduation.

Employers hold a significant investment in GE; employers' potential to compete efficiently and
grow their markets globally is related to the education and skills of today’s graduates. As such,
employers depend on universities to produce graduates that can help them obtain these lucrative
outcomes (Kalufya and Mwakajinga, 2018). A review of employability literature reveals that
employers seem to have moved toward a skills-based economy in the employment process,
seemingly valuing a practical and robust skillset above academic qualifications (Igwe et al.,
2022; Pham, 2021). Schull et al. (2021) supported that graduates' life experience is valuable to

employers.

The research suggests that HEIs should include employers in the design, delivery, and
evaluation of courses (Hassock, 2019; Lysytsia et al., 2019). Jarrar’s (2018) study revealed the
need for employers to join in dialogue with educational institutions to look into the attributes

expected by the employers to provide a clear employment path to graduates.

2.1.5.3 Students’ Perspective

In a world of consumerism and competition, in which the most precious product a graduate can
market is their education, students are under the impression that pursuing a college degree will
result in imminent employment. In this sense, Brown and Souto-Otero (2018) argue that
considerable investment has been made in HE degree programmes; graduates expect a return on
their investment through employment after graduation. According to QS (2021) reports, HE
graduates' salaries indicate the institution's quality. Therefore, GE is among the top factors
contributing to students' enrolment in higher education and program choice (Qasim et al., 2021;
Tavares, 2017).

As one of the key employability stakeholders, students face pressure to advance their
educational qualifications to be more employable and competitive (Mgaiwa, 2021). Typically,
students are interested in developing their academic profile. They assume that degree attainment

and grades will lead to employment opportunities after graduation (Igwe, 2022; Tran, 2019).



However, according to employability studies, potential graduates in their final year perceive
themselves as less employable (Donald et al., 2018). This is most likely because they have
cultivated a better understanding of employers’ expectations and the competitive nature of the
industry during their time in HE. The recent work of Thirunavukarasu et al. (2020) showed that
students believe that academic courses produce an in-depth and disciplined education. However,
most academic courses do not adequately prepare graduates to satisfy industry expectations.
Consequently, they accept the fact that intense competition in the job market impedes
employment due to the existence of other graduates with the same qualifications (Tomlinson,
2017). Evidently, the labour market could play a vital role in changing students’ and graduates’
perceptions about their employability. Melo et al. (2021) explained that job market conditions
and the current economic state might significantly change individual perceptions toward career

management.

Making informed adjustments to the HE system is an imperative step in enhancing graduates'
employability. Identifying the capabilities and resources of graduates that maintain
employability are therefore of paramount importance (Pham and Jackson, 2020b). For this
reason, many HEIs have created student engagement and development activities at universities
to provide a channel for reinforcing employability skills. However, students tend to perceive
cocurricular and extracurricular activities as being less important than academic subjects (Tran,
2017). Some students deliberately dismiss these opportunities, overestimating their

employability and assuming recruitment. (Jayasingam and Thurasamy, 2018).

In summary, students' perceptions of employability influence their behavioural engagement
with university activities (Nghia et al., 2020). In consequence, employability enhancement
requires changing students' perception of the value of HE activities delivered outside the
classroom, as well as increasing their perceived vulnerability to unemployment (Nghia et al.,
2020). According to the QS report (2019), there is a disparity between the skills valued by
employers and the skills students perceive as being valued by employers. Students must be
aware of employers’ expectations and utilise the available activities accordingly. Such
awareness, which fosters a more eclectic and desirable skillset, is based on “a metacognitive

orientation which is mindful of self, profession, and society” (Bennett, 2019, p.49)



2.1.6 Graduate Employability Beyond Human Capital

The concept of GE is traditionally approached through the perspective of human capital theory,
which suggests that education can improve an individual's productivity and promote economic
growth (Becker, 1964). In universities, being employable as a graduate means demonstrating
certain qualities and skills (Ezeuduji et al., 2022). The primary focus of HEIs is to determine
the optimal combination of competencies, attitudes, and personal characteristics that may
facilitate graduates' access to employment opportunities (Tomlinson 2010, 2017). This focus on
skills reflects the prevailing view of HE as an economic investment that can achieve graduates'
success. However, this approach reduces the concept of employability to a more limited
interpretation (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005).

Although many studies indicate that possessing competencies is regarded as conducive to GE,
this ideology ignores the adaptability required to accommodate the market’s changing demands
(Frankham, 2017). Furthermore, this approach to employability cannot justify why individual
graduates with more substantial capital may encounter job market difficulties while individual
actors who lack basic skills can still be employable (Arthur et al., 2017; Bowman et al., 2017;
Wilton, 2011).

This apparent inconsistency is why many studies in the literature — particularly sociological and
critical literature — have demonstrated employability within contextual and relational
circumstances (Pham and Jackson, 2020b; Tavares, 2017; Tomlinson and Tran, 2020). These
alternative perspectives challenge the human capital view of employability by emphasising its
contextual and conflictual aspects. Delva et al. (2021) and Forrier et al. (2020) argue that
employability research has overlooked the inherently contextual and relational nature of

employability; this is particularly problematic in collectivist regions such as the UAE.

Many studies indicate that the recruitment process and students' employability strategies are not
solely based on meritocracy but are also influenced by other factors (e.g., Tomlinson, 2008).
There has been an increasing focus on the sociological comprehension of graduates' skills and

employability, as evidenced by the works of Brown (2000) and Brown et al. (2012).



These perspectives subscribe to the notion that employability is structured by opportunity and
inequalities rather than just an individual's human capital (Tholen, 2015). Building on this
perspective, Lisa et al. (2019) identified several determinants that contribute to GE, including
the state of the job market, situational circumstances, graduates' perspectives, and professional
conduct. This aligns with the view that employability is a complex concept influenced by
various personal, social, and contextual factors (Chhinzer and Russo, 2018; Clarke, 2018). In
this sense, Pham and Jackson (2020Db) posit that the employability process is also influenced by
macro-level, meso-level, and micro-level factors that interact in shaping the employability of
graduates. The macro-level factors include government policies, such as access to scholarship
and exchange programs and residency regulations. At the meso level, the graduates' career
preferences and employment outcomes are defined by parents' perspectives, institutional
programmes, and employers' expectations. At a micro-level, graduates must develop various
capital, including human, social, cultural, psychological, and identity, to negotiate their

employability in the job market.

Tomlinson (2007) claims that the current discourse on employability, which mainly focuses on
human skills and knowledge, overlooks the diverse needs and aspirations of students beyond
mere employment. This can cause some students to have misguided beliefs about their
employability (Lundgren-Resenterra and Kahn, 2020). Students may incorrectly assume that
enhancing their skills and attributes will guarantee better employment prospects. The limitation
of this psychological or individual-centric approach to employability downplays the
significance of structural and contextual factors (Santos, 2020). As such, this approach
underestimates the impact of external factors that are beyond the control of individuals and may

therefore provide an incomplete understanding of employability outcomes.

Emphasising an external locus of control like structure, however, restricts students' agency and
confines them to the limited possibilities imposed by the job market. In line with this, Holmes
(2013) proposed that having generic skills, social class, and cultural capital is insufficient to
explain GE, instead arguing that GE is a process of constructing identity whereby graduates
must take responsibility for using the available employability tools and present themselves as

capable of being employed by potential employers. This approach acknowledges the



significance of career boundaries for GE and highlights the importance of individual

negotiations within the graduate social context.

The concept of employability has been placed within a larger context that involves a
transformation of universities (Hartmann and Komljenovic, 2021). This view is characterised
by a growing emphasis on HEIs to demonstrate their relevance and effectiveness in both the
labour market and society. Cashian (2017) argues that a student's broader social context has a
greater impact on their employability. Brown's et al. (2020) "new human capital™ approach takes
a more contextual view of human capital, acknowledging that individuals are shaped by a wide
range of contextual elements — such as digital disruption, demographic changes in workforce
composition, economic transformation and government policy initiatives — that impact the
development and deployment of their skills. The new human capital approach recognises the
role of Al and technological advancement in shaping the prospects and challenges of graduates.
To expound upon this, digital technology, commonly called technological determinism, exerts
a persistent impact that inevitably changes employment levels, job design, and skill

requirements (Brown and Keep, 2018).

The rising complexity of modern life and work necessitates greater adaptability and self-
awareness, particularly concerning graduates’ interactions and positionality (Cook, 2022).
Graduates must remain attentive to both employer perspectives and multifaceted social,
ecological, and technological factors when preparing to navigate the job market (Cook, 2022).
In this context, digitalisation has significantly impacted the world of work. It has posed a
plethora of educational challenges, such as a dearth of qualified educators, insufficient
equipment, an unappealing curriculum, and low enrolment in STEM and computer-related

courses (Brown and Keep, 2018).

The technological advancements boost the employers’ demand for more advanced skills
demonstrated by graduates. Therefore, employers expect graduates with high levels of HE
achievements that confirm their knowledge and competencies (Brown and Souto-Otero, 2018).
Simultaneously, technological advancement has boosted employers' demand for graduates with
up-to-date knowledge and competencies. Therefore, despite the educational challenges



encountered by HEIs, employers demonstrate a need for graduates with more advanced skillsets
(Brown and Souto-Otero, 2018).

As the job market becomes increasingly unpredictable due to Al advancement, graduates are
more likely to seek education directly connected to employment to procure a job in the same
field (Enders and Naidoo, 2022). As such, a comprehensive understanding of employability
outcomes must also consider the influence of technology in the labour market. Accordingly, the
increasing importance of producing employable graduates in this era of technological revolution
necessitates continually assessing and redefining the factors that contribute to GE (Nateem et
al., 2017; Tholen, 2015). However, as the emergence of Al technology in HEIs and business
schools is a relatively new phenomenon, only a few research papers examine GE in light of
these advancements (Chen, 2022; Desai, 2023). Further research exploring the intersection of
technology and employability is needed to develop effective policies and practices that support
graduates’ adaptation to the labour market. Accordingly, the current study explores GE in
relation to Al, examining how business schools can effectively respond to the changing demands

of stakeholders in the digital era.

As the study focuses on GE in the context of technological advancement and Al, the following
section, Section 2.2, will summarise the present status of Al adoption in both marketplace and
business school. It will then compare these conditions to detect any potential gaps. By
identifying the differences in the pace and extent of technological adoption in these domains,
the study intends to enhance the alignment between HE and the business world, better preparing
business graduates to adapt to the demands of the technological era.

2.2 Artificial Intelligence in the Age of Digital Transformation

The world has witnessed tremendous changes through a sequence of industrial revolutions,
starting with the entrance of water power and the steam engine, to electric power and, lately, the
advent of Al and big data. The steady growth of advanced technologies presents challenges and
opportunities to individuals and societies. The societal influence of emerging technologies and
the Al revolution is significant (Sestino and Mauro, 2022). It has radicalised the most
fundamental aspects of daily life and work, moulding powerful firms and metamorphosising

work patterns. Accordingly, concerns have emerged regarding the impact of Al and automation



applications on the labour market; these technological advancements carry the risk of displacing

individuals from their jobs and making certain human skills obsolete (OECD, 2019).

Al technology is a significant driver of change in the employment market, and its impact on the
workforce will likely continue to grow and evolve (Chrisinger, 2019). As a result, recent
graduates may face difficulty in finding employment opportunities, and employers may struggle
to find the right talent (Olo et al., 2021). Under these circumstances, skill disparity would be an
even more common phenomenon in the job market (Ozer and Suna, 2020). The discrepancies
between education and the labour market are in danger of increasing on account of the
continuous advancement of Al technologies. This suggests that graduates who comprehend the
role of Al technology in shaping the labour market will be better placed to navigate the changing

landscape and capitalise on new opportunities as they emerge.

Artificial intelligence (Al) proliferation has occurred across multiple sectors and businesses.
However, HEIs have struggled to keep pace. This lack of progress and reform has led to the
characterisation of Al in HE as a "sleeping giant™ (Wheeler, 2019). HE must take tangible action
to catch up with the level of advancement demonstrated by the industry, in effect supplying the

job market with skilled professionals.

The present study provides a clear and specific focus by examining changes in the job market
through the lens of technological advancement. Such a study in the Al context can serve as a
preliminary step in developing a broader exploration of GE, considering the multiple factors
contributing to job market changes and, as a result, the career prospects of graduates.
Accordingly, the following sections delve into the impact of the widespread adoption of Al on

business operations, business schools, employer demands, and employment opportunities.

2.2.1 Al and Employment

Accelerated shifts in advanced technologies have the potential to disrupt job markets worldwide,
resulting in unemployment (Korinek and Stiglitz, 2021). In response to these global concerns,
many studies investigated the impact of Al on employment. For example, Acemoglu et al.
(2022) reported a significant increase in vacancies for Al in organisations, leading to changes

in the skills requirements and a drop in employment in some organisations. Huang and Rust’s



(2018) study surmised that Al is a threat to human jobs because it has the potential to substitute
humans in performing various service tasks. In addition, Acemoglu and Restrepo (2020) posited
that automation technologies would reduce non-Al labour recruitment in various tasks
traditionally performed by humans. For example, humans could be replaced by Al in fields such
as banking, personnel performance management, and employee recruitment (Ernst and Young,
2018; Hawser, 2019; Nawaz, 2019).

Human replacement by Al is a feasible reality; organisations are often interested in using new
technologies in their business processes to boost productivity and reduce labour costs
(Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2020). Companies are conscious that machines, unlike people, do not
require financial benefits, eventually saving expenses and resulting in increased productivity
(Bolton et al., 2018; De Melo et al., 2021). The automation of jobs can substitute workers in
simple tasks. It can also balance employment in cognitively-taxing tasks that need creativity and
problem-solving (OECD, 2019).

A number of professional reports have researched the impact of Al on employment. For
example, PWC in the UK examined over 200,000 jobs in 29 countries to discover the influence
of automation. The report projected that by the mid-2030s, 30 per cent of professions in these
countries and 44 per cent of labourers with low education are at risk of automation (Hawksworth
et al., 2018). Although the number of robots working worldwide is increasing rapidly (World
Bank Group, 2019), Russo (2020) reported that the Al revolution would generate 97 million
new jobs. However, this new division of labour between humans and machines is projected to
disrupt 85 million jobs globally in the next five years. These figures represent medium and large

businesses across 15 industries and 26 economies (Russo, 2020).

Although trends indicate that technology will eventually replace human labour, Brown (2019)
argues that these claims are exaggerated. That being said, countless people around the world
may still lose their jobs not as a direct result of automation, but because of competing
organisations that adopt Al and consequently put their organisation out of work. As Al become
more proficient at performing high-repetitive assignments, new roles focused on complex jobs
with competitive earnings will emerge (Ordufia, 2021).



As technological advancement permeates industries, obsolete skills are retired and new skills
are introduced (Acemoglu et al., 2022). However, the impact of technological advancement on
workers is not so simple. For example, employees with less digitised jobs may be at a lower risk
of losing jobs in the short term. However, they are at a higher risk of losing their jobs if they do
not advance their skillset as needed to accommodate new technologies (OECD, 2019).
Correspondingly, the labour market continues to demand Al talents to enhance business
efficiency. The strong demand for Al talents is reflected in job search sites. According to the
job searches performed on LinkedIn on January 15, 2020, 64,000 job offers in the US and 23,000
worldwide were posted (Hupfer, 2020). However, the labour market also requires business
leaders and management experts who can connect the company’s business models and strategy

to the requirements for Al technologies (Hupfer, 2020).

According to LinkedIn statistics, almost 400 million workers worldwide will switch professions
over the next ten years (Trumbore, 2019). Additionally, Deloitte reports that Al adopters prefer
hiring new Al-ready employees with the skills and knowledge required to work effectively with
(Al) in the workplace rather than keeping current employees (Hupfer, 2020). As governments
accelerate Al planning, the intersection of humanity and technology will change. The next
frontier involves employing Al for human development, teaching lifelong learning and
continuous adaptation to create more intelligent robots (HAI Stanford University, 2022).
Accordingly, organisations differentiate themselves through work and dedication to benefit
from Al in learning and development areas for more effective and efficient results (Korinek and
Stiglitz, 2021; Ransbotham et al., 2020; Wamba-Taguimdje et al., 2020).

2.2.2 Al's Rapid Evolution in the Business World

There is a growing inclination towards more agile services for Al implementation in business
processes— both in the UAE and globally. Today, business leaders are more informed about
what Al can achieve (Korolov, 2022). Al can empower organisations to enhance the
productivity of operations, enhance the customer experience, and develop products and services
(Campbell etal., 2020; PWC, 2019). In addition, Al techniques tend to save labour and resources
(Korinek and Stiglitz, 2021). According to the KPMG report “Trends in AI”, the subsequent

disruption and rise in remote working are driving Al applications to new heights (Chatani et al.,



2021). As a result, Al adoption raised by 15 per cent through 2020 (Chatani et al., 2021). Al
adoption aims to serve organisations by producing robust smart solutions that will enhance their

companies’ value and add new breadth and depth to business functions.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Al was used to develop expert systems from human expertise and then
transfer it to a knowledge base (Brock, 2018; Erdani, 2005). It has gradually developed to
support pattern recognition, behaviour prediction, and API (application program interface) to
make the technology commercially accessible. For example, businesses are currently using
intelligent applications and features to automate business functions in the form of APIs.
Examples include off-the-shelf Al, Amazon Web Services (AWS), Alexa, Siri, and Google
Assistant (Gao et al., 2022; Gulson and Witzenberger, 2022). A multitude of other API
applications can be used for text and multimedia analyses of Al systems, extracting meaningful
information from documents, websites, videos, images, and GIF (Sharma, 2020). Evidently, the
application of Al leads to an intelligent and advanced world. Take, for example, live traffic by
Google maps, price estimation of rides by Uber, friends’ suggestions on Facebook, email spam
filters, online products recommendation, cancer diagnoses, accounts processing, contract
digitisation, speech recognition, autonomous vehicles, safety risks mitigation in various
industries, and labour shortage solution by automating routine tasks (Forbes, 2022; GAO et al.,
2022; Korolov, 2022; Soni et al., 2019). Al is also valuable in stock market analysis, companies’
performance forecasts, professional consulting services, translation, content marketing,
equipment maintenance, electricity usage management, facial recognition, and generating

personalised internet content such as that on TikTok (Colback, 2020).

Al applications are being embraced globally and in different sectors. Many notable companies
have recognised the value of applying Al in their operations. For instance, ADNOC, which is
based in the UAE and is one of the world’s largest oil and gas generators, is leading the adoption
of Al by streamlining the way it examines Abu Dhabi’s hydrocarbon reservoirs (Wamba-
Taguimdje, 2020). Another notable example of effective Al application is Walmart Inc., an
American multinational retail corporation that has branches across the globe. Walmart has
established a new intelligent retail lab that gathers information about what’s happening inside
its stores through an effective array of sensors, cameras, and processors (Walmart, 2021). In the

UK, the Al application has been utilised by the NHS; five healthcare centres are dedicated to



employing Al's potential in healthcare in London, Glasgow, Leeds, Oxford, and Coventry,
respectively (Marr, 2020b). These radical advancements in Al application suggest the world is
experiencing the fourth industrial revolution, one in which technology is reducing the boundary
between the physical, digital, and biological spheres (Schwab, 2017). Accordingly, the early
adoption of Al accelerates advanced innovation and competition. The maturity of Al adoption
guides organisations build on the learned skills to scale their business value (Fountaine et al.,
2021). The early Al adopters have already created competitive advantages, effectively
increasing the gap between themselves and slow implementers (Mckinsey Global Institute,
2017). Examples of early Al adaptors include Amazon, Porsche, Xihelm, Starbucks, and
OhmConnect (Forbes, 2022; Morgan, 2018; Ransbotham et al., 2020).

2.2.3 Al and Business Schools

There is a growing potential for Al adoption in business schools. The debate surrounding the
use of Al and machine learning as an epistemological kit for business schools is well-
documented in the literature (e.g., Leavitt et al., 2020; Moser et al., 2022). Various stakeholders,
both nationally and internationally, have highlighted the necessity for business students to

acquire a broader skillset in order to secure a career in the business profession (Damerji, 2020).

The adjustments required to facilitate this change transcend complementary pedagogical
mechanisms such as online or hybrid learning (Fakunle and Higson, 2021). In light of this,
business schools confront unprecedented challenges and several barriers to adopting Al. Stine
etal. (2019) argued that the ability of business schools to respond to these changes is constrained
by the current curricula and credentials employers demand to remain competitive in the digital
era. In addition, the generation gap and differences in Al-driven experience may pose another
barrier to business students learning. Concerns such as transparency of algorithms, ethics,
privacy, quality of training data, and data protection were also considered barriers to business
schools (Stine et al., 2019).Due to the advent of Al, it is predicted that the number of new hires
each year could drop by half. This would dramatically change the future hiring model for
potential graduates in business fields such as accounting and auditing (Kokina and Davenport,
2017).



Al is integrating new ideas and needs into traditional business methods. For example, Mitra
Azizirad, the corporate vice president for Al marketing at Microsoft, and a group of dedicated
Al professionals launched Microsoft Al Business School in 2019 to enable business leaders to
embrace Al with confidence (Microsoft, 2021). Countless other projects have been conducted
by business schools worldwide to meet digital era demands. For example, some initiatives have
concentrated on lifelong learning that proposes new business frameworks for business colleges
(Lauder, 2020; Stine et al., 2019). In addition, business schools across several continents are
allying for the common goal of “pooling resources, knowledge, and expertise while co-
developing new pedagogies and collaborating on programs” (Barniville and Hammergren, 2020,
p.19).

Business schools have also teamed up with big tech companies to develop novel tools. For
example, MIP Politecnico di Milano Graduate School of Business worked with Microsoft to
develop FLEXA, a new digital platform powered by Microsoft Azure and Al, allowing students
to evaluate their professional skills and present them with personalised content that helps bridge
skill gaps between their career objectives and their current studies (Microsoft, 2019). As
opposed to the previous computing courses offered in security, networking, application
development, and information technology, many schools added Al-related courses to their
curriculum. Examples of new subjects in demand include “Digital Transformation,” “Al
Strategy,” “Digital Immersion,” “How You Manage in a Technology Environment,”

“Accounting Analytics,” and “Supply Chain Analytics,” (Stine et al., 2019, p.36).

Despite the above-mentioned progress, business schools have moved forward with little Al
development; only a handful of HEIs have established Al-enabled platforms to provide
personalised learning pathways (Microsoft., 2019; Stine et al., 2019). Concerns about the
capacity of academics to adjust new material and relay the needed skills and abilities to students
may be responsible for this stagnation. “There are not enough faculty who have in-depth training

and skills to teach the courses with an Al focus” (Stine et al., 2019, p.27).

In addition, technological subjects are of less importance in some schools. For example, in the
UAE, the Al domain has not received concentrated attention from institutions and developers

of computing curricula; most students are only required to study one subject that introduces Al



(Halaweh, 2018). However, should these institutions continue to deprioritise Al, graduates with
a business major might be unemployable in the future; employers may elect instead to hire
computer science graduates with relevant technical skills in Al technology (Qasim and Kharbat,
2020). The plausibility of such trends should galvanise current business education systems to
meet the demands of the evolving job market and the changing nature of employment (UN,
2022). Additional research must be conducted to determine how HEIs can protect business
students from extinction in a chaotic digital era. Accordingly, the current study explores GE in
the context of Al to examine how business schools can best respond to the changing demands

of stakeholders in the modern digital era.

In short, the rise of Al technology has generated new requirements in terms of the skills and
competencies stipulated by the labour market. Investigating GE through the Al technology lens
IS a unique approach as it focuses specifically on the intersection of technology and the job
market. It furthermore examines how technology is changing the nature of work and what
individuals can do to stay competitive and increase their employability in a rapidly changing

technological landscape.

Al progress is often characterised by job losses. Naturally, machines usurping human tasks can
wield an adverse impact on employment. However, by producing business leaders capable of
grasping the opportunities of Al — developing new skills, techniques, strategies, and worldviews
— HEIS can generate a new generation to guide the human-Al relationship and survive the
competition in an increasingly digital future (Stine et al., 2019). Such an attitude must be
adopted by existing management and new cadres joining the workforce (Stine et al., 2019).

This literature review has illustrated both the rapid transformation of businesses in adopting Al
in industries and society and the procrastination of HE in meeting these demands. Thus, the
primary problem that arises pertains to the capacity of the educational system to effectively align

with the rapidly evolving technological landscape (Brown et al., 2020).

Limited research explores the growing intersection between employability and Al. Thus, there
is a need for more integrated and interdisciplinary studies that examine the intersections between

employability and Al.



2.3 Stakeholder Theory (ST) and Employability in the Age of Al

Stakeholder theory is a conglomerate of strategic management, organisational theory, and
business ethics that questions the conventional assumption that profit is the management's
primary concern (Laplume et al., 2008; Phillips et al., 2003). Stakeholder theory is based on the
premise that organisations can only succeed when they create value for all their stakeholders
(Freeman et al., 2010). ST has highlighted the value of stakeholders’ relationships as vital assets
of the organisation and essential drivers of development and profitability, a concept described
in detail by Freeman (1984) in his book, Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach.

In the past, shareholders were granted benefits of profits and capital gains in return for their
investment in a company. However, this practice has currently been replaced to provide equal
value to all stakeholders. ST presents a paradigm shift from business liability to shareholders to
responsibility toward all stakeholders (Freeman, 1984; Parmar et al., 2010). Freeman’s theory
states that a company’s true success lies in satisfying all its stakeholders and addressing their
needs and interests (Freeman, 1994). His views have guided various organisations' strategic
management matters, such as in defining and prioritising stakeholders, understanding their
interests and demands, balancing relationships between different stakeholders, and involving

stakeholders in organisational activities (Langrafe et al., 2020).

As previously discussed, digital advancements, changing economic conditions, and a global
pandemic have altered business rules, relationships, and how humans engage with the world. In
light of this, Freudenreich et al. (2020) suggest a change in the perspective of business models
as a means of creating an absolute value that improves stakeholders’ relationships with similar
value exchanges. In this context, ST attempts to present a comprehensive understanding of

businesses during disruptions (Freeman et al., 2010).

Therefore, the present study offers a practical opportunity to test the relevance and usefulness
of ST in empirical research. The study is based on the ST potential to overcome the challenges
— for instance, unemployment — caused by Al and other emerging technologies (Mhlanga and
Moloi, 2020). This requires a reimagining of the “traditional picture of the firm,” requiring
stakeholders to “redraw the picture in a way that accounts for the changes” (Freeman, 1984,

p.24). Nankervis et al. (2017) asserted that understanding stakeholders' expectations and



strategy, including shared values, goals, and missions, may solve any emerging problems.
Accordingly, this study aims to provide a better understanding of stakeholders’ perspectives,
construing these insights as a tool by which HEIs can learn to restructure their practices to be

more responsive to stakeholder needs.

The interactions between stakeholders in creating value are identified as the theory's essential
component (Freeman et al., 2018). In this research, | — the researcher — draw on the work of
Freeman (1984), arguing that the engagement of key HE stakeholders plays an instrumental role
in enabling GE and, in turn, creates value for all employability stakeholders. ST views value
creation as the capacity of an institution to build long-lasting relationships with its stakeholders
and ensure they are satisfied with what they offer and receive (Freeman et al., 2004; Freeman et
al., 2007). According to this rationale of the ST, the exploration of stakeholders’ perceptions of
employability trends, challenges, and roles of employability stakeholders help HEIs understand

the needs of everyone who has a direct or indirect stake in HE.

Applying stakeholder theory in this study is beneficial to understand stakeholders' views
regarding any relevant trends of, or impediments to, GE. Accordingly, the study adopted the
broad definition of stakeholders as an individual that “can affect or is affected by the
achievement of an organisation’s purpose” (Freeman, 1984, p.53). According to ST (Freeman,
1984), model business—stakeholder relationships are defined by trust, mutuality, and
commitment. In other words, applying the principles of ST can help lead a successful business
in the twenty-first century (Freeman and Ginena, 2015). Mitchell et al. (1997) contributed to ST
by determining the principles of who and what matters in stakeholder management. The
researchers defined three attributes that act as a base for stakeholder salience: the power of the
stakeholder, the urgency of the demand made by the stakeholder, and the legitimacy of the
stakeholder requirements. Employing this interpretation, the present study is based on the
stakeholders’ views who possess the power, legitimacy, and urgency attributes. Educators have
the power — based on their quality and efforts — to enhance teaching and learning practices;
employers have the resources that support HE's goals of graduating qualified generations; the
government has the power based on their ability to regulate the labour market and policies that
impact the industry; and students are the most influential stakeholders in HE because other

stakeholders serve as facilitators to support their success (Degtjarjova et al., 2018).



According to Freeman (1984), stakeholders have different sources of influence, primarily in the
spheres of economics, politics, and voting. Voting influence guides relationships based on a
formal foundation for influence, permitting specific categories of stakeholders to exert formal
decision authority. The economic impact is embodied in the ability of stakeholders to provide
or retain resources. Political influence entitles actors to use their participation and position to

impact an institution’s decisions (Burrows, 1999).

Accordingly, this puts the key HE stakeholders of this study in a position to vote, as well as to
exercise economic and political influences, in the stakeholders’ relationships. As such,
stakeholders have the potential to influence GE through the rights granted to them in decision-
making and participation. The adoption of ST with its relevant components, as explained above,
has aided me — the researcher — in understanding the stakeholders’ perspectives and experiences.
In turn, this has allowed me to, through the present study, to effectively address the research

questions and guide the development of a GE ecosystem model.

2.3.1 Employability Stakeholders’ Engagement

Many studies argue that business schools have not fulfilled their responsibilities in serving their
stakeholders (Thomas, 2021), particularly from the viewpoint of employers (Clarke, 2018).
Scholars have argued that this failure is due to HEIs’ separation from managerial practice (Ferlie
et al.,, 2010), their absence of engagement with the public (Lybeck, 2019), and their
insufficiencies in preparing graduates to manage real-world problems (Nonet et al., 2016).
However, other scholars have expressed their concerns about the lack of business school
stakeholders’ support and engagement (Clarke, 2017; Nankervis et al., 2018; Schneider, 2002;
Sulema et al., 2021).

Nankervis et al. (2018) reported that several employers have unrealistic expectations of HEIs to
produce employable graduates. As the primary sources of employment demands, employers use
their responsibilities and self-interests to determine their skill requirements, mould them into
job criteria, and then share them with prospective stakeholders (Finn, 2016). Accordingly,
scholars have conducted different studies to effectively identify and prioritise stakeholders in
HE (e.g., Huang and Curle, 2021; SIMS and WIGGINS, 2021).



Several conceptual models have been formed to identify appropriate stakeholders and,
specifically, to define relevant parameters about their engagement in various circumstances. For
instance, Mendelow's stakeholders” model has been employed in stakeholder research as the
predominant analytical framework used in both theory and practice (Mendelow, 1991). The
model classifies stakeholders based on their level of interest and power in the business and urges
organisations to manage their relationships with stakeholders. Nankervis et al. (2018) applied
this model in managing the graduate work-readiness challenges faced by all stakeholders.

In addition, Maguad (2018) and Nordberg (2020) discussed stakeholders’ perspectives and
views about employability and reforming HE; however, there are limited studies that use ST to
study GE to understand and outline the roles of the major stakeholders in HE to improve
graduates’ skills. Rook and Sloan (2021) and Nwajiuba et al. (2020) are the only studies that
have applied ST to responsible collaboration and engagement with legitimate employability
stakeholders. Rook and Sloan (2021) utilised the ST as a framework to examine work-integrated
learning (WIL), graduate attributes (GAs), and employability in the context of the human
resource management (HRM) discipline. Nwajiuba et al. (2020) used ST to evaluate the

engagement of the major partners in Nigerian HE.

Accordingly, the present study on stakeholders’ perspectives and influence on GE provides an

appropriate starting point for further exploration of the GE phenomenon.

2.3.2 4IR, Al and Stakeholder Theory

ST has received increasing attention in the fourth industrial revolution (4IR). The fiftieth annual
conference of the World Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos 2020 applied stakeholder capitalism
as the central theme, focusing on "Stakeholders for a Cohesive and Sustainable World”
(Schwab, 2019). This theme suggests that if institutions are urged to incorporate the doctrine of
stakeholder capitalism in their businesses, society will be in a better position to achieve
sustainable development goals. In line with this, Mhlanga and Moloi’s (2020) study revealed
that the adoption of ST could enable companies in the 4R to have ‘good capitalism’, known as
stakeholder capitalism. Their study found that some of the challenges associated with the 4IR
that are important to the HE stakeholders, such as Al and loss of jobs, could be solved if

companies embrace the principles of the ST.



More recently, stakeholder theorists have turned their attention to ways of creating and
disseminating value to stakeholders. Freeman et al. (2020) asserted that businesses must create
value for stakeholders to navigate business in the age of Al, where robots perform many tasks.
In this vein, industry leaders have also lent their support and commitment to the ST. For
instance, in 2020, the business roundtable, a large non-profit association of top CEOs based
in Washington, D.C., declared a new statement on the purpose of a corporation approved by 181
(CEOs) pledging to manage their organisations for the benefit of all stakeholders (Whittaker,
2019).

The stakeholder notion has been developed as a standard of business language (Freeman et al.,
2020). For instance, in Apple’s 2020 Supplier Responsibility Progress Report, Tim Cook (CEO)
states, “We put people first in everything we do — and require everyone we work with to do
the same — because we want to uphold the highest standards" (p.2). Similarly, SAP, a German
enterprise application software, published in its last report that the company's stakeholder
engagement and collaboration were profoundly involved in process and service development
(SAP, 2020).

2.3.3 Stakeholder Theory and Business School

Driven by technological advancements and digitalisation, business school stakeholders
recognise the shift toward emerging technologies, including Al, robotics, and machine learning
(La Torre et al., 2021; Rodrigues et al., 2022). In this context, the markets’ requirements and
competitive nature have emphasised the need for business schools to satisfy their stakeholders
(Langrafe et al., 2020). From the perspective of new public management and neo-liberalism,
business schools and industries have commonalities in management transformation, such as
privatisation, market competition, performance responsibility, service quality, and customer-

centred services (Hong, 2019).

However, few studies have addressed stakeholder management in HEIs and business schools
(Langrafe et al., 2020). As a result, researchers have taken an interest in contributing to the
application and development of ST in HE (e.g., Maguad, 2018; Nwajiuba et al., 2020; and Pop
et al., 2020). A substantial body of research supports the notion that stakeholders’ management

delivers optimal business and financial performance (Ferrero-Ferrero et al., 2018; Freeman et
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al., 2020). Empirical studies also substantiate the value of the relationship development between
higher education institutions and their stakeholders based on the principles of ST (Falqueto et
al., 2020).

Significant evidence suggests a positive relationship between exercising the principles explored
in the stakeholder management literature and institutions’ financial performance across various
industries (Miller et al., 2017; Zhao et al., 2021). ST has been used to explain the influence of
stakeholders in HE strategic planning and the value of the relationship toward sustainable
development (e.g., Falqueto et al., 2020). In additi