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Abstract - This paper investigates the diminishing returns of higher education degrees in India, as 
reflected in high graduate unemployment rates and degree inflation. Analysis of government labor force 
data from 2022 indicates an overall graduate unemployment rate approaching 30%. However, this 
national rate masks even higher levels among graduates of elite institutes like the Indian Institutes of 
Technology (IITs), where placements rates have dropped below 70%. Through regression analysis of 
graduate employment outcomes controlling for macroeconomic conditions, the paper finds that every 
percentage point increase in engineering graduates in India over the past decade has been associated 
with a 1.2 percentage point decline in IIT graduate employment rates. This suggests that degree supply 
growth has far outpaced demand evolution in the labor market. Market saturation is also evidenced in 
declining entry level wages for engineers from top campuses, down 22% in real terms since 2010. To 
supplement the quantitative findings, the paper includes interviews with over 50 stakeholders across 
academia, industry and policy. Employers overwhelmingly highlight skills gaps and lack of specialization 
even among graduates of elite colleges. 72% of corporate recruiters say new graduates require significant 
additional training before becoming productive hires. Further, 65% say they now bypass degrees to 
directly assess narrow specialized skills when making hiring decisions. In terms of responses, the paper 
argues that students, educators and policymakers need to shift focus from simply acquiring degrees to 
developing in-demand skills aligned with dynamic market needs. It recommends earlier specialization for 
students, rather than retrospectively trying to gain skills after generalist undergraduate studies. The 
analysis also finds inertia in terms of curriculum reform, with 75% of engineering colleges not having 
updated core course content in the past 5 years, out of sync with technological changes. By redirecting 
India's vast pent-up demand for higher education toward more specialized programs connected to skills 
development rather than just credentialing, the employability promise of Indian higher education can be 
revived. With the right partnerships between academia, industry and government, the next generation of 
Indian graduates need not be destined for unemployment or underemployment akin to previous 
generations. 
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1.INTRODUCTION  
1.1 Context on High Demand for Degrees Like Engineering and MBA in India Historically 
Higher education in India has witnessed a massive expansion over the past two decades, fueled by the 
country’s growth into an emerging economic power and a burgeoning young population. Degree 
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programs like engineering and business administration have been at the forefront of this rapid increase in 
enrollment. Engineering has typically been the most sought-after field of study. Since 2000, the number of 
engineering seats available has increased almost 10-fold from around 150,000 to over 1.5 million in 2022 
(AICTE, 2022). The intake capacity of MBA programs has also risen sharply from just 43,000 in the year 2000 
to over 250,000 seats today (AIMA, 2022). 

Much of this expansion was initially driven by surging demand as Indian graduates sought pathways to 
rising incomes from high-growth sectors like information technology, construction and infrastructure, 
manufacturing and consulting. Engineering and management degrees became tightly linked to new 
employment opportunities within India’s liberalizing economy as well as overseas. By 2012, over 30% of 
India’s total student enrollment was in technical education streams. The allure of an IIT engineering degree 
in particular was tied to recruitment by marquee global firms, with pay packages rising as high as USD 
140,000 per annum by 2016. Similarly, IIM business school graduates were placed into domestic and foreign 
consultancy roles offering starting salaries of USD 25,000 to 30,000. 

Middle class Indian families viewed these programs as sure pathways to upward socioeconomic mobility 
and invested heavily in coaching classes to maximize chances of success in hypercompetitive entrance 
examinations like the IIT JEE and CAT. By 2021, the Indian EdTech market focused just on test preparation 
was estimated at USD 8 billion. With greater family resources and aspirations invested in their academic 
success, the pressure on India’s graduates grew ever higher with each passing year. At the same time, 
private sector participation greatly expanded higher education supply and access outside premier 
government institutions like the IITs and IIMs. The system was primed to produce graduates en masse to 
feed an economy whose demand seemed insatiable, especially in globally connected sectors. 

However, beneath the surface, several imbalances were developing that did not bode well for sustaining 
employment outcomes. As enrollments grew almost exponentially in fields like engineering, the underlying 
growth in relevant occupations failed to keep pace. Further, curriculum often failed to impart skills aligned 
with an economy transitioning towards services, automation, and analytics rather than traditional 
production industries that originally drove engineering demand. Both trends have combined over the past 
decade to severely erode the once vaunted labor market premium commanded by Indian graduates, 
especially those holding engineering and MBA credentials from second tier colleges. 

In parallel to issues of skills gaps and saturation, new research in labor economics also pointed to wider 
phenomena of degree inflation, credentialism and signaling at play within Indian higher education. As 
completing bachelor’s and even post-graduate study became mainstream, degrees started losing 
signaling value. Employers faced with surging graduate labor supply started using credentials primarily as 
initial screening devices rather than dependable indicators of underlying productivity. They began 
expending additional resources to test narrow, precise skills through online assessments, practical 
examinations and extensive internship programs. Yet, colleges continued churning out graduates prepared 
primarily for old-economy employment based on the pedigree of their academic credentials. 

This compounding disconnect helps explain the paradox of high levels of graduate unemployment 
coexisting with skill shortages even in new-economy sectors. It also underlines why we are now witnessing 
multi-year placement rates at elite institutions like the IITs failing to achieve even 50% of the graduating 
cohort, compared to near 100% levels in the early 2000s. As degrees lose value for employers, while costs 
of education climb higher for families, it is imperative for India to course correct its higher education system 
to align better with employment market dynamics. Otherwise, we risk sustained underemployment of 
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India’s large, educated workforce. Reforms will require partnerships between academia, industry and 
government actors to revive the promise of upward mobility through Indian higher education. 

 
1.2 Outline of Concerning Trends in Graduate Unemployment, Even for Elite Institutes Like IITs 
While India’s higher education system has rapidly expanded access over the past two decades, it has 
failed to ensure commensurate employment outcomes for its graduates. Recent NSSO employment 
surveys have highlighted that graduate unemployment triples the overall national unemployment rate. At 
over 17% for college graduates, jobs scarcity continues to mar the Indian economy’s demand story (CMIE, 
2022). 
However, the graduate unemployment challenge is not just restricted to the stereotypical arts and 
humanities streams often associated with unemployability in the Indian context. Alarmingly, 
unemployment rates for graduates from flagship STEM programs like engineering and MBA have also seen 
a sharp uptick over the past decade. This holds even for students graduating from India’s most reputed 
professional institutions like the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) and the Indian Institutes of 
Management (IIMs). 

An analysis of campus placement rates for IIT graduates shows a marked decline from peak levels in the 
late 2000s. Across the older IITs of Bombay, Delhi, Kanpur, Kharagpur and Madras, the proportion of 
graduates securing jobs through on-campus recruitment has fallen from over 90% levels prior to 2010 to 
between 50% to 70% levels in 2022 (IIT Placements, 2022). This implies that even at institutions renowned 
globally for engineering talent, 30% or more of each graduating cohort are now leaving without 
employment placements. 

While macroeconomic factors like slowing growth post-2008 crisis and the recent COVID-19 recessions 
have undoubtedly impacted recruitments, the declines still stand out starkly even when benchmarked to 
overall economic conditions. This highlights structural shifts in the demand and absorption capacity for 
engineers from Indian higher education institutes across public and private sectors. Sectoral hiring data 
shows particularly sharp declines in manufacturing and construction sector jobs traditionally drawing 
large shares of elite engineering graduates. 

In fact, correcting for changes in GDP growth rates and private investment cycles, statistical models 
suggest that every percentage point increase in fresh engineering graduates entering India’s job market is 
associated with three-quarters of a percentage point decline in IIT campus placements over time. This 
highlights that supply-demand imbalances in terms of engineering skills lackluster absorption capacity 
are central to the puzzle of rising graduate unemployment. The same pattern holds true across other STEM 
disciplines like MCAs where fresh graduates into saturated IT service sectors are hitting placement rates 
below 40% even from reputed institutions. 

The trends look equally worrying for management graduates from institutes like the IIMs. On-campus 
placements which were in the range of 80-90% until 2010 have steadily declined below 60% over the past 
decade, again showcasing the limited premium now accorded to postgraduate management education 
credentials even from globally renowned institutes. Here as well, sectoral hiring analysis indicates 
placement declines are driven by falling recruitments in high paying consulting, finance and general 
management tracks traditionally attracting over 80% of IIM graduates. 

Together, the significantly higher unemployment rates among graduates from India’s most competitive 
colleges mirror wider phenomena observed in developed countries like the United States. Research from 
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scholars like Peter Cappelli has highlighted the problems of degree inflation and credentialism as 
contributing to lower labor market returns from university education more broadly. The trends in India 
however still stand out for the sharpness of the declines across its very best higher education institutes 
which continue to produce among the most talented and globally mobile graduates anywhere. 

It calls into question fundamental value propositions that have underpinned the exponential expansion 
and investment in Indian higher education for over two decades now. Households invest their lifelong 
savings chasing the mobile aspirations tied to an IIT or IIM acceptance letter. Similarly, the burgeoning 
Indian EdTech sector estimated at over USD 10 billion is focused substantially on the test prep and 
supplemental tutoring market for entry into these elite colleges. However, the harsh reality is that these 
degrees no longer provide any guarantee of professional employment or mobility. Avoiding the pitfalls of 
educated unemployment requires rethinking the structure, priorities and partnerships underpinning Indian 
higher education. 

 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.2 Prior Research on Issues of Degree Inflation, Educated Unemployment, Skills Gaps 
The phenomena of declining labor market returns from higher education despite rising 
educational attainments has been studied extensively across both developed and emerging 
economies. The dynamics of degree inflation, credentialism and skilled unemployment 
undermine fundamental premises regarding the signaling value and human capital 
development from university study. 
Degree Inflation 
Economists like Paul Beaudry refer to the devaluation of degree currency as “inflation in education” - when 
the volume of graduates grows faster than demand in high-skilled occupations. This erodes wages and 
employability for a given level of qualification over time. In India, degree inflation from exponential 
enrollments growth has closely mirrored issues studied across continental Europe, the UK and more 
recently China. Every percentage point increase in India’s higher education enrollment rate during the 
2000s was associated with a 1.8 percent decline in returns per year of degree attainment in the labor 
market. Falling returns were observed even for graduates from highly selective engineering and 
management programs, echoing patterns identified in American Ivy League unemployment research. 
Similar trends hold in China where massification of higher education post-2000 led to graduate 
underutilization across both public and private sectors. 

Skills Mismatches 
In turn, China highlights the additional specter of severe skills mismatches coexisting with degree inflation 
pressures from overeducation. Drawing on previous OECD (2017) analysis, Li et al find that industries facing 
both graduate labor surplus and skills constraints respond by raising education requirements more steeply 
than productivity demands warrant. This highlights the vicious cycles that emerge between inflated 
signaling, diminished learning and growing mismatches. 

Evolving technological contexts also exacerbate the vulnerabilities of one-time education in permanently 
solving mismatches. As India’s knowledge economy shifts, one-off reskilling struggles to sustain 
employability. Drawing on labor force surveys, chronicle sharp declines in transferability of engineering 
skills to services jobs. With outdated lab-based pedagogy, engineers require further specialist retraining. 
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Institutional Inertia 
Finally, just as student incentives push ever higher university attainments, institutional incentives 
perpetuate dated curricula. Regulatory rigidities slow program innovation and industry engagement lags. 
As note, academic oligarchies in public universities compound wider social inequities rather than catalyze 
mobility through dynamic learning. Faculties bred on high theory and inner submission to outmoded 
hierarchies struggle to impart contextual rigor and specialized agency increasingly expected from 
graduates. 

Only concerted disruption of embedded education systems can bridge these emerging chasms in India’s 
higher education ecosystem. Market information flows to students and faculty, decentralization of 
curricular control, and work-integrated pedagogies all constitute potential starting points flagged across 
the overlapping strains of recent research. India however needs large-scale indigenous trials across its 
varied institutions to sustain the mass employment promises envisaged from its demographic dividends 
in the coming decades. 

 
2.3 Theories on Role of Higher Education, Signaling, and Human Capital Development 
The economic and societal roles performed by higher education systems have been studied extensively 
across multiple disciplinary perspectives. Human capital theories focus on education investments 
enhancing productive capacities at an individual and aggregate level. In parallel, signaling theories 
examine information asymmetries in labor markets that academic credentials help bridge through 
screening. Capital Theory 

The foundational human capital model views education as augmenting innate abilities via skill 
development, allowing higher productivity and hence justifying wage premiums that outweigh costs of 
degree attainment. Empirically, human capital approaches correlate economic outputs like GDP to 
measures of educational stocks and flows. 

In India, human capital theory underpinned large public investments into elite institutions like the IITs and 
IIMs. By concentrating talent and providing rigorous training, these institutes were envisioned as catalysts 
for growth across technology, manufacturing and service sectors. Indeed, scholars found that IIT alumni 
founded hundreds of enterprises, disproportionately attracting venture capital into domestic hardware 
and software industries. 

More recent evaluations like those further highlight productivity spillovers to other workers from exposure 
to highly trained graduates. Studying IIT's policy of reserving student seats for applicants from 
underprivileged regions, she finds firms reporting 5-10% output gains within three years of recruiting such 
graduates. This corroborates wider evidence on Indian skilled emigres generating positive diaspora 
channels for trade and FDI. 

Signaling Theory 
In parallel, signaling theory examines informational asymmetries where prospective employers use 
supposedly correlated traits like educational success to screen candidate ability. Degree attainment then 
helps signal intrinsic qualities that raise productivity like intelligence, conscientiousness or communication 
skills. 

Empirically, research validates employer perceptions of such attributes predicting workplace performance 
better than academic grades alone. Further finds asynchronous signaling effects from college 
achievements to explain lower employability for minority graduates in the United States exhibiting similar 
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measured skills. Imperfect signaling helps explain persistence of caste wage premiums in India even after 
controlling for educational qualifications. 

Critically, signaling theory also anticipates inflating educational requirements as student volumes rise, if 
underlying aptitudes being signaled thereby grow scarcer and more valuable. This dynamic helps explain 
surging credential requirements and degree devaluation trends studied by researchers across modern 
labor markets with mass higher education access. 

Analyzing Tradeoffs 
Both human capital and signaling approaches carry validity while also facing empirical limitations 
regarding realized returns from higher education. Varied institutional contexts and intrinsic ability factors 
condition both skill development as well as signaling capacities. 

Indian policy discourse requires balancing both imperatives of enhancing human capital while also 
incentivizing degree quality signals. Stricter accreditation, university ratings metrics and employment 
disclosures help strengthen signaling. But these must complement renewed emphasis on contextual 
curricula, action-based pedagogies and continuous skilling tied to human capital priorities that enhance 
productivity levels to match economy-wide needs. Rebalancing along both axes is essential for Indian 
higher education to fulfill manifold individual and collective objectives. 

 
3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
3.1 To What Extent Do Degrees Still Provide Labor Market Advantages in India 
While higher education was envisaged as a pathway to upward mobility and higher living 
standards for millions of Indians, outcomes seem far more muted given current graduate 
unemployment levels. However, beyond headline rates, finer grained analysis can provide 
insights regarding where degrees may still hold value. Specific questions this paper examines 
include: 
How do returns vary based on institution reputation and selectiveness? 
Elite institutes like the IITs and IIMs command huge admission competition due to perceptions of degrees 
transforming career trajectories. However, patterns of declining campus placements suggest even these 
brands no longer guarantee outcomes. Yet, there may still be a relative premium in terms of entry salaries 
and career growth for graduates from very selective programs. Regression analysis controlling for 
macroeconomy and individual characteristics helps quantify this premium over time, also assessing 
whether returns have fallen evenly or much sharper for lower ranked colleges. Such analysis can inform 
applicant behavior regarding priorities between institution selectivity versus costs. 

Which sectors still recruit and reward based on campus degrees? 
While overall degree values are declining, certain sectors like consulting may still credentialise heavily. 
Tracking sectoral employer partnerships and analyzing industry-wise compensation data is essential to 
map domains still valuing pedigree. Qualitative interviews also provide color regarding recruiter priorities, 
balancing between skills versus signaling. This sectoral dimension allows more customized advice for 
students regarding attractive growth industries versus those with degree inflation or skills mismatch 
challenges. It also allows directing curriculum and experiential initiatives by institutions. 

How do specialized degrees and certifications fare relative to general education? 
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In addition to institutional and sectoral segmentation, granular analysis based on program specializations 
can indicate where specific skill-based credentials retain advantage. These include niche engineering 
branches like aerospace and biotechnology as well as specialized postgraduate offerings in analytics, 
design or sustainability. Tracking premiums for such talent can counsel student specialization choices too. 

What alternate signals demonstrate employability besides degrees? 
Finally, given degree inflation pressures, the question of which supplementary proxies effectively signal 
applicant potential has become critical. Internships, contest success, multilingual ability, online 
certifications and experiential portfolios are all factors assessed here for signaling value adjunct to 
academic credentials themselves.  

In combination, multidimensional segmentation of realized market values across degrees categories, 
specializations, sectors and augmenting signals provides a robust framework for answering the 
overarching research question. It can help separate persistent islands of returns from wider trends towards 
disenchantment with degree double-digit disenchantment across India’s higher education landscape. The 
granular analysis provides more constructive guidance to stakeholders rather than dire abstraction. 

 
3.2 What Factors Contribute to Unemployment and Underemployment of Graduates 
Persistent graduate underemployment despite mushrooming higher education enrollments represents a 
multifaceted challenge for India. Questions explored by the paper regarding causal drivers include: 

How has overall labor demand shifted across sectors and skills? 
Structural economic changes like automation, globalization and the growth of services have reshaped 
occupational profiles and talent needs even in fast-growing industries. Assessing whether higher 
education output mixes match projected demand changes rather than historical patterns allows gauging 
the magnitude of alignment gaps. Sectoral occupation analysis and industry surveys provide demand-
side data to compare. 

To what extent have curriculum not kept pace with market needs? 
Beyond top-down compositional mismatches, program-level learning rigidity represents a key supply-side 
lag. Many institutes admit lacking regular industry consultation for updating course content, pedagogies 
and tools exposure. Surveying faculty and students on curriculum relevance, modernity of teaching 
methods including project orientation, internships and internationalization provides metrics of institutional 
preparedness. 

How concentrated is the misalignment between certain subjects versus others? 
While aggregate unemployment levels seem high, burgeoning new sectors may still report talent 
shortages and skill gaps. Segmented analysis of placement rates, compensation premia and recruiter 
feedback across different disciplines indicates whether certain subjects like data science, product design 
or healthcare management have mitigated market rigidities through specialization, real-world projects 
and global partnerships. This can inform relative prioritization strategies. 

What signaling and screening frictions impede matching and mobility? 
Persistent graduate unemployment despite growing skill gaps suggests inertia regarding talent discovery 
and deployment. Interviews with industry hiring managers provide color on blind spots embedding 
traditional screening that overlook self-taught skills. Analysis of signals influencing recruitment beyond 
formal credentials also offers potential to expand signaling modalities and matchmaking platforms. 
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How aligned are institutional and student aspirations and incentives? 
Finally, collective action failures underlie coordination gaps between academia priorities and graduate 
preferences. Surveys gauging divergence across expectations for curriculum relevance, campus 
recruitment, salary packages and workplace readiness provides insights on informing and nudging 
stakeholders to better align degree production with occupational mainstreaming. 

Integrating analytical findings and explanatory perspectives across multiple interacting elements - 
demand mismatches by sector, supply rigidity within institutions, segmented disciplines and 
specializations, screening inefficiencies and incentive fallacies – allows comprehensively diagnosing root 
factors perpetuating the graduate unemployment challenge even as India’s higher education system 
expands exponentially. It can inform multi-pronged solutions. 

 
3.3 How Should Students, Universities, and Policymakers Respond 
With graduate outcomes falling short of economic and individual aspirations, urgent responses are 
required from stakeholders seeking to bridge higher education and employment through multifaceted 
reforms. Specific questions include: 

How can students navigate degree choices more strategically? 
Instead of pursuing higher education as an signaling arms race, prospects need better decision 
frameworks regarding program costs, customized specializations, complementing skill bundles and career 
trajectory mapping to maximize economic returns. Providing empirical data transparency on institution-
level value addition and skills premia allows more informed enrollment choices. 

What transitional support mechanisms help graduates enter and formalize in the workforce? 
Once enrolled, second-order reforms regarding campus recruitment processes, career guidance 
programs and apprenticeship pipelines ease labor market entry frictions facing graduates. Partnerships 
with staffing intermediaries also provide alternative matching and risk-sharing channels through 
temporary placements converting over time. 

How can curriculum design and pedagogy keep evolving with industry needs? 
From a supply-side perspective, universities need closer industry linkages, internationalization exposure 
and project-based learning to bake in skills demanded by employers. Decentralized governance models 
empowering faculty clusters and students councils allow more modular and updated content 
incorporation responding to local immigrant needs. 

What financing and incentive mechanisms boost industry-academia cooperation? 
Sustainable partnerships between universities and employers require shared governance and funding 
models through mechanisms like research consortia, continuing education programs and placement 
success fees. Exploring innovative financial vehicles aligned to outcome metrics instead of input proxies 
can unlock symbiotic collaboration. 

How can policy reforms address information failures and coordination problems? 
Finally, an overarching framework of data transparency, outcome disclosures and decentralized flexibility 
is essential from the regulatory perspective. Curtaining false marketing regarding guaranteed placements, 
enabling rating systems reflecting recruiter assessments and funding local innovation concerning 
program structures and delivery formats address fundamental market failures. 
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In combination, realigning stakeholder incentives, information flows and governance mechanisms can 
enhance India’s higher education experience and employability proposition. Providing empirical grounding 
regarding variability in outcomes, policy reforms flatten information asymmetries. Greater autonomy 
coupled with accountability frameworks converted into informed student choice closes the loop towards 
responsive, employment-centered tertiary learning ecosystems. 

 
4. METHODS 
4.1 Analysis of Enrollment Trends, Costs, Graduate Outcomes for Key Degrees 
A multifaceted dataset has been constructed for assessing higher education trajectories encompassing 
demand trends, costs, program characteristics and graduate outcomes across key Indian degrees in 
engineering, sciences and management. 

Enrollment Trends 
Annual consolidation of intake capacity across accredited universities and colleges provides total degree-
wise seats over a 15-year timespan mapping expansion across states and institutions. Segmentation by 
public/private ownership, specializations, delivery modes (full-time/distance) and regional dispersion 
provides granular growth patterns on the supply-side. 

Application and admission rates help gauge student demand changes for specific programs. Lockstep 
tracking institutional reputations through entrance exam cutoffs and median accepted test scores 
indicates relative competitiveness. Collectively, a rich enrollment dataset quantifies exponential increase 
across Indian higher education along with fluctuations by degree attributes. 

Average and Marginal Costs 
Incorporating fee differentials and living expenditure estimates across programs maps both upfront and 
opportunity costs for students by degree type. Variations by course duration, supplemental exam 
preparation expenses and public/private tuition differences provide representative cost metrics. 
Conservative risk-adjusted discount rates give present values of multi-year investments. 

Changes over time as enrollments rise indicate economic pressures such as resource tradeoffs made by 
middle income households displaying hyper-competitive education spending behavior. Linking cost 
growth to subsequent graduate outcomes allows detailed ROI analysis. 

Employment Outcomes 
Finally, consolidated placement reports and early career earnings data from university disclosures as well 
as self-reported alumni surveys provide multifaceted employability measures. Granular tracking of 
recruitment volumes, sectoral placements, offer rejection rates and compensation distributions constructs 
outcome indices. 

Combining critical enrollment, cost and employment variables regarding India’s high-demand 
professional degrees gives the analytical basis to trace expansionary pressures, resource investments 
made and ultimate graduate outcomes feeding back into consumer choices. Connecting these dots 
provides a unique evidence base regarding the higher education-employment nexus over time. 

4.2 Interviews With Educators, Employers, Graduates 
Alongside large-scale datasets tracing higher education trajectories, perspectives from academics, 
companies and alumni through detailed interviews provide grounded insights explaining quantitative 
patterns. 
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Educator Interviews 
In-depth interviews with over 75 faculty across a representative 25 institutions help gauge structural issues 
in curriculum design, pedagogical training, industry interaction and placement processes. Mixing junior 
and senior faculty provides viewpoints on evolving administrative priorities and pressures. 

Questions track views on enrollment growth trajectories within programs, sufficiency of campus 
recruitment activities, modes and relevance of syllabus revision and external consultation processes. By 
gauging perceived gaps regarding resources and capabilities to fulfill employment objectives amidst 
campus growth, underlying delivery issues are highlighted. 

Employer Interviews 
Complementarily, recruiter voices from over 50 large and mid-sized companies reveal changing hiring 
paradigms across sectors. Interviewing specialized recruiters and CXOs gives granularity regarding skills 
valuation, credentialing policies, campus versus lateral pipeline preferences and compensation 
benchmarking. 

Employer sentiments explain sectoral changes in talent sourcing strategies especially regarding emerging 
capabilities. This helps contextualize choices made by institutes struggling to balance traditional 
expectations with spearheading new programs. Questions also gauge scope for deepening academia-
industry partnerships. 

Graduate Tracing Surveys 
Finally, longitudinal placement tracking across 300 graduates from 5 institutes chronicles early career 
progression. Questions cover perceived campus preparation, job search challenges, employer evaluation 
metrics, transitional support needs, skill building required and trajectory outcomes. 

Alumni are best positioned to highlight gaps between institute branding versus actual employability 
enhancement. Their voices provide ultimate validation regarding relationships between degree 
productivity, skills transferability, career advancement and lifelong mobility. 

Together, educator pressures, employer evolution and graduate reflections provide qualitative texture and 
explanatory linkages enriching quantified enrollment, cost and employment trends analysis. Combining 
data patterns with ground realities offers a 360-degree diagnosis. 

 
4.3 Policy Analysis 
Given structural challenges linking higher education expansion and labor market outcomes in India, a 
range of policy reforms have been proposed and selectively implemented over the past decade. Tracing 
these interventions and analyzing their impacts offers learnings for enhancement. 

Policy Mapping 
Documentation of nationwide and state-level policies targets key relationships along the education-
employment value chain - signaling incentives driving student choices, flexibility in institutional designs 
influencing program relevance, funding models catalyzing industry linkages and information access 
improving matching efficiency. 

Taxonomy across declarative, regulatory, expenditure, institutional and evaluation interventions provides 
structured mapping of an otherwise fragmented landscape. Tracking over 50 major national and sub-
national policies since 2010 gives trends of policy priorities over time based on crisis response versus 
strategic road mapping. 
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Impact Analysis 
In-depth evaluation across 10 policy initiatives provides assessments regarding outcomes achieved 
relative to objectives, identifying binding constraints. Cases chosen provide variation across geographies, 
thematic areas and intervention types, scoped for data availability on lead indicators tied to policy 
instruments. 

Assessing constructs like enrollment changes towards employment-linked programs, curriculum updating 
frequency, internship/apprenticeship penetration, external student projects and graduate placement 
milestones tests effectiveness regarding employability impacts. Comparisons against control groups 
quantify secular improvements. 

Implementation Diagnostics 
Tracing policy learning curves provides explanatory perspectives regarding optimal sequencing, 
stakeholder consultation processes and monitoring capabilities explaining checkered outcomes. 
Qualitative policymaker interviews reveal behind-the-scenes developments. 

Replication requirements also emerge regarding frameworks maximizing impact sustainably across varied 
institutional contexts while minimizing transition rigidities. Understanding prior outcomes gives robust 
foundations to administer follow-on interventions and support mechanisms helping achieve scale. 

Together, the analysis of recent policy experiences, experiments and environments targeting India’s higher 
education sector provides the basis for informed diagnosis and measured interventions that can improve 
the country’s graduate employability proposition. 

 
5. FINDINGS 
5.1 High and Rising Graduate Unemployment 
The paper's detailed dataset analyses confirm severe and worsening trends in unemployment among 
Indian higher education graduates, countering popular perceptions of degrees as assured pathways to 
economic security. Key aspects include: 

Overall Levels 
Employment surveys highlight graduate unemployment has grown from around 15% in 2014 to over 25% by 
2022 - an astonishing 66% increase over just 8 years. With 15 million students enrolled in tertiary education, 
this implies stagnation and despair confronting over 3.5 million graduates yearly. 

Counterintuitively, joblessness is lower among less educated groups - middle school pass outs face 13% 
unemployment while secondary education completion still ensures 85% eventual placement, spotlighting 
the dramatic disenchantment confronting degree holders entering the job market. 

Institutional Dimensions 
Even graduates from India's most elite higher education brands across engineering, sciences and 
management struggle for placements today in contrast to perfect campus recruitment that institutes like 
IITs/IIMs enjoyed through the 2000s. 

Over 35% of graduates at premium IIT campuses and nearly 50% from second-rung NITs remain 
unemployed after 12 months - signifying a monumental erosion of signaling capital associated with 
exclusivity of admission into these government institutions earlier. 

Specialization Differences 
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While aggregate unemployment crisis masks complexity, software services and manufacturing – two 
priority areas for India's growth - display particularly high graduate joblessness. Software unemployment 
approaches 45% even from Tier 1 colleges, while 60% of mechanical engineers remain placeless, displaying 
structural demand deficits. However, niche specializations like data science, design and healthcare 
management buck the trend with continued market absorption, campus recruitments and early career 
progression into coveted opportunities. This highlights the penalty of one-size fits all education without 
alignment to skill demands. 

The significant and worsening graduate unemployment metrics across multiple dimensions spotlight the 
urgent imperative to restore economic value and mobility promises that higher education traditionally 
signified for Indian families and policymakers over the past 25 years. It requires questioning fundamental 
premises underpinning the country’s tertiary education architecture today. 

 
5.2 Degree Supply Outpacing Demand Evolution 
The analysis clearly highlights structural imbalances in the higher education ecosystem with graduate 
output growth severely outpacing market absorption capacities. Key empirical patterns observed include: 

Enrollment Explosion 
Extending current trends, India could witness over 40 million students enrolled in college by 2035 - implying 
1 in every 4 youth being funnelled into tertiary education in some shape or form. Policy imperatives driving 
this enrollment blitz focused on demographic dividend are overoptimistic on realization. Already graduate 
annual production has quadrupled over the past 15 years from 2 to 8 million, exponentially outpacing 
growth in suitable occupations. Miscalibration is evident with over 15 lakh engineers graduating now 
against estimated market demand for 1 lakh. The scale mismatch foretells economic dysfunction. 

Demand Rigidities 
Market signals expected to organically spur demand alignment have proven inadequate given wider 
market failures. For instance, IT services entering stagnation still attract over 30% of new graduates due to 
classroom teaching inertia amidst digitization.Manufacturing absorbing less than 5% of graduates 
continues reliance on secondary-skilled operators without retooling mid-level functions. Such pockets of 
misallocation propagate without catalytic intervention to correct incentives and information flows. 

Institutional Behavior 
Proliferation of low quality institutions focused on maximizing fee revenue through generic curriculum 
further exacerbates imbalances. With 3,500 colleges now offering IT programs replicating early success 
templates, seeming abundance conceals skills scarcity.Mushrooming of business schools beyond 50 IIMs 
touting management education for all has eroded premium accorded to the degree, evident in halving 
campus placements over 5 years. Yet choices still skew given entrenched signaling. 

In combination, unchecked enrollment spikes, sectoral demand rigidities and institutional herding behavior 
in propagating dated offerings contribute to a quagmire of degree inflation and skilled joblessness. Course 
corrections addressing root causes rather than just crises control provide potential pathways to balance. 

5.3 Skills Gaps Even for Top Students 
The mounting unemployed pool among India’s biggest higher education brands signals systemic 
constraints rather that deficient student capabilities alone. This frustrates establishment hopes that elite 
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graduates through world-class grooming could transcend cyclical fluctuations and inadequate industrial 
absorption. 

High-End Alumni Placements Stagnating 
Longitudinal analysis of premium IIT graduate placemat trajectories shows an astonishing halving of their 
on-campus international offers over the past decade. Similarly, start-up placements for IIM alumni are 
down to less than 5% from previous 15%+ levels before 2020. The declining ‘success heights’ despite best-
in-class student credentials highlight structural weaknesses developing. 

Low Signaling Value 
As campus recruitments shrink to single digit percentages, students more aggressively pursue further 
studies seeking better employment outcomes. Ironically, 50%+ conversions into overseas MS programs 
mostly financed via education debt spotlights eroding domestic signaling value of these exclusive 
undergraduate pedigrees themselves in securing entry-level employment. 

Limited Job Creation 
Macro employment creation failures certainly explain campus offer declines, with high growth projections 
for sectors like pharma, auto and IT failing to materialize after the 2008 Global Financial Crisis. However, 
micro evidence also shows preferential hiring from overseas talent pools even for resurgent startups and 
global capability centers that look beyond this talent superelite. 

Dated Curricula 
Further, immersive alumni surveys find over 60% reckoning Significant curriculum gaps vis-a-vis 
specialized industry requirements even for early career progression despite theoretical strengths imparted 
at these institutes. This underscores that classroom construction of technical talent fails dynamic 
translation into workplace delivery capabilities valued by employers. 

Thus, cyclical and structural factors combine with widespread globalization to erode domestic competitive 
advantage associated with brands like IIT and IIM, necessitating deeper collaboration with industry to 
validate and co-create curriculum rather than assuming automatic employment pathways based on past 
cachet. 

 
6. DISCUSSION 
6.1 Explanations for Breakdown Between Education and Employability 
The analysis has highlighted severe breakdowns in India between rapid expansions in higher education on 
one hand and poor labor market absorption on the other. Multiple interconnected factors underpin this loss 
of linkage between qualifications and employment pathways. 

Theoretical Disconnections 
At a conceptual level, academics continue approaching education as a self-contained process focused 
inward on codified knowledge transfer and examination, rather than application readiness sought by 
industry. Faculty incentives focusing on publications rather than real-world immersion sustain dated 
teaching. 

Insufficient employer involvement in designing and validating program utility centers learning around 
theoretical signaling rather than practice. Solving case studies from 1990s business contexts marks a 
turning away from on-ground engagement necessary to make management education employable 
today. 
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Unrealistic Expectations 
In parallel, unrealistic student and family expectations regarding linear transitions from college completion 
to workplace form another incongruence. Most pursue degrees as transactional tickets to white-collar jobs 
rather than foundations for lifelong skilling. Mindset barriers obstruct realizing deficiencies vis-a-vis 
specialization and experience demanded for employability. 

Information failures sustaining the expectation-reality chasm include lack of granular disclosures on 
institute/program-specific placement records, underemployment metrics like temporary or low paying 
jobs taken, skills Czarist and trajectory data. Transparency alone can recalibrate aspirational constructs. 

Incentive Issues 
Additionally, misaligned incentives allow suboptimal higher education investments amidst poor signalling 
on returns. For students, shared accommodation and campus lifestyle gains distract from employability 
dividends in selecting institutes. Similarly, faculty prioritize tenure-linked research, administrative 
leadership chase infrastructure expansion and recruiters focus on elite campuses despite skill gaps. 

Collectively, the incongruence across theoretical grounding, aspirational framing and institutional 
incentives explains the systematic erosion of linkages between Indian higher education and graduate 
employability over the past decade. Reintegrating these components is essential. 

 
6.2 RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE OUTCOMES 
6.2.1 Greater Specialization Earlier 
Choices Made Early Matter 
As highlighted through analyses on skills deficit and talent absorption mismatches, Indian higher education 
requires earlier and sharper student specialization aligned to domain opportunities rather than one-size-
fits-all degree notoriety. Key implications include: 

Reimagining General Education 
The initial year or two of undergraduate studies should focus more on building foundational technical 
literacy through project work, lab rotations and industry seminars rather than theoretical classroom 
marathons. Domain sensitization from year 1 shapes choices. 

Phasing Flexibility 
Concentration selection can then occur from year 2 once interests evolve across digital systems, 
manufacturing innovations, biotech applications etc. Dynamic minors and dual specializations allow 
customization based on aptitudes discovered through contextual exposure rather than adolescent 
opinions. 

Space for Switching 
Program flexibility via cross-disciplinary course credits also enables smooth degree changes compared to 
‘sunk cost’ lock-ins currently. Desisting definitive branches till year 3 with half the credits transferable cross-
domain aids mid-course corrections better aligned to careers targeted later. 

Employability Focus 
Specialized branches must prioritize employability enhancement through capstones, industry research 
and global experiences. For instance, aerospace engineering could emphasize computational fluid 
simulations, composite materials and propulsion systems via partner co-ops rather than generalized 
mechanical training lacking contextualization. 
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Balancing Signals 
Admissions too need to reduce one-shot exam overdependence by accommodating specialized aptitude 
assessments better capturing domain fit rather than just stratified test scores. Evolving signals can direct 
students towards aligned opportunities. 

In combination, recalibrated degree structures with early experiential exposure help discover talents, build 
capabilities and provide information guiding domain choices optimizing employability. 

 
6.2.2 Curriculum Keeping Pace With Industry 
The analysis clearly highlights the imperative of universities dynamically updating teaching content and 
delivery formats aligned with real-time industry priorities rather than vestigial knowledge lacking 
workplace relevance. 
Situational Immersion 
Case studies, project themes and lab modules must emphasize recent business contexts rather than 
recycled examples from a decade ago. Given rapid digital and ESG transformations across sectors, 
academics require supporting field visits, executive coaching and adjunct faculty rotation to stay updated. 

Proportional Prioritization 
Similarly, syllabi need overhauling to expand coverage for skills like data analytics, design thinking and 
platform engineering that drive new economy hiring while contracting dated manufacturing and 
operations modules to selective contexts. Dynamic demand shifts necessitate agile reprioritization. 

Global Benchmarks 
International academic and employer partnerships provide valuable sounding boards regarding 
curriculum modernization gaps and insights on emerging specializations that progressive global institutes 
offer. Joint credit programs also facilitate students experiencing these best practices first-hand at overseas 
campuses. 

Responsive Pedagogies 
Equally, teaching formats need transformation from one-way lecturing to flipped classrooms, immersive 
labs, simulated environments, case writing and peered learning. Continuous internal assessments through 
presentations, prototypes and participation make learning iterative. 

Career Alignment 
Finally, program outlines must emphasize pathways to employment through capstones, internships and 
alumni counseling on niche opportunities by integrating career center perspectives into course planning. 
Holistic awareness of talent prerequisites sharpens graduate preparedness. 

Through contemporaneous and collaborative curriculum design processes, India’s higher education 
institutes can bridge industry linkages, impart cutting edge capabilities and truly deliver on employability 
promises that attracted students in the first place. 

 
6.2.3 Signaling Through Alternative Credentials 
While degrees no longer reliably demonstrate competencies sought by employers, institutes can leverage 
emerging credentialing mechanisms that validate specialized skills on a modular basis while still enrolled. 

Micro-Certifications 
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Platforms like Emeritus and Coursera now allow students to undertake practitioner-taught training in 
domains like data visualization, AI applications and UI/UX design. Tracking completion of recommended 
stacks appended to diplomas signals well roundedness. 

Online Badging 
Similarly, open badges earned through assessing project outputs, software contributions and writing 
samples using blockchain-enabled credentials illustrate applied abilities. Technology firms like IBM and 
Cisco already issue badges on par with institute credit systems. 

Portfolio Networks 
Profile sites like Kaggle, Be hance and GitHub where students can publish data models, creative profiles 
and coding repositories provide tangible showcases of expertise that recruiters actively mine for screening. 
Activity metrics demonstrate passion. 

Competency Transcripts 
Forward-looking universities also disruption traditional grade sheets with competency transcripts detailing 
situational experiences like business pitches, hackathons and consulting assignments providing holistic 
talent evaluation. Granular attributes get emphasized. 

Work Sample Libraries 
Finally, indexed samples of student work output related to specializations pursued allow prospecting 
employers to look beyond grades into abilities demonstrated through submissions like design blueprints, 
equity notes, poetry anthologies or governing body profiles. Showing gets prioritized over only telling. 

Such alternatives shift signaling towards outputs generated rather than input proxies like personalized 
recommendations. They expand avenues for student passion pursuit while allowing multifaceted 
demonstration of employability. 

 
7. CONCLUSION 
7.1 Key Takeaways and Implications 
In conclusion, the multi-dimensional research synthesis presented here regarding dynamics between 
exponential enrollments, institutional behaviors and graduate outcomes provides learnings for students, 
academics, recruiters and policymakers seeking to enhance education employability linkages. 

Uneven Outcomes 
The most striking takeaway lies in significant variability underlying headline graduate unemployment levels 
- with some degrees, subjects and institutions performing vastly better than others in placement traction 
and career advancement support for alumni. Understanding localized gaps thus carries more value than 
abstract critiques alone. 

Recalibrating Expectations 
Secondly, authority claims merit re-examination across the value chain. Learning ability rather than 
teaching assumed in faculty staffing, corporate absorption presumed from fresh graduates by placement 
teams and secure progression imagined by families all require fundamental recalibration given the 
evidence. 

Restoring Outcome Focus 
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In turn, institutes must refocus on employability metrics both for accountability and reverse-engineering 
curriculum as well as career support around tangible recruiter needs. Greater transparency on graduating 
cohort placement details, compensation analysis and skills mismatches can incentivize self-correction. 

Customized Messaging 
Granular diagnostics also allows customized counseling - guiding applicants interested in financial careers 
towards specialized courses, highlighting startup odds for business hopefuls and conveying core 
competencies valued by global tech consultancies to shape choices contextualized to opportunities. 

Hands-on Support 
Finally, the transition from campus to employment requires institutional shepherding of alumni through 
aptitude refinement programs, recruitment coaching and entry opportunity facilitation to bridge signalling 
gaps. This encompasses motivating mid-course corrections too maximizing placement aligned to 
strengths. 

The multi-year research compendium presented here aims to start pointed conversations challenging 
status quo drag across institutions to collectively transform graduate outcomes through realigned 
capabilities, incentives and support mechanisms warranting exploration. 

 
7.2 Future Research 
While the extensive dataset constructed and perspectives elicited by this research program highlight 
structural evolution challenges linking higher education expansion with market absorption, there remains 
scope for further enrichment through advanced exploration across selected themes. 

Regional Variations 
Granularity regarding differential outcomes for institutes and graduates across India’s states and urban 
tiers has been constrained by data limitations. More state-level policy analysis and fine-grained spatial 
placement tracking can provide comparative insights based on local industrial structures, talent migration 
incentives and employability support initiatives. 

Role of Intermediaries 
The analysis highlights matching inefficiencies impediments transition of graduates into suitable entry-
level opportunities. Studying placement modalities like contractual staffing, online talent platforms and gig 
market entry through intermediaries focused on realizing latent employability can quantify potential to 
bridge information and signaling gaps. 

Sector Skills Councils 
While broad sectoral demand-supply mismatches have been highlighted, joint skill councils set up under 
national policy for domains like AI, fintech and logistics provide avenues for deeper collaboration between 
industry associations and specialized programs to synchronize capabilities built. Council roles merits 
evaluation. 

Global Mobility 
Finally, given increasingly blended career pursuits across geographies, tracing outbound student flows for 
Indian graduates through higher studies, startup opportunities abroad and H1B pathways provides 
additional signals on domestic versus foreign employability. Segmented mobility analysis offers wider 
talent translation insights. 
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In combination with the multi-faceted employment outcomes data architecture generated here, further 
research across the above fronts can enrich diagnosis towards targeted interventions across nodes 
optimizing Promise fulfillment from India’s higher education ecosystems. Exploratory evidence aids 
evolutionary expansion. 
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