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Abstract

Introduction/Main Objectives: examine the extent, causes, and
policy implications of educational mismatch in Uzbekistan, using
secondary data from the World Bank, International Labor
Organization (ILO), Asian Development Bank (ADB), UNICEF, and
official government statistics. Background Problems: educational
mismatch has emerged as a major challenge in Uzbekistan, affecting
labor productivity and human capital development. Novelty: while
educational mismatch has been studied in broader regional
contexts, little empirical work has examined the Uzbek case using
structured, comparative, and data-driven methods; this study
contributes new insight by systematically analyzing secondary data
to estimate the scale, sources, and dimensions of mismatch in
Uzbekistan. Research Methods: a mixed-methods approach,
combining descriptive statistical analysis and thematic synthesis,
was employed to evaluate labor market trends and employer
perspectives. Finding/Results: the findings indicate a significant gap
between education outcomes and labor market needs, reflected in
widespread qualification mismatch, shortages of practical and
digital skills, weak university—industry collaboration, and persistent
gender disparities in youth employment. The study identifies
outdated curricula, limited technical and vocational education and
training (TVET), and insufficient labor market information systems
as key drivers of the mismatch. It concludes that strengthening
curriculum  relevance, expanding industry  partnerships,
modernizing TVET, and improving labor market forecasting are
essential to enhance graduate employability, increase workforce
productivity, and support Uzbekistan’s sustainable economic
development.

Article Info

Correspondence:
Kuralov Iklasbek Bakhtiyar ugli

(Email: kuraloviglasbek@gmail.com)

JEL Classification:
JEL 1; JEL 2; JEL 3

Keyword:

Educational mismatch;
Skills mismatch;

Labor market;

Higher education;
TVET;

Graduate employability;
Uzbekistan;



https://ejournal-economy.upi.edu/ijee
mailto:kuraloviqlasbek@gmail.com

1. INTRODUCTION

Various Uzbekistan has undergone rapid education expansion and economic reform, yet persistent
gaps remain between graduates' skills and labor market needs. Nearly half of the population is now of
working age, and youth cohorts have grown substantially in recent decades. Education access is high —
basic schooling is almost universal and tertiary enrollment has doubled — but learning outcomes lag.
The World Bank reports that Uzbek youth are about 40% less productive than they could be if schooling
quality were higher (World Bank, 2022). Meanwhile, youth unemployment remains stubbornly high,
and informal employment dominates.

Base on Unemployment Rate in Uzbekistan (Percentage) by World Bank (2024). Uzbekistan Country
Gender Assessment. The unemployment rate in Uzbekistan demonstrates pronounced disparities across
age and gender groups. Young women aged 15 to 24 face the highest unemployment rate at
approximately 15.5%, significantly surpassing their male counterparts in the same age group, whose
rate stands at 10%. Adults aged 25 and above exhibit a lower unemployment rate of 6%, and the official
national average across all groups is 4.5%. These figures reflect the structural barriers and labor market
entry challenges faced by Uzbek youth, particularly young women, who often encounter limited access
to employment opportunities and gender-specific constraints. The data underline the need for more
inclusive labor policies, improved vocational preparation, and strengthened school-to-work transition
pathways in order to reduce the youth unemployment burden.

Scholars of transition economies emphasize that such education-job misalignment is common.
“Educational mismatch” generally refers to cases where workers have more or less education than their
jobs require, as well as broader deficits in needed skills. In many low- and middle-income countries,
over-education (workers with higher formal qualifications than needed) tends to predominate, with
fewer cases of under-education, which means having a grade less than required (ILO, Skills and jobs
mismatches in low- and middle-income countries, 2019). Research in Central Asia and Eastern Europe
bears this out: mismatch is often linked to structural labor market changes, rigid education systems, and
slow private sector growth.

In Uzbekistan, evidence from policy reviews and surveys indicates a similar pattern of
misalignment. A World Bank study of Uzbek youth finds that both firms and recent graduates report
serious skill gaps. Young people and employers agree that the technical and vocational training system
is “outdated” and disconnected from practical needs. Curricula in schools and technical colleges rarely
match employer skill requirements. As a consequence, Uzbek firms often value on-the-job experience
over diplomas — many graduates must accept jobs unrelated to their field or below their qualification
level.

Base on Skill Gaps Among Graduates in Uzbekistan (Percentage) By UNDP & Chamber of Commerce
and Industry of Uzbekistan (2023). Reported skill gaps among graduates illustrates the extent to which
Uzbek employers identify deficiencies in the competencies of new entrants to the labor market.
Approximately 70% of employers indicate that graduates lack sufficient practical skills, limiting their
ability to apply theoretical knowledge in real work settings. Even more concerning, 85% of surveyed
firms report that digital and IT-related skills are largely absent from university curricula. This signals a
significant disconnect between academic training and the evolving demands of the modern economy.
The findings underscore the need for systemic curriculum reform, greater integration of hands-on
learning, and stronger university-industry collaboration to ensure that graduates are adequately
prepared for the labor market.

The government itself has acknowledged these challenges. President Mirziyoyev has emphasized
that quality vocational training is “a key element” for employment growth, but that curricula still fail to
meet industry needs. Official statements highlight “mismatch between vocational training curricula and
the needs of the labor market,” and call for stronger public-private partnerships and curriculum
updates. International analyses likewise point to the lack of university-industry linkage: Uzbek
enterprises report little involvement in curriculum design, internship programs, or recruitment from
vocational colleges.

Despite recognition of these problems, rigorous research on educational mismatch in Uzbekistan is
scarce. Studies to date tend to be descriptive or policy-oriented, and there is limited quantitative
evidence on how many Uzbek workers are over- or under-educated and in what fields. Most regional
and international data focus on broader skill gaps rather than precise mismatch measures in Uzbekistan




(World Bank, 2022; ILO, 2020). This gap in the literature is significant because understanding the extent
and nature of mismatch is essential to reform education policy and labor market strategies.

While educational mismatch has been studied in broader regional contexts, little empirical work
has examined the Uzbek case using structured, comparative, and data-driven methods. Most available
data focus on general skill deficits rather than educational mismatches measured across employment
categories or fields of study. Thus, this study contributes new insight by systematically analyzing
secondary data to estimate the scale, sources, and dimensions of mismatch in Uzbekistan. The findings
aim to support more evidence-based policymaking and educational reform.

This study aims to examine the extent and underlying causes of educational mismatch in Uzbekistan
through the analysis of secondary data and comparative evaluation against international benchmarks.
The objective is to identify the structural determinants contributing to the mismatch and to propose
evidence-based policy priorities that can enhance the alignment between the national education system
and evolving labor market demands.

2. METHODS
2.1 Research Design

This study was conducted entirely as a secondary analysis of existing data and documents. No
primary data collection, such as field surveys or experimental studies, was conducted for this research;
the analysis is based exclusively on secondary data sources. This study systematically collected and
analyzed publicly available secondary data, including national and international statistics, policy
documents, and published research studies, to investigate the alignment between education outcomes
and labor market demands in Uzbekistan. The data sources include official databases and publications
from the World Bank and Asian Development Bank (ADB), the Uzbekistan State Statistics Agency, and
other development agencies. Additionally, the study utilized specialized employer and labor market
surveys — such as the World Bank’s firm-level survey of 560 businesses and various sector-specific
studies — to incorporate employer perspectives on existing skill gaps.

2.2 Data Sources and Collection

Data collection was carried out through a comprehensive document review, employing a systematic
search of official government websites and international databases such as ILOSTAT, the UNESCO
Institute for Statistics, and national education census repositories. Additionally, recent country reports
and development publications — including Asian Development Bank (ADB) sector assessments and
World Bank briefing notes — were examined to extract relevant indicators on skill demand and
education quality. The research adhered to standard secondary data analysis procedures, including the
identification and selection of appropriate sources, compilation of existing quantitative and qualitative
data, and preparation of the material for analytical synthesis. In cases where multiple sources presented
overlapping statistics, the data were cross-verified for consistency. All information used in this study
was publicly available or formally published; no proprietary or confidential data were accessed. As such,
this research constitutes a structured synthesis of existing knowledge conducted entirely through desk-
based methods.

2.3 Data Analysis

The analysis employed a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative components included trend
analysis of time-series indicators — such as enrollment rates, unemployment by educational
attainment, and workforce qualification levels — to identify temporal patterns. Descriptive
comparisons were also conducted to explore disparities across demographic groups and education
sectors, for instance by comparing mismatch rates between vocational and general education tracks or
across different fields of study. Where data permitted, basic mismatch indicators were calculated,
including the proportion of over-educated workers and employment rates by qualification level,
enabling benchmarking of Uzbekistan’s performance relative to regional and international standards.

To further support this quantitative investigation, the study employed descriptive statistical
methods. These included the use of frequencies, percentages, and cross-tabulations to summarize
patterns in educational attainment, mismatch prevalence, and labor market participation. Statistical
results were visualized using graphs and tables to aid interpretation of trends and subgroup differences,




such as gender disparities in NEET rates or mismatch rates by field of study. Descriptive statistics were
especially useful in capturing the scale and structure of mismatch in the absence of micro-level datasets.

Complementing these quantitative analyses, a thematic synthesis was undertaken using qualitative
and survey-based sources. This involved coding employer survey data and interview-based findings to
extract recurrent themes such as “lack of practical skills,” “curricular misalignment,” and “gender-
specific labor market barriers.” These themes were then mapped to the study’s conceptual variables to
support interpretation and triangulation of findings.

2.4 Conceptual Framework and Limitations of the Study

Conceptually, the analysis is structured around a defined variable framework. The dependent
variable is educational mismatch, operationalized as the misalignment between an individual’s
qualifications or skill set and the requirements of their current employment. This mismatch may
manifest in several forms, including over-education, under-education, or a divergence between the field
of study and the actual occupational role. The study considers a range of independent variables
hypothesized to influence mismatch outcomes, including curriculum relevance, the extent of university-
industry collaboration, the integration of practical skill development within educational programs, the
graduate’s field of study, and prevailing labor market demand patterns.

Several limitations of the study must be acknowledged. First, as a secondary data analysis, the
research does not utilize primary micro-level data on individual workers. As such, it is not possible to
directly match educational qualifications to specific occupational roles, limiting the ability to measure
personal-level educational mismatch. Instead, the study relies on proxy indicators — such as aggregate
rates of over-education or the proportion of firms reporting skill shortages — to infer mismatch
patterns. Second, the secondary data sources employed were originally collected for other purposes,
which may not fully align with the specific objectives of this research. For instance, statistical surveys
may lack key variables of interest, such as precise links between academic majors and job classifications,
representing a common limitation of archival data. Third, much of the employer feedback originates
from perception-based surveys or qualitative interviews, which may be subject to reporting bias;
employers might exaggerate skill shortages or attribute hiring challenges to education systems rather
than firm-level or structural factors. While secondary data provide valuable breadth and facilitate
longitudinal analysis, they inherently restrict the scope and precision of measurement. These
constraints are recognized and factored into the interpretation of the study’s findings.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 Evidence of Educational Mismatch in Uzbekistan

A review of recent evidence suggests that educational mismatch in Uzbekistan is both widespread
and systemic. National and international datasets consistently highlight a misalignment between the
qualifications of the labor force and the skills demanded by employers. Approximately 30% of workers
are reported to possess educational credentials that do not align with the formal requirements of their
occupations, with a significant share of university graduates employed in positions that underutilize
their qualifications. This phenomenon reflects both over-education and underemployment, signaling
inefficiencies in the education-to-employment transition. Such mismatches undermine labor
productivity and indicate structural gaps between the design of educational programs and labor market
needs.

3.2 Youth Labor Market Outcomes and Gender Gaps

Youth labor market outcomes in Uzbekistan remain concerning. The graph below presents youth
NEET rates in Uzbekistan, highlighting significant gender disparities in education and employment
participation.
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Youth NEET Rates in Uzbekistan

Hate (%)

& o’
3 «
s 4.9‘}
Figure 1. NEET Rates Among Uzbek Youth (Aged 15-24)
Source: UNICEF (2020). Youth Wellbeing in Central Asia: Uzbekistan Country Report.

The graph illustrates youth NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) rates in Uzbekistan, with
a clear gender breakdown. Overall, approximately 42% of Uzbek youth are disengaged from both
education and employment. However, a striking disparity emerges when disaggregated by gender:
while around 34% of young men are NEET, the rate for young women soars to over 65%. This significant
gap reflects deep-rooted structural and sociocultural barriers limiting female participation in both the
education system and the labor market. The data underscores the urgent need for gender-responsive
education and employment policies aimed at improving youth inclusion, particularly for young women.

3.3 Mismatch by Field of Study and Education Level

Educational mismatch in Uzbekistan also varies significantly by field of study and level of education.
Historical data indicate an oversupply of graduates in fields such as agriculture and sports, contrasted
with an underproduction in high-demand areas like information and communication technology (ICT)
and finance. Many tertiary graduates experience over-education, working in roles that do not require
their level of qualification, while substantial segments of youth still lack access to training aligned with
technical and vocational needs. Employer surveys consistently point to limited curriculum relevance
and weak institutional collaboration between universities and the private sector. Consequently,
persistent skill shortages are reported in key growth sectors, including construction, digital services,
and logistics — further underscoring the structural disconnect between educational outputs and labor
market demands.

3.4 Structural Labor Market Factors

Structural factors further exacerbate educational mismatch in Uzbekistan. Limited private sector
expansion, persistently high levels of informal employment — estimated at approximately 60% — and
pronounced regional disparities contribute to the misalignment between education and labor market
outcomes. In regions such as Namangan and Kashkadarya, NEET rates surpass 30%, reflecting both
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geographic and gender-based inequalities in access to employment and post-secondary education. In
comparative perspective, Uzbekistan exhibits some of the highest rates of over-education in both
Central Asia and the broader Europe and Central Asia (ECA) region (World Bank, 2014). Neighboring
countries such as Kazakhstan demonstrate relatively lower levels of informality and mismatch,
highlighting the potential impact of more diversified labor markets and stronger education-
employment linkages (Serikbayeva & Abdulla, 2025).

3.5 Policy Implications

The findings of this study underscore the critical need for comprehensive reforms across multiple
dimensions of Uzbekistan’s education and labor systems. Prioritized policy interventions should include
the modernization of curricula to align more closely with industry needs, the revitalization of technical
and vocational education and training (TVET) programs, and the institutionalization of effective
university-industry partnerships. Additionally, the development of robust labor market information
systems is essential to improve forecasting and planning. Absent such coordinated reforms, the
persistence of educational mismatch is likely to continue undermining national labor productivity and
constraining youth employment prospects.

4. CONCLUSION

This study finds pervasive educational mismatch in Uzbekistan’s labor market. Both over-
education and under-education are evident, consistent with global trends. Surveys and focus groups
report acute skills shortages: graduates often lack the practical competencies demanded by employers.
High youth unemployment and discouragement are attributed to these skill gaps, and many skilled
Uzbek graduates seek employment abroad, suggesting a substantial brain drain and unused human
capital.

Multiple factors contribute to the persistence of educational mismatch in Uzbekistan. One of the
central issues is the outdated nature of curricula across both technical and higher education institutions.
Technical and vocational education and training (TVET) programs are often of low quality and poorly
aligned with contemporary industry requirements. Similarly, university programs tend to emphasize
theoretical instruction while offering limited practical or experiential learning opportunities. The
weakness of the TVET system, in particular, has been identified as a structural vulnerability.
Compounding these educational shortcomings is the rigidity of the labor market, which restricts
flexibility in matching skills with evolving job demands. Overall, the disjunction between the supply of
education and the demands of the labor market — exacerbated by limited collaboration between
employers and educational institutions — continues to drive the mismatch between qualifications and
employment opportunities.

The implications for Uzbekistan’s development are serious. Persisting mismatch wastes public
investment in education and constrains productivity and innovation. Young people face frustration as
their qualifications go unused. Over time, chronic oversupply of poorly trained graduates could slow
economic diversification and reduce competitiveness in a growing economy.

To address these issues, policymakers should better align education with labor market needs.
Curriculum reform is needed at all levels. Strengthening labor market information and forecasting
systems — and providing career guidance in schools — would help students choose fields in demand.
Deepening public-private partnerships is also critical. Finally, modernizing TVET will improve training
quality. Together, these measures can reduce mismatch and make Uzbek education more responsive to
economic change
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