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Abstract
This study examines the key factors; Curriculum Relevance, Industry–Academia Collaboration, Soft Skill Development, Digital Skills, Faculty Expertise, and Access to Real-World Learning which influencing the Skills of Business Management graduates to meet industry demand within non-state higher educational institutes in the Central Province of Sri Lanka. Adopting a quantitative, descriptive, and explanatory research design, primary data were collected through a structured questionnaire administered to 80 Business Management graduates from three non-state universities in Central Province Sri Lanka. Responses were measured using a five-point Likert scale, and data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics through reliability testing, validity testing, correlation, and multiple regression analysis. The results indicated that the overall model was statistically significant, explaining 61.7% of the variance in Graduate Skills matching Industry Demand (GSID). Among the predictors, Digital Skills and Soft Skill Development emerged as the most significant determinants of graduates’ alignment with industry needs, while Access to Real-World Learning showed a moderate effect. Other factors, including Curriculum Relevance, Industry–Academia Collaboration, and Faculty Expertise, were found to have positive but statistically insignificant relationships with GSID. The study concludes that bridging the gap between university learning and workplace expectations requires a strategic focus on digital transformation, experiential learning, and soft skill integration within higher education programs.
Keywords: Graduate Employability, Industry Demand, Digital Skills, Soft Skill Development, Non-State Higher Education.

1. Introduction
In any nation, education is a key component in achieving sustainable human development. Higher education institutions must improve the caliber and applicability of their graduates in order to boost their employability (Fernando et al., 2023). Sri Lanka is a developing country with 21.76 million population and a per capita GNP of US $3720. In 1950 the agricultural sector dominated the economic structure. The manufacturing sector expanded as a result of liberalized policy regime that was implemented in 1977 and currently the majority of the nations exports are manufactured goods. Accordingly, the production of entrepreneurs and employable graduates who via their commitment and creative skills can benefit their organizations, society and the nation as a whole is one of the prerequisites for higher education. The majority of graduates in a nation will likely look for appropriate entry level jobs based on their knowledge, abilities and prior performance as Sri Lanka cannot expect all of them to be an entrepreneur. Hence, prospective students consider employment prospects when selecting a university to pursue their higher education and the competition to attract students is becoming more rigorous on a national and international level due to the rising cost of higher education including course fees and other fees. Government and international rankings commonly use the employability rate of graduates as a performance metric to assess the worth of higher education.
Research Problem
The university educational system in Sri Lanka must be reoriented to meet the challenges of future economic development (Marchante et al., 2003). The assertion is in the future innovation and adaptability will be key drivers of progress, while talent, knowledge and skills will be essential components. Hence, restructuring the system, adding modern quality standards, expanding access to modern teaching methods and implementing a program focused on the market are all necessary. Additionally, the prospects are growing in accordance with the demands of labor market. As cited in Ariyawansa, (2013) the main goal of encouraging children to pursue higher education in the majority of Sri Lankan households is to increase their employability. In light of this every Sri Lankan family is increasingly hoping to provide their kids a university education as a secured way to improve their employability. On the other hand, graduates are typically regarded as one of a nation most valuable human resource. Thus, they are supposed to serve society in a variety of ways while working at a medium or top management level. Therefore, there is a significant demand for higher education. In contrast it is extremely difficult for students to get accepted into a national institution. Nonetheless many students who are fortunate enroll in universities have to overcome several obstacles particularly when looking for acceptable jobs after graduation. Accordingly, it has been observed that graduates of Sri Lanka university system do not possess the necessary skills that are expected of them, making employability one of the systems most concentrated areas.
Table 1: Graduate Employability
	Academic Stream
	Employment Rate
	Survey Year

	Engineering
	95.1%
	2018

	Medicine
	89.9%
	2018

	Agriculture
	69.5%
	2018

	Science
	68.7%
	2018

	Management
	65.0%
	2018-2020

	Arts
	31.5%
	2018


Source: Graduate and Employment Census Report 2023, 
(According to this report, employed graduate's salary was less than Rs. 10,000 to consider as underemployed.)
As cited in Jayasingha, (2020) Sri Lanka`s workforce lacks essential, high demanded work specific skills which jeopardizes sustainable economic development. Hence, it is examined whether public sector or private sector universities respectively, are producing graduates with necessary skills with considering local competition for graduate students and the availability of local graduates on the job market.
The main objective of the research is to identify the factors that can affect business management graduate skills to meet industry demand in Sri Lanka.

2. Literature Survey
A mere 27,600 students were admitted to universities out of the approximately 300,000 who took the general certificate of examination (Advanced Level). Since the cost of sending students for education are not calculated, this trend is not favorable to Sri Lanka`s economic growth. Research of Ambepitiya, (2016) showed, the government has encouraged the private sector to make educational investments each year, approximately 100,000 students pursue higher education through this system and the state lacks the necessary funds to support this growth. Therefore, Non-state universities in Sri Lanka, an emerging developing nation serve as the study`s context. The vast majority of people in Sri Lanka cannot accessible higher education through public institutions due to capacity limitations and therefore non-state universities have enormous potential. On the other hand, quality tertiary education is becoming more in demand in South Asia. Weligamage, (2009) cited the employability as a collection of accomplishments, understandings, personal qualities and abilities that make gradates more likely to obtain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations which benefit themselves, the work force and the community. Even talented graduates must wait a long time to be employed after graduation in accordance with recent experience. Hence, some management graduates are awaiting employment through government hiring programs (Ariyawansa, 2013). Even though one of the main goals of university education is to equip students with the skills necessary to face the challenges of external society, many graduates only receive a certificate after graduating which does not assist them find suitable environment. In light of this, graduate unemployment has grown significantly in Sri Lanka over the past few decades.
Curriculum relevance
Maintaining curriculum alignment with changing industry demands is one of the main issues facing business management (Bridgstock, 2009). Most of institutions still teach theoretical concepts that might not be relevant to present corporate environment which leaves graduates underprepared. Thus, curriculums must be revised frequently due to globalization, rapid technological advancements and shifting market demands. Therefore agile, real time curriculum revisions that incorporate feedback from specialists in the field are becoming more important.
Industry- Academia collaboration
Undergraduates are exposed to real world business processes and expectations through industry projects, internships, company visits and guest lectures. Hence, effective cooperation closes the knowledge gap between theory and practice. According to Ankrah & Al-tabbaa, (2015) these collaborations facilitate curricular improvement, encourage collaborative research and frequently resulted in better placement opportunities. 
Soft skill development
The findings from Gruzdev et al., (2018) shows professionals that can work well in cross team collaboration, persuasive communication and interpersonal conflict resolution are in high demand in business environments. Although technical knowledge is important employers usually point to graduate’s lack of soft skills including team work, communication, leadership, emotional intelligence and flexibility. 
Digital skills
The digitalization of education and the economy are becoming significant challenges. The study of Bulganina et al., (2021) in the digital economy, societal digital literacy which refers to person`s capacity to use new technology in professional lives is given a lot of weight. Digital tools such as data analytical platforms, CRM software, ERP systems and team work applications (MS Teams) are all expected of today`s business graduates. Therefore, working with data such as MS excel and being aware of trends in digital transformation are essential. This is even more critical in light of the fourth industrial revolution and the incorporation of Artificial Intelligence. 
Faculty Expertise
Professional lecturers who are always enhancing their skills are a symbol of education. As university educators, lecturers are in charge of fostering scientific development, student’s intellectual growth, forming opinions and raising the standard of higher education. In this regard, the effectiveness of universities and the caliber of their graduates will be influenced by the caliber of lecturer`s performance (Adolph, 2016). Academics who have worked in the industry are better able to provide real world experience in the classroom. Hence, academics who don’t interface with the industry on regular basis risk depending on outdated case studies or theoretical models.
Access to real world learnings
Research of Lainema & Nurmi, (2006) revealed undergraduates can apply theory in controlled but realistic circumstances with the assistance of practical learning resources including business games, role playing, simulations and capstone projects. Accordingly, these activities assist graduates to develop their critical thinking skills, problem solving and decision-making skills, preparing graduates for challenging business scenarios.
Industry Demand
The degree to which competences, knowledge and skills that graduates in business management have gained align with the real demands and standards of the labor market is measured through graduate skills matching industry need. This construct as the study`s dependent variable since the graduate’s capabilities are shaped by number of educational, institutional and personal factors. The researcher  Mihaela & Raluca (2015) found many graduates in Sri Lanka lack the time management, team work, critical thinking and self-awareness that employers look for. Further, employers value the abilities that students have learned and mark how consistently each bachelors program offers pertinent talents (Yahya et al., 2024).
Hypotheses Development
Based on the reviewed literature, this study proposes a set of hypotheses to examine the relationship between educational and institutional factors and Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID). The hypotheses were developed for each independent variable, drawing on prior empirical and theoretical evidence.
H1: Curriculum Relevance has a positive and significant impact on Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand within non-state higher educational institutions in Sri Lanka.
H2: Industry–Academia Collaboration has a positive and significant impact on Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand within non-state higher educational institutions in Sri Lanka.
H3: Soft Skill Development has a positive and significant impact on Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand within non-state higher educational institutions in Sri Lanka.
H4: Digital Skills have a positive and significant impact on Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand within non-state higher educational institutions in Sri Lanka.
H5: Faculty Expertise has a positive and significant impact on Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand within non-state higher educational institutions in Sri Lanka.
H6: Access to Real-World Learning has a positive and significant impact on Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand within non-state higher educational institutions in Sri Lanka.

3. Methodology
Research methodology is the blue print of conducting the research where it deals with overall data collection process. Further, research methodology focuses how researcher will be collecting data, approach, philosophy, following what method, strategy, etc. Saunders et al., (2019) showed that there are different layers of research methodology which explaining each element for the researcher to make the decisions based on the research aims and objectives.
Research Philosophy
Research philosophy focuses the hypothesis of the research, its knowledge and nature. It is the foundation of the research methodology. Generally, research philosophy consists with three types such as positivism, pragmatism and interpretivism. For this study Factors affecting Business Management graduate skills to meet Industry demand in Sri Lanka, the positivism research philosophy has been chosen. Thus, positivism research philosophy depends on quantifiable observations, meaning objective nature data collection. Based on the research carried out Saunders et al., (2019) found research approach allows the researcher to decide on which direction to go and what kind of research results to obtain based on the domain area of the problem statement. There are two approaches deductive and inductive reasoning.
Research Design
A research design serves as the blueprint of a study, providing a systematic plan that guides the processes of data collection, measurement, and analysis in order to achieve the stated research objectives. The present study adopted a quantitative, descriptive, and explanatory research design to identify and analyze the factors that influence the ability of Business Management graduates to meet industry demand within non-state higher educational institutions in Sri Lanka’s Central Province.
The study utilized a descriptive research design to describe the existing conditions related to graduate skills and employability, and an explanatory (causal) design to examine how various educational and institutional factors influence graduates’ readiness for industry. This combination allowed the researchers to both explain relationships among variables and quantify the degree of impact of each factor.
Research Approach
In line with the positivist philosophy adopted for the study, a deductive research approach was employed. The theoretical foundations and hypotheses were developed based on existing literature and then tested using empirical data collected through a structured questionnaire. This approach ensured that the study was objective, measurable, and aligned with established theories related to employability and higher education outcomes.
Conceptual Framework
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Source: Author developed based on the literature
Table 2: Operationalization of Variables
	Variable
	Indicator
	Source
	Measurement Scale

	Curriculum Relevance
 
 
	Relevance of subjects taught
	Bridgstock, (2009)
 
 
	Five Point Likert Scale
 
 

	
	Frequency of curriculum updates
	
	

	
	Industry input in curriculum
	
	

	Industry–Academia Collaboration
 
 
	Internship/industry project opportunities
	Ankrah & Al-tabbaa, (2015)
 
 
	Five Point Likert Scale
 
 

	
	Guest lectures by professionals
	
	

	
	Company visits
	
	

	Soft Skill Development
 
 
	Teamwork training
	Gruzdev et al., (2018)
 
 
	Five Point Likert Scale
 
 

	
	Communication workshops
	
	

	
	Leadership development activities
	
	

	Digital Skills
 
 
	Familiarity with tools like Excel, ERP, CRM
	Bulganina et al., (2021)
 
 
	Five Point Likert Scale
 
 

	
	Data analysis skills
	
	

	
	Awareness of digital trends
	
	

	Faculty Expertise
 
 
	Faculty with industry background
	Adolph, (2016)
 
 
	Five Point Likert Scale
 
 

	
	Use of real-world case studies
	
	

	
	Regular industry engagement
	
	

	Access to Real-World Learning
	Business simulations
	Lainema & Nurmi, (2006)
	Five Point Likert Scale

	
	Role-playing exercises
	
	

	Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand 
 
 
	Employer satisfaction
	Mihaela & Raluca, (2015)
 
 
	Five Point Likert Scale
 
 

	
	Graduate job readiness
	
	

	
	Skill applicability in workplace
	
	


Source: Author developed based on the literature
Population
The term population describes the entire group of people, activities that the researcher is trying to find out more information (Wells, 2021). The study's population consists of all business management graduates who graduated in 2023 and 2024 from selected three non-state higher education institutions in Central Province Sri Lanka. There were 210 graduates in all, which is the complete group that the study is trying to understand how factors affect their ability to meet industrial demands. This all-inclusive group forms the foundation for both sampling and analysis.
Sample
80 business management graduates from three non-state universities in Central Province Sri Lanka's made up the study sample. Purposively, the sample was selected from the graduating in years of 2023 and 2024. While acknowledging that the non-random selection may restrict the findings' generalizability, this sample size was judged adequate to offer relevant insights into the factors influencing the graduates' abilities to fulfill industry demand. 
Non random sampling
A non-probability sampling method known as purposive sampling was used to choose the sample from the population for this investigation. In purposeful sampling, participants are specifically chosen based on the researcher's assessment of which people are most representative for the study's goals. The researcher used this approach to concentrate on a sample of 80 Business Management graduates who had earned their degrees from the three non-state universities in the Central Province, owing to time and resource restrictions. Out of the 150 graduates who received questionnaires, 80 individuals provided responses, concluding them the study's sample.
Data Collection
The study engaged both primary and secondary data sources. The secondary data mainly consists of websites of non-state universities, international and local journals and proceedings of the conferences were helpful in formulating the research problem, reviewing extant literature and developing the structured questionnaire. Hence, considering the scope of the research, the study focused on Management graduates in the Central Province. This study focused only on 80 Management graduates. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection, and their participation was entirely voluntary. All responses were treated with strict confidentiality and used solely for academic research purposes.
Data Analysis methods
The data collected from respondents were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics. The analysis included descriptive statistics to summarize the data, followed by reliability and validity tests to ensure the accuracy and consistency of the measurement instruments. Pearson correlation analysis was used to identify the strength and direction of relationships among variables, while multiple linear regression analysis was employed to determine the impact of the independent variables on Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID). All analyses were carried out at a 5% level of significance, ensuring objectivity and statistical validity of the results.

4. Data Analysis and Findings
Reliability of Data
Reliability refers to the internal consistency of the measurement items used in the study and assesses the extent to which the items that measure the same construct produce similar results. In this study, Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was used to evaluate the internal consistency of each variable. According to Nunnally (1978), a Cronbach’s Alpha value above 0.70 indicates acceptable reliability, while values above 0.80 reflect high reliability.







Table 3: Cronbach’s Alpha values 
	Variable
	Cronbach's Alpha
	N of Items

	CR
	0.811 
	3

	AC
	0.651
	4

	SSD
	0.763
	4

	DS
	0.703
	4

	FE
	0.802
	4

	ARW
	0.846
	3

	GSID
	0.848
	4


Source: Author developed based on SPSS output
As shown in the table, most of the variables recorded Cronbach’s Alpha values greater than 0.70, demonstrating satisfactory internal consistency among the items. Specifically, Curriculum Relevance (0.811), Soft Skill Development (0.763), Digital Skills (0.703), Faculty Expertise (0.802), Access to Real-World Learning (0.846), and Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (0.848) all exceed the threshold, indicating good reliability.
Although Industry–Academia Collaboration (0.651) shows a slightly lower value than 0.70, it is still within the acceptable range for exploratory studies (Hair et al., 2019). Therefore, it can be concluded that the measurement instruments used in this study are internally consistent and reliable for further analysis.
Validity of Data
Validity assesses whether the measurement items accurately represent the constructs they are intended to measure. In this study, construct validity was tested using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity.
According to Kaiser (1974), a KMO value above 0.60 is considered acceptable, while values above 0.70 indicate good sampling adequacy for factor analysis. Similarly, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity should be statistically significant (p < 0.05), confirming that the correlation matrix is not an identity matrix and that the data are suitable for factor analysis.

Table 4: KMO and Bartlett's Test
	Variable
	KMO
	Bartlett's Test 

	
	
	Chi-Square
	df
	Sig

	CR
	0.698
	82.922
	3
	0.000

	AC
	0.666
	49.410
	6
	0.000

	SSD
	0.734
	83.617
	6
	0.000

	DS
	0.640
	69.565
	6
	0.000

	FE
	0.732
	109.459
	6
	0.000

	ARW
	0.716
	98.153
	3
	0.000

	GSID
	0.748
	142.505
	6
	0.000


Source: Author developed based on SPSS output
As shown in the table, all KMO values are above the minimum threshold of 0.60, indicating that the data are adequate for factor analysis. The highest sampling adequacy was recorded for Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (0.748), followed by Soft Skill Development (0.734) and Faculty Expertise (0.732), demonstrating strong construct validity for these variables.
Moreover, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity is significant at the 0.000 level for all constructs, confirming that there are sufficient correlations among variables to proceed with factor analysis. Hence, the results indicate that the measurement model possesses satisfactory construct validity, and the data are suitable for further multivariate analyses such as correlation and regression.
Correlation
Correlation analysis was carried out to examine the strength and direction of linear relationships among the independent variables and the dependent variable, Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID). The Pearson Correlation Coefficient (r) was used to determine the degree of association between variables. According to Cohen (1988), correlation coefficients can be interpreted as follows:
0.10–0.29 = weak correlation, 0.30–0.49 = moderate correlation, 0.50–1.00 = strong correlation
The following table summarizes the correlation results:
Table 5: Correlation coefficients values
	
	CR
	AC
	SSD
	DS
	FE
	ARW

	AC
	Pearson Correlation
	.442**
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	
	
	
	
	

	SSD
	Pearson Correlation
	.513**
	.344**
	
	
	
	

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.002
	
	
	
	

	DS
	Pearson Correlation
	.508**
	.297**
	.568**
	
	
	

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.008
	.000
	
	
	

	FE
	Pearson Correlation
	.577**
	.512**
	.568**
	.487**
	
	

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.000
	.000
	.000
	
	

	ARW
	Pearson Correlation
	.523**
	.392**
	.553**
	.554**
	.566**
	

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.000
	.000
	.000
	.000
	

	GSID
	Pearson Correlation
	.575**
	.374**
	.651**
	.672**
	.520**
	.612**

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.001
	.000
	.000
	.000
	.000

	**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).


Source: Author developed based on SPSS output
The correlation results reveal that all independent variables are positively and significantly correlated with the dependent variable, Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID), at the 0.01 significance level. This indicates that improvements in any of these factors contribute positively to aligning graduate skills with industry needs.
Among the predictors, Digital Skills (r = 0.672) and Soft Skill Development (r = 0.651) show the strongest correlations with GSID, suggesting that enhancing digital competencies and soft skills has a major influence on graduates’ employability and industry readiness. Access to Real-World Learning (r = 0.612) and Curriculum Relevance (r = 0.575) also show strong and significant relationships with GSID, emphasizing the importance of practical learning and updated curricula.
Industry–Academia Collaboration (r = 0.374) recorded the lowest yet significant correlation with GSID, implying that while collaboration activities contribute positively, they may be less influential compared to other factors in determining graduates’ alignment with industry demand.
Overall, the correlation analysis confirms the existence of strong and positive associations among all key constructs, providing a sound basis for regression analysis.
Regression
Regression analysis was conducted to examine the influence of independent variables—Curriculum Relevance (CR), Industry–Academia Collaboration (AC), Soft Skill Development (SSD), Digital Skills (DS), Faculty Expertise (FE), and Access to Real-World Learning (ARW)—on the dependent variable, Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID).
This analysis helps determine how well the combination of these factors predicts the ability of management graduates to meet the requirements of the industry.
	Table 6: Model Summary

	Model
	R
	R Square
	Adjusted R Square
	Std. Error of the Estimate

	1
	0.785a
	0.617
	0.585
	0.57312

	a. Predictors: (Constant), ARW, AC, DS, CR, SSD, FE


Source: Author developed based on SPSS output
The model yielded a multiple correlation coefficient (R) of 0.785, indicating a strong positive relationship between the predictors and the dependent variable. The R² value of 0.617 shows that 61.7% of the variance in Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID) is explained by the six independent variables in the model. The adjusted R² of 0.585 further confirms that the model has good explanatory power after adjusting for the number of predictors used.
	Table 7: ANOVAa  Test Result

	Model
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	1
	Regression
	38.071
	6
	6.345
	19.317
	0.000b

	
	Residual
	23.649
	72
	0.328
	
	

	
	Total
	61.720
	78
	
	
	

	a. Dependent Variable: GSID

	b. Predictors: (Constant), ARW, AC, DS, CR, SSD, FE


Source: Author developed based on SPSS output
The ANOVA test indicates that the regression model is statistically significant (F = 19.317, p = 0.000). This means that, collectively, the independent variables have a significant impact on explaining variations in the dependent variable (GSID). Therefore, the model is suitable for predicting graduate skills alignment with industry demand.
	Table 8: Regressionn Coefficientsa  Result

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	-0.626
	0.366
	
	-1.710
	0.092

	
	CR
	0.139
	0.100
	0.137
	1.389
	0.169

	
	AC
	0.068
	0.092
	0.065
	0.740
	0.461

	
	SSD
	0.324
	0.117
	0.278
	2.779
	0.007

	
	DS
	0.405
	0.116
	0.335
	3.481
	0.001

	
	FE
	-0.010
	0.109
	-0.009
	-0.089
	0.929

	
	ARW
	0.172
	0.096
	0.181
	1.805
	0.075

	a. Dependent Variable: GSID


Source: Author developed based on SPSS output
The regression coefficients indicate the individual contribution of each variable to the dependent variable (GSID).
Digital Skills (DS) (β = 0.335, p = 0.001) and Soft Skill Development (SSD) (β = 0.278, p = 0.007) show positive and statistically significant effects on graduate skills matching industry demand. This suggests that graduates with better digital and soft skills are more aligned with industry expectations.
Access to Real-World Learning (ARW) also shows a positive relationship (β = 0.181) and is marginally significant (p = 0.075), implying that practical exposure moderately enhances graduates’ industry readiness.
Curriculum Relevance (CR) and Industry–Academia Collaboration (AC) have positive but insignificant effects (p > 0.05), suggesting that while these factors are positively related, their direct influence is less pronounced in this sample.
Faculty Expertise (FE) recorded a negative but insignificant relationship (β = -0.009, p = 0.929), indicating that differences in lecturer expertise did not directly affect graduates’ industry alignment in this study context.
The regression model confirms that the key determinants of Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand among management graduates from non-state higher educational institutes are primarily Digital Skills and Soft Skill Development. These findings emphasize the importance of integrating digital literacy and soft-skill-based training into management education programs to enhance graduate employability and industry relevance.
Discussion of Findings
The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that influence Business Management graduates’ skills to meet industry demand in non-state higher educational institutes in the Central Province of Sri Lanka. Based on the regression analysis, the findings reveal that Digital Skills and Soft Skill Development are the most significant predictors of Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID), while other factors such as Curriculum Relevance, Industry–Academia Collaboration, Faculty Expertise, and Access to Real-World Learning demonstrate positive but comparatively weaker or insignificant influences.
The results show that Digital Skills have the strongest positive and significant impact on graduates’ industry readiness. This aligns with the findings of Bulganina et al. (2021), who emphasized that digital literacy and familiarity with tools such as ERP, CRM, and data analytics platforms are critical for employability in the modern business environment. As the global economy moves toward digitalization and automation, Sri Lankan graduates with technological proficiency and analytical skills become more competitive and adaptable in dynamic job markets.
Soft Skill Development also emerged as a key determinant, confirming that interpersonal and communication skills, teamwork, leadership, and adaptability play a vital role in employability. This result is consistent with Gruzdev et al. (2018), who found that employers increasingly prioritize emotional intelligence, collaboration, and problem-solving over mere technical competence. The outcome further supports Weligamage (2009), who argued that soft skills enhance graduates’ ability to fit into organizational cultures and perform effectively across diverse workplace settings.
Although Access to Real-World Learning was only marginally significant, it shows a positive relationship with graduate skills alignment. This suggests that internships, simulations, and role-playing exercises improve practical understanding and bridge the gap between theory and practice. Lainema and Nurmi (2006) similarly highlighted that experiential learning opportunities develop graduates’ decision-making and problem-solving capabilities, which are essential for the business world.
Both Curriculum Relevance and Industry–Academia Collaboration had positive but insignificant effects on GSID. This implies that while curricula are somewhat aligned with industry expectations, frequent updates and closer partnerships with businesses may still be lacking. These findings partially contrast with Bridgstock (2009) and Ankrah and Al-Tabbaa (2015), who found that continuous curriculum revision and industry input are crucial for employability. The weaker relationship in this study could be due to limited structured collaboration between non-state universities and the corporate sector in Sri Lanka.
Interestingly, Faculty Expertise showed a negative and insignificant association with GSID. This outcome diverges from Adolph (2016), who emphasized the importance of faculty with industry experience for providing practical knowledge. The reason for this deviation may be that most faculty members in non-state institutions possess strong academic backgrounds but limited industry exposure, thereby reducing their capacity to impart industry-relevant insights.
Collectively, the findings suggest that Sri Lankan non-state higher educational institutions should prioritize digital and soft skill enhancement within their business management programs while strengthening experiential learning and industry partnerships. The results support the notion that employability today depends not only on academic knowledge but also on graduates’ ability to integrate digital competencies, communication, and teamwork within real-world business contexts.
These outcomes align with the broader literature emphasizing the shift from theoretical instruction toward skills-based and technology-driven education models, which are critical to meeting the evolving demands of employers in the 21st-century workforce.

5. Conclusion
This study aimed to investigate the factors affecting Business Management graduates’ skills to meet industry demand in non-state higher educational institutes in the Central Province of Sri Lanka. Drawing upon both theoretical and empirical evidence, the study examined six independent variables such as Curriculum Relevance, Industry–Academia Collaboration, Soft Skill Development, Digital Skills, Faculty Expertise and Access to Real-World Learning—against the dependent variable, Graduate Skills Matching Industry Demand (GSID).
The statistical analyses confirmed that the overall model is significant and explains approximately 61.7% of the variance in GSID, indicating that the identified factors collectively have a strong influence on graduates’ employability and industry readiness. Among these, Digital Skills and Soft Skill Development emerged as the most significant predictors, emphasizing that technologically competent and interpersonally skilled graduates are better aligned with the expectations of the modern business environment.
While Access to Real-World Learning showed a moderate influence, Curriculum Relevance, Industry–Academia Collaboration, and Faculty Expertise exhibited positive but statistically insignificant effects. This suggests that although these factors contribute conceptually to employability, their practical implementation within non-state universities remains insufficient or inconsistent. Therefore, enhancing curriculum dynamism, fostering closer academic–industry partnerships, and improving faculty exposure to practical business settings are key priorities for improving graduate outcomes.
Overall, the study concludes that bridging the gap between university learning and workplace expectations requires a strategic focus on digital transformation, experiential learning, and soft skill integration within higher education programs.

Implications of the Study
Theoretical Implications
This study contributes to the growing body of literature on graduate employability by providing empirical evidence from the Sri Lankan non-state higher education sector—a relatively under-researched context. The findings reinforce existing theories (e.g., Human Capital Theory) that emphasize the importance of skills development for employability, while highlighting the growing influence of digital and interpersonal competencies in the post-digital economy. The model developed in this study may serve as a foundation for future research exploring employability determinants across different academic disciplines or institutional settings.
Practical Implications
For educational institutions, the findings stress the need to redesign curricula that integrate digital literacy, communication skills, and teamwork training as core components rather than supplementary subjects. Regular consultation with industry professionals should guide curriculum revisions to ensure that course content remains relevant to emerging market demands.
For policy makers and regulatory bodies, the results suggest formulating policies that encourage industry–academia collaboration through internships, applied research projects, and guest lectures. Establishing a national framework for digital competency standards could further enhance the employability of graduates.
For faculty and administrators, there is a need to promote continuous professional development programs and industry exposure opportunities to align teaching practices with real-world applications. Encouraging lecturers to engage with the business sector through consultancy or collaborative projects can help close the theory–practice divide.

Future Research Directions
Future studies could extend this research by increasing the sample size and including both state and non-state universities to enable broader generalization. Moreover, qualitative methods such as interviews with employers could provide deeper insights into the specific skill gaps perceived in management graduates. Longitudinal studies could also track how skill enhancement initiatives impact employability over time.
Consent:
Written informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection, and their participation was entirely voluntary.
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