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Introduction  

From October - November 2019, Catalystas Consulting conducted a targeted job market assessment in 
Erbil and Mosul in order to support more effective course curriculum development and internship 
placement in Stichting SPARK’s soon to be implemented “Improving Prospective for Refugees and 
Vulnerable Host Community” program. By working with local partner organizations, universities, the 
SPARK Iraq Office contacts, and other partners to identify over 200 stakeholders during this targeted 
research. Over the course of the research, interviews were held with 50 private sector stakeholders and 
over 90 potential beneficiaries were surveyed in order to create a snapshot of the current needs and 
gaps in the northern Iraqi labor market among specific segments of the economy previously identified 
as expanding.   

The results of this research will support the design of more effective international interventions in the 
form of updated courses and curricula targeted toward higher educational institutions in order to better 
prepare student beneficiaries for the private job market.   

Key Findings in Target Locations 

1. Mosul

Two years after the liberation of Mosul, the local job market is anemic, informal, and in some sectors - 
non-existent. This has resulted in massive numbers of Mosulian students graduating from university and 
finding themselves unable to fit into the existing job market, regardless of their qualifications. In the 
coming years, effort on the part of Mosulian willing to work in the neighboring Kurdistan Region as well 
as localized efforts to attract businesses and entrepreneurs to Mosul will be necessary in order to 
facilitate the rehabilitation of the local economy. In the few high-paying sectors still operating in Mosul 
(construction, IT, and humanitarian aid), the extremely specific criteria needed to achieve success in 
these fields are not available in the curricula offered to students in either public or private higher 
education institutions. However, specific training and certifications can help to pull many of the 
traumatized and former or currently displaced youth population into jobs and internships, which can 
break the cycle of continued disparity in the Ninawa Region. The University of Mosul, once known as 
one of the best universities in the country is now in the process of restoring itself to its former glory, while 
at the same time supporting the reconstruction of the city particularly in the form of reconstruction 
consulting (a focus of this report). Other private actors have also recently arrived on the scene, such as 
Mosul Space, an incubator center in Ninawa focusing on providing technical skills and training aimed 
at overcoming the barriers to employment in Ninawa, although this particular program is in the early 
stages.   

Now is a prime opportunity for SPARK and other humanitarian actors to step in in order to shift the 
narrative from humanitarian and emergency response, to development in the form of education and 
capacity building. This shift will help Iraq, a middle-income country with a plethora of highly educated 
individuals, unlock the potential of its population and rebuild Mosul and the whole Ninawa Region in a 
better and more technologically advanced manner than before.   

2. Erbil

Erbil is currently in a transformative stage in its history, with more than 35% of its population now 
consisting of Arab IDPs1 and more than 250,00 Syrian refugees. The demographic, linguistic, and 
working culture of the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan is rapidly changing. Kurdistan is currently the most 
economically prosperous region of Iraq, even with the 2017 drop in oil prices and the failed 
referendum, which impacted the Kurdistan Region of Iraq’s (KRI) economy significantly. There is now a 
slow crawling recovery and return of private sector investment and growth. Kurdistan, although a semi-
autonomous region of Iraq, has its own centralized governmental and educational system that, like the 
rest of Iraq, is exceptionally outdated, leaving a large gap between the needs of the market (both 
public and private) and the capabilities of recent graduates. Furthermore, the number of young 
people joining the job market in Kurdistan far outnumbers the number of available jobs, yet based on 
discussions with private sector stakeholders, many positions continue to be unfilled or given to foreigners 

1 This percentage does not account for Iraqi-Arab individuals and families who are not displaced but have chosen 
to move to Erbil for economic or social reasons. The number is unknown but is thought to have grown significantly in 
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due to the lack of qualifications among local candidates. Often qualified Kurdish or Iraqi candidates 
are headhunted by the growing presence of INGOs and UN bodies, which offer far beyond the 
average salary of the local market, creating a slump in amount of qualified employees available in the 
private sector (particularly among program managers, marketers, IT professionals, and positions that 
require high levels of English language proficiency. There is a growing need and demand for these 
specific skills as the Erbil economy tries to recover from its downturn in 2017 and grow closer to 
international standards of business practice, all while adapting to the massive amount of new Arabic 
speakers who are now thought to be permanent members of the Erbil community.   

There is a growing need for more targeted educational training programs and stronger links between 
the private sector and universities, which have been occurring through the IREX Career Development 
Center CDC program. The CDC program links internships and the private sector. However, this program 
is young, and SPARK has the opportunity to support and improve, in particular, the effectiveness of Erbil 
Polytechnic Universities’ CDC centers in this early stage of building relationships with the private sector.   

Overall Recommendations 

• Create a curriculum and programs that provide practical on-the-ground work experience with
companies that can be showcased later and make beneficiaries into stronger candidates.

• Create a strong working network with private sector stakeholders and maintain a relationship
of trust and a high standard of quality for both students and curricula that reflects all
stakeholder and participant needs throughout program design.

• Discussions and community outreach with the private sector, specifically regarding gender
sensitivity and internship culture.

• Make program management and soft skills mandatory aspects of any teacher training and
program design, as these have been highlighted as hard needs across all sectors.

• Provide updated equipment and software to universities and courses as a means of having
more practical hands-on skills with tools used in the private sector, thereby supporting better
learning outcomes and preparedness for the job market.

• Facilitate and support gender-sensitive teacher trainings in order to boost self-esteem and thus
confidence among female students, empowering them to enter into higher income bracket
positions, which are usually dominated by men.

• Conduct classes in English; all of the target courses selected rely heavily on technology which is
operated in English and requires this specific language skill.

• Transmit internet culture and email culture in teacher trainings and practical aspects of course
curricula as a means to ensure beneficiaries are up to speed on international professionalism
and communication conduct.

• When possible, create interconnectivity between curriculum programs and foreign universities
as a means of ensuring greater accountability and learning exchange.

• Facilitate capacity building among the Career Development Centers in universities and the
private sector alongside mentoring and supporting the CDCs to enable the procurement of
private sector funding to support their programs and university in the long run, thereby
promoting sustainability and interconnectedness.

• Lobby the central government Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research to update
curricula based on the SPARK curriculum designed and its successful pilot in the selected
universities.

• Create strong internship programs that have a pre-success Bootcamp to ensure that students
get the most possible out of the experience, and agree on specific learning outcomes with the
private sector hosts.
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Methodologies  

In July 2018, Catalystas conducted on behalf of SPARK a country assessment that examined the 
markets in greatest need of skills and personnel across three focus areas: Erbil, Mosul, and Baghdad. 

Basis of research:  
Based on a country assessment conducted in July 2018, where key fields of work were identified as 
being in need of qualified staff, Catalystas aimed to zoom into the industry-specific needs in these key 
areas:  

• Technical English
• Programming: Application Design and Front End Development
• AutoCAD
• Re-Construction and Damage Assessment
• Program Management 2

Top 10 “most needed” skills/knowledge areas 

Skills/knowledge Number % 

English language 
72 66% 

Communication 
29 27% 

Marketing 
29 27% 

Problem solving 
26 24% 

Customer service 
26 24% 

Sales 
25 23% 

IT/computer skills 
24 22% 

Technical skills 
24 22% 

Business management 
22 20% 

Positive work ethic or attitude 21 19% 

Through desk research; field visits; focus groups; and online, in-person and over the phone surveys of 
more than 50 stakeholders from the private sector, this report was generated on the basis of higher 
educational stakeholders, donors, and potential beneficiary inputs.   

Through working in coordination with future project partners such as Erbil Polytechnic University, 
University of Mosul, SPARK Iraq Office, Mosul Space, Women's Empowerment Organisation (WEO), and 
the Center for Gender and Development Studies (CDGS), we obtained insights as well as connections 
to private sector and potential group stakeholders who were contacted, interviewed, and/or surveyed.  

Desk Review 
Prior the departure for the missions on the ground in Iraq, Catalystas conducted research into the 
overall Iraqi job market. This investigation was launched based on research conducted in September 
2018, which looked to IREX’s January 2018 “Kurdish Region of Iraq- Labor Market Assessment” 
assessment, a report which remains the most up-to-date accurate quantitative survey of private sector 
needs in the KRI. The results of that report were confirmed during the scope of this mission (for the KRI).  

2 During the research period, it was made clear that program management and self-organizational soft skills are needed across all 
sectors. Instead, Program Management should be integrated into teacher training methodologies and taught as a process in 
each course. The results of this study furthermore showed that marketing skills are in high demand with a small number of qualified 
individuals available on the current market. Therefore it is suggested that Marketing instead be focused on, and thus it has 
replaced “program management” throughout the rest of this report.   
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Top 3 sectors in Sulaymania and Erbil 

Sulaymania Number Erbil Number 

Sales and services 
13 Telecommunications 12 

Construction 
5 Wholesale or retail 7 

Agriculture 
3 Oil and gas 7 

Telecommunications 
3 

Wholesale or retail 
3 

Desk research for both the KRI and Mosul also included examining recent reports and data put out by 
various reputable economic assessment sources, such as the RAND Corporation.  

Surveys 
Based on each of the above-mentioned focus areas, strategic questionnaires were developed in 
Arabic and English and disseminated over the more than 145 private sectors stakholders identified that 
would be of interest for the three relevant fields. Although there were numerous attempts by email, in-
person requests, and Whatsapp and Viber links to the surveys, none were filled out by the private 
sector. Based on a conversation with other-development and research stakeholders in Iraq, this result is 
not uncommon, and has been attributed to the following factors: lack of internet culture, lack of 
understanding of potential benefits, and suspicion or decreased willingness to provide information and 
insights due to years of totalitarian regime rule and conflict.  

Additionally, a 25-question survey was developed with a specific target towards students in Mosul who 
are interested in programming, in order to better understand their needs and challenges. There were 
over 91 responses to this survey, which are all available for review in Appendix A: Mosul Student 
Responses.   

Interviews 
24 private sector stakeholders in Mosul and Erbil were interviewed across the logistics, 
telecommunication, programming, construction production, automotive, and online sales and Human 
resources fields to understand their specific personnel needs, experience with interns, desires for skills in 
future hires, and connections to university and training programs.   

Interviews with GIZ lead organizers on ICT- Innovation and entrepreneurship were also held to 
understand their efforts and focus in Iraq and discover room for cooperation and coordination in 
regards to job placement.   

Interviews were also held with professors and Career Development Centers (CDC) coordinators at both 
Erbil Polytechnic University (EPU) and University of Mosul (UoM) in order to understand university efforts 
to meet private sector needs with regards to student job placement.  

Limitations 
Due to a lack of accurate data available on the demographics and job market in Iraq, and especially 
Mosul, there is limited ability to draw macro-conclusions that are up to date and accurate. 
Furthermore, due to the relatively short period of time (approximately 7 days) dedicated to this job 
market needs assessment, the results of this study are limited in scope. Additionally, the lack of internet 
culture and lack of willingness to share information (virtually) has meant that much of the effort to 
survey the private sector stakeholders was unsuccessful. Therefore, the results regarding the needs of 
the private sector are limited to responses gathered during the interview process (25 interviews), 
rendering an insignificant sample size comparative to the total population studied.   

Due to the lack of “e-mail culture” in Iraq and a crack-down by the government on protesters, which 
has greatly limited the availability of the internet to a certain number of hours per day, there was a 
failure to capture private sector digital survey responses. This limitation should be particularly 
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considered when looking at program implementation possibilities, specifically in terms of engagement 
strategy. There is an obvious need for face to face contact in Iraq, even among private sector actors, 
and especially when it comes to public offices and positions. This challenge should be faced with more 
efforts made toward spending time with private sector stakeholders that may host potential 
beneficiaries as interns or employees in the future.   

Taking these limitations into consideration, the findings of this report are therefore based on qualitative 
interviews rather than quantitative research.   

Geographical Focus 

1. Iraq
Iraq is an oil-rich nation with a GDP of more than 191 Million USD as of 2018 (ranking 51st in the world).
Oil accounts for more than 99% of the county’s wealth, much of which is diverted due to extensive
levels of corruption (ranking 161 out of 180 on the 2019 Corruption Perception Index). This means that
often highly needed resources do not reach many of the country’s damaged and war-torn
infrastructure and public service offices. Due to the Saddam era of rule, the Iraqi population generally
maintains a mentality that results in an overdependence on central governmental systems. In the past,
the higher education sector was among the best in the Middle East. Graduates most often ended up
with jobs in the public sector, which touched almost every aspect of Iraqi society under the Baathist
regime. Since the collapse of Saddam, the US occupation, and the Rise of and Liberation from ISIS, the
central government can no longer provide the level of support that the Iraqi population has become
dependent on for job creation and security and the provision of quality education. Likewise, private
sector businesses are often dependent on government contracts and face challenges when looking to
fill positions in their companies, often relying on personal networks and nepotism rather than merit.
Those that do look to merit often do not have enough qualified individuals applying for posts, resulting
in an unmet demand in the private job market, including in the highest-earning occupational sectors
across the country.

It should be noted that while the two locations researched, Erbil and Mosul, are in the same country, 
they are extremely different in terms of job market opportunities, economic strength, security, and even 
language. There is even a checkpoint border crossing between the KRI and centrally held Ninawa 
governorate, and individuals wishing to cross must have official permission, greatly limiting the ease of 
movement between these locations. This affects particularly harshly more socio-economically 
disadvantaged locals. The Syrian Conflict and the rise and fall of ISIS in the last decade have also led to 
significant alterations in the demographics of both scoping locations, and with these shifts, changes in 
the economic needs and opportunities, especially for youth.  

2. Erbil
Erbil is the capital of the semi-autonomous Kurdistan Region of Iraq. The KRI is more prosperous than any
other region of Iraq. Kurdistan, where the working language is Central Kurdish (mainly Sorani Dialect),
currently houses over 2 million refugees and IDPs (Iraqi IDPs not from the Kurdish region, who speak
Arabic and not Kurdish, now make up 35% of the population of the entire KRI). IDPs and refugees who
have residency permits and the right to reside in the KRI are afforded equal rights to education, work,
and social benefits. However, due to the slump in the economy resulting from a drop in oil prices in
2016, the failed 2017 coup d'etat3, the fight against ISIS, and overall economic slowdown, the Kurdish
economy has shrunk significantly. Over the past year, the economy has slowly begun to pick back up
and recover; however, the number of college graduates significantly outnumbers the number of job
positions available in the region. On average, businesses surveyed reported that they receive upwards
of 100 applications for any publicly posted position, even those at junior levels. Yet our research and
interviews revealed that the quality of applicants was often not matching the needs of the private
sector. This is a clear gap, as according to multiple recruitment agencies we met with, the KRI is
currently experiencing a recovering economy with multiple open positions. The KRI, much like the rest of
Iraq, has a centralized government and education system which remains outdated compared to the

3 The Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) held a referendum on independence on September 25, 2017, which 
was considered illegitimate by the Federal Government. Since mid-October 2017, the Federal Government has 
quickly regained control of all disputed areas between the Federal Government and KRG, including Kirkuk, an oil 
reach area. As a result, the KRG has lost approximately half of its oil revenue.   
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needs of the private sector, often resulting in students graduating with little to no preparation for the 
realities of the job market.  

The cultural and linguistic makeup of Kurdistan is currently in transition. Businesses surveyed all reported 
that new hires need to have a minimum of two working languages, Kurdish and Arabic, and often a 
third, English. This means that even locals often have difficulty getting jobs and positions due to their 
lack of Arabic language skills. The demographic shifts have made Erbil a crossroads for Kurdish and 
Arabic cultures,while also looking to the English speaking world as a model for private sector 
development (as well as technology - resulting in English being required by most businesses). This 
change in private sector needs has resulted in a huge need for language skills, and centered this as a 
need for the entire population moving forward.  

NGO Humanitarian Over-Dependency   
The growing presence of UN and INGO bodies since 2015 has resulted in “livelihood programmatic 
curses” of a community of refugees and/or IDPs becoming dependent on constant streams of 
humanitarian aid or livelihood programs, which makes them less willing to engage in integration or 
development due to the lack of immediate incentivization. This phenomenon has been observed in 
multiple locations across the world, where refugee crises ensue and UN and INGO organization 
interventions lead to a vicious cycle of dependency among the most vulnerable communities, who are 
never able to adapt past the consistent handout livelihood model. In a number of refugee 
communities visited, our team was informed that without paying the participants directly, they would 
not participate, so conditioned were they by other humanitarian organizations paying them directly to 
participate in livelihood programs.   

It should therefore be noted that these groups, although extremely vulnerable, are harder to engage in 
higher educational training programs that can result in greater levels of integration into Erbil’s society as 
well as higher paying jobs, due to the inability to see the long term benefits vs. the short term rewards.   

3. Mosul
Mosul is the second-largest city in Iraq, after Baghdad. Four years of occupation by ISIS and the
subsequent battle for liberating the city has resulted in some of the worst infrastructural damage and
loss of human life in the last decade worldwide. This once multi-ethnic, religiously diverse city suffered
great losses to its entire economic system, which has yet to recover in the two years following liberation.
This past year, the Iraqi government-run forced displacement camp was shut down,4 resulting in a
massive number of people returning to the still heavily damaged city. Since Catalystas last assessment,
the United Nations Development Program (UNP)’s Funding Facility for Stabilization (FFS) has rebuilt or is
near to rebuilding much of the basic necessity infrastructure, including water treatment centers, power
grids, bridges, schools, and hospitals. FFS, which plans to leave Mosul late next year, has only a few
lingering programs remaining. However, Mosul is still in dire need of not only infrastructural, but social
and economic rehabilitation. With little to no private sector work,5 and anemic stability at best, which
locals do not believe will hold, it has been difficult to rehabilitate the city. Furthermore, tensions among
individuals from Mosul who stayed under occupation versus the rest of the Iraqi population are high,
with little to no trust of individuals who may have been victims of ISIS rule. Similarly, inside of the city
itself, there is extreme distrust and conflict among families or individuals who may even have familial ties
to individuals who aided ISIS or were themselves members. This createates a stringent dynamic
between the various classes of people all living in this once industrus city.

Mosul University, formerly known as one of the best universities in the Middle East, graduates upwards of 
30,000 students annually. 70% of graduates are from Mosul or the greater Ninawa province. The 
University of Mosul admitted that 90% of their students do not find employment after graduation, 
attributed in part due to the ruptured economy in Ninawa, and in part due to the outdated course 
content and materials which are superseded by the central government's Ministry of Higher Education 
and Scientific Research (MoHESR), which leaves students underprepared for the needs of the private 
sector.  

Many Mosulis currently travel outside of the governorate to find work in the more economically 
prosperous KRI. To be able to do so requires the ability to pass through government checkpoints put in 
place by Kurdish forces in order to protect against potential former ISIS affiliates. Therefore, those who 

4 In September 2019, Jadah Camp and Maroon Camp, filled mostly by IDPs from Mosul, were forced to shut down.   
5 High earning sectors that are currently identified to be most viable in Ninawa include infrastructure, telecommunications, and 
humanitarian aid.   
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have names similar to those of former ISIS affiliates or those who are not economically prosperous 
enough to own a car, face challenges in accessing employment that requires migration back and 
forth between regions. In the coming years, students who are from Mosul will need to leave the city to 
get hands-on job experience due to lack of opportunity in Mosul, or take an entrepreneurial route. The 
former requires individuals to be willing and able to move from their city, while the latter requires access 
to capital. Both paths pose their own challenges and opportunities, mainly benefitting the middle and 
upper classes.   

Job Market 
The majority of the Iraqi economy is based on oil revenue (85%), while all other sectors combined 
constitute only 15% of all national revenue.6 The oil sector only employs approximately 2% of the Iraqi 
labor force, while the Government employs close to 65% of the labor force. This is due to a 
longstanding system that promised every university graduate a job in the public sector. In this context, 
the public sector never really developed. Moreover, the Iraqi government is now competing with SMEs 
for employment of talented and skilled workers3. Aside from the fact that it is not economically healthy 
for the government to be a country’s main employer, Iraq’s population is young (60% are younger than 
25), and there is no way the government can absorb such large numbers into its labour force as youth 
become employable.  

The job market in Iraq is still dominated by a notion of service and placement by the central 
government. Still today if questioned between taking a private sector job or a public sector job, over 
50% would choose public, despite the obvious lack of effectiveness across various government 
branches. Unemployment is estimated at 15%. Among youth this number is 40%. Many Iraqi women 
who participate in the labor force choose to seek public sector employment. Nationally, 60% of all 
female workers are employed by the government (in KRI, this number is reportedly closer to 80%).7  

This overdependence on the central government, which is a key marker of oil economies, has halted 
private sector growth. Chronic shortages in the delivery of public services, especially the electricity 
supply, have had in particular a negative impact on households and private sector development. 
Already before the conflict, 73% of Iraqi firms identified a lack of sufficient electricity supply as a “very 
severe obstacle” to productivity, and the most significant issue affecting private sector development 
and job creation. Still, the private sector is growing in Iraq, especially in areas where the government 
simply cannot provide services, such as internet and technology, infrastructure rehabilitation, 
automotives, and humanitarian aid. These sectors often are small and underdeveloped, having come 
into existence due to a need for interconnection with foreign markets. These sectors also often provide 
higher income earning positions that require some types of technical training and/or certifications. At 
the time of this assessment, these sectors also showed to have the highest number of open positions 
according to multiple HR departments and recruitment companies, verified through fact-checking 
during the field mission.   

Why Not Agriculture?  
There may be a question as to why this research is not focusing on agriculture, as the Dutch 
Government is currently doing so much in this space in Iraq. Although Iraq was formerly an agricultural 
society, it is now is heavily dependent on imports for almost all of its food goods. However, agriculture 
remains the second largest employment sector and income generator for the Iraqi population. The 
sector's capacity has been severely limited due to decades of sanctions, conflict, and unregulated8 
trade deals with neighboring countries. This unhindered competition from neighbors such as Turkey and 
Iran,9 floods the market with products that the local market cannot compete with. This has devastated 
much of the agricultural production in Iraq, which still uses rudimentary and outdated means of 
production (which in turn have a much higher production cost).   

6 Nuffic 2019 : Iraq: Country Plan of Implementation- Orange Corners Program.  

7 Private Sector Development Scoping Study, Iraq, Report Written for the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Netherlands 
Enterprise Agency, 2018.  
8 Iranian and Turkish goods dominate the Iraqi markets, capturing more than 80% of the market across agriculture, 
manufacturing, and goods. This has been made possible by a combination of outdated production methods in Iraq, 
ongoing conflict, and continued lack of protections and support to the local market.  
9 Since 2008, Iran has doubled its food exports to Iraq, accounting for more than 36% of all exports between the two countries. The 

result is that almost 90% of all raw food products in border regions of Iraq are Iranian.  
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This means that currently, there are no decent paying jobs in the agricultural sector, and that the job 
market demands for agriculture rarely require higher educational levels of training: the major focus of 
SPARK’s projects and support. Although agricultural reform is highly necessary and can create many 
jobs, the scale of intervention required to make this sector relevant and desirable for college graduates 
is far more significant than the scope of this soon to be implemented project.   

Overall, the number of businesses in Ninawa is significantly limited, and often even businesses operating 
in Ninawa or Mosul are based in Erbil or Dohuk (inside of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq), a 1-2 hour drive 
away due to safety concerns and access to basic infrastructure and public services. In companies 
surveyed across Ninawa, there was a sentiment of often over employing people in order to “help” the 
community out by providing small amount of salary. Those companies we interviewed, mainly in 
construction and telecommunications, were run by Mosulis who had returned home to contribute once 
more to their city. Often the businesses in Mosul were far out of date in terms of their methodological 
practices, with UNDP specifically highlighting a limited number of quality construction companies 
based in the city and the overall region. Among the companies met with, there were little to no female 
staff. When asked about the gender gap in their staffing many (in the technology or construction 
sector) attributed this to a lack of female applicants, as well as a lack of experience among female 
applicants.10  

Kurdistan also saw little to no female staff. When asked about the gender gap, many of the businesses 
in traditionally male dominated spheres (technology and construction) answered that they would be 
happy to have more women on their teams, but simply lack female applicants. More than half of the 
business managers in sectors ranging from automotive to banking to NGOs to logistics companies were 
run by non-Kurdish Iraqis or, in some cases, Syrians.11 This trend seems to be common as Erbil and 
greater Kurdistan continue to be an economic powerhouse that offers stability to many middle and 
higher income Iraqis. As a result, all of the businesses surveyed showed that Arabic skills have become 
even more essential than Kurdish. Furthermore, 90% of the native Kurdish HR or management staff met 
with chose to conduct our interviews in Arabic, symbolic of the transitioning working language and 
demographic of the Mobile commerce landscape. When asked about employment of IDPs, refugees, 
or individuals based in Mosul, there was no hesitation about giving equal opportunity so long as the 
individual had the skills and language proficiency needed. Most offices visited in Erbil also had gender 
parity, with the exception of the automotive industry. When asked about gender parity in the 
workplace, most businesses considered it of high importance and felt they confident in their provision of 
equal opportunity; however, the applicant pool remains low on women. Many of the businesses in 
automotives or computer programming attributed this to the fact that these industries were not 
attractive to women because they were either “physical” or too “technical”, a trend observed globally 
in STEM fields regarding women.   

Creating Fleets of New Tech Offices in Mosul  
A number of technology firms, when briefed about the forthcoming application development in Mosul, 
said that if the quality of the training was high enough they would consider opening a remote office in 
Mosul. This is largely due to the fact that programmers are in high demand and the turnover among 
them is exceptionally high in Erbil, in large part due to the UN, which offers far beyond the average 
local salary for staff members, and was in constant need of technology staff and often poached local 
staff after they had been trained by their companies. The concept of having trained programmers in 
Mosul is expected to be more successful in terms of retention, as there are no UN offices currently 
based in Mosul.   

Overall, across the 24 private sector stakeholder surveys, there was a common theme of 
disappointment in the availability of qualified persons applying to available positions. A common 
complaint was the outdated nature of public institutions did not at all reflect job preparedness, often 
resulting in far too many under qualified candidates.   

Companies across all four focus sectors notably answered: 
• That they prefer students from private institutions rather than public institutions, as they believed

private education is more updated;

10 It was noted that multiple construction firms and professors at the University of Mosul showed signs that they 
believed “field work” for female engineers or construction crew was not right. This lack of job site experience is, 
however, crucial for consideration for employment - as noted by many of the private sector stakeholders 
interviewed.  
11 More than three of the six software and application development companies were owned by Syrians, who have been 
taking up an exceptional chunk of the growing tech market.   
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• They prefer candidates with experience rather than high grades;
• They prefer candidates who spoke at least Arabic and Kuridsh, and most often English as well;
• They stated that they did not see any difference between candidates with foreign or

“Western” certifications vs. Iraqi degrees;
• They explained that often the salaries they offered were less than that of the public or
• INGO sector, where continuous headhunters cause them to consistently lose staff; and

Soft skills, such as communication, were seen as lacking among younger generations.

Skills and knowledge lacking and needed, by curriculum focus 

AutoCAD: 
• Lack of English language skills, meaning that individuals could not improve their base of

knowledge.
• No experience in developing projects with Solid Works
• Lack of knowledge on specified AutoCad mechanisms and how they transmit to specific

industries (specifically mechanical systems).
• Education is largely based on theory rather than practice, therefore recent graduates often

find it difficult to think constructively in a project.
• Lack of standardization in their work.
• Lack of certification(s) proving their skills.
• No experience using “Total Station“.

Damage Assessment 
• No knowledge of or familiarity with many systems, such as Primavera or Microsoft programs.
• Lack of knowledge on safety standards and practices.
• No experience in planning and budgeting for projects.
• Little to no experience with creating plans for implementation.
• No actual practical knowledge.
• Lack of experience working with modern machinery.
• Lack of experience drawing up Bills of Quantity (BoQ).
• Lack of experience with assessment and rehabilitation practices that are up to modern

standards (most university curricula dates back to the mid-1990s).
• Lack of experience on a job site.
• Lack of ability to drawing up estimates for reconstruction vs rebuilding.

English 
• Basic language skills lacking across many fields (despite most businesses we spoke to requiring

English language).
• Lack of technical English skills for each specific industry - both basic but also field-specific

(example: no knowledge of machinery and parts for machines).
• Lack of willingness to learn and improve individually within a team.
• Lack of quality writing skills.
• Lack of email culture and decorum.

Web and Mobile Application Programming  
• Lack of willingness to learn; “attitude problems”.
• Non-professional behavior.
• Lack of critical thinking skills.
• Lack of actual computer language skills.
• Lack of certifications such as SQL, ISP net Core, web design, UI, Java, CSS, python, C, C++, etc.
• Lack of experience developing on Flutter - scale and developing (application development

for IOS + Android).
• Lack of loyalty (issue with signing contracts of commitment but then leaving to bigger UN or

International companies).

Marketing  
• No online marketing skills or knowledge.
• No knowledge of Google Analytics.
• Limited knowledge of SEO and ADword campaigning.
• Lack of designing and creative thinking skills and experience.
• No knowledge of how to create campaigns or execute marketing strategy.
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• No creative skills -- content creation.
• Lack of knowledge of tools like Hootsuite.
• Lack of knowledge and experience with Social Media marketing.

Training Offered by Employers 
Thus far, aside from some automotive industry positions, there is no formal training schedule provided by 
existing businesses to interns or employees. Of course, each business has to train any new hire 
extensively, especially for highly technical positions, as often the new hires do not have practical 
experience. Sometimes new employees are even missing theoretical aspects due to shortcomings in 
the educational system. Therefore, most employers said they prefer to hire people with some 
experience or someone who has a deep willingness and eagerness to learn.   

Many of the businesses we spoke to were willing and open to providing trainings as a necessary step for 
helping individuals to succeed. As part of this training, there are often ad-hoc elements needed related 
to machinery and language (English language skills were highlighted as a need across all sectors) 
relative to the particular field. However, we found that there was often a limit to the amount of training 
given to individuals who might lack specific knowledge of new technologies that a company or firm 
uses (again, often a result of the Iraqi education system being highly outdated compared to private 
sector needs).   

The Importance of Internships  
It is clear that if given the choice, all businesses interviewed would prefer to take on a student with 
hands-on experience rather than a reputable degree, in large part due to the mismatch in the 
university system and the realities of the needs in the private sector.   

We heard in a number of interviews that internship culture is not the norm in Iraq. However, businesses 
visited and spoken to during the scope of the study showed great interest in participating in a “pre-
vetted” internship program, which would deliver serious, quality candidates. One worry highlighted in 
multiple interviews was the responsibility of the business for interns in technical fields, where working with 
heavy equipment is a necessity and injury is possible, such as in factories, worksites, or electronics. It 
would be ideal to have a signed agreement between the student, university, and the place of the 
internship in order to relieve the businesses from financial obligation12, freedom from risk for the students 
who work on their location but hold them to creating a safe working environment; all while fulfilling 
clearly outlined learning objectives and benchmarks.  

The few businesses that have had internship programs from 2014-2018, such as Erbil Mercedes Benz and 
Hiwait Dealership, which has infrequent interns, complained about a lack of dedication from interns, a 
sense of entitlement, and an unwillingness to do what they deemed “remedial tasks that were below 
them”. Managers interviewed view this as a cultural problem cultivated in the university bubble, where 
those graduating university often believe themselves to be above entry level positions, or are unwilling 
to take directions or show up for the amount of time required. They explained that having mentors was 
an extremely important component of successful internships, keeping interns motivated, providing 
incentives, and promoting internal drive in order to keep them from becoming “dead weight” and a 
waste of time for hired staff. In the cases where businesses had committed interns, they had nothing but 
praise for their contributions to the team.   

Although internship culture is not developed in Iraq, all the businesses we spoke to, once hearing what 
the future internships program would look like, felt confident in a third party performing a pre-vetting of 
the participants, and were open to hosting interns.   

Especially in Erbil, larger companies have begun to offer internships. This has been primarily driven by 
private university requirements to complete a three-month internship (which students secure for 
themselves) as part of their education, as well as the IREX established Career Development Center 
(CDC) on every public and private campus across Iraq; albeit less effective and well established than
the private universities.

12 Creating internship stipends which are paid out on a monthly basis to help incentivise students to fully commit to the internship.		
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Many of the businesses surveyed that had already taken on interns spoke about the “low quality” of 
interns who only showed up a few times to get credit for their classes. It is important to create a 
mitigation strategy, such as internship induction and internship induction and consistent learning 
opportunities to address this problem in future programs.  

Students from Mosul who took our survey responded in majority that they would be willing to travel to 
Erbil for an internship and/or work.   

Suggestions for ensuring quality internship programmes: 
• Create a program that makes the internship a final component of a unit for certification or

credit. This will make the student(s) more committed to performance while creating more
business buy-in.

• Create internship agreements that create learning goals set out by students together with their
business hosts, which are graded upon completion, as well as control expectations of the
hosting business with regards to the responsibilities of all involved and what they should be
providing to an intern.

• Make clear to the businesses the criteria for selecting motivated students to participate in the
internship program, in order to ensure quality students and therefore build trust between the
private sector and education system.

• Sign an agreement with the business that relieves them of legal action subject to the potential
injury of student's participation in workshops and job sites.

• Create student mentorship systems for interns to ensure they continue to stay motivated.

• Create an “onboarding seminar” that explains to students the importance of experiencing an
entry-level position, and makes clear expectations regarding conduct, commitment, and
requirements in order to avoid entitlement and dodging of responsibilities.

Conclusions 
The means by which economic stimulation and job placement must be looked at in Erbil and Mosul are 
extremely different, and yet interrelated to one another. It is paramount that Erbil act as bridge toward 
the working population of Mosul, both for the latter’s economic recovery and increasing regional 
importance. In the coming five years, it is important to create pathways for Mosulis to tap into the Erbil 
job market and attract investment in their own communities. At the same time, Erbil’s business and 
commerce pathways need to be secured with more professionalized and advanced staff who have 
both multi-linguistic skills and technological know-how in order to lead the private sector’s capture of 
the market share of GDP and the economic recovery process.   
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There are many universities in both locations graduating large numbers of students who are simply 
unable to join the workforce due to a lack of preparedness and lack of open job positions, particularly 
in Mosul. Therefore it is important for any intervention to create pathways and contributions to 
businesses in the form of human capital, which can help drive expansion and succeed in creating 
more job opportunities and matches in the private sector market.  

Appendix 


