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Abstract: The paper analyses the cultural issues affecting employability of students in Indian higher education. The transformation of 

economy into a knowledge economy creates the need for critical thinking skills in graduates to support the industry to face global 

competition. However the poor employability of graduates highlights the failure of the system to develop critical thinking skills in the 

graduates. The paper attempts to analyze cultural factors affecting the performance of the academicians by collecting the data from 

teachers working in private and public universities. A survey design was used for the study. Private and public universities in northern part 

of India were selected for the study. It was found that high power distance restricts development of critical thinking skills among graduates 

leading to poor employability. 
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1. Introduction 

The high ranking awarded to Panjab University proves that 

Indian higher education system and Indian academicians have 

the potential to be the best in the world. Times Higher 

Education ranked Panjab University in 226-250 rank category 

for 2013-14 (Times Higher Education, 2013). But the fact that 

only one university (excluding IIT’s) figure in the list of top 

500 universities is a cause of concern. Domestically the 

acceptance of quality of graduates for employability by 

industry is very poor (Aspiringminds, 2013). It highlights that 

the system has been poor performer both by domestic industry 

needs and global rankings.  

The cultural factors need to be explored to find the cause and 

work out the solutions. The culture of the any institution is 

derived from the culture of the country. The Hofstede study 

found that high power distance prevails in India (Hofstede, 

2014). The questioning approach has not been developed 

properly in Indian higher education system. The prevalence of 

high power distance restricts such possibility. Yash Pal, 2009 

argued that a university is a place where new ideas germinate, 

strike roots and grow tall and sturdy. Established practices are 

challenged in the pursuit of knowledge. The purpose of a 

University is to develop scholarly and scientific outlook. 

Develop analytical and questioning attitude and continuous 

exercise of reason (Yash Pal, 2009). 

It is a cause of concern that majority of the assessments are 

theory based examinations and not based on real life problems. 

The curriculum followed in most of the institutes is not able to 

keep pace with the fast changing economic and socio-technical 

environment. The Indian higher education has largely ignored 

the local knowledge pool and indigenous innovations. We need 

indigenous national system of teacher education to respond to 

the specific needs of the regional variations and diversities.  

 

2. Literature Review 

Ward 2001 argued that students from high power distance 

cultures are less likely to ask questions and debate.  

Naik (2004) discussed the need for innovation with 

commercialization which creates wealth. In India the culture of 

research getting published as a research paper only instead of 

creating commercial success is a roadblock for ensuring 

satisfaction of all the stakeholders. 
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Kapur and Mehta (2004) commented that “India’s current 

system of higher education is centralized, politicized, and 

militates against producing general intellectual virtues”. Kapur 

and Mehta (2004) further argued that licence raj may have been 

dismantled in industry but it is flourishing in higher education. 

It was also argued that majority of the private institutions are 

established by direct involvement of politicians.  

Manikutty et al. (2007) studied relation between culture and 

learning styles in higher education, and observed that academic 

performance of students could be improved if teachers devote 

certain kinds of attention to students from specific cultural 

background, and by devising exercises that encourage deeper 

learning. It was found in a study that students from Japan and 

Thailand were more passive than Western countries, with low 

power distance societies tend to be more. (Kainzbauerand 

Haggirian, 2005 as cited in Manikutty et al. 2007). The 

learning tends to be more surface rather than deep in societies 

with high power distance (Manikutty et al. 2007). The societies 

with short term orientation tend to have surface learning as 

against long term orientation societies which lead to deep 

learning.   

Manikutty et al. 2007 argued that collectivist society like India 

is more likely to have learning style which is surface and 

strategic. This means that students learn to get just enough 

knowledge to get the marks or grades which are considered 

important to progress further in career. An intention to acquire 

deep knowledge is missing is what implies from the studies on 

impact of culture on learning styles. 

Shrestha, (2009) argued that environmental contexts have 

implications for education managers. They are required to 

develop new skills such as political, negotiation, leadership 

development, interpersonal communication, environment 

scanning, strategic planning, data-based management, financial 

management, marketing etc. 

Commenting on the poor state of affairs in Indian Higher 

Education Rizvi & Gorur, 2011 argued that neglect of research 

and considering teaching and research as a separate activity has 

led to absence of tradition of debate informed by evidence and 

research into Indian higher education. Rizvi & Gorur, 2011 

argued that competitive federalism contributes to poor results 

of reforms. The state governments want to retain their control 

and identity and conflict with state and central level political 

parties. This has reduced the utility of the UGC as a central 

regulator.  

Hofstede defined culture as “the collective programming of the 

mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category 

of people from another” (Hofstede, 2011). 

Manikutty et al. 2007 argued that cultural patterns in the 

society are reflected in the cultural patterns of the learning 

environment. 

Teachers do not get feedback on a regular basis. Rasheed et al. 

2010 found that there was communication gap between the 

chairman and faculty members. Rizvi & Gorur 2011 argued 

that university teachers unions adopt attitude of industrial 

unions while ignoring academic issues.  

Gray et al. 2012 found in a study that Indian students did not 

give adequate importance to validate their findings with 

literature, as compared to British students who related and 

evaluated their findings with literature. Hofstede in his study 

found that high power distance exists in India. The score for 

India was found out to be 71 on power distance indicating 

presence of high power distance (Hofstede, 2014). Hofstede 

defined power distance as “the extent to which the less 

powerful members of institutions and organizations within a 

country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally”.  

Criticizing the lack of research Goswami 2014 argued that even 

the famed IIT’s have been teaching centers and only recently 

few IIT’s have started focusing on PhD programmes.  Goswami 

argued that the India has an unsustainable education model. 

Lack of autonomy was cited by Goswami as the factor 

responsible for the poor state of affairs. The lack of autonomy 

can be related to the high power distance in Indian society.  

3. Research Methodology 

This study has used descriptive research design. Descriptive 

research studies are concerned with describing the 

characteristics of a particular individual, or of a group (Kothari, 

2004).  Survey method was used to gather quantitative data. 

Primary data was collected to analyze relationship between 

variables.  

A simple random sampling technique was used for the study. 

The population for the study comprised of faculties teaching in 

public and private universities of North India. Questionnaires 

were sent to the respondents of public and private universities 
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in North India. Questionnaires were also distributed to faculties 

during seminars and conferences. 

Data was collected through a questionnaire. A self made 

questionnaire was used for the survey. The questionnaire was 

designed after review of literature. The pilot testing of the 

questionnaire was done on the respondents and based on the 

pilot testing and inputs of the senior academicians the final 

questionnaire was prepared. The respondents were asked to 

rank their satisfaction level on various parameters on a 5 point 

Likert scale; strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), neutral (3), 

agree (4), strongly agree (5).   

The test used widely to check internal consistency of a rating 

scale questionnaire is coefficient of alpha. Cronbach’s alpha 

was used as a measure of reliability. The Cronbach’s alpha was 

calculated separately for private and public universities. The 

Cronbach’s alpha for private universities was obtained ass 

0.927, whereas for public universities it was 0.920. The 

responses of the participants were keyed into the SPSS version 

21. The mean scores were compared with independent sample t 

test.  

4. Findings & Discussion:  

The respondents comprised of 52% respondents from private 

universities and 48% from public universities. 40 % 

respondents were female and 60% were males as shown in 

table 1.  

The data was analyzed using descriptive analysis and t test. It 

was found that faculties tend to agree with decisions of senior 

management without discussion (Mean 4.08 for private 

universities, Mean 4.04 for public universities). 

Table 1: Gender of Respondents 

  Gender Total 

Wome

n 

Men 

Type of 

Organization 

Privat

e 

73 83 156 

Public 47 97 144 

Total 120 180 300 

Source: Survey Data 

 

Majority of faculties (Mean 4.15 for private, Mean 4.02 in 

public universities) agreed that faculties hesitate to give 

suggestion to management. It was found that majority of 

faculties agreed (Mean of 4.07 for private, Mean of 3.97 for 

public universities) with statement that “students hesitate to ask 

questions from faculties”. The findings suggest existence of 

high power distance between management and faculties and 

between also between students and faculties. The results of t 

test (table 2) shows that there is no significant difference 

between the power distance among private and public 

universities (at 5% level of significance). The P value for three 

questions has been obtained as 0.606, 0.171, and 0.250 (all 

values are more than 0.05). The findings are consistent with the 

findings of Hofstede 2011. Hofstede found that power distance 

score for India was 77. The negative consequence of a high 

power distance as observed in India is that the negative 

feedback never goes up the ladder.  

Table 2: T Test for Power Distance  

Group Statistics 

Particular Org. N Mean S.D  Sig. 

Faculties 

tend to 

agree 

without 

discussion 

Private 156 4.08 .73064 0.606 

Public 144 4.04 .64047 

Faculties 

hesitate to 

give 

suggestion  

Private 156 4.15 .83592 0.171 

Public 144 4.02 .74744 

Students 

hesitate to 

ask 

questions  

Private 156 4.07 .70126 0.250 

Public 144 3.97 .7750

0 

Source: Survey Data 

The high power distance restricts the questioning attitude and 

inhibits critical thinking required for innovation. Blom 2010 

argued that in India higher order thinking skills are lagging. 

Bapna 2014 argued that Indian graduates including those from 

premier institutions like IIT, IIM lack critical thinking abilities. 

Anand 2011 also agreed that students lack critical thinking.  

Rai 2012 also highlighted the problem of lack of higher order 

skills in graduates when he cited Srikantan Tan Moorthy, head 

of education and research at leading outsourcer Infosys, who 

commented that “The crux of the problem is that critical 

thinking, problem solving and the application of concepts are 

skills in short supply in fresh engineers”. Padmini 2012 argued 

that critical thinking skills are important for graduate 

employability.   
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The affiliation system also establishes the power distance 

culture in Indian higher education. The affiliated colleges are 

bound to follow the dictates of the affiliating university. 

Innovation and academic freedom is not available to a majority 

of the institutions. Though various commissions and 

committees have highlighted the importance of enhancing the 

autonomy of institutions, there is no major change in the status 

of the affiliated institutions. The lack of willingness to enhance 

autonomy may be related to power distance culture in India, 

where every person in higher position wants to retain the 

control and want the subordinates to follow the dictates without 

asking any question. The high power distance in higher 

education is restricting the innovation and critical thinking 

which is reflecting in poor employability of graduates.   

Table 3: Industry Experience of Respondents 

  Nil 

1-5 

Yrs 

6-10 

Yrs 

11-15 

Yrs 

16-20 

Yrs Total 

Private 74 50 30 1 1 156 

Public 

12

6 13 5 0 0 144 

  

20

0 63 35 1 1 300 

Source: Survey Data 

The industry exposure of respondents was studied to analyze 

the impact on students. As shown in table 3, 47.44% of 

respondents in private university were found to have no 

industry experience, 32.05% in range of 1-5 years, 6-10 years 

were 19.23%, 11-15 years were 0.06%, 16-20 years were 

0.06%, and no faculty with more than 20 years experience. 

87.50% of respondents in public university were found to have 

no industry experience, 9.03% in range of 1-5 years, 6-10 years 

were 3.47%, and no faculty with more than 10 years industry 

experience. Better industry exposure puts private institutions in 

a better position to provide industry academia interface. Poor 

industry exposure of faculties is one of the reasons for 

disconnect of class room learning from industry practices and 

leads to poor employability of graduates.  

5. Conclusion 

The higher education administrators should give attention to 

develop a culture of discussion where students, faculties are 

encouraged to ask questions, challenge status quo, enhance 

critical thinking skills to improve academic outcomes. The 

process should start from schools by changing the assessment 

pattern to add more open ended questions. The higher 

education system should take it further by linking the teaching 

content with industry needs and developing assessment 

strategies that focus on problem solving ability among the 

graduates to solve the real life problems of industry by way of 

real life assignments and projects in collaboration with industry 

and discourage rote learning.  
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