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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify and explain the economic and non-economic benefits of postgraduate education and its implications for
individual, social, and developmental dimensions from the perspective of higher education experts. This developmental study adopted a
qualitative approach using thematic analysis. The research field comprised faculty members of public, Islamic Azad, and Payame Noor
universities in Kurdistan Province. Twenty-eight experts with 9-35 years of experience in higher education were purposively selected until
data saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed according to Braun and Clarke’s six-
phase thematic analysis framework. The interviews addressed experts’ views on pursuing postgraduate education, its individual and public
benefits, and its perceived effects on health, economic, social, and cultural-political indicators of development. The thematic analysis
indicated that postgraduate education can function as both an individual and a social need through the development of personal philosophy
and insight, specialization of knowledge, research and occupational benefits, and greater attention to societal needs. At the individual level,
postgraduate education was associated with enhanced self-efficacy and self-awareness, improved family quality of life, broader occupational
and financial prospects, and personal knowledge development. At the public level, it contributed to greater knowledge and awareness,
expanded worldview, improved social and cultural attitudes, increased civic participation and social capital, and societal economic
development. Postgraduate education was also associated with improved health-related awareness and behaviors, selected dimensions of
living standards and quality of life, greater economic participation, strengthened social trust and participation, and more democratic,
egalitarian, and post-materialist orientations. Nevertheless, economic and social benefits were conditional on structural circumstances, labor-
market conditions, and access to appropriate employment opportunities. Postgraduate education generates multidimensional economic and
non-economic benefits extending beyond income and employment to scientific, psychological, social, health, and cultural-political domains.
Realizing these benefits more fully requires stronger alignment between postgraduate programs and labor-market needs, supportive
institutional infrastructures, and more effective utilization of graduates’ scientific and professional capacities.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Higher education is widely recognized as a major mechanism for developing human capital, enhancing scientific and
professional capabilities, and supporting economic and social development. Within higher education systems, postgraduate
education has a distinctive position because it is expected not only to increase specialized knowledge and research capacity but
also to contribute to employment, productivity, innovation, social participation, and individual development. From a human-
capital perspective, education represents an investment through which individuals acquire knowledge, skills, and capabilities
that may increase their productive capacity and generate benefits for both individuals and society (Goldin, 2016). Accordingly,
the value of postgraduate education cannot be adequately assessed only through academic credentials; rather, its economic,
professional, psychological, social, and developmental consequences should also be considered.

Previous studies have established an important relationship between education, human-capital formation, and economic
development. Higher levels of education can support economic growth by improving labor productivity, strengthening
individuals’ capacity to use knowledge and technology, and increasing the quality of human resources (Islam et al., 2016;
Mariana, 2015). Evidence has also demonstrated a relationship between higher education and economic development, although
the magnitude and direction of this relationship may depend on institutional and socioeconomic conditions (Hamdan et al.,
2020). In Iran, the relationships among education, research, and economic development have similarly received considerable
attention, with studies emphasizing the role of educational development in broader national development (Asadpour, 2018;
Barbari et al., 2017). Women’s participation in higher education has likewise been associated with economic growth through
the expansion of educated human resources and participation in economic activities (Al-e Omran & Al-e Omran, 2019).

Nevertheless, the benefits of postgraduate education extend beyond employment and income. The broader benefits of higher
education include individual well-being, enhanced knowledge and decision-making capabilities, civic participation, social

engagement, and improvements in various aspects of quality of life (Brennan et al., 2013; Ma et al., 2016). Research on the
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nonmarket benefits of education has also demonstrated that educational attainment can generate substantial outcomes that
cannot be directly expressed through wages or financial returns (Heckman et al., 2018). Health constitutes one such domain.
Education may influence health behaviors by increasing individuals’ ability to obtain, interpret, and apply health-related
information and make more informed decisions regarding nutrition, treatment, and preventive behaviors (Cutler & Lleras-
Muney, 2010; Miyamoto & Chevalier, 2010).

The economic return of postgraduate education, however, should not be assumed to be uniform. The economics of education
emphasizes that educational benefits are influenced by direct costs, opportunity costs, labor-market conditions, occupational
opportunities, and the correspondence between educational qualifications and economic demand (Mehrbani, 2016; Motevaseli
& Ahanchian, 2016). Graduate employability similarly depends not merely on obtaining a higher degree but on developing
competencies relevant to actual occupational requirements (Entezari, 2016). Consequently, the quantitative expansion of higher
education without sufficient attention to quality, labor-market absorption, and social requirements may produce complex or
even contradictory outcomes (Fereidouni, 2017). Educational policymaking therefore requires an integrated perspective in
which the expansion of higher education is coordinated with economic and social priorities (Niazazari et al., 2011).

Contemporary changes in higher education have made such an integrated assessment even more important. International
educational indicators increasingly emphasize educational outcomes, equity, participation, resources, and transitions between
education and employment (Oecd, 2022). At the same time, digitalization, blended learning, emerging technologies, and
institutional transformation are changing how higher education is designed and experienced (Versteijlen & Groesheek, 2024).
Emerging technologies are also affecting human-resource development and the capacity of higher education institutions to
contribute to local development (Ghanizadeh Gerayli et al., 2025), while sustainable change management has become
increasingly important for maintaining the responsiveness of universities to evolving economic and social environments
(Depoo & Hyrslova, 2025). New approaches also emphasize differentiated education in accordance with students’ talents and
needs (Toshpulatov, 2025), the importance of students’ and graduates’ institutional relationships (Harti, 2025), and issues of
student rights, inclusion, and data governance in increasingly digital universities (Gran, 2026). Against this multidimensional
background, a qualitative understanding of how higher education experts perceive the economic and non-economic benefits of
postgraduate study can provide a more comprehensive basis for evaluating its individual and societal value. Therefore, the
present study aimed to identify the economic and non-economic benefits of postgraduate education from the perspective of
higher education experts.

Methods and Materials

This study was developmental in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms of the nature of the data and research approach.
The research field consisted of faculty members working at public, Islamic Azad, and Payame Noor universities in Kurdistan
Province. Participants were selected through purposive sampling and recruitment continued until data saturation was achieved.
The final qualitative sample consisted of 28 faculty members with between 9 and 35 years of experience in higher education.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interview protocol addressed several major areas, including
participants’ views regarding continuation of education at the master’s and doctoral levels, the personal and individual benefits
of postgraduate education, its public and societal benefits, and its perceived effects on health, economic, social, and cultural -
political indicators. Questions concerning health addressed healthy living, nutrition, treatment, and life expectancy. Economic

questions concerned purchasing power, living standards, access to appropriate standards of living, and labor-force participation.
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Social dimensions included trust, social capital, individual and social freedom, gender discrimination, accountability, and
participation in planning. Cultural-political questions focused on independence, gender-equality attitudes, post-material values,
and democratic orientations.

The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The analytical process involved systematic examination of the
interview material, identification and coding of meaningful units, organization of related codes into organizing themes, and
integration of conceptually related organizing themes into overarching themes. The resulting thematic structure was then used
to develop the final model of the economic and non-economic benefits of postgraduate education.

Findings

The thematic analysis demonstrated that postgraduate education was perceived as a multidimensional phenomenon
involving both potential benefits and conditional outcomes. Regarding experts’ general attitudes toward continuing
postgraduate education, four overarching themes and 27 organizing themes were identified. These findings indicated that
postgraduate study was associated with the development of personal philosophy and individual perspectives, specialization of
knowledge, research-related benefits, scientific development, occupational and economic expectations, and greater attention to
social needs. Participants nevertheless emphasized that continuation of education should be based on individual interest, clear
goals, appropriate planning, occupational relevance, and consideration of its economic and social consequences.

Analysis of the personal and individual benefits of postgraduate education generated four overarching themes and 26
organizing themes. The themes reflected improvement in family quality of life, development of self-efficacy and self-
awareness, enhancement of occupational and financial prospects, and development of personal knowledge. Reported outcomes
included greater self-confidence and self-esteem, psychological satisfaction, occupational advancement, improved income
opportunities, broader career prospects, increased specialization, stronger research capabilities, improved scientific
understanding, and enhanced ability to recognize and analyze problems.

The analysis of public benefits produced five overarching themes and 44 organizing themes. Participants associated
postgraduate education with the development and transmission of knowledge, improvement of individual and collective
awareness, expansion of worldview, better understanding of social issues, improvement in interpersonal and social
relationships, enhancement of societal scientific literacy, greater social and professional trust, civic participation, and economic
value creation. Postgraduate education was therefore perceived not only as a source of private benefit but also as a mechanism
through which knowledge, professional capacity, and social awareness could diffuse into the wider community.

Regarding health-related indicators, one overarching theme and four organizing themes were identified. Postgraduate
education was associated with healthier living, improved knowledge of nutrition and health, better understanding and use of
treatment services, and greater perceived life expectancy. Participants reported that greater access to knowledge and stronger
information-seeking capabilities could contribute to more informed health-related decisions.

For economic indicators, one overarching theme and four organizing themes were extracted, including purchasing power,
living standards, standards of living, and economic participation. Although several participants described higher income, better
occupational opportunities, and improved living conditions, others reported that lengthy periods of study, increasing age,
restricted employment opportunities, and unfavorable economic circumstances could reduce the economic return of
postgraduate education. Thus, economic effects were perceived as conditional rather than uniformly positive.

Analysis of social indicators resulted in two overarching themes and seven organizing themes. These findings concerned

individual and societal advancement through increased trust, individual freedom, social capital, social freedom, participation
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in planning, improved attitudes toward gender discrimination, and stronger expectations regarding institutional accountability.
Finally, one overarching theme and four organizing themes were identified for cultural-political outcomes. These included
improved gender attitudes, stronger post-material values, more favorable democratic orientations, and greater individual
independence. Overall, the final model demonstrated that postgraduate education was associated with interconnected
individual, public, health, economic, social, and cultural-political consequences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the perceived value of postgraduate education extends considerably beyond the acquisition
of a higher academic degree. Participants conceptualized postgraduate study as an experience capable of influencing scientific
knowledge, professional capacity, personal development, psychological functioning, family life, economic conditions, social
relationships, health awareness, and cultural-political orientations. This multidimensional pattern suggests that evaluating
postgraduate education solely in terms of employment rates or income would underestimate a substantial proportion of its
potential outcomes.

At the individual level, postgraduate education appeared to strengthen specialized knowledge, research competence, self-
efficacy, self-confidence, and professional identity. These benefits can provide individuals with greater capacity to understand
complex problems, make informed decisions, and pursue more specialized occupational pathways. At the same time,
improvements in family quality of life and personal knowledge indicate that educational benefits may extend into domains that
are not conventionally considered academic outcomes.

The economic findings were more conditional. Although postgraduate education could contribute to higher income,
improved purchasing power, occupational advancement, and better living standards, these outcomes depended strongly on
contextual conditions. Where employment opportunities were limited or qualifications were poorly matched with occupational
demand, the time and financial costs of postgraduate education could reduce its immediate economic advantages. Therefore,
expanding postgraduate enrollment without simultaneous attention to employment structures and actual societal needs may not
necessarily generate the expected financial returns.

The results also reveal substantial public and social benefits. Knowledge transmission, improved societal awareness, civic
participation, social capital, and greater ability to engage with social problems illustrate mechanisms through which the effects
of postgraduate education can extend from graduates to their communities. Similarly, the health-related findings suggest that
advanced education may strengthen individuals’ ability to obtain and use information concerning nutrition, healthcare,
treatment, and healthier lifestyles. Cultural-political findings further indicate that postgraduate education may contribute to
greater intellectual independence, tolerance, egalitarian attitudes, and democratic orientations.

At the same time, the interviews showed that none of these outcomes should be regarded as automatic consequences of
obtaining an advanced degree. Economic structures, institutional quality, labor-market opportunities, the relevance of academic
specialization, and the broader social environment can strengthen or weaken the benefits of postgraduate education. The results
therefore support a shift from a predominantly quantitative view of postgraduate expansion toward a quality-oriented
perspective emphasizing relevance, effective use of knowledge, employability, social responsibility, and alignment with
developmental priorities.

In conclusion, postgraduate education generates a complex combination of economic and non-economic benefits whose
significance extends from individual scientific and professional development to family well-being, health awareness, social

capital, civic engagement, and cultural-political development. However, the realization of these benefits depends on the
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interaction between individual motivations and wider educational, occupational, economic, and institutional conditions.
Policies concerning postgraduate education should therefore evaluate success not merely through enrollment and graduation
statistics, but through the extent to which advanced education develops meaningful capabilities, improves quality of life,
responds to labor-market and societal needs, and enables graduates to transform specialized knowledge into sustainable

individual and public value.
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