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About the survey

In the survey, we asked nearly 3,500 Australians aged 18 and over, who have completed 
at least a bachelor’s degree, for their view on the skills they need for their current and 
future jobs, and how they plan to equip themselves with these skills. We explored the 
barriers to formal learning and the factors that would encourage uninterested workers to 
reconsider. We then asked further questions on the features that are key in the selection of 
a course or provider. 

The survey was nationally representative among post-bachelor workers across age 
groups and genders. The distribution of respondents across industries and occupations 
was monitored throughout the survey-fielding period to ensure the sample represented 
various industries and occupations. A summary of the survey method is provided 
in the Appendix.

This survey was designed by Deloitte and administered by Dynata.

Terminology and definitions 
Formal learning
We have used the term ’formal learning’ to describe the engagement in a course 
or intentional learning experience that results in an official accreditation such as a 
certificate or testamur.

Certification
The term ‘certification’ refers to assessed learning as part of a degree or short course.

Recognition of prior learning (RPL)
RPL describes an assessment process that facilitates the progression of students through 
a qualification by giving credit for relevant formal learning achieved at an earlier date. 

Recognition of prior experience (RPE)
RPE describes an assessment process that facilitates the progression of students through 
a qualification by giving credit for relevant informal and non-formal learning achieved at 
an earlier date.

Post-bachelor workers
The term ‘post-bachelor workers’ refers to Australian workers who have obtained at least  
a bachelor’s degree.

In 2019, Deloitte 
commissioned a 
survey to gather 
information about 
the attitudes 
that Australian 
post-bachelor 
workers have 
towards formal 
learning, and the 
factors influencing 
their choice of 
a course or an 
education provider.
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Executive summary

We know the future of work is coming. 
But are we prepared?
Technology is ushering us into the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, changing the way 
businesses create and capture value. 
Artificial intelligence, digital algorithms 
and data analytics have moved from 
science fiction to reality in our workplaces. 
Their impact tomorrow will be even more 
pervasive. Our study, The path to prosperity: 
Why the future of work is human, found that 
while jobs are changing in nature because 
of automation, they will not disappear 
altogether. Instead, today’s roles are being 
rethought and described in terms of the 
new and emerging skills required as jobs 
are increasingly augmented by technology1.

This is not the only shift occurring. Due to 
scientific advances over time, there has 
been a steady increase in life expectancy, 
with the majority of children born in a 
developed country today expected to live 
to more than one hundred years of age2. 
Increasing our longevity will also change 
the way we work: the traditional linear 
three-stage life (of education, career and 
retirement) will give way to a multi-stage life 
resulting in multiple transitions in and out 
of work, education and retirement3. 

These shifts have significant implications 
for the education and training needs of 
the Australian workforce4. In Australia, we 
have high levels of graduate attainment, 
with approximately 31% of the population 
aged between 20 and 64 years of age 
holding at least a bachelor’s degree5. While 
an undergraduate qualification may be a 
solid foundation for initial employment, 
it is unlikely to sustain us throughout 
the course of our longer lives. At various 
points in their careers, workers will need 
to reskill and upskill to keep pace with the 
changing nature of work and the associated 
demands of their jobs.

To better understand workers' view 
on the skills gap, we surveyed current 
Australian workers who have completed 
at least a bachelor's degree. We wanted 
to understand their view on current 
and emerging skills needs, and how 
they thought their skills could be 
developed. We wanted to understand 
their attitudes towards formal learning, 
and the barriers to their participation. 
Key research questions included:

 • Do post-bachelor workers know what 
skills employers are seeking now and 
in the future?

 • Are post-bachelor workers already 
undertaking, or planning to undertake, 
formal learning? 

 • If post-bachelor workers are not 
planning to undertake formal learning, 
why not? What might persuade them to 
change their minds? 

Three key findings emerged from 
our survey:

 • Mind the skills gap: Post-bachelor 
workers know change is coming and 
recognise the need to develop skills for 
current and future jobs, particularly 
problem solving, innovative thinking, 
customer service, and analysis. The 
majority (58%) believe that having a 
formal certification of their skills is 
valuable to current and future employers, 
informing employers’ hiring and 
promotion decisions. 

 • Dollars and sense: Affordability, 
flexibility and industry reputation are 
the most important factors driving post-
bachelor workers’ choice of course and 
provider. Around 44% of post-bachelor 
workers are current or future learners 
– they are currently undertaking formal 
learning or plan to do so in the future. 
The majority prefer short courses (54%), 
postgraduate qualifications (49%), and 
professional accreditations (18%).

 • Recognition first: While 56% of post-
bachelor workers are not planning to 
undertake formal learning, they would 
change their mind if certain conditions 
are met. Approximately 71% of those 
not interested in formal learning would 
be more likely to consider it if their 
prior learning or prior experience is 
recognised, thereby reducing the amount 
of study required to obtain a certification. 
A smaller proportion of this group (41%) 
expressed interest in an assessment-only 
model to certify their existing skills.

We believe these findings are positive. Our 
post-bachelor workers have expressed a 
strong appetite for further formal learning, 
much of which rests on a more robust 
recognition of their skills, and affordable 
and flexible learning that will lead to career 
advantage. A critical aspect of this is the 
need to both enhance and communicate 
the value of formal learning to post-
bachelor workers, and to the broader 
workforce. We believe that equipped 
with a deeper understanding of value, 
workers will actively seek opportunities to 
undertake further formal learning.
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Mind the skills gap:
Post-bachelor workers know 
change is coming and see the 
value of certification.

Dollars and sense:
Affordability, flexibility and industry 
reputation are key considerations for those 
wanting to engage in formal learning.

Skill

54% 49% 18%

44%

58%

A range of skills are in critical shortage across 
Australia’s labour market, and shortages are
expected to increase in the future.

believe having formal certification of their skills 
is valuable to current and future employers, and 
informs hiring and promotion decisions.

Affordability, flexibility, and industry 
reputation are the most important 
factors for informing workers’ decisions 
on course and/or provider selection.

* Survey respondents were able to select 
multiple responses.

of respondents are currently
undertaking formal learning,
or plan to do so in the future.

The majority of this group show 
a preference for short courses 
(54%), followed by postgraduate 
qualifications (49%), and professional 
accreditations (18%).*

Workers recognise the need to address this skills 
gap for their current and future jobs, prioritising 
problem solving, innovative thinking, customer 
service and analysis. Encouragingly, there is 
alignment between what employers need and what 
workers see as important.

Where to next?  | Beyond the Skills Gap 

06



56%

Recognition first: 
Recognise what workers 
already know to engage them 
in formal learning.

38% 37% 28%

Despite their awareness of the skills gap, 
56% of respondents are not planning to 
undertake formal learning.

These workers cite a preference for 
on-the-job training (38%) and a lack of 
time (37%) as key factors in deciding 
not to study. 28% of workers see formal 
learning as too expensive.*

of those not interested in formal 
learning expressed interest in an 
assessment-only model, certifying 
their existing skills.

41%

71%
of those not interested in formal learning 
would be more likely to consider it, if the 
course length could be reduced, through 
recognition of prior learning (RPL) or 
recognition of prior experience (RPE).
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Recognise prior learning and experience, to 
support fast track to completion

 • Improve access to recognition of prior learning 
through clear information and greater access to 
academic credit, where appropriate

 • Develop robust quality-assured mechanisms 
to assess and credit competencies developed 
through prior experience

Educate workers on the value and advantages of 
formal learning in a changing world 

 • Educate workers on the labour market, employer 
needs for specific skills, and the value of return on 
investment for further formal learning

 • Promote the quality, standards and industry 
credibility of further formal learning that leads to 
career advantage

Enable workers to learn where, when and how they live 

 • Provide flexibility that enables learners to engage, take a 
break, pick up again, and submit assessments when it suits 
their other work and life commitments, where feasible 

 • Deliver learning at the places convenient to these learners, 
including where they work, supported by employer and 
provider partnerships that retain and upskill talent at scale

Provide micro learning options that can stack 

 • Provide micro courses and postgraduate qualifications 
(or even better, short courses that stack towards 
qualifications) 

 • Provide credit or recognition that post-bachelor workers 
can bank until they need it, or enable them to intermit 
when life takes an unexpected turn

1. Credit where credit is due: 

2. My pace, my place:

3. Stack and pack:

4. Show the value:

Recommendations
We recommend four key actions to increase the participation of Australian post-bachelor workers in formal 
learning, and to make a significant contribution to closing the skills gap and lifting our national productivity.
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We’re optimistic for Australia – we 
have a world-class higher education 
system. There has been extensive work 
in recent years to build more inclusive 
undergraduate cohorts, domestic and 
international. There is now a focus on a 
reinvigorated vocational education sector. 
But we also have a population of graduate 
learners who have shown us they can 
succeed in higher education and in the 
workforce. And they, like all of us, are 
focused on employability. This working 
population needs our attention to 
continue to engage in formal learning to 
drive productivity – in the cities, and in 
the regions, and across all the industries 
in which we work, as we move beyond 
the skills gap.
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Introduction: The skills gap

As the nature of work evolves, employers 
are seeking different qualities in workers. 
Through our study, The path to prosperity: 
Why the future of work is human, we found 
that employers are increasingly interested 
in skills, where they once were more 
interested in qualifications. Each job will 
require a combination of manual, cognitive, 
and human skills. More specifically, 
employers are placing a greater emphasis 
on human skills, including interpersonal 
and creative capabilities such as customer 
service, innovative thinking, and conflict 
resolution. These skills were found to be in 
critical shortage now, and in the future. This 
is across all industries – most obviously in 
government services, construction, health, 
professional services, and education. 

Our future prosperity is driven by our 
human power. We estimate that by 
investing in our workforce and building 
the skills needed for future work, Australia 
could gain a $36 billion annual increase 
to national income by 20307. This would 
also create significant economic and social 
opportunities for education providers, 
employers and governments. 

Last year, in our Higher education for a 
changing world survey, we explored the 
attitudes, diverse needs, and preferences 
for lifelong learning of Australian workers8. 
This was a building block in what we 
hope to be a rich evidence base that will 
inform and accelerate innovation in our 
education system.

Partly assisted by the higher education 
demand driven funding system, the 
number of Australians between 20 and 
64 years old with at least a bachelor’s 
degree has increased from 26% in 
2009 to 31% in 20189. With the aim to 
provide targeted and valuable insights 
for the higher education sector and its 
stakeholders, we have focused this study 
on workers’ attitudes and plans with regard 
to postgraduate learning. We conducted 
this survey to better understand the key 
enabling factors that would encourage 
postgraduate learning. We asked nearly 
3,500 Australians aged 18 and over who 
have completed at least a bachelor’s 
degree for their views on the skills they 
need for their current and future jobs, and 
how they plan to equip themselves with 
these skills. We sought to understand why 
post-bachelor workers chose not to engage 
in formal learning, and what would make 
these workers reconsider these choices. 
We also discussed the course features that 
are most highly valued in the selection of a 
course and education provider.

The report contains four key sections. 
Finding 1 presents the views of Australian 
post-bachelor workers on the skills they 
think they will need for their current and 
future jobs, and how they plan to acquire 
and demonstrate these skills to employers. 
In Finding 2, we explore the key course 
features that inform the choice of a course 
or provider. Finding 3 analyses the barriers 
to further study and discusses the factors 
that encourage formal learning. In the 
final section, Where to next, we propose 
recommendations on how formal learning 
could be more attractive, accessible and 
valuable to post-bachelor workers. 

“Over the next decade Australia will face 
significant skills shortages. The best way 
to avoid skills shortages in the future will 
be to flip the numbers – start spending 
on training instead of recruitment.”
The path to prosperity: Why the future of work is human6

10

Where to next?  | Beyond the Skills Gap 



Where to next?  | Beyond the Skills Gap 

11



Finding 1: Mind the skills gap

Post-bachelor workers know change 
is coming and recognise the need to 
develop skills for current and future 
jobs, particularly problem solving, 
innovative thinking, customer 
service, and analysis. The majority 
(58%) believe that having a formal 
certification of their skills is valuable 
to current and future employers, 
informing employers’ hiring and 
promotion decisions. 
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82%

64%

56% 55%
48%

44%
39% 39%

30%

Problem solving Innovative
thinking

Customer
service

Analysis Strategy Digital literacy Written
communication

Industry or role-
specific

technical skills

Financial
management

Cognitive skills Technical skills

Skill type

Human skills

Finding 1: Mind the skills gap

Our study, The path to prosperity: Why the 
future of work is human, identified critical 
shortages across a range of skills in the 
Australian labour market by analysing 
the skills most frequently requested by 
employers in job advertisements and the 
estimated number of Australian workers 
with those skills. While the data shows 
there are some shortages in technical or 
job-specific skills, the most in-demand 
skills are cognitive and human, and 
are transferrable across occupations. 
These shortages are also expected to 
increase in the future. 

We wanted to explore whether post-
bachelor workers are aware of this 
skills gap. In this context, our research 
investigates the divide between the skills 
employers want – now and in the future – 
and what workers think they will need. 

Skills of the future
Most respondents believe problem solving, 
innovative thinking, customer service, and 
analysis are necessary for their current and 
future jobs (Figure 1). More than four in 
five workers nominate problem solving as 
important, and 64% nominate innovative 
thinking. A smaller but still sizeable 
proportion of respondents recognise the 
importance of strategy, digital literacy, and 
written communication skills. Generally, 
survey respondents consider cognitive 
and human skills to be more important 
than the technical skills particular to their 
industry and role. This aligns with some 
of the biggest skill shortages identified 
by employers in our study, The path to 
prosperity: Why the future of work is human. 
It also echoes findings from the World 
Economic Forum and the Foundation 
for Young Australians, highlighting the 
importance of the non-technical, distinctly 
human skills, which are hard to automate, 
in helping workers navigate the rapidly 
changing world of work10,11.

Figure 1: Workers’ perceptions of the importance of skills to their current and future jobs

Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 
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Post-bachelor workers perspectives on 
the skills that are most important for 
their current and future jobs, broadly 
aligns with the perspectives of employers. 
However, we did identify some important 
areas of divergence in customer service 
and digital literacy skills. 

Around 56% of post-bachelor workers  
think customer service is important to  
their current and future jobs, but 
somewhat less important than problem 
solving and innovative thinking. However, 
our analysis of over 9 million unique job 
postings identified customer service as 
the most demanded skill in the Australian 
economy12. In this context, customer 
service skills extend beyond retail and 
hospitality to the skills needed to interact 
with clients and stakeholders in a range of 
industries. Given the significant demand 
from employers for customer service, we 
see this as a skill that needs to be better 
understood and more clearly defined in its 
many and different applications across a 
range of roles and industries.

This deepened understanding of customer 
service will benefit employers and 
employers in their job matching processes, 
as well as education providers seeking to 
embed the development of these skills 
in relevant education and training, where 
it is applicable. 

In the Australian economy, digital  
literacy ranked in the top three of  
in-demand skills13. However, only 44% of 
post-bachelor workers consider digital 
literacy important. This is a case where it is 
in workers’ interests to be more informed 
about current skill shortages. As the world 
of work evolves, the level of digital literacy 
required by workers will increase. They 
will need to use digital systems to record, 
extract, and analyse information14. For 
example, integrated electronic medical 
record systems require skills in digital 
health across the breadth of roles in any 
healthcare organisation, from nurses 
and clinicians to hospital administrators. 
Blockchain technology is another example 
of a disruptive technology impacting almost 
every industry and becoming a core part of 
the digital skill set sought by employers15. 

The rapid development of digital 
technologies and advances in artificial 
intelligence has prompted questions about 
the effective and ethical use of these 
innovations. Users must be appropriately 
trained to implement these technologies, 
with considerations for cybersecurity, 
privacy, and human rights in general16.

Certifying their skills
For the most part, post-bachelor workers 
are generally aware of the skills their 
employers want, and they also see the 
value of having a formal certification – that 
is, a certificate or testamur that recognises 
their skills. Around six in 10 workers believe 
formal certification of their knowledge 
and skills has value in demonstrating 
capabilities to current or potential 
employers, as part of hiring or promotion 
decisions (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Workers’ perceptions of formal certification in providing skills information to employers, by industry

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Education and Training

Health Care and Social Assistance

Administrative and Support Services

Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services

Mining

Public Administration and Safety

Manufacturing

Other Services

Financial and Insurance Services

Retail Trade

Arts and Recreation Services

Accommodation and Food Services

Wholesale Trade

Transport, Postal and Warehousing

Information Media and Telecommunications

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing

Construction

Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services

Overall

Provides clear information or some information, on my skills to my employer

Provides little or no information on my skills to my employer

Don't know/unsure
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This result is consistent across all 
age groups – both younger and older 
workers believe certification is valuable 
to employers. However, there is variation 
across industries: workers in education, 
health care, and administrative and 
support services are more likely to 
value certification. In contrast, those 
in agriculture, construction, real estate 
services, and information media and 
telecommunications are less likely to 
believe certification provides a signal  
of their skills to their employers.

Planning to study
Perhaps unsurprisingly, a significant 
proportion of respondents (44%) are 
interested in further formal learning 
(Figure 3). Approximately 12% are already 
undertaking formal learning, while another 
25% are planning to start in the next three 
years. Younger workers (less than 45 years 
of age) appear to be more receptive, with 
more than 60% currently engaged in, or 
planning to undertake formal learning. 
Those aged 45 and over are less likely to 
engage in further formal learning. Some 
of these workers may have obtained their 
existing qualifications quite some time 
ago and have been relying on on-the-job 
training for skill development.

Respondents’ interest in formal learning 
also differs by level of qualification. More 
than half of workers whose highest 
qualification is a master’s degree or above 
are currently engaging or interested in 
formal learning, compared to 43% of 
those with only a bachelor’s degree. 
These results align with findings from our 
previous study: workers are more likely 
to indicate interest in further study if they 
have higher historical levels of engagement 
with formal learning17. Research from other 
studies also suggests those with higher 
qualifications are more likely to engage in 
lifelong learning. For example, around 80% 
of Coursera’s learners, an online education 
platform, have university degrees18. 

We also sense a level of uncertainty 
from this group of workers about the 
specific skills they need, even among 
those interested in formal learning. 
Approximately 80% of post-bachelor 
workers who do not intend to engage  
in further formal learning, are unsure of 
what to study. This uncertainty further 
reinforces the need for a national 
conversation about the future of work  
and the skills that will be required.

There is an opportunity for employers, 
education providers and governments to 
help prospective learners see the value 
of investing in formal learning. We know 
Australian workers recognise the changing 
nature of the skills required in the future. 
However, in many cases they want greater 
transparency of the outcomes from 
engaging in formal learning, and increased 
confidence that certification of the right 
skills will still be relevant in the future. 
This requires a deeper understanding of 
how workers perceive the value of formal 
learning, and how they make education 
investment decisions.
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Figure 3: Plans for formal learning (such as a degree program or short course) among workers
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33%
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56%

25%
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3%
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Finding 2: Dollars and sense

Affordability, flexibility and industry 
reputation are the most important 
factors driving post-bachelor 
workers’ choice of course and 
provider. Around 44% of post-
bachelor workers are current or 
future learners – they are currently 
undertaking formal learning or 
plan to do so in the future. The 
majority prefer short courses (54%), 
postgraduate qualifications (49%), 
and professional accreditations (18%).
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Finding 2: Dollars and sense

We learned from last year’s Higher education 
for a changing world study that attitudes, 
motivation, needs, and preferences for 
formal learning vary across different age 
groups19. We also know the profile of 
Australian higher education learners has 
diversified over the last decade20. We are 
therefore interested in the factors that 
appeal to post-bachelor workers when  
they consider additional formal learning. 

Short and sweet
Australian post-bachelor workers are 
more likely to be time poor than their 
undergraduate counterparts. In fact, the 
majority of responses (54%) expressed 
interest in short courses (Figure 4). Given 
what we have learnt from this group about 
the value of certification in demonstrating 
capabilities to current or potential 
employers, it's reasonable to assume that 
this interest in short courses extends 
particularly to those short courses that  
can stack towards qualifications.

Despite the preference for short courses, 
post-bachelor workers interest in formal 
learning spans the entire range of post 
graduate qualifications. Interest in 
shorter postgraduate qualifications such 
as graduate certificates and diplomas 
(24%) is nearly equal to interest in 
master’s degrees (26%). 

Figure 4: Types of formal learning workers are interested 
in/planning on undertaking

Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 

26%

PhD degrees

24%

Short courses Master’s degrees

54%

Graduate 
certificates or 

diplomas 

18%

7%

Professional 
qualifications or 
accreditations 

This suggests graduate certificates  
or diplomas may be a sweet spot for 
post-bachelor learners: a shorter, formal 
qualification involving focused learning 
that is recognised through transferrable 
academic credits. The majority of graduate 
certificates and diplomas stack up to a 
master’s degree, giving learners the  
option to obtain a higher qualification  
at a later stage. 
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What learners want
We asked those who are currently studying 
or planning to study to rank the top five 
most important considerations in choosing 
what course to study. As Figure 5 shows, 
respondents want affordable learning 
that is valued by their current and future 
employers. Further, they prefer flexible 
delivery and flexible time that enables 
them to fit learning into their busy lives. 
While flexible delivery supports learners in 
studying some or all course components 
online, flexible time refers to the ability to 
learn when they want without having to 
adhere to a fixed timetable. 

This aligns with the preference for shorter 
courses that are more manageable around 
work and life commitments. 

Our survey also found more than 80% of 
respondents do not consider personal 
familiarity with a provider to be important.

Overall, our results align with the findings 
from the Quacquarelli Symonds survey on 
Australian School Leavers and Non-School 
Leavers: flexibility and affordability were 
among the most important motivations 
when selecting a course21. 

Figure 5: Top five most important factors in choosing a course and course provider 

57%

56%

48%

43%

41%

37%

32%

32%

32%

31%

30%

27%

20%

16%

Affordability

Course length

Flexible delivery

Provider’s industry reputation

Flexible time

Overseas study opportunities

Provider’s facilities and technology

Industry placement or internship

Provider’s proximity to home

Provider’s research reputation

Provider’s teaching & learning reputation

Access to government financial support
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Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 
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Singapore SkillsFuture Credit
In 2016, the Singaporean Government established the SkillsFuture Credit 
initiative to encourage individual ownership of skills development and lifelong 
learning25. All Singaporeans aged 25 and above will receive an initial credit of 
S$500 with top ups at regular intervals to enable people to accumulate credit. 

SkillsFuture credit can be used on top of existing government course subsidies 
to pay for a wide range of approved skills-related courses offered by 
Singaporean universities and vocational education providers, as well as Massive 
Open Online Courses (MOOCs) offered by overseas training providers. Featured 
courses include:

 • Introduction to 3D Printing

 • Design Thinking for Successful Problem Solving

 • SkillsFuture for Digital Workplace

 • Planning & Prototyping a Blockchain System

 • Digital Transformation of Manufacturing

Since its launch, around 431,000 Singaporeans have used their SkillsFuture 
credit for learning. In the 2019 Budget, the Singaporean Government has 
announced a top up to the credit account to enable workers to continue to 
reskill and upskill. 

Affordability is key
Affordability is a key determinant in the 
uptake of further study. Workers recognise 
the need for continuous training and 
development as well as the value of formal 
learning. However, some feel they are 
unable to undertake formal learning due to 
financial constraints. 

At present, there are a number of 
financial support options for Australian 
citizens and permanent residents to 
take up postgraduate qualifications at 
approved tertiary institutions, including 
government contributions, subsidy, and 
loan arrangements. However, domestic 
students only accounted for 48% of total 
student load across postgraduate courses 
at Australian universities and private higher 
education institutions in 201722. This drops 
to 31% when considering the student load 
in science, engineering and information 
technology – technical areas driving the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution. 

In the context of a rapidly changing 
economy and uncertainty of the future, 
Australian workers seem hesitant to invest 
in full-length postgraduate qualifications. 
While short courses are a good option 
for workers looking to upskill or reskill 
in a specific competency or knowledge 
area, many require an upfront financial 
investment, presenting a potential 
financial barrier. 

There are examples of governments 
and employers providing financial 
support to facilitate skill development 
via short courses. AT&T has invested in 
education and development programs 
for its employees and offers a wide 
range of online learning opportunities 
through its partnerships with 
Georgia Tech and Udacity 23. 

An example of a government initiative 
is the Singapore’s SkillsFuture program. 
It provides every citizen with a study credit 
of S$500 towards the cost of short courses, 
with the possibility for top up every three 
or five years – the estimated shelf life for 
skills in the Fourth Industrial Revolution24.
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Flexible learning arrangements
Flexibility in course delivery is considered 
by most prospective learners to be 
among the most highly-valued course 
feature. Various studies, including our 
Higher education for a changing world survey, 
have emphasised the benefits of flexible 
options in encouraging lifelong learning, 
increasing access to high-quality education, 
enhancing learner engagement, and 
improving retention and outcomes 26, 27.

Flexible delivery is often associated with 
online learning. To explore this further, we 
asked those interested in formal learning 
about other types of flexible learning. 
Figure 6 shows how the availability of 
different flexible learning options impacts 
on the decision to study. 

Interestingly, fully online provision makes 
no difference to 40% of respondents –  
but it does make a difference to a 
significant group (43%). This suggests that 
providers are well-advised to continue 
their efforts in the domain of fully online 
learning delivery – but more is required. 
The aspects more likely to attract these 
learners are other types of flexibility, 
namely: flexible assessment (submitting 
when the learner is ready), partial 
online, and flexible duration (options to 
commence, pause and re-engage). Whilst 
a number of providers have introduced 
multiple course start dates, the majority 
of online degree programs still follow the 
traditional semester and study periods. 

In response to learner preferences 
for flexibility, some universities have 
introduced innovative course delivery 
mechanisms. For example, at the Institute 
of Systems Science at the National 
University of Singapore (ISS-NUS), students 
are able to undertake a series of short 
courses, each taking between three to 
five days, over the course of five years and 
‘stack’ them into a graduate certificate28.  
By articulating the value and pathway to 
link micro-credentials (short courses) to 
macro-credentials (degree qualifications), 
the Institute enables learners to not only 
study at their own pace, but also design 
their own learning journey. 

Figure 6: How would the following course features influence your choice of study with a given provider or course?

61% 60% 59%
48%

43%

30% 32% 32%

37%
40%
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allowing learners to 
submit when ready

Option to complete 
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More likely to study with that course or providerNo impactLess likely to study with that course or provider
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Stackable Graduate Certificate Program in Data Science
The ISS-NUS offers a series of short courses which learners can stack together to earn a graduate certificate, which has an 
articulated pathway towards a master’s degree29.

The short, modular courses take between three and five days, allowing learners to study at their own pace. Learners can also sign up 
to individual courses without having to commit to a full program, giving working professionals the ability to acquire the specific skills 
they need, when they need. The program offers the opportunity to earn a degree qualification by accumulating the learning 
components in a period of five years. This enables learners to access shorter, flexible and formally recognised qualifications that they 
can use to demonstrate skills and knowledge across organisational settings. 
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Google’s IT Support Professional Certificate
Google’s IT Support Professional Certificate is designed to 
help professionals gain the skills necessary to meet 
increasing demand for qualified workers in the IT 
industry35. Since its launch in early 2018, the certificate has 
had more than 86,000 enrolments worldwide. The 
program is free for a seven-day trial on Coursera and takes 
approximately six months to complete at a monthly cost of 
US$49. Upon completion, graduates receive a shareable 
digital certificate, which they can display on LinkedIn. The 
certificate is recognised for academic credit towards award 
degrees by the University of London in the United Kingdom 
and Northeastern University in the United States. 

At the University of London, the certificate can be an entry 
pathway towards the Bachelor of Computer Science, also 
offered via Coursera, for applicants without a strong 
academic background36. Similarly, students enrolling in the 
Bachelor in Information Technology from Northeastern 
University’s College of Professional Studies can shorten 
their study time and save up to US$6,000 in tuition fees  
if they have completed the Google certificate37. 

Industry reputation matters
Respondents place a higher value on the reputation of providers among employers and industry 
as well as their teaching reputation, ahead of a provider’s status in research reputation.

This echoes the Government’s emphasis on graduate 
outcomes as part of the performance-based funding for the 
Commonwealth Grant Scheme. Under the scheme, the year-on-
year improvement of graduate employment rates for domestic 
undergraduate students is one of four performance metrics 
that determine the level of at-risk funding to universities30. This 
focus on graduate outcomes is also reflected in the increased 
prominence of education provider and industry and employer 
partnerships to enable new forms of workplace learning, 
work-integrated learning and research. Some employers are 
also seeking to closely connect with universities, including 
global tech companies designing and offering learning courses 
that stack into a university’s award program 31, 32, 33, 34. Some 
universities and education providers have recognised industry 
training as academic credit towards a university degree 
qualification. By closely engaging with universities, employers 
also enjoy the benefits of being top of mind with the most 
talented graduates and can attract more high quality recruits.

Different approaches will be needed to establish partnerships 
between education providers and employers across sectors 
and industries, so that unique business needs can be met and 
to ensure that businesses without the resources of technology 
giants and large corporations can still participate in curriculum 
design and program delivery. 

39%
41%

44%
41%

48%

38%

53%

38% 38% 39%

24% 25%

31%
28%

33%

Education and Training Professional, Scientific and
Technical Services

Financial and Insurance
Services

Provider's Employer/Industry Reputation Provider's Teaching Reputation Provider's Research Reputation

Health Care and Social
Assistance

Retail and 
Wholesale Trade

Figure 7: Percentage of post-bachelor workers interested in formal learning, who select 
provider reputation among their most important considerations

Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 
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Finding 3: Recognition first

While 56% of post-bachelor workers 
are not planning to undertake formal 
learning, they would change their 
mind if certain conditions were met. 
Approximately 71% of those not 
interested in formal learning would be 
more likely to consider it if their prior 
learning or prior experience were 
recognised, thereby reducing the amount 
of study required to obtain a certification. 
A smaller proportion of this group (41%) 
expressed interest in an assessment-only 
model to certify their existing skills.
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Finding 3: Recognition first

Our survey has highlighted what 
prospective learners care about and what 
drives their choices. But more than half of 
Australian workers (56%) are not interested 
in engaging in further formal learning, 
despite high awareness of in-demand skills 
and the value of formal certifications. 

We asked these workers why. Key to this 
decision is the belief that formal learning 
is not required to develop the skills they 
need (38%) and that they lack the time 
to study (37%). A smaller proportion 
(28%) of respondents also think formal 
learning is too expensive. The relative 
importance placed on time and money 
varies by occupation, with managers 
and professionals slightly more likely to 
indicate time constraints as a reason not to 
undertake formal learning but less likely to 
worry about cost (Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Reasons post-bachelor workers are not interested in formal learning

Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 
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We can learn on the job
When we asked all our respondents, not 
just those interested in formal learning, 
for their views on the most relevant ways 
to develop in-demand skills, more than 
half nominate on-the-job experience – in 
other words, without the need for formal 
certification (Figure 9).  

This is particularly the case with skills 
such as customer service (66% saw this 
best acquired through their current 
job), problem solving (62%), strategy 
(58%), analysis (53%) and technical skills 
(52%). Education providers are seen as 
the best path for acquiring skills in only 
two areas: financial management and 
written communication. 

Post-bachelor workers perceive neither 
universities nor VET providers as the 
preferred option for helping them develop 
some of the most in-demand cognitive and 
human skills. Given this, formal learning 
delivered in these skills areas will need to 
clearly articulate their value proposition, 
including their effectiveness and relevance 
to employer needs.

Figure 9: Perception on the sources through which skills can be developed or recognised
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Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 
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Even so, most respondents believe all the above skills can be developed or recognised through formal certification (Figure 10). The vast 
majority of respondents perceive that industry or role-specific technical skills are most readily able to be formally certified. On the other 
hand, there is less agreement that innovative thinking, customer service and problem solving skills can be developed or recognised 
through formal certification.

Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 

Respondents also indicate the most likely 
source of certification for specific skills:

 • Technical skills (predominantly from VET 
providers and universities)

 • Financial management (from universities, 
VET providers and industry associations)

 • Digital literacy (from VET providers and 
universities)

 • Written communication (from universities 
and VET providers)

Our survey also tracks perceptions about 
global online educational platforms 
such as Coursera, edX and FutureLearn: 
these tend to offer short online courses 
predominantly from universities and 
increasingly from companies and industry 
bodies. Our respondents do not indicate 
a strong preference for these platforms, 
but when they do, they associate them 
more frequently with courses in digital 
literacy, financial management and 
written communication.

87% 87% 86% 83%
77%

69%
62% 60%

50%

Industry or 
role-specific

technical skills

Financial
management

Digital literacy Written
communication

Analysis Strategy Customer
service

Problem solving Innovative
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Figure 10: Perception on whether skills can be developed or recognised through formal certification
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Encouraging further study 
Despite post-bachelor workers being aware 
of the skills they need for current and 
future jobs, a significant proportion do not 
have plans for further formal learning. We 
know these skill shortages are projected 
to be even more significant in the future38. 
Reskilling and upskilling the workforce is 
imperative to ensure workers have the 
skills businesses require to innovate, 
compete and drive growth in the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. The pace of change 
is rapid and there is a strong case to say 
workers are best served if they regularly 
re-engage with education and training 
throughout their career39. We wanted to 
understand the barriers to formal learning 
so we asked post-bachelor workers who 
are not planning to undertake formal 
learning whether the availability of certain 
course features would change their mind.

Recognition of prior learning and 
experience (RPL/RPE)
The demand for skill certification stretches 
further. We found that over two-thirds 
(71%) of post-bachelor workers who are 
currently uninterested in formal learning 
would be encouraged to participate if 
their work experience or prior learning 
could be recognised as advanced credit, 
reducing the amount of formal learning 
they need, and consequently, course length 
and fees (Figure 11). 

Figure 11: Proportion of workers who would consider learning if certain course features were available

Recognition of prior work experience
that reduces the amount of formal 
learning required

Recognition of prior learning
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Note: Survey respondents were able to select multiple responses. 
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Figure 12: Proportion of workers who would consider learning if RPL or RPE were available, by their reason not to study

The benefits of RPL and RPE to workers are clear: it reduces the cost. Learners can instead focus their time and money on acquiring the 
knowledge and skills they really need, rather than having to undertake longer study programs for skills they already have.
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Among those workers who have chosen not 
to study but would consider studying if prior 
learning and experience were recognised, 
lack of time and funds are the largest 
barriers (Figure 12). This emphasises the 
value of RPL/RPE in overcoming cost and 
time barriers for post-bachelor workers; 
workers would be more willing to engage in 
formal learning if they did not need to repeat 
what they know already.

Recognition of prior learning 
The concept of RPL isn’t new. In fact, RPL 
has been implemented in almost every 
tertiary education program in Australia, 
and around the globe, to provide advanced 
credit for prior academic learning40. As our 
survey shows, valuing existing knowledge 
and experience can incentivise workers to 
undertake learning, which they would have 
not otherwise done. This is particularly 
strong in major industries such as health 
care and social assistance, education and 
training, and professional, scientific and 
technical services, which are expected to 
experience both strong future job growth 
and critical skill shortages41. 

But, as promising as this sounds, more than 
56% of our survey respondents reported 
that information regarding RPL and RPE 
was either not accessible or difficult to 
find on providers’ websites. Further, a 
number of challenges were observed in the 
implementation of RPL in Australia and other 
jurisdictions 42, 43, 44.

 • Inefficiency: Prospective learners are 
currently required to submit requests 
for RPL and supporting evidence to each 
and every education provider they wish 
to apply to. Assessment of prior learning 
and experience is often done manually by 
selected staff across academic faculties 
and schools. Some institutions find RPL 
to be labour-intensive and therefore 
not cost effective.

 • Inconsistency: Credit assessment is done 
on a case-by-case basis, with different 
institutions assigning varying value to the 
same amount and quality of prior learning 
and/or experience. Learners can receive 
different outcomes for the same previous 
qualifications and years of experience. 
As such, there are lingering doubts 
about the reliability and validity of RPL 
assessments and consequently, the quality 
of learning assessed.

 • Limited value: Many institutions cap the 
amount of prior learning and experience 
recognised, limiting the value of RPL in 
reducing course length and tuition fees for 
some learners. 
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Recognition of prior experience 
In recent years, the practices of RPL have 
expanded to RPE, where a person’s skills 
and competency gained through the 
workplace can be assessed and certified 
as academic credits within a learning 
program. However, RPE is still a fairly 
nascent practice with limited application 
when it comes to reducing course length.

 • Application: While the assessment and 
recognition of technical skills are relatively 
established in some occupations and 
industries such as accounting and 
information technology, it has been more 
difficult for cognitive and human skills 
to be assessed and certified45. As there 
is growing demand and shortages for 
human skills and work-based experience, 
job seekers and workers need a credible 
way to demonstrate these skills. 

 • Portability: As a consequence of  
the inefficiency and inconsistency in the 
current processes, RPE is predominantly 
used to determine advanced standing 
for a learning program at a specific 
institution. Every time workers engage  
in a new study program, they are  
most likely to need to have their RPE  
re-assessed, including the skills 
previously recognised by an education 
provider. There is no system-wide 
mechanism in place for workers to 
consistently store and stack their RPE as 
transferrable academic credits across 
providers. Formal qualifications remain 
the primary verifiable currency for both 
employers and education providers. 

Figure 13: Impact on decision to pursue 
formal learning due to RPL/RPE (by 
selected industries)
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Assessment-only skill certification
A significant proportion (41%) of those not 
planning further formal learning express 
interest in an assessment-only model 
that certifies their existing skills. Around 
38% of this cohort indicate they have 
no time for formal learning. Assessment 
and certification of skills is particularly 
appealing to older, mid-career workers who 
want to have their work experience and 
industry knowledge formally recognised. 
We found 43% of those with five to 14 
years of experience are interested in the 
assessment-only model compared to 32% 
among those with less than five years of 
experience (Figure 14). 

Recognising existing skills is an important 
way of inspiring and providing access 
to lifelong formal learning. There is a 
significant opportunity to improve the 
awareness and application of RPL and 
RPE, to increase education participation 
and enhance employability among 
Australian workers. 

Figure 14: Interest in assessment-only model among workers uninterested in 
formal learning, by years of experience
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Where to next? 

Australia is facing a critical moment to 
prepare for the future of work. As a nation, 
we need to continue to maintain and build 
the skills of our post-bachelor workers. This 
will allow workers to secure and sustain 
quality employment, and in so doing, 
continue to contribute to our national 
productivity, and respond to national and 
global challenges. To do this, we need 
a culture of lifelong learning across our 
industries and workforces. Our survey 
supports the development of effective 
strategies to strengthen the capabilities 
of our workforce through improved 
engagement with formal learning. 

Through this survey, we now have a better 
understanding of the work-learning 
nexus from the perspectives of post-
bachelor workers:

 •  Post-bachelor workers are aware of 
the skills required for their current and 
future jobs. These generally align with the 
expectations of employers, with a slightly 
stronger focus on cognitive skills such as 
problem solving and innovative thinking. 

 • Post-bachelor workers also believe that 
having a formal certification of knowledge 
and skills can help demonstrate their 
capabilities to their employers and 
influence hiring or promotion decisions. 
A significant proportion of respondents 
are currently engaged in or planning to 
undertake formal learning in the future.

 • Those interested in formal learning look 
for an affordable course with flexible 
learning options at a provider with strong 
industry reputation. Short courses are 
the preference for majority of prospective 
learners, emphasising the desire for 
small, intensive bursts of learning. 

 • The majority of post-bachelor workers 
believe that their workplace is the best 
way to develop most of the in-demand 
skills. As such, the majority do not have 
any plan for formal learning. 

 • Perhaps the most important insight 
from our study is that the overwhelming 
majority of post-bachelor workers not 
interested in further learning, would 
be more willing to change their mind if 
certain conditions were met. The four 
big factors that would incentivise this 
group to undertake formal learning were 
recognition of their prior learning and/
or prior experience, flexible assessment, 
and learning delivered at their 
place of work. 

 • Post-bachelor workers also told us 
that they need clearer, up-to-date and 
consistent information about the skills 
most requested by businesses and 
employers, and also the benefits and 
value of formal learning.

We have proposed four practical 
recommendations on how to increase the 
participation of post-bachelor workers in 
formal learning.

Recommendation 1 
Credit where credit is due: Recognise 
prior learning and experience, to 
support fast track to completion
Our survey finds post-bachelor workers 
want to be recognised for the knowledge 
and skills they have gained in their working 
lives. Most of those currently uninterested 
in formal learning would change their 
mind if the time and cost of training were 
reduced. However, respondents also 
indicate that information on recognising 
prior knowledge or experience is not 
always available or easy to find. 

We propose the processes of RPL and RPE 
be streamlined so education providers 
can more easily credit learners for their 
existing skills and knowledge. Assessing 
competency acquired through on-the-job 
experience will require more development 
and testing, which can only be effectively 
achieved in collaboration with employers. 
It will be necessary to ensure credit 
assessment and award processes are 
quality assured to protect the integrity of 
Australian qualifications and certifications. 

This will help post-bachelor workers, 
particularly mature and mid-career 
learners, to obtain formal certifications 
of their skills and reduce the investment 
needed for formal learning. Reducing 
course length and associated tuition fees 
will enable post-bachelor workers to focus 
their time and resources on learning new 
skills and knowledge.
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Recommendation 2
My pace, my place: Enable workers to 
learn where, when and how they live
To encourage time-pressed workers to 
learn, we need to make it possible for them 
to learn wherever and whenever they want. 
While online delivery is one important 
avenue, education providers should seek 
to offer more flexible learning options, 
enabling learners to engage, take a break, 
pick up again, and submit assessments 
when it suits their commitments (where 
feasible). This can assist workers to balance 
work, life and formal learning. 

Post-bachelor workers indicate a strong 
preference for learning on the job. Work-
integrated learning isn’t new, and there are 
many examples of collaboration between 
providers and employers to train workers 
in the workplace. The opportunity is to 
rethink workplace learning and build better 
partnerships, enabling post-bachelor 
workers to develop new skills and gain 
formal certifications at work. 

The benefits to employers are clear: by 
co-designing and co-delivering industry-
relevant training, businesses can help 
increase the talent pool at scale. For 
workers, this would enhance the value of 
formal learning by facilitating access to 
industry-relevant training that will improve 
job performance. 

Recommendation 3
Stack and pack: Provide micro  
learning options that can stack
Workers want the full range of 
postgraduate qualifications. They also 
show a strong preference for shorter 
courses because they can build specific 
skills without committing to a full degree 
qualification. Australian education 
providers have made progress in skill-
based, relatively small and ‘bite-sized’ 
learning (‘micro-learning’), and some are 
experimenting with skill credentialing. By 
providing the framework and strong quality 
assurance processes to ensure short 
courses and skills can be accumulated 
and combined into a nationally recognised 
qualification, enterprising providers will 
help enhance the value of formal learning. 

This also creates opportunities to help 
workers demonstrate their learning and 
experience to current and prospective 
employers. Education providers and 
governments could collaborate to support 
the establishment of digital lifelong learning 
accounts so Australians can securely store 
academic transcripts and skill certifications, 
and share them across education providers 
and employers.

Recommendation 4
Show the value: Educate workers on 
the value and advantages of formal 
learning in a changing world
Post-bachelor workers want value – 
industry-relevant learning that leads to 
career advantage. They are cost conscious 
and want proof of return on investment for 
further learning. They know that the skills 
required in the workplace will continue 
to evolve, and the majority of this group 
will make the choice to develop their skills 
through formal learning if they are better 
informed of the value of doing so.

We have sought out 
recommendations that are both 
evidence-based and practical, such 
that they can be implemented 
within the existing settings of our 
higher education system. Our 
world-class higher education 
sector is well placed to action 
these recommendations; however, 
the solution is not in the hands of 
higher education providers alone. 
The capacity of our higher 
education sector to respond 
depends on collaboration and 
partnerships between employers, 
providers and governments. They 
must communicate the value of 
formal learning and provide the 
conditions under which 
post-graduate workers will seek to 
reskill and upskill, at the scale 
needed to respond to the 
demands of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution.
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Appendix: Survey methodology

Data for this research was gathered using 
an online survey designed by Deloitte 
and fielded by Dynata. The survey was 
targeted at individuals who have completed 
a bachelor’s degree and above, and who 
are currently in or have recently been in 
the workforce. 

A total of 3,464 survey responses were 
received. As part of the survey, the 
respondents were asked questions about:

 • The importance of in-demand skills for 
their current and future jobs, and the 
importance of formal recognition of 
these skills;

 • The demand for formal learning and 
certifications, and the factors driving 
engagement or disengagement;

 • The preferences for formal learning – 
including course features and delivery 
options; and

 • The key conditions that would enable 
formal learning. 

The survey was nationally representative of 
workers with at least a bachelor’s degree 
or above across age groups and genders. 
A summary of these demographics is 
provided below. The distribution of 
respondents was monitored throughout 
the survey-fielding period to ensure that 
the sample was broadly representative of 
various industries and occupations.

Figure 15: Survey respondent demographics

In this report, we make comparisons of some of our findings along the dimensions of respondents’ age, occupation and industry of 
employment. The statistical significance of each comparison has been tested to ensure the conclusions are valid. A two-sided t-test was 
used to determine whether the finding for one cohort is significantly different to that of another cohort along that dimension (e.g., whether 
workers in some industries are more likely to be interested in study than those in other industries). These tests relied on the average 
response for each cohort, the number of respondents in each cohort and the standard deviation (spread) of responses for each cohort, 
and used a confidence level of 95%.
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