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Digital badges have emerged as a defining issue in contemporary scholarship, shaping
how knowledge is created, shared, and contested. This has been especially of interest in
employability, employment, and career development learning. To assist with exploring
such a technological phenomenon in higher education, this study examines nineteen
postgraduate international students’ and four human resource banking employers’
petceptions about the benefits and challenges of digital badges as a career prospective
tool in an Australian higher education institution. While often digital badges visually
represent skills attained, their acceptance in professional settings remains under-
researched. The following investigation was conducted through individual and focus
group interviews and whetre employers recognise the potential of digital badges in hiring
and displaying prospective candidates’ skill attainment, while raising concerns about
digital badge credibility and value. The findings suggest that the awareness of digital
badges remains low amongst students and employers, highlighting the need for targeted
support to enhance understanding and adoption of digital badges. The findings also
underscore the necessity of collaboration between higher education and industry to
establish a standardised framework to help ensure digital badging authenticity and
relevance. A key recommendation is to provide students with tailored resources clarifying
the role of digital badges in higher education, workforce transition, and lifelong learning.
Additionally, there is an urgent need to support both students and employers in
increasing digital badge awareness, acceptance, credibility, and application to support
career development. Addressing these gaps may strengthen digital badges as recognised
tools that bridge higher education and industry, supporting both student employability
and workforce needs.

Introduction

In today’s higher education and research environments, digital badges function not merely
as illustrative tools but as contested sites of meaning-making, identity construction, and
truth claims around professional skills and knowledge attainment. There has been much
discussion made on the demystifying of digital badges, such as what they are, data storage
and value (see for example, LinkedIn 2025). Despite the interest, as technologies of
production and circulation evolve, the reliability, ethics, and pedagogical implications of
digital badges remains underexplored as a contemporary issue of global significance.

For example, digital badges have been viewed as symbols of learning achievements,
evidence of confidence building, skills, and competencies, which can also help to
contribute to and support students with retention, academic competencies, and learner
motivation (Mah & Ifenthaler, 2018). The Open University UK (OU), has issued over a
quarter of a million digital badges via their free online learning platform Openlearn as
recognition for completing and passing free, assessed online courses (Law & Storrar,
2024). Their study examined data from over 25,000 survey responses who had completed
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courses offered by OU OpenlLearn, earning a digital badge. The results support the idea
that digital badges play a key role in employment goals and learning motivation, including
lifelong learning.

As higher education increasingly supports human capital development through both
traditional and non-traditional means, digital badges have emerged as digitised graphical
representations with integrated metadata, serving as evidence of an individual’s skills,
knowledge, and achievements. Thus, engaging key stakeholders early in the design and
implementation of digital badging can help ensure that higher education credential
programs remain relevant and valuable.

However, despite growing interest, research on stakeholder perspectives, regarding the
benefits and challenges of digital badges remains limited (Kahle-Piasecki & Cumberland,
2024), necessitating further exploration. To further unpack the value of the higher
education sector’s use of digital badges in students’ employment pursuits, my article
explores the opportunities and challenges of digital badges from the perspectives of
international postgraduate business students and HR banking employers, emphasising the
need for a collaborative approach to their use and application.

This is achieved by examining participants’ strategies to incentivise digital badge adoption
and industry engagement. Using a qualitative research approach, it captures insights from
postgraduate international students and senior HR managers working in large banking
corporations. Over a twelve-month period, interviews were conducted to explore their
perspectives. The findings highlight the need to address students’ and employers’ limited
awareness and perceptions of digital badges as tools for employment and career
advancement. Strengthening understanding and engagement with digital badges could
enhance their role as meaningful credentials in job-seeking and professional development.

Literature review

The higher education sector is increasingly motivated to support human capital
development (World Economic Forum, 2023; 2025). This often involves providing
students with diverse opportunities to enhance their employment outcomes (Jorre de St
Jorre & Oliver, 2017), driving interest in technologies such as digital badges (Fuller &
Unwin, 1999) to showcase skills and learning achievements (Dyjur & Lindstrom, 2017)
while also expanding access to education (Chakroun & Keevy, 2018; Carey & Stefaniak,
2018; Selvaratnam & Sankey, 2021; Universities Australia, 2021) and employability
(Bobrytska et al., 2025).

Digital badges can be understood in different ways by various stakeholders. They are
often interchangeably referred to as open badges or digital credentials due to shared
characteristics, such as online accessibility and the representation of individual
achievements, skills, and qualities (Law & Storrar, 2024; Perkins & Pryor, 2025). The
interchangeable use of digital badges and micro-credentials creates confusion among
implementers and users. In this article, digital badges are defined as a form of micro-
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credential, but also as separate achievements that extend beyond a single skill. This
distinction is made because micro-credentials may or may not be based on digital
platforms, whereas digital badges are inherently digital.

Another area of contention in digitising learning achievements involves massive open
online courses (MOOCs), short courses, and certificates. Digital micro-credentialling can
encompass digital badges, which provide evidence of acquired skills, knowledge, and
competencies (Pollard & Vincent, 2022). MOOC s, on the other hand, primarily serve as
content delivery platforms. Digital badges, however, encourage learners to explore diverse
interests and extra-curricular activities, promoting a well-rounded skillset. Their
implications extend beyond education into workforce development and professional
recognition. For example, in the job market, badges offer employers a more
comprehensive view of a candidate’s skill set, potentially informing hiring decisions (Lu et
al., 2023; Mah & Ifenthaler, 2018). They also facilitate continuous professional
development and upskilling (Hill et al, 2020), empowering individuals to adapt to
evolving job market demands. As such, digital badges have the potential to bridge the gap
between formal education and real-wozld skill acquisition (Bobrytska et al., 2025).

There is growing recognition that digital badges and micro-credentials are not a passing
trend but are here to stay (McGreal & Olcott, 2022). However, digital badges can have
different meanings across countries, institutions, and individuals (Selvaratnam & Sankey,
2021). Given the increasing interest in digital badges within a micro-credentialling
ecosystem, it is crucial to integrate key stakeholders’ perceptions to support universal
digital badging education reform. Higher education institutions must work closely with
students, employers, and other stakeholders to bridge the gap between key stakeholders
and digital badging policymakers. This requires agreed frameworks (Wang et al., 2025),
goals, co-development practices, shared implementation strategies, quality standards, and
evaluation measures (Oxley & van Rooyen, 2021; Perkins & Pryor, 2025).

Despite the growing interest in digital badges, education reform in this domain remains
limited (Selvaratnam & Sankey, 2021), with key stakeholders often excluded from
decision-making (Oxley & van Rooyen, 2021). Pollard and Vincent (2022) identified that
engagement with students and employers in digital badging initiatives remains scarce.
Oxley and van Rooyen (2021) emphasised that student input is crucial in academic
contexts, as they are the primary users of digital badges. Broader education research also
underscores the value of student and employer engagement in shaping education reform,
influencing quality assurance and learning standards (Bobrytska et al, 2025; Law &
Storrar, 2024; Selvaratnam & Sankey, 2019).

The importance of incorporating student voices in curriculum design has also long been
recognised (Brooman et al., 2014; Jorre de St Jorre & Oliver, 2017), with similar findings
in other studies (Naylor et al., 2021). Thus, both students and employer perspectives are
crucial for improving teaching and learning practices, as they are the most affected by
education changes. However, despite their importance, students and employers are often
overlooked in higher education-led reforms (O’Leary et al, 2021). Including key
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stakeholders in decision-making presents an untapped opportunity for meaningful
collaboration in digital badging reforms.

Traditionally, education reform has focused on the perspectives of teachers and
policymakers rather than students and employers (Wolk, 1998; Cook-Sather, 2006). This
has resulted in students being denied opportunities to co-lead their educational pathways
(Holdsworth, 2000). Scholars such as Oxley and van Rooyen (2021), as well as Perkins
and Pryor (2021) have cited multiple barriers to stakeholder inclusion, including
accreditation requirements, the absence of a universal framework, and minimal
institutional buy-in. Stakeholder engagement is essential during the early stages of
education reform, particularly for new technologies like digital badges. Student voices
(Fielding, 2007) are crucial to making education reform meaningful, relevant, and
successful, while industry input ensures real-world applicability. Stakeholder contributions
extend beyond opinion-sharing to actively shaping policies, implementation strategies, and
evaluation processes. When key stakeholders are actively involved, they contribute to
relevant education reforms, ensuring sustainable implementation and effective evaluation.

Existing research has highlighted these considerations (Smith & Benavot, 2019; Naylor et
al., 2020; Jorre de St Jorre & Oliver, 2017). The vocational education and training (VET)
sector also provide strong examples of integrating employer and learner input beyond
mere consultation (Fuller & Unwin, 1999). However, further work is needed to ensure

comprehensive stakeholder inclusion in digital badging reforms (Oxley & van Rooyen,
2021; Perkins & Pryor, 2021).

It is also important to consider that artificial intelligence (Al) can generate fake digital
badges for job recruitment by creating realistic-looking credentials that mimic genuine
certifications. With advanced image generation, natural language processing, and deepfake
technology, Al can fabricate digital badges with official logos, serial numbers, and even
verifiable-looking metadata (Chaka, 2023). Fraudsters can embed these falsified credentials
into resumes or LinkedIn profiles, misleading recruiters and hiring managers.

To prevent this, it will be important that higher education institutions and employers work
more closely together (Kahle-Piasecki et al., 2024) to implement robust verification
processes (Bobrytska et al., 2025), such as using blockchain-backed credentialling systems
(Delgado-von-Eitzen et al.,, 2021), verifying certifications with issuing institutions, and
integrating automated verification tools that cross-check badge authenticity against official
databases. This study seeks to contribute to that effort by focusing on the importance of
incorporating key stakeholder perspectives in digital badging discussions, prior to its wide
use.

Methodology

The decision to adopt a qualitative exploratory study was guided by the need to
understand the complexities of participants’ perceptions of digital badges and their
perceived benefits. This approach aligns with constructivist epistemology, which
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acknowledges that meaning is socially constructed and best explored through in-depth
engagement with participants (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Given the emergent nature of
digital badges in post-secondary education and the evolving perspectives of students and
employers, a qualitative inquiry allowed for a rich, contextualised understanding of
stakeholder experiences that could not be captured through quantitative methods alone.

The methodological choice was informed by two key research aims. First, the study
sought to identify ways to enhance stakeholder engagement in designing and
implementing digital badge attainment programs. Second, it aimed to examine the
intersection between students’ awareness and valuation of digital badges and employers’
perceptions of their utility in hiring and credentialling practices. To achieve this, a
sequential qualitative design was employed, where the insights from student interviews
directly influenced the design and analysis of employer interviews. This approach aligns
with Morse and Niehaus’ (2009) conceptualisation of qualitative research sequencing,
where one data set informs and strengthens the interpretation of another.

Moreover, the use of focus groups and individual interviews ensured that collective and
individual perspectives were captured, a technique recognised as a robust method in
qualitative research for uncovering nuanced understandings of participants’ lived
experiences (Morse, 2010). The exploratory nature of this study was particularly suited to
gaining insight into the barriers and challenges students face in engaging with digital
badges in post-secondary education and how these insights could inform employers’
perspectives on their value. By adopting this iterative qualitative approach, the study was
able to provide a deeper, more interconnected analysis of student and employer
viewpoints, contributing to the broader discourse on the role of digital badges in
credentialling and employability.

Context

Participants who took part in this study were also taking part in an Australian university’s
employability skill development program that was an extra-curricular activity over a
twelve-month period. This meant that the learning gained did not go towards a student’s
formal degree and industry partners volunteered their time to support students. It was an
opt-in offering that concentrated on postgraduate international business students
completing a set of self-paced online modules that centred on key employability skill
development via a set teamwork task where students solved a hypothetical industry
problem with industry support. The undertaking, for example, included video
presentations, presenting data, completing quizzes, and incorporating industry feedback
into set deliverables, such as presentations. Students obtained a digital badge only upon
full completion of the online program.

On average, approximately one hundred students enrol in the program per year with no
more than 20% of the cohort receiving a digital badge. The program has been established
since 2013 but only providing digital badges more recently. During the participant
individual and focus group interviews, digital skill attainment was viewed as an
overarching understanding of the benefits and challenges around digital skill evidencing to
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increase employability outcomes. This was a crucial element when scoping-out the design
of this research project and developing the interview questions because not all participants
necessarily were familiar with the term - digital badges ot wmicro-credentialling. Thus, each
participant generally had a short discussion with the interviewer and prior to a recorded
session taking place. This action helped to provide participants with a broad
understanding of this project’s scope in the domain of what digital badging is and was not.
Finally, prior to the study commencing, ethics approval was gained with all requirements
being met [ref: 2019-550].

Participants

Through an ethics approved email communication, participants who had received a badge
as part of the extra-curricular employability skill development program were invited to
take part in the study. Nineteen postgraduate, international business students opted in
with four industry partners. The majority reported being female with all participants’
names being replaced with a code once transcription occurred, adhering to ethics
requirements. Data sets were placed into N1z for data coding and analysis (Table 1).

Table 1: Summary information of participants

Code No. Gender Age d In_terv1e\y Position
uration (mins.)
Student A 1 M 24 31 International postgraduate
Student B 1 F 26 30 International postgraduate
Student C 1 F N/A 24 International postgraduate
Student Group 4 M=1 28 32 International postgraduate
D1-3 F=3
Student Group 3 M=2 26 25 International postgraduate
E5-7 F=1
Student Group 7 F 29 60 International postgraduate
F8-14
Student Group 2 M=1 21 47 International postgraduate
G15-16 F=1
Employer H 1 N/A 31 HR Lead, medical and healthcare
supply industry
Employer I 1 F N/A 25 HR Manager, retail industry.
Employer J 1 F N/A 23 HR Director, mortgage broking
industry.
Employer K 1 F N/A 19 Talent Partner, retail industry
Total 23 M=6 26 347 N/A
F=11

Notes: N/ A refers to unknown or not relevant information. HR = Human resources.
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Procedures

Given the small-scale and exploratory nature of the study, semi-structured qualitative
recorded multi-modal interviews were chosen as the primary data collection method. This
approach allowed for flexibility in questioning, enabling a deeper exploration of
participants’ perceptions of the challenges and opportunities associated with digital badge
awareness and their value proposition. For employer interviews, questions were designed
to encourage reflection on thought processes rather than predefined outcomes, fostering
new discoveries rather than confirming existing assumptions. To ensure the rigor of the
interview design, a critical friend’s approach was employed, a widely recognised practice in
peer-reviewing research question development (Ward & Delamont, 2020). Peers and
colleagues with established long-term professional relationships with the author were
invited to review, critique, and refine the interview questions. This iterative process
continued until consensus was reached, ensuring that the questions were both
methodologically sound and aligned with the study’s objectives.

Data collection

To accommodate participants’ availability and preferred modes of participation, both
individual and focus group student interviews were conducted in various formats, in-
person, online, and hybrid, using Zoom. In contrast, all employer interviews were
conducted exclusively via Zoom to accommodate their schedules. The interviews were
conducted over a two-year period from 2020-2022 and recorded. The student interviews
were conducted first, allowing for potential refinement of employer interview questions
based on emerging insights. Each interview was recorded using a video conferencing tool,
and the audio recordings were transcribed verbatim by a hired research assistant, ensuring
compliance with ethical research requirements. The transcripts were then cleaned and
formatted into Word documents for subsequent coding and analysis in NVivo. Once
imported into NVivo, the student interview data (both individual and focus groups) were
reviewed separately from the employer interview data. After this initial analysis, the two
datasets were integrated, with the coding structures and overarching themes merged into a
single dataset within N'Vivo to facilitate a comprehensive comparative analysis.

Data analysis

The analysis began with a generalised reading of all datasets to develop an initial sense of
participants’ expressed thoughts, perspectives, and experiences. This familiarisation stage
provided a foundational understanding before applying thematic analysis to identify
patterns across participants’ background information, expectations, and perceptions of
micro-credentialling and digital badges. Specific areas of interest included online profile
use, career support options, and showcasing work experience and skills.

A line-by-line analysis was conducted with constant reference to the study’s aims. To
enhance the analytical process, NVivo’s keyword frequency tools, including word tree and
word cloud exploration mechanisms, were used to identify key associations between terms
such as digital, badges, badging, online, and profile. The NVivo coding comparison of
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individual and focus group student interview data revealed no outliers or anomalies. To
ensure consistency, the same coding structure was applied to employer interview data,
facilitating comparisons between students’ and employers’ perspectives.

Themes emerged iteratively throughout the coding process. Initially, student and employer
data were analysed separately before being merged, aligning with the overall research aim.
This thematic approach was guided by Ward and Delamont’s (2020) recommendations for
analysing interview narratives, which emphasise listening to participants’ experiences,
ideas, and thoughts in their specific contexts.

A reflective and exploratory approach to coding and thematic analysis was adopted,
allowing for an in-depth interpretation of each dataset. When merged into a combined
qualitative dataset, central ideas were prioritised, revealing consistent patterns aligned with
the study’s objectives. This rigorous analytical process follows best practices in qualitative
research methods (Walter, 2010) and is supported by previous studies (Chan et al., 2020;
Ward & Delamont, 2020). The following section presents the key findings, highlighting
two emergent themes: (1) digital badge expectations and (2) digital badge requirements.
These themes are discussed in detail, examining their implications for students, employers,
and digital badge implementation.

Results
Theme one: Digital badge expectations

Students” overall opinions from the individual and focus group interviews about
employers’ expectations around the importance of digital badges centred on how to better
increase the prestige of employability skill attainment, relevancy to country, area of work
and the user’s ease of utilising the online platforms to showcase a digital badge to
industry. Some students also suggested that they perceived employers to be not “hugely
interested” (student participant A), preferring to use students’ CVs, placing more value on
which university a candidate attended, grades, relevant work experience or how a student
progresses through an interview process (student participants A, B, C, G16).

Other students expressed a positive outlook when using digital badges to showcase skill
attainment, saying, “great, I love it [i.e., badging], it really does feel like a [career]
positioning thing” (student participant D1). Students also stated that unless a badge was
branded by a reputable organisation that only then would industry value it, “to showcase
your employability” (student participant A):

It’s like one more, one more certificate to your curriculum, one more thing to, to use it...
like actually accredited you have done this, and you have been successful, and it will be
nice like maybe we can win some awatds in the process... and you can actually show it
and be a more credential support [towards employability] (student participant D1).

Some students articulated a desire for online profiles to have the capability of alerting
them to when a prospective employer viewed a badge, interacting with their badge or
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acknowledged their digital badge (student participants D2 and E5). They also felt that
authentic validation of a badge required fine-tuning, because they had seen many peers
using fake badges (student participants A and B). One student recommended that more
guidance was needed, and from each industry sector, about what they expected when
engaging with digital badges that articulated the owner’s skill acquisition on their online
profiles (student participants A, B, C and F8).

Many participants’ perspectives advocated that each industry domain had unique needs
and therefore digital badges expectations were raised, such as their use in consulting
versus marketing (student participants C, D3, E6, E7 and F9). Or, that employers required
multiple digital badges to meet industry’s skill attainment and requirements (student
participants E5, D1, D2, F§, F10, F11, F12, G15 and G16). For instance, one student
commented on another student’s online profile that showcased their consulting skills
through digital badges. They believed it to be more engaging to prospective employers
than a regular CV, but only in the domain of a particular discipline:

Her/his Linkedln page is like updated all the time.... She/he keeps putting up all her/his
activities, like, she/he has a goal of like doing at least one activity per week on het/his
LinkedIn page, so she/he updates it very frequently. And like, in consulting you need a
lot of, to do that to get more connections. So, needs of the industry I think is needed...
(student participant E5).

Students also felt that it was important for the industry sector to be more aware of a
university’s digital badges strategies because this would help them to collect, use and
showcase their employability skills in a digital format, “It will be a whoop, one more thing
interesting, or maybe they can remember you because of that, it will be a plus” (student
participant D1). Participants also expressed frustration around the professional online
platforms, which did not alert them to which area of their profile a potential employer had
engaged with, “Well, from our [social media platform] we can only say if someone viewed
your profile. It doesn’t say someone viewed which section of your profile” (student
participant A). However, most students saw the overall value of using online profiles to
embed digital badges to highlight the skills they had mastered, the courses they had
completed, and the awards gained (student participants B, C, D2, D3, E6, E7, F9, F11 and
G15). This position also led some students to note the importance of differentiating
themselves from other graduates when entering the job market:

... just maybe have a same, same uni degree, same experience, just like maybe not
experience or one internship experience. So how to stand out from others is
important... (student participant E0).

Theme two: Digital badge requirements

Most employer sentiment was that digital badges were useful as measures to check
whether students met requirements for roles. Further employers echoed student sentiment
that online platforms that profile digital badges should be verifiable and authenticated by
legitimate organisations (industry employers H, I and J). They went onto suggest that this
would minimise fake presentations of skill attainment, “I would anticipate that you know,
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if, if everything is digitally verified, it’s likely that that candidate is going to pass the due
diligence” (industry employer H). However, equally, employers also said that they
personally did not use digital badges (industry employers I, ] and K). Those who did,
stated, “so, like when I, eh, so I connect all the memberships and stuff like that, they, the
systems are integrated to [social platform] I put everything on [my social platform], so I
have all the badges there” (industry employer H) and:

... seeing that there are, you know, movement towards having everything integrated and
certified and eh, whatever it is, it’s really handy. So, I really hope that that is a common
language for a lot of companies moving forward (industry employer H).

Despite employers suggesting that they did not use badges, they expressed in the
interviews that they felt digital badges were important, but it depended on the area of
industry to increase its use. For example, when students’ skills sit outside of accreditation
and are developed through extra-curricular activities, such as change management, design
thinking or being agile. They expressed that this would be difficult to structure within
university learning but would assist industry to decide on the best candidate when hiring,
“so, for example, if I’'m looking for someone that is certified and an agile worker, I would
look for that badge” (industry employer H). Employer interviewees also stated that they
were seeing more movement on the social profile front with digital badges (industry
employers H, I, ] and K), and viewed this as an advantage:

... just speaking about [social platform], that is something that we are seeing more and
more, for example I hired a role recently that required an intermediate level in Exel. So
having that skill assessment done to show me exactly where the candidate was helpful in
the recruitment (industry employer I).

Overall, the employer interviews presented conflicting views when discussing digital
badges and its requirements to be used more widely. For instance, employers proposed
that digital badges were beneficial, useful, and viewed them as a phase, not prevalent nor
lasting (industry employers 1, ] and K). Whereas others expressed both awareness and
confusion simultaneously:

I think the main thing it would show is that the student has taken the additional care and
the time to be able to embed that either into their email or into their [social platform)]
and I think as I see that more and more it’ll become kind of something that’s makes
them stand out of the crowd. If I were to see that embedded in an email at this stage, 1
would find that a little bit strange just because I haven’t seen it before (industry employer

D).
Key recommendations

The interview findings highlight that digital badges have clearly moved from a mere
bespoke concept to be readily incorporated into students’ online profiles where they can
demonstrate key skills gained for prospective employers. On the other hand, despite
employer confusion around the use and importance of digital badges in practice,
employers still suggest in this study that they also desire the digital badges movement to
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progress more quicky so that they can also take advantage of its potential. They desire to
use digital badges to affirm prospective employee skills, knowledge, and experience but
not until support structures are put in place from those who are dispensing them.

The employer interview results also hinted at the need for universities to regulate digital
badges, better equip industry, recipients and users to ensure authenticity of the recognition
of skills attained. Employers preferred not to be relied upon to validate a digital badge’s
authenticity. Students in this study also mentioned a similar idea with one student
providing an example of fake badge use. Therefore, not only are regulation and
benchmarking standards required urgently, but employers and students do not have the
time nor resources to assist with the regulation of such achievements, but still value being
involved in providing advice based on expectations and requirements.

Opverall, the participants in this study advocated for education institutions to ensure digital
badges are authenticated and used in a way that will assist them to recruit well. Until this
occurs, participants in this study were more inclined not to place extensive value on digital
badges. It would, therefore, be more advantageous to place an emphasis on providing key
teaching and learning resources to help prepare students to use, advocate and
acknowledge digital badges with industry. This type of learning support needs to be
reframed to enhance students’ communication practices when sharing digital skill
attainment with employers.

Discussion

Digital badges are gaining increased popularity across the education landscape in Australia
and more broadly (Wang et al, 2025). It is considered a flexible and verifiable means of
recognising an individual’s skills with attention on future employment. However, given its
novelty, more research is needed to explore student and employer perspectives in this
landscape. Even though this study was modest in its scope and centred on one Australian
university’s employability development skill program that utilised digital badges, the
interview data revealed some interesting findings.

For instance, the results suggest that both students and employers advocate for digital
badges to be viewed as an additional and complementary credential to highlight students’
skills, knowledge, experience, and awards but that it also requires clear purpose, and
regulation to ensure authenticity of its validity. Participants went onto state that digital
badges are more flexible and help to digitally cover specific employability skills that are
usually not included or visible in a student’s formal degree. When embedded into online
profiles and social media platforms, digital badges allow better engagement with
prospective employers and enables job candidates to stand out amongst competitors. Both
students and employer interviews acknowledged the overall value of digital badges,
however, they still expressed an ongoing concern that requires leadership from education
institutions to enact, providing value proposition, awareness, and regulation.
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In this study, some participants appeared concerned about the verification of digital
badges, therefore, their credibility and authenticity. Participants raised challenges around
how to best differentiate those who obtain digital credentials versus those who did not,
but still claim they had. Furthermore, it appears from the findings presented here that
participants also perceived that digital badges are still in the initial stages of being widely
used and via a standardised process. Consequently, the results confirm and build upon
previous studies that there is a steadfast lack of awareness amongst both students and
employers when it comes to digital badge use, value, and awareness (Oxley & van Rooyen,
2021; Perkins & Pryor, 2021).

Conclusion

In sum, this study examined nineteen postgraduate international students’ and four
employers’ perceptions about digital badges via a qualitative exploratory study that was
focused on one program at an Australian university. Despite the limitations of the study,
valuable insights were gained from key stakeholders who obtained digital badges and from
those who were in an employer role, building upon previous research into this area about
the benefits of such online formats (Bobrytska, 2025; Perkins & Pryor, 2021; Miller et al.,
2020). The results from this study also re-confirm the need to support both students and
industry to create digital badging awareness, acceptance, and beneficial use, which remains
underdeveloped. Thus, a key recommendation is that supportive learning resources should
also motivate employer awareness and especially those who are not familiar with digital
badges. This recommendation aligns to previous ideas on the value of key stakeholder
input in education reform more generally, such as ensuring students have input into
curriculum design (Stefaniak & Carey, 2019).

The findings presented here contribute to a growing body of evidence that recognises
digital badges as a tool with significant potential, but also with uneven uptake and
understanding. For students, the study highlights how digital badges can function not only
as an additional record of achievement but also as a means of highlighting employability
skills that may not always be visible in transcripts or formal qualifications. Yet the
perspectives of the students indicated that awareness of the purpose, recognition, and
long-term value of badges was not consistent, reflecting wider uncertainties in the higher
education sector about the role of such credentials. This suggests that digital badges
require clearer positioning in curricula and stronger communication to students regarding
how they can leverage them effectively in career development.

From the employer side, the results reveal a mixed picture of recognition and acceptance.
Employers acknowledged the possibility of badges to provide more granular insights into
candidate skills and competencies, but also admitted to limited familiarity and hesitation
about their credibility compared to traditional qualifications. Without greater employer
awareness and confidence, the potential of digital badges to serve as a bridge between
education and work will remain constrained. Consequently, it is critical that higher
education institutions not only create opportunities for students to earn badges, but also
actively engage industry partners in discussions about their design, value, and application.
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Importantly, this study reinforces the idea that digital badge adoption must be understood
as a collaborative endeavour involving multiple stakeholders, such as students, educators,
employers, and professional bodies, because each hold a role in shaping how digital
badges are perceived and utilised. Supporting resources for students, as recommended,
should therefore be paralleled by targeted outreach to employers, particulatly those who
may not yet be familiar with the concept. This may include the provision of explanatory
materials, workshops, or case studies demonstrating successful applications of digital
badges in recruitment and professional development. In this way, employer awareness can
be strengthened alongside student engagement, creating a more holistic ecosystem of
understanding.

Moreover, this research suggests that digital badges can function as a mechanism for more
inclusive recognition of skills, especially for international students navigating diverse
educational and labour market contexts. By surfacing skills that may not otherwise be
formally recognised, badges could contribute to enhanced employability and confidence.
However, this promise can only be realised if both students and employers view badges as
credible and worthwhile.

Finally, by situating the findings alongside previous scholarship (Bobrytska, 2025; Perkins
& Pryor, 2021; Miller et al., 2020; Stefaniak & Carey, 2019), the study underscores the
continued importance of stakeholder voice in shaping educational reform. Just as
students’ input into curriculum design has been shown to enhance relevance and
engagement, so too must employers’ and students’ perspectives inform the development
and implementation of digital badges. This alignment ensures that digital credentials are
not developed in isolation but instead reflect the needs and realities of those who will use
and benefit from them.

Limitations

The main limitation of the study is that it is modest in scope and exploratory in nature. As
such, the results cannot be generalised across the broader higher education sector or to all
student cohorts. While the findings offer useful insights into the potential role of digital
badges, they should be understood as indicative rather than conclusive, pointing towards
areas for further investigation rather than offering definitive claims. This is consistent with
early-stage scholarship in emerging fields, where smaller-scale exploratory studies often
provide the foundation for subsequent, larger projects.

A further limitation is the demographic profile of the student participants. The study
primarily involved female, international postgraduate business students with English as a
second language. While this group provided rich perspectives on the perceived value and
challenges of digital badges, the narrow participant profile means that the findings may
not adequately represent the experiences of other student populations or industry
perspectives.

Therefore, another limitation lies in the absence of data from employers beyond the
higher education and human resource context. While the study emphasised student
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perceptions, it did not systematically incorporate the voices of employer representatives
from a wide range of sectors. This omission restricts understanding of how digital badges
are received and valued within industry more broadly. Employers from small to medium-
sized organisations, not-for-profit entities, start-ups, and sectors outside traditional
corporate business were not included. These groups may hold different attitudes toward
digital badging, shaped by resource availability, hiring practices, or sector-specific
expectations.

An additional contextual limitation concerns the timing of data collection and analysis.
The interviews and initial data were collected prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, while the
subsequent analysis occurred after 2020. At first glance, this temporal gap may appear to
weaken the relevance of the findings, given the significant disruptions to higher education
and the workforce during and after the pandemic. However, this aspect also offers a
unique advantage. Pre-pandemic data provides a snapshot of student perspectives on
digital badges before online learning, remote work, and digital badging became
significantly more mainstream. Analysing these insights in a post-pandemic context allows
for critical reflection on how much the digital landscape has shifted and whether early
attitudes anticipated or contrasted with more recent developments.

Future directions

Suggestions for future studies include expanding the diversity of participation, enlarging
student cohorts, and widening industry involvement, while also examining different
education levels and incorporating domestic and international student experience
comparisons. Such approaches are necessary to strengthen the robustness of findings,
evaluate their applicability across contexts, and generate richer insights into the evolving
role of digital badges and related credentialling practices in higher education. By engaging
with these areas, future scholarship can address current limitations, move beyond
exploratory findings, and contribute to a more comprehensive evidence base.

Future studies should also prioritise widening industry involvement. Much of the
discourse surrounding digital badges centres on their value in supporting employability,
yet evidence of employer perspectives remains limited. Involving a broader range of
industry representatives, such as from large corporations to small enterprises and
community-based organisations. This would help to clarify the extent to which digital
badges are recognised, trusted, and applied in recruitment and professional development
processes. Comparative work across sectors such as business, health, education, and
creative industries may further reveal whether digital badges hold different weight
depending on professional norms and credentialling traditions.
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