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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY , ©

. e

The report aims to identify outcomes that can shape Australia’s digital skilling system at
Vocational Education and Training (VET) stakeholder level to engage arange of stakeholders
in policy development and to inform later stages of the Microsoft Philanthropy digital
skilling project.

GAN Australia and Microsoft Philanthropies recognise that digital transformation must be
delivered within an enabling environment shaped by policies and regulations that allow for
engagement with and preparedness for emerging technologies that include (but are not
limited to) Artificial Intelligence (Al), the Internet of Things (loT), Blockchain, e-commerce
platforms and a range of other technological advancements.

An exploration of the Australian context for digital skills indicates that for many years,
Australia has faced a significant challenge in developing, training and sustaining a digitally
skilled workforce; in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, this challenge has grown
extensively.

To investigate how the Australian VET industry can tackle this challenge, this report has
first sought to define ‘digital skills’ as not just an ability to use digital technologies, but
instead as a range of capabilities that emerge from the combination of digital technology
know-how with the knowledge of their impact and consequences: we term this ‘digital
competence’ to reflect the need for digitally competent workforces to meet industry
demand.

The impact of a ‘fourth industrial revolution” in Australia as influencing this demand for
digital skills but realising this revolutionary change to work and production has been
stalled in part by an inability of organisations to rapidly provide training in digital skills
to their workers and maintain pace with the impact of digital transformation. Given that
all people engaged in the labour market will require some form of digital competency,
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digital skills policies, regulations and programs will need to address three key issues -
particularly several factors relating to each - which are outlined below.

> METHODOLOGY

The report comprises a desktop review of recent Australian literature, a survey about
digital skills usage and experience, a small focus group with sector stakeholders around
the key issues identified and several follow-up interviews and some case study examples
of digital skilling initiatives in the VET sector.

> THE DIGITAL DIVIDE AND SOCIAL INCLUSION

A focus on digital skills development must pay particular attention to the inclusion of a
diverse range of vulnerable groups of Australians - including Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, people with disabilities, those living regionally and remotely, those from
lower socio-economic backgrounds and other demographic characteristics that highlight
vulnerability.

Digital inclusion for excluded groups cannot be achieved by digital strategies alone and
must incorporate the much broader policy, infrastructure and training delivery contexts.
This report recommends that addressing digital exclusion include broader, non-digital
solutions.

> INNOVATING SKILLS FOR A DIGITAL ECONOMY

The kinds of occupations emerging to shape the future labour market and workforce
containtasksrequiring digital skills but also personal skills of collaborating, communicating,
being creative, being flexible and being innovative. These personal skills are also those
that workers will package with their digital competencies to transfer between workplaces,
industries and sectors as their careers reflect a ‘portfolio’ of experience and knowledge.

Within Australia there is ample support in literature to recommend that equipping
apprentices and trainees with the packaged trainingand work experience thatincorporates
both technical and personal skills is essential to VET supplying the work-ready graduates
that industry will demand.

> SKILLS DEVELOPMENT AND JOBS AND SKILLS MISMATCH

Despite the clear need for VET to provide industry with graduates that will be prepared for
new work challenges in digitally enabled workplaces, numerous surveys and analyses of
VET units of competency reflect a low level of digital competence being offered as part of
teaching and learning. This is most problematic where sectors not traditionally impacted
by digitalisation are now being exposed to new technologies and must adapt. Overall,
there are significant implications for the development of capable Australian workforces
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prepared for challenging work scenarios and job descriptions.

The report also recommends the development of basic skills benchmarks across multiple
sectors to ensure consistency of digital skills development across the whole Australian
labour market and workforce in order to achieve stability in the system as well as support
the transferability of digital competencies between workplaces, industries and sectors.

> CONCLUSION

This report has considered the digital skills situation in Australia, examining key issues that
create barriers to the development of Australia’s digital skills system. It has considered the
role of government at national and state levels in Australia and the policy environment
created by initiatives of public and private organisations, to identify good examples of
collaboration at intergovernmental level, in private industry and through public-private
partnerships.

An overall conclusion of this analysis is that stakeholders in the Australian digital skilling
system must pay attention to issues that relate to the digital divide - particularly access.
The issue of vulnerable groups missing out on access to digital technologies intersects
all issues discussed. It will remain difficult to address the digital divide and ensure social
inclusion with only a greater emphasis on employment, skills and training services
delivered digitally. Appropriate policy responses to skill and prepare Australians for the
digital labour market and digitally enabled workplaces must begin at the pre-digital stage
and work to develop digital skills that become competencies.
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BACKGROUND

The Global Apprenticeship Network (GAN Global) is an international network of
companies, employer organisations, associations, and stakeholders headquartered
in Switzerland. GAN Global primarily exists in order to promote work-based
learning (WBL), quality apprenticeships, and to create job opportunities for youth.
This advocacy provides an important voice and input for industry. It also ensures
that demand side of the labour force equation can be involved with initiatives
that increase the confluence between what the labour force can do, and what is
required by employers. Along with the promotion of WBL strategies, GAN Global
also recognises and embeds the importance of Sustainable Development Goals.

GAN Global has sixteen official country networks whose purpose is to embed the
GAN concept in a national context. GAN Australia, hosted by AEN, aims to raise
awareness on apprenticeship programs and encourage companies to offer more
opportunities to youth within the context of the distinct economic, cultural and
institutional needs of Australia.

The GAN Global network is supported by member companies including the
Microsoft Corporation which has Board representation in GAN Global. GAN Global
has been engaged by Microsoft Philanthropies to support the Microsoft Global
Skilling Initiative (GSI). This project is funded by Microsoft and has a focus on
digital upskilling with disadvantaged youth.

As part of the GSI, three GAN Networks, in New Zealand, Australia, and Colombia,
have been engaged in turn to develop digital skilling situational analyses in their
respective countries.

This report is intended to provide GAN Global and Microsoft Philanthropies with a
situational overview of both internal and external factors that influence and shape
Australia’s current digital skilling systems. This includes insight to the challenges
faced in how these systems are being shaped and opportunities for innovation to
overcome barriers.

The report's aim is to identify outcomes that can shape the digital skilling system
at stakeholder level to engage a range of stakeholders in policy development. GAN
Global and Microsoft Philanthropies have stated that:

Digital transformation must be delivered within an enabling environment with
policies and regulations that allow for engagement with and preparedness for
emerging technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (Al), the Internet of Things (loT),
Blockchain, e-commerce platforms, and other technological advancements.

GAN Global and Microsoft Philanthropy recognise that a coordinated effort is
required for a digital skills transformation strategy that is responsive to social and
economic goals for Australia.
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> METHODOLOGY

Information in this report has been collated from multiple sources. A desktop review of
recent Australian literature, and of the Australian Government and policy environment
has been conducted to provide context and background to issues surrounding digital
skills. This also provides a framework for further research, and insights from primary data
collected for this project.

A survey of digital skills was conducted, focusing on members of the general public willing
to give information about their use of digital technology. Survey participants were able to
access a suite of free Microsoft courses on completion of the survey. Appendix 1 gives full
information about survey participants, and detailed results. Key results and discussion
points are included throughout this report.

A small focus group with sector stakeholders was undertaken, with participants asked for
their insights into and examples of each of the key areas of this report. Appendix 2 gives
further information about session prompts and answers from participants.

Case studies showcasing ongoing and upcoming areas of innovation in digital skilling are
given, as examples of work in the Australian system.

> DEFINING DIGITAL SKILLS

For the purpose of this paper, we have adopted Australian NCVER's definition of digital
skills as outlined in Gekara et al.'s (2017) working paper on the topic. These authors
defined digital skills as:

A combination of a digital mindset (hardware, software, information, systems,
security and innovation), knowledge (theoretical comprehension and understanding),
competence (cognitive and practical knowhow) and attitude (value and beliefs)
(Gekara et al. 2017p. 6).

This means that possessing digital skills is much more than just having an ability to use
digital technologies. Digital skills result from combining an ability to use digital technologies
with an understanding of how they create change and add value. This ‘understandability’
coupled with the concrete technical capabilities to put digital knowledge into action,
results in a level of ‘digital competence’. Digital competency is what allows an individual
to utilise digital technologies in a range of contexts and with a level of critical application
that grows with experience.

The impact of a ‘fourth industrial revolution’ premised on the integration of cybernetic
and physical systems in a growing number of real-world activities is already changing
many jobs and is predicted to impact many more. It is also fundamentally built on the
incorporation of a range of digital technologies into how future skill requirements are
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being mapped across all industries.

Ultimately, all people engaged in the labour market will need digital skills, albeit at varying
levels, but there are barriers to realising the benefits of a fourth industrial revolution. Three
key issues that digital skills policies and programs will need to address to overcome these
barriers form the basis of this review: the digital divide and social inclusion; innovating
skills for a digital economy; and skills development and jobs and skills mismatch. Below,
each of these issue areas is addressed separately.

> DIGITAL SKILLS IN AUSTRALIA: CONTEXT AND OPPORTUNITIES

The Australian Computer Society has reported that Australia had over three quarters of
a million (772,000) technology workers in 2019 but that the COVID-19 pandemic will have
led to an estimated 35,000 fewer technology workers by the end of December 2020 (ACS
2020).

This is a major challenge to Australia’s efforts to cultivate digital skills for future work
and industry. An article from The Australian Financial Review (Boddy 2021) has reported
on findings made by technology company Amazon that Australia will need 6.5 million
technology workers in the next four years to 2025 - just to maintain pace with technological
change.

This figure represents a major challenge to policymakers and training organisations.
Many different approaches can be taken to shaping the digital skills ecosystem and it is
important to first define digital skills to map an adequate response to the demands of
digital transformation.

In a 2019 Skills Forecasts, Australian Industry Reference Committees (IRCs) ranked a series
of 12 generic skill categories, in priority order:

1 Learning agility/information literacy / intellectual autonomy and self-management
2 Communication/Virtual collaboration /Social intelligence
3 Design mindset/Thinking critically / Systems thinking / Problem solving

“ Technology use and applications skills

5 Language, Literacy and Numeracy (LLN) skills

6 Managerial /Leadership skills

7 Customer service / Marketing skills

8 Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics (STEM) skills
9 Data analysis skills

10 Financial skills

11 Environmental sustainability skills

12 Entrepreneurial skills
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Recently, the Australian Industry and Skills Committee (AISC), an Australian Industry
Reference Committee (IRC), identified a range of digital skills in high demand that
include automated design, coding and programming, cyber security and understanding
and working with automation technologies (see AISC 2021).

The AISC is in the process of establishing an Industry 4.0 IRC to help ensure VET gives
students the future-focussed skills they will need, as workplaces become radically trans-
formed by increased automation and digitalisation. A range of factors and trends driving
demand for digital skills in Australia have also been identified, including:

> Access to quality internet

> Artificial Intelligence and machine learning

> Automation and robotics

> Big data and data analytics

> Changing workplace dynamics

> Digitisation and ‘Internet of Things’

> Emerging or changing markets

> Emerging technology

> Empowered customers

> Globalisation and its impact on mobility, migration and international markets

> More technologically advanced materials and products

The Australian Government's National Skills Commission (NSC) has developed an
Australian Skills Classification that is intended to provide a ‘common language’ for skills
by identifying a range of skills linked to occupations. The Classification enables the
exploration of how skills in each occupation are connected to others and how skills are
transferrable across occupations and industries.

Importantly, the Skills Classification clarifies the overarching trend in digital skills-driven
change: that digital skills are or will be needed for all jobs in the Australian labour market
with the only variation being the level of skills required; but furthermore, that specialist
digital skills beyond this general level of digital competency will be needed for specific
jobs.

> TRAINING PACKAGES AND ACCREDITED COURSES

Training Packages “define the skills and knowledge needed by learners to perform a job”
(ASQA 2021). In the Australian Vocational Education and Training system, the majority
of training delivered to learners is governed by a Training Package. The Information
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and Communications Technology (ICT) Training Package includes qualifications in both
information technology and telecommunications technology.

A number of other Training Packages include units of competency that relate to digital
skills. For example, the Foundation Skills (FSK) Training Package has several units around
using digital technology in the workplace, as does the Business Services (BSB) Training
Package (Training.gov.au 2021). This means that digital and technology skills, both generic
and those specific to occupations, are trained outside of the ICT Training Package.

Accredited courses can be developed and released under specific circumstances, where
there is a need for qualifications outside of the Training Package arrangement. In 2017,
the Certificate IV in Cyber Security (course code 22334VIC) was approved. This qualification
was developed and approved due to a need for formal qualifications targeting the
occupational outcome of a cyber security analyst, which did not exist within the Training
Package (Victorian Department of Education and Training 2017).

The Certificate IV in Cyber Security has been taken up well by providers and learners.
There are 23 providers approved to deliver the qualification around Australia (Training.
gov.au 2021), and in 2019 there were 2586 learners undertaking the qualification.

Figure 1
ICT Training Package Australian Apprenticeship commencements and training
enrolments, and Certificate IV in Cyber Security training enrolments, 2015-2019
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Figure 1 shows the number of Australian Apprenticeship commencements in the ICT
Training Package along with student enrolments in the same Training Package (this
includes both Australian Apprentices and non-apprentice students). It also includes
enrolment data for the Certificate IV in Cyber Security. Australian Apprenticeships data is
from the National Apprentice and Trainee Collection (NCVER 2020a) and enrolment data
is from the National VET Provider Collection (NCVER 2020b).

As can be seen in the figure, commencements and overall enrolments in ICT have declined
over the past several years. For Australian Apprenticeships, this decline is driven by a large
reduction in commencements in the Certificate Ill in Telecommunications Technology, as
the National Broadband Network (NBN) rollout has finished. While a similar pattern is
shown for this qualification across ICT Training Package enrolments, other qualifications
within the Training Package have also had reductions in enrolments over this time frame
which cannot be attributed to the NBN rollout.

1
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The “Digital Divide” can be understood as the gap that exists between those able to
access digital technologies (i.e. the internet, information communication technologies,
mobile phones etc.) and those without access for various reasons including geographic
isolation, socio-economic status, age, level of education and disability. With digitalisation
rapidly transforming an increasing array of activities essential to meaningful participation
in society, it is important to reduce the digital divide by ensuring more people without
access to digital technologies are provided with opportunities to be included in not only
their use but in digital competence-building.

Since 2016, RMIT University and Swinburne University of Technology have produced the
Australian Digital Inclusion Index (ADIl) and annually prepare a report that measures year-
on-year digital social inclusion in Australian society, with reference to three dimensions of
digital inclusion - Access, Affordability and Digital Ability. The ADII provides scores based
on particular demographic regions and socio-demographic groups and higher scores
indicate greater digital inclusion. The 2019 report found that between 2014 and 2019
Australia’s digital social inclusion measure has risen from 54.0 to 61.9 points (7.9 points),
with improvements made across all dimensions of digital inclusion (Thomas et al. 2019).

The GAN Australian Digital Skills Survey (Appendix 1) further demonstrates some key issues
with social inclusion as described in the ADII. While survey participants were generally well
educated and in employment, there were indications of digital exclusion for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander participants, and those with a reported disability or medical
condition. This exclusion took several forms, in particular an older first age of accessing
the internet, and a lack of internet access at home but access on public transport.

> PROGRESS STALLED

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the digital divide, resulting in
much slower growth in digital inclusion than the gains made in previous years, with just an
increase of 1.1 pointsrecorded in 2020. The 2020 report found that although public health-
mandated shutdowns of business, schools, offices and community events accelerated
the transition of these activities online, this occurred at a time when many Australians
continued to face significant barriers to digital participation (Thomas et al. 2020). Digital
inclusion is still lacking for many vulnerable groups, including low-income households,
Australians aged 65 years and over, and the unemployed. Notably, the ‘employment gap’
- the gap between employed Australians and those not in the labour force - is wider
than it was in 2014, whereas the ‘education gap’ - that between individuals with tertiary
qualifications and others not completing secondary school - has somewhat narrowed.
Australia was making steady progress prior to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic,
but progress has stalled since early 2020. This can in part be explained as a result of the
negatively reinforcing combination of several forms of digital exclusion.

13
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> CHALLENGES TO DIGITAL INCLUSION: DISADVANTAGE
EXPERIENCED BY AUSTRALIA’S FIRST PEOPLES

Vulnerable groups of Australians have experienced exclusion due to access, which is
most pronounced in regional or remote areas of the country. In regional and remote
areas, major issues remain regarding network access and connectivity and this reality
disproportionately affects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island (ATSI) communities. One of
the major Priority Reform areas of the Closing the Gap program is the provision of shared
access to data and information at a regional level and this priority has been acknowledged
as key to achieving the other priority reforms including the ability for ATSI people to share
decision-making, build community control over local projects and transform government
organisations’ accountability to ATSI people (Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet 2021). The 2020 Closing the Gap report identified lagging digital problem-solving
skills as a major barrier to regional ATSI communities being able to develop employability
to participate in the growth of their regions (National Indigenous Australians Agency 2021).

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) people and communities also face significant
barriers to digital accessibility. The ATSI information portal Creative Spirits has reported
that ATSI people - particularly in regional and remote communities - continue to miss
out on internet access at an enormous rate. These communities experience low levels
of literacy, far higher costs of equipment and maintenance, low technical experience,
limited motivation and appreciation of the internet's benefits, significant levels of poverty
making affordability a major issue, and problematic levels of poor health that increase
unwillingness to use advanced technology (Korff 2020).

> THE ISSUE OF DIGITAL LITERACY

Other dimensions of the digital divide must be addressed before vulnerable groups
can be fully enabled through access to digital technologies and online participation.
First, access to digital technologies may still not benefit individuals without a suitable
level of ‘digital literacy'. This concept refers to “the ability to identify and use technology
confidently, creatively and critically to effectively meet the demands and challenges of
living, learning and working in a digital society” (Coldwell-Neilson 2018). To be digitally
literate, Coldwell-Neilson explains, is to have skills and capabilities across a number of
domains, including using technology; but beyond this, being able to locate and critically
evaluate digital information, communicate and interact in online environments, create as
well as consume online content and manage your online identity including maintaining
personal security and privacy. Amajor element of digital literacy is also the digitally literate
individual's recognition of skills-transferability between situations, across digital platforms
and applications and in different contexts. An individual's ‘digital footprint’ must also be
understood and attention paid to professional and ethical online behaviour as well as
demonstrating cultural and social understanding in digital spaces.

14
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The GAN Australia Digital Skills Survey (Appendix 1) included information about use of
digital technologies and how participants improve their digital skills. Survey data showed
that all participants, including those from disadvantaged groups, had some access to
the internet and digital technology. As the survey was conducted online this result is not
surprising, and may not be representative of other disadvantaged groups.

Users predominantly developed their digital skills through forms of online education;
online courses, videos and self-teaching using the technology were all common. For the
survey participants who did have access and who possess basic digital skills, accessing
learning online is not a major barrier. For anyone who does not have access to either
the internet or to a device to undertake learning on, or who does not have the skills
to undertake learning online, there are fewer options for skilling. In addition, several
participants agreed to the statement that “I feel threatened when others talk about new
and existing digital technologies” and several participants disagreed with or reported
being neutral on topics related to positive feelings towards digital technology and skills.
Attitudes to technology will further impact on people’s ability to learn new digital skills.

> DATA PRIVACY IN THE DIGITAL ‘NEW NORMAL’

Second, a ‘new normal, whereby digital connectivity forms the basis for doing many
jobs, must be considered for its impact on those already struggling to maintain pace with
technological change. Those individuals and groups currently positioned on the negative
side of the digital divide will face major barriers, beginning with a basic understanding of,
and ability to practice, those elements of digital literacy discussed above. Digital Rights
Watch (2020) has warned that vulnerable people may lack access to digital rights and data
privacy, in part where they lack digital competencies and in part due to the overreach of
governments and corporations accessing and exploiting their data.

Participants in the GAN Australia Digital Skills Survey (Appendix 1) rated “being safe and
responsible online” as the mostimportant digital skill. Despite this, only 25% of participants
scored themselves 5 out of 5 for their cyber security skills, the lowest of any of the skills
categories included. This disconnect between the importance of remaining safe online
and participants capacity to do so is worrying. Disadvantaged groups, including those
with less familiarity with digital technology, may be more at risk.

Stakeholders interviewed for this project highlighted how in the Australian context, those
individuals for whom English is a second language (ESL) will be particularly vulnerable to
data-based vulnerability. As identified elsewhere, regional access continues to prevent
many individuals from developing digital skills through experience and opportunity and
ESL individuals in regional communities will be worst off.

15
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> DISADVANTAGES AMONGSTPEOPLE EXPERIENCING DISABILITIES

Third, in relation to access to digital technologies, advocacy organisations have identified
the disadvantages experienced by people with disabilities. The prevalence of digital
tools and resources in daily life means people with disabilities will fall further behind
without diverse accessibility requirements being acknowledged and embedded in digital
skilling strategies. Importantly, this means giving due consideration to the role of assistive
technologies in providing opportunities for people with disabilities to develop digital
competencies. CBM identifies many of the issues discussed above as contributing to
barriers to access and outlines what is required to overcome them:

The steps to reduce these gaps for people with disabilities include focusing on raising
awareness and enhancing knowledge of ICT accessibility, formulating policies and
financial incentives to support universal design in technology and other areas, making
assistive technology and ICT available and affordable for people with disabilities, and
investing in a barrier-free environment (CBM 2019).

> TRADITIONALLY ADVANTAGED GROUPS
FACING DIGITAL DISADVANTAGE

A key demographic that VET sector stakeholders identified as a potential challenge for
digital inclusion efforts is older men with long career experience in non-digital roles. With
growthindigitalisation, thislabour force cohortwillbeimpacted by increased redundancies
as traditional industries change and embrace technologies like automation, Al and online
service delivery, as well as by the pressure to adapt their skillsets to incorporate digital
competencies.

> OVERCOMING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

All considerations must be given to ensure that greater digital inclusion through training
in digital skills protects the privacy of learners. VET plays a significant role in building social
inclusion and therefore, has a role in developing digital social inclusion as an extension of
helping people to participate more fully in society. Buddelmeyer and Polidano (2016, p. 1)
explain that social inclusion “is about being able to fully participate in social and economic
life”. In research that they carried out for the National Centre for Vocational Education
Research (NCVER), these authors found that education has positive effects on the labour
market outcomes of disadvantaged individuals and groups, recommending in particular
school-leaver articulation to certificate Ill (apprenticeship) level to benefit from education
that builds social inclusion. Where VET plays a critical role in general social inclusion,
VET career pathways can also bridge the gap that continues to divide digitally excluded
individuals for more full participation in society. Further NCVER research by Scott-Kemmis,
Griffin, and Fowler (2017) has suggested that VET can also foster entrepreneurial skills
amongst graduates but that at present this is not something the VET sector is particularly
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equipped to achieve. In a digitally enabled future of work, entrepreneurial skills include
those that accompany digital literacy, such as adaptability, flexibility and creativity
(discussed further in the following section).

Although digital technologies and a push for digital skills will do much to bridge the digital
divide, there remains a risk that it does not capture individuals that continue to fear
the size of the digital challenges they must overcome. For this and other reasons, these
individuals will remain vulnerable to rapid digitally driven change. In such cases, skills
development and training will be just one element of helping the people that continue to
suffer digital exclusion.

An initial point to begin addressing these separate but often overlapping issues of digital
exclusion is with training individuals in baseline digital skills. VET sector stakeholders and
providers believe that this can be achieved through formal face-to-face training. They also
agree that there is a system-wide issue regarding access to baseline training and that this
is likely to be a global issue, where it remains the case that digital access is still denied to
many rural and regional communities in most countries.

*
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The COVID-19 pandemic is frequently acknowledged by Australian organisations as a
crisis that has nevertheless created immense opportunity. The Committee for Economic
Development of Australia (CEDA) has suggested that digital transformation has benefited
many businesses, industries and sectors by encouraging digitally enhanced business
model transformations. Notably, the pandemic and accompanying lockdowns and social
distancing measures influenced key changes:

> Rapid transition of office jobs to working from home (including government
departments and major businesses)

> All levels of education moving to online, digital delivery of learning and
teaching

> Increased focus on essential products manufactured locally in response to
supply chain disruptions

> Emphasis on the important roles of essential workers, particularly health and
care workers and teachers

CEDA has also acknowledged that digitally enabled work (i.e. remote, work-from-home)
is not possible for all industry sectors and workplaces and has mostly been successful
in industries comprised of high-paid office workers. However, one advantage of remote
digital work capabilities is that high-paid professional occupations can be made available
in rural and regional communities, where technology permits this kind of work to be done
remotely despite businesses remaining located in urban areas (Baxter et al. 2020). This
can have larger implications for regions, where greater demand for goods and services
urges businesses to increase the availability of digital skills to those regions and for
governments to support economic expansion with digital infrastructure improvements.

The CEDA report not only captures the lessons Australia can learn from COVID-19 to
rebuild our economy and society, but also takes note of key areas where skills innovation
can take place - namely in industries relating to manufacturing, human services and
education. Despite decline in manufacturing employment and productivity in recent
decades, manufacturing remains a critical sector in Australia’s economy and continues
to account for the largest level of spending on Research and Development (R&D) and, as
the pandemic has proven, is critical to our prosperity given a need to maintain sovereign
capabilities in the production of essential equipment (such as masks, ventilators and
respirators).

> OPPORTUNITIES FOR DIGITAL SKILLS GROWTH

Employment in human services, particularly in health and care work, will continue to
grow as Australia deals with demographic change throughout the decades ahead and as
demonstrated by the national response to COVID-19, the role of health workers including
doctors, nurses and ancillary medical personnel, is crucial to overcoming a public health

19



Digital Skilling Situational Analysis // Australia

crisis. Furthermore, the essential role of educators - teachers, lecturers, tutors and
other instructors - to ensuring training continues to be delivered to meet labour market
demands has been highlighted by the events of the past year.

The greatest impact on these and other occupations and industries is that the scope for
digital skills development has broadened significantly. The digital economy’s expanse
into areas of employment previously not so deeply exposed to it has become clearer
and opportunities for its embedding in a range of industries and occupations have been
identified. The National Skills Commission (NSC) has reported that the need to adapt and
learn new skills and technologies has arisen quickly in the response to COVID-19 across
many sectors (NSC 2020), meaning that digital skills will be in demand in occupations
and industries far beyond the typically defined areas of Information & Communication
Technology (ICT). Emerging occupations are identifiable when existing jobs are combined
with emerging skills that mean new jobs can be defined.

> EMERGING OCCUPATIONS DEFINED BY DIGITAL SKILLS

As a result, the NSC has identified and validated 25 emerging occupations within several
categories in the Australian labour market - some categories that relate to the areas
of employment long impacted by digitalisation and others that are undergoing rapid
reconfiguration. NSC's identified broad categories (and its examples of occupations within
them) are:

> Digital deepening (digital marketing and social media specialists, user
experience analysts)

> Data analytics (data analysts, scientists, engineers and architects, pricing
analysts)

> Emerging business practices (‘Agile’ coaches, developers, engineers, logistics
analysts)

> Regulatory (risk analysts, regulatory affairs specialists, energy auditors,
compensation and benefits analysts)

> Health (respiratory therapists, nurse liaisons, biostatisticians)

> Sustainability engineering and trades (solar installers, energy efficiency
engineers, wind turbine technicians, hazardous materials labourers)

> Refreshing ANZSCO (fundraisers, researchers, research assistants)

A clear implication of the NSC's process of identifying these broad categories of emerging
occupationsis that digital competency is not only about possessing technical skills. Instead,
it is about deploying these with a range of transferable skills (Payton and Knight 2018).
Specifically, it is the generic, non-technical ‘soft skills’ that will increase in value (Fleming
et al. 2019) and these range from communication and organisational skills, to teamwork/
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collaboration, time management and problem-solving (Payton & Knight, 2018, p. 6).

The Australian Industry and Skills Commission (AISC) has divided these further by
identifying ‘skills for collaborating’ (communication, cultural and emotional intelligence
etc.) as distinct from ‘foundational skills' (literacy and numeracy etc.) and skills for learning
and adapting (to new technologies, job requirements and work environments) (AISC
2017). PwC (2020) also makes a distinction between ‘technical skills' and ‘transferrable
skills" which broadens the idea that digital skills can be transmitted between different
occupations, workplaces and industries when packaged with the kinds of non-technical
abilities that workers develop in order to translate digital competencies to new settings
along their career trajectories.

> NEW CAREER PATTERNS IN DIGITALLY
DRIVEN LABOUR MARKETS

The importance of the kinds of adaptability and competence-building that comes from
integrating ‘soft’ and ‘technical’ skills into preparing for work is emphasised by a report
from the Foundation for Young Australians (prepared by AlphaBeta 2016). This report
identified seven unique skills ‘clusters’ that will underpin ‘portfolio careers’ in which
young people transfer skills across occupations, industries and sectors drawing on their
experience and deploying it in new and challenging settings. This highlights the growing
need for attention to be given to increasing the focus on skills across all forms of work and
occupations - including those stemming from VET pathways - that will require a mixture
of soft and specialist digital skills deployed in a range of occupations and workplace
settings throughout an individual's career. Treating higher education as a ‘safe’ pathway
for young Australians to develop skills and achieve qualifications in specialist fields will
not suitably shape future workforces to meet labour market requirements of flexibility
and adaptability. This is also emphasised in the foresight reporting of the AISC where
it has suggested “lifelong learning” will be a key focus of digital skills and training. It will
involve collaboration and cross-disciplinary learning in education environments that rely
extensively on digital platforms to deliver curriculum and engage students (AISC 2017).

More recently, AISC's (2021) national overview of skills has identified ‘Adaptability’
as the most in-demand skillset of industry, with workers expected to possess traits
like understanding and interpreting industry trends, responding to new innovations,
demonstrating flexibility and being proficient and willing to learn. The ‘top priority’ of
industry identified in this report also related to ‘generic skills’, defined as learning agility,
information literacy and learning autonomy/self-management - all skills that align closely
to adaptability. Overall, industry is responding to technological change by expecting that
digitalisation represents a new normal way of doing business and so employees will be
expected to participate in digitalisation processes by adapting accordingly and showing
flexibility and responsiveness to disruptive forms of change.
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> APPLYING THE NEW ‘DIGITAL MINDSET’ IN THE REAL WORLD

An example of how this new mindset is already being applied is in the retail industry with
the response of supermarket chain Woolworths to the disruptive economic circumstances
of 2020. It has developed a program to train their store employees in “technical and
organisational skills designed to help the company solidify its position in the new digital
I” (Braue 2021). This ‘new normal’ of training retail staff in technical as well as soft
skills will influence a massive transformation of retail to e-commerce services, changing the
nature of retail skillsets and industries extensively. Partnering with education institutions
to deliver this digital training will have flow-on effects that see other retail companies, their
supply chains and other industries adopt digital methods, driving a major shift towards
digital training requirements and the need for training providers to respond in kind.

norma

The agricultural sector is also seeing digital skills-driven transformation. The Victorian
Government has funded a program to boost teaching at agricultural colleges and training
providers in Victoria. Training will focus on technical and organisational skills that build a
digitally competent workforce able to work with business models that emphasise digital
enterprise and marketing (Premier of Victoria 2020).

> TOWARDS AN INNOVATIVE DIGITAL ECONOMY POWERED BY
DIGITALLY COMPETENT WORKERS

How will education and training policy frameworks deliver these new skills? What do
employers want? A major initiative that many VET stakeholders and providers advocate
is industry accredited training. They suggest that training accredited by industry would
overcome the lack of cutting-edge digital skills in existing Training Packages, which lack
nuance in terms of skills versus qualification and do not provide adequate scope for
developing digital skills, instead asking for specific skills (as discussed earlier, also of low
sophistication). An additional issue is the length of time it takes, through current approval
mechanisms (often 12 months or more), for Training Packages to be updated with new
units of competency including those that would deepen the extent of digital skilling. It is
hoped by industry that this would also provide scope for a level of transferability across
industries, where all industry accredited training would be geared towards meeting
existing technological capability standards and ensuring that a high-quality level of digital
skilling is delivered by training organisations catering to specific industries and sectors.

Industry stakeholders have discussed the potential of this kind of skillset development
within the context of a need for digital technologies to be embedded within training. This
is essential to the digital skilling system taking shape, so that learners are engaging with
the digital tools that will largely define the occupations they enter into after becoming
qualified.
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The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been felt right across the Australian economy.
Research from The University of Melbourne has reported findings from the Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics (HILDA) Survey that show lower-skilled workers are the
ones that have been most affected. This means that it is often younger people that
have been exposed to adverse employment effects, mainly due to a lack of post-school
qualifications and overall low-education attainment (Wilkins 2020). This is a major factor
to be considered in the context of digital skills development, particularly given findings
that reveal the extent to which digital skills are present in occupations.

> THE STATE OF SKILLS DEVELOPMENT IN THE VET SECTOR

Research published by NCVER has discovered what may amount to serious challenges for
VET going forward. Their study (Gekara et al. 2017), analysed 1,708 job advertisements
covering 74 occupations/job titles and explored the frequency and nature of references
to ‘digital skills'.

This study provided key insights with significant implications for general digital skills
development in Australia:

> Only 204 (out of 1,708) vacancies specifically mentioned digital skills and even
then, they referred to vague and basic skill application

> Overall, a very basic level of digital skills is required (i.e. basic computer
operations and digital literacy)

> Employers tend to conceptualise digital skills from a ‘tools’ perspective and
cannot articulate how they would be applied on the job.

Further findings held significant implications for VET:

> VET contains a significant amount of digital training content across
varying units of competence but often they are elective rather than core to
qualifications required for the occupations analysed

> Digital training content in training packages is expressed broadly and
generically making limited reference to specific digital tools and systems

> Training is geared towards skills development on the lower end of the digital
skills spectrum (i.e. basic use of computer hardware and software to process
data and internet resources)

> Although digital skills training content is available for all occupations and at all
levels, the bulk is geared towards lower-skill occupations with non-supervisory
and managerial status
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> ONGOING LABOUR MARKET CHALLENGES

Although the above findings are nearly four years old, the challenges that lie ahead remain
significant as a 2020 PwC analysis of post-pandemic skills requirements shows. The level of
digital skills offered in training have not overly increased, but the demand for employees
with crucial enterprise skills, particularly “strategic digital acumen and understanding the
implications of data” (PwC 2020) has increased in the wake of COVID-19-driven changes
to work. Yet 72% of Australian workers surveyed in PwC's study reported having not been
provided with skills training by their employer in the last 12 months, with 78% of company
directors identifying the low availability of key skills as a top threat to business growth
(PwC 2020).

With additional implications for VET, DESE (2021) has suggested that Australia’'s VET
system must be more responsive to skills change to maintain pace with industry demand
for skilled apprentices and trainees working towards qualifications that are responsive to
digital transformations. VET providers have already fast-tracked new courses to upskill
essential workers on the frontline of the pandemic, but this kind of responsiveness must
be embedded within the broader VET system for it to service the future needs of industries