
ANZMAC 2017 Conference Proceedings   532 

 

Digital Divide: The Student Skill Gap 

 

Michael Mehmet, Charles Sturt University 

Felicity Small, Charles Sturt University 

 

Short Abstract:  

Business leaders expect their current organisational practices to become further orientated 

towards digital business models, however a lack of digital literacy skills in current marketing 

graduates is a concern. This study will examine the digital skills gap and provide 

recommendations for Universities. Data were collected using six semi-structured in-depth 

interviews. Participants were practitioners in separate digital marketing agencies located in a 

major Australian capital city and analysed using Rubin and Rubin (2011) framework for 

interview analysis. Key finding suggests that many graduates lack a good understanding, or 

ability to apply creativity that can leveraged business strategy. The overall findings suggest 

that academics need to more holistic and authentic in their course offerings to enhance 

students creativity and business skills. One recommendation is to offer courses embedded 

within organisations through industry placement for students to learn specific practical 

applications of digital marketing strategies from creative design to implementation and 

measurement. 
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Digital Divide: The Student Skill Gap 

Introduction and Aim  
Digital marketing, defined as the use of digital channels, including webistes, social media 

and application to achieve strategic marketing success, has become a central component for 

businesses (Duffy & Ney, 2014). A survey commissioned by Accenture authors, Laurenceau 

& Sloman (2015) revealed that 44% of respondents reported a clear lack of employee and 

organisational digital literacy and claimed this would hinder the successful achievement of 

digital marketing objectives. The report also indicated that current employees have a skills 

gap in developing and implementing effect digital marketing strategy, defined by Heinze et al 

(2016, p. xxiii) as the ability the create long term priorities for engagement of an 

organisation with their target audience. This subsequent digital media skills gap has 

considerable ramification for industry (Alexander, 2016; Duffy & Ney, 2014), including but, 

not limited to, loss of potential profit, poor relationship marketing, customer retention and 

customer relations.  

 

Nearly all Australian universities that offer an undergraduate marketing course, give students 

access to a digital and/or social media subject. The subject is available either within the 

business school directly or via an elective option (external to the school) or as part of double 

degrees (public relations, information systems, or communications). Despite this, Barker 

(2014) indicates that a divide between industry needs and expectations and academia 

offerings still exists. Therefore, the aim of this study is to explore what major digital 

marketing knowledge and skills gap exist for graduating undergraduate students in Australia 

and to provide potential mechanisms to rectify these gaps. 

 

Method and Analysis 
Data were collected for this study using six semi-structured in-depth interviews. Participants 

were practitioners in digital marketing agencies located in a major Australian capital city. 

Each participant possessed more than five years’ industry experience and held, as a 

minimum, an undergraduate degree. Participants actively employed or interned a graduate in 

the past 12 months. Interviews were conducted during December 2016 and April 2017 via 

phone or Skype, recorded and transcribed. All participant identification was de-identified, 

with analysis of findings conducted using Rubin & Rubin (2011). Analysis was extended by 

using systemic functional theory experiential meaning, which aids in identifying key thematic 

elements of text and understanding subject positions (see Eggins, 2008). 

 

Results  

The interviews revealed five (5) key strategic and tactical skills that participants feel 

graduates lack. The key themes include (i) commercially aligned creativity, or creativity that 

leveraged business strategy was the most emphasised skills gap in marketing graduates. High 

importance was placed in rectifying this shortfall, with the majority of participants urging for 

action from Higher Education Providers and Universities in this space.  

“We get students that expect everything to fit a process…sometimes you have to think 

creatively to be noticed but commercially creative like Apple”  

(ii) Independent; cohesive and adaptive thinking - Many participants complained that 

students are not “job-ready” and are very dependent on the employer to ‘guide’ them and 

teach them. Further, graduates lacked the ability to cohesively align strategies and tactics and 

be adaptive in strategic application.  

“They just can think from a digital perspective, they just expect things will come 

together…they have a lot of trouble understanding multi-channel planning in 

particular, especially from a brand perspective” 
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(iii) Active digital listening/big data analytics - A common complaint was students do not 

know how to ‘actively listen’, meaning they cannot incorporate community sentiment for 

strategy purposes. In addition, other digital literacy issues were identified as limited such, 

using pattern and big data analysis to inform their strategic and creative ideas.   

“We hardly get any marketing grads that even know what big data is let alone know 

how to use it in decision making” 

(iv) Content co-creation - Participants also identified that many organisations had adopted 

visual and video storytelling as part of their digital commercial tactics, but graduates still do 

not possess the skills in incorporating these skills into practice.  

“they’re ok with word, but just don’t get the idea of images and narrative, we usually 

look at creative arts students for these position, but they don’t get business” 

(v) Experience in applying digital strategies - Finally, all participants were critical of the lack 

of experience in graduates’ ability to develop and implement digital media strategy. 

“They think that if they use it themselves they can apply it to business, they really do 

need more experience in applying digital strategies from a brand perspective, it’s so 

different” 

Discussion 
The findings of a gap in creativity (i), content co-creation (iv) and big data skills (iii) support 

industry reports (see Holmes Report, 2015), which also identified analytics, creativity and 

multimedia content creation as core requirements of graduates. Further, the findings align 

with Pilkington (2015) industry skills report, which also acknowledges content co-creation 

(iv) and data analytics (iii) as key the skills required for those entering the job market. Where 

this study differs is the identification of active digital listening (iii), defined as the ability to 

provide the brand important consumer insights (Macnamara, 2015). This skills is advocated 

by Macnamara (2015) as he see it as the core for community aligned strategy and policy. 

Finally, this study highlights commercially viable creativity (v) and the ability to apply it in a 

practical setting (v) as a key skills shortfall. This position is supported by Alexander (2016) 

and Barker (2014) which state student digital marketing experience is lacking but necessary 

for employment. 

 

Implications for Theory and Practice  
The evolution of digital media represents an important challenge for those teaching subjects 

where these channels are central. Academics will need to shift both their research focus and 

practical immersion to accommodate the five key identified themes. Alexander (2016), Duffy 

and Ney (2015), and Reisz (2015) have suggested that academics will also need to engage 

with industry to better understand the up-to-the-minute practices of digital marketing. 

Further, academics should consider exploring connections with the creative industries and 

arts schools within their institutions to support creativity. In addition, further experimentation 

and research into problem/practiced based learning models, which intertwine industry 

placement specific to digital marketing will be needed. For example, organisations could 

participate in course which address their specific needs and provide the much needed industry 

placements for students This combination has proven successful in improving the strategic 

thinking of students in other managerial areas (see Barrows 1986; Boud & Feletti 1997; 

Strati, 2007). In this way, Universities can incorporate relevant experiences into their 

curriculum, to allow students to gain the applied skills which are being called for by industry.  
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