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Abstract 
With the advent of new technologies and greater accesses to information by consumers, 
the marketing communication environment is experiencing an unprecedented ‘velocity of 
change’. Acknowledging this and the need to ensure that our academic programs meet 
the vocational needs of the industries we serve, every five years the advertising course 
at Charles Sturt University undergoes rigorous review to ensure the relevance of course 
objectives, as well as the currency of strategies and content. Whilst much has been 
written in the literature concerning vocational teaching practices, and to a lesser extent 
graduate attributes (Waller, 2003; Kerr & Proud, 2005), there appears minimal 
documentation that specifically identifies what educational skills will be required by 
both the direct employer advertising agencies and the client organisations that employ 
these agencies. This paper firstly sets out to briefly review the state of marketing 
communications education – are teaching and learning strategies in line with evolving 
industry requirements – then to identify specific strategies and content for a 
contemporary advertising program that is both practitioner focused and pedagogically 
sound, one that is in line with the demands of both the Australian and international 
marketing communications industry. 
 

1. Introduction 
Universities are under increasing pressure from both employers and students to equip 
graduates with real world skills and capabilities. Some believe that teaching and learning 
strategies are changing in line with a contemporary view of education to prepare students 
for assimilation into professional practice (McCulloch, 2005). As Morris (2005) indicates, it 
is becoming apparent that employers are seeking qualifications beyond the academic 
degree. They want hands-on skills, employees who are good communicators, team players 
and are dedicated to life-long learning. Berryman (1990) reinforces this point, suggesting 
that the ultimate point of education is to prepare students for effective functioning in 
non-school settings. 
 
Every five years the advertising course at Charles Sturt University undergoes rigorous 
review. This paper reports on the 2007 course review. Specifically, the continuous 
consultation process with the industry throughout the review period and the qualitative 
research program of depth interviews with leading industry practitioners undertaken to 
inform this review. The over-arching objective of the review was to identify opportunities 
for course improvement in terms of current and future industry requirements, specifically 
those of graduate attributes for employment. The paper considers firstly the current 
state of the marketing communications environment, then progresses to identify trends 
and influences in line with the overall review. In the process, the paper seeks to identify 
core student skills and attributes inherent in an advertising program that is both 
responsive to industry needs and is pedagogically sound. 
 

2. The State of the Industry 
Mass communication is experiencing what I refer to as a velocity of change. The industry 
is being transformed by rapid changes in technology which in turn are pressuring 
practitioners to speed-up adaptation, and the academy to keep up with industry 
developments. As Geimann (2001) notes, newspapers, magazines, broadcasters, public 
relations and advertising agencies are changing. Expansion of the Internet and the world-
wide web is providing readers and viewers with the power to gather all kinds of 
information, once the domain of the professional communicators - journalists and other 
mass media practitioners. Online access by consumers has made reaching a mass 
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audience, promoting a brand or company image, or selling a product more difficult for 
the marketer. Quite simply there has been a quantum shift in power – from the marketer 
to the consumer. Now the consumer has access to information, 24/7. As Chairman of the 
Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), Arthur Waltz identifies “…the fragmentation 
and proliferation of media, coupled with the growth of personal communication devices is 
effectively shifting the gatekeeper function from the sender to the receiver.” (2001). 
Forty years ago marketing communications was dominated by above-the-line advertising, 
specifically television, radio, newspapers, magazines and to a lesser extent, outdoor 
advertising. Even just ten years ago, these mediums maintained a strangle-hold on 
marketing communications budgets, accounting for 75% of advertising spends. Today a 
change of balance in the marketer/consumer relationship has meant a complete re-think 
on what comprises media, and a need to better understand the dynamics of consumer 
communication. 
 
The current communications mix 
_________________________________________________ 
Category    Expenditure % 
_________________________________________________ 
Media advertising   40.0 
Sales promotion    16.1 
Brand PR/Sponsorship   15.0 
Direct mail/response   20.0 
Interactive marketing   7.7 
__________________________________________________ 
Table 1: CIPR UK expenditure categories 2004 
 
Underlying the changes in the communications mix and the evolving new relationships 
shared by agencies and their clients, are a number of developments stemming from 
technological, financial and cultural shifts. These have had a material impact on the 
advertising and marketing communication landscape, in particular on the services offered 
and the skills of practitioners. In a survey conducted by the Winterberry Group (2006) the 
question was asked of industry leaders: 
 

“Which of the following channels do you expect will be critical pieces of the 
media mix in the years to come?” 

 
The response: 
____________________________________________________ 
Category    Responses % 
____________________________________________________ 
Direct mail    81.3 
Search engine marketing  70.1 
Online advertising (non-search)  41.2 
Mobile marketing   29.2 
_____________________________________________________ 
Table 2: Winterberry Group LLC. 2006 
 
Media has proliferated to such an extent that traditional ideas about how consumers 
receive information are now outdated. We need to understand, not the mass market, but 
the integrated market and the individuals we are communicating with. Within the School 
of Communication at CSU we have elected to stay with single discipline degrees but are 
now actively blending multi-elective experiences in our single degree programs to give 
students a broader understanding of the total or integrated communications marketplace. 
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Geimann (2001) recognizes that the new millennium has brought with it significant 
change in terms of trends and challenges and that this in turn is issuing in a demand for a 
new generation of comprehensively educated and well grounded professionals. 
 
Industry dynamics 
A research study undertaken by the Winterberry Group (2006) into the state of the 
advertising agency identified that the traditional marketing model is changing, and with it 
the traditional advertising agency. Indeed, in recent years in Australia we have seen the 
decline of the “full service” advertising agency – the one-stop, strategic, client service, 
creative and media shop – and an evolution of two distinct entities: the ‘creative agency’ 
and the ‘media agency’. As a result agencies are experiencing the most significant change 
in their over 100 year history.  
  

I have no idea what the future will be, but I can guarantee you that three key 
ingredients will be needed: change, change and change. 

 Maurice Levy, Chairman and CEO, Publicis Group 
  

Marketers are shifting away from advertising which favours media, to direct 
marketing and promotion, which does not. While this has been happening for 
decades, the digital revolution has helped accelerate the shift. This means less 
 advertising in the future and less money for media – all media. That’s a 
reality. 

Dave Morgan, CEO, Tadoda 
 
A study by Spence-Stone & Byrne (2004) into the creation of future advertising leaders 
offers insights into the needs and attributes of practitioners and the implications for 
developing and nurturing them. From the study key attributes are nominated as being the 
ability to be insightful, inclusive of others, interactive in outlook and inventive in 
thinking. This is very much synchronous with the developments in, and the changing role 
of the industry identified by Geimann (2001) and reiterated in the Winterberry Group 
study (2006). 
 
Spence-Stone & Byrne (2004) identify three key attributes of the contemporary 
practitioner. Firstly, they need to be generalists rather than specialists, able to 
investigate the macro picture and offer an ability to solve problems. Secondly, 
practitioners (and their agencies) need to be inclusive, with the focus being on the 
client’s business, rather than seeking sole ownership of that ‘big idea’. The final attribute 
is that of being ‘interactive’, with practitioners understanding the consumer’s 
engagement with emerging technologies and their relevance in building brand 
relationships.  
 
Considering the state of change in the marketing communications industry and the 
relationship between client and agency, my belief as a practitioner and as an academic, 
and one informed by feedback from client companies as well as from dissertations by 
leading global marketing organizations such as Proctor & Gamble (IAA World Congress, 
2006), is that graduate teaching and learning strategies must be predicated on not only 
the stated requirements of the traditional stakeholders (the creative advertising and 
media agencies), but also on those requirements of the client companies that employ 
these agencies. Input from this key stakeholder group is critical to inform both course 
content and teaching and learning practice.  
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3. Course Review: Research Methodology 

Introduction 
Methodologies for course reviews for the BA (Communication-Advertising) prior to 2007 
have relied primarily on content analysis and limited interrogation of practitioners via 
telephone surveys. In the main, these studies have focused on theoretical content and 
the perspective of advertising agency personal as practitioners and as graduate 
employers. In contrast to previous studies, this 2007 research study seeks to identify not 
simply content, but the graduate attributes, knowledge and skills that are seen as 
essential in the practitioner environment, and specifically those sought by all 
stakeholders. Here stakeholders are identified as: 

- Agencies – both creative and media - as direct employers; 
- The peak industry bodies - as representatives and as providers of educational 

programs in their own rite; 
- The business / client community - as employers of the agencies; and 
- The students themselves. 

A key difference between this study and studies undertaken previously is the recognition 
of the significant changes that have taken place in the last five years in the industry, in 
terms of the actual structure of the industry and the professional relationships between 
stakeholders in the industry. Specifically: 
 
(i) The emergence of the ‘media agency’ and the ‘creative agency’.  
There are now appears two distinct entities, derived from what was previously the 
singular ‘full service’ advertising agency. This has created a diversity of employment 
opportunities for advertising graduates, as each entity is seen to require unique expertise 
and skills. This is particularly relevant in the case of the media agency which it appears is 
now struggling to find the right type of people.   
 
(ii) The changing relationships between agency and client. 
The client’s focus of working with an agency ‘that can think about a client’s business at a 
high level.” (Spence-Stone & Byrne, 2004). Clients seek new and specialised skills from 
their agency partners, in line with new communication paradigms in the business and 
consumer environment.  
 
There appears a growing divide between agency and client organizations. Hence, a key 
differential in this study is the inclusion of ‘the client’ in the investigation for it is felt 
that it is not longer sufficient simply to identify solely advertising agency needs. It is 
essential now to understand what client companies seek from their agencies and 
critically, from the people who work for these agencies. It is considered then that this 
research study is particularly important in that it will both inform the Charles Sturt 
University advertising course review and add to the body of knowledge within the agency 
and client sector in Australia. 
 
The methodology for this study is presented here in two parts: 

(i) The Theoretical Orientation. 
(ii) The Research Design. 

 
(i) Theoretical Orientation 
Research utilises grounded theory (Somekh & Lewin, 2005), that is theory developed that 
is based on actual data gathered through qualitative research, making it more reflective 
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of the practical situations being investigated than speculative derived theory (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1998). The reflective nature of the grounded theory model was also particularly 
relevant considering my professional background in advertising and current involvement 
as both a practitioner and as an academic. Additionally, the process allowed me, as 
principal researcher to operate as an interpreter of the data, not just as a reporter of the 
situation (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). 
 
Within the context of the advertising course review program, and in line with a grounded 
theory-style approach, the process I followed in capturing, analysing and interpreting 
data incorporated the following three stages: 
 
Sampling 
Selection of the appropriate sample of individuals from the population to provide 
information on the topics under investigation was made prior to data collection. Sampling 
continued until it was believed that no new information was being obtained. 
 
Coding and analysis of the data 
The process of data analysis was a continual one throughout the entire program, from the 
beginning of the market investigation, and then throughout the literature review and 
interviews. Themes were identified and named, encoding the data into categories. The 
process commenced by open coding, breaking down and conceptualizing the data. Similar 
concepts and ideas were identified by labeling the data line by line in interview 
transcripts, and cross-referencing to data identified in the literature. The logical next 
step was to gather data together and reassemble under common headings and categories 
using the process of axial coding. By reviewing and re-sorting common themes, major 
groupings or categories were formed. As Daymon & Holloway (2002) identify, invariably a 
picture began to emerge that served to support my working hypothesis. 
 
The final step was the development of core categories, categories that integrated 
themselves to provide an overall picture, or storyline. This process, also referred to as 
selective coding, clearly identified the concepts that were most significant to inform my 
final recommendations. 
 
Sources of data 
Daymon & Holloway (2002) suggest that data that is used to generate grounded theory 
may be both primary and secondary. Secondary data may include transcripts of existing 
documentation, relevant reports and of course, the literature.  Sources of data included: 

- Review of the literature; 
- Review of secondary research on the tertiary education sector; 
- Review of specific research on student attitudes towards selection of university 

and courses undertaken by student groups within the context of a formal research 
program; 

- Review of student “exit’ surveys undertaken by the University; 
- Formal discussions with academic colleagues within the School of Communication 

and from other ‘service teaching’ schools; 
- Formal discussions with Course Coordinators within the School of Communication 

under the auspices of the School of Communication Teaching and Learning 
Committee; 

- Formal discussions within the Advertising and Commercial Radio Discipline Group 
within the School of Communication; 
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- On-going discussions with industry representatives, employers and trainers; 
- Additional information from the industry collected during the course review; 
- Depth interviews with a specifically convened Industry Advisory Panel. 

 
(ii) Research Design 
Prior to engaging in data collection, I conducted an initial literature review to narrow my 
field of investigation and to aid in the selection of a research methodology and the 
eventual preparation of questions. I also conducted a thorough review of any existing 
(secondary) research that could inform my investigation, including formal research, 
conference and discussion papers and meeting notes from course review discussions 
within my own School.  
 
Sampling procedure 
Somekh & Lewin (2005) suggest that research design should take into account a number of 
important considerations, including access to people, the range of perspectives sought, 
ethics of data collection, and the analysis procedure. An additionally key consideration is 
whether we are seeking insights and opinions (qualitative) or statistical substantiation 
(quantitative). The first decision then was one of research methodology. The decision to 
utlise a qualitative dept-interview methodology was based on two key factors. Firstly, 
recognition that less than 20% of the agencies in Australia represented well over 80% of 
the advertising activity in this country (Ad News, 2006), and that if I could talk to the 
influencers from this 20% I would gain a representative perspective of the entire 
Australian industry. Secondly, I was seeking insights and expert opinion, not numerical 
substantiation. Representative sampling was used to recruit participants.  
 
Sample composition 
An Industry Advisory Panel was constituted for the purpose of the course review, 
comprising top-level advertising agency management and senior personnel as well as 
management from peak industry bodies representing the advertising agency sector, the 
media agency sector, the marketing communications industry and critically, the client 
sector. The composition of the panel reflected the diversity of the industry and areas for 
employment for CSU advertising graduates. All interviewees held positions where they 
were either directly of indirectly involved in personnel employment. 
 
Face-to-face depth interviews were conducted with a total of 15 industry 
representatives, comprising MDs of creative and media agencies, CEOs of major industry 
representative organisations, as well agency practitioners. 
 
Data collection 

From the 15 letters sent to advertising agency, media agency and peak industry body 
people, there was unanimous endorsement of the project and agreement to participate, 
indicating the interest in the project by the various stakeholder groups.  
 
A question guide was developed to ensure that areas were consistently covered across all 
participants. Questions were initially piloted with one participant and then refined for 
use with future participants. Questions acted as a loose yet logical framework for eliciting 
response and prompted emerging concepts. Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes, 
allowing time to develop an opening rapport and pursue avenues of questioning during 
the interview. In a number of instances more that one participant was present in the 
interview (example: interview with the media HR personnel) so care was taken to avoid 
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‘talking over’ one another. Interviews were audio taped with participants’ consent and 
transcribed verbatim. Assurance was given that no interviewees would be identified. 
 

4. Data Analysis 
Introduction 
Audio taped interviews were transcribed and identified by participant code and date to 
protect anonominity. Using a grounded theory-style approach (Daymon & Holloway, 
2002), I used coding to reduce the verbatim interview data into major categories. 
Categories were identified, as were major themes in the literature. 
 
Initially a process of open coding was used to break down the data into basic concepts. 
This facilitated the identification of important issues and prompted the emergence of 
themes. Open coding was done as line notes then collected and compiled under themes 
as they emerged. Axial coding facilitated compilation under common themes and 
headings. At the end of the process 10 specific categories emerged: 

(i) The CSU course 
(ii) Consumer control 
(iii) Staff employment 
(iv) Consumer treatment  
(v) Traditional advertising 
(vi) Whole business landscape 
(vii) Today’s advertising 
(viii) Agency structure and methods 
(ix) Agency remuneration 
(x) Agency / client relationships 

 
Six (6) key categories emerged from the literature: 

(i) Employment 
(ii) Emerging trends 
(iii) IMC 
(iv) Agency changes 
(v) The role of the practitioner 
(vi) Education 

 
The two sources of data were then correlated as follows: 
 
From the Literature   From the Research 
__________________________________________________________ 
Employment    Staff employment 

     Whole business landscape 

__________________________________________________________ 
Emerging trends   Today’s advertising 
__________________________________________________________ 
IMC     Traditional advertising 
__________________________________________________________ 
Agency changes    Agency structure and methods 

     Agency remuneration 

     Agency / client relationships 

___________________________________________________________ 
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The role of the practitioner  Consumer treatment 

     Consumer control  

___________________________________________________________ 
Education    The CSU course 
 
Table 3: Correlation of categories from the data 
 
Emerging Themes 
From the data and categories, three central themes covering a range of categories 
emerged from the data: 
 

1. Industry trends 

2. Graduate requirements 

3. Course requirements 

 
The themes and their supporting categories are outlined in the following Table 4: 
________________________________________________________________ 
Themes    Main Categories 
________________________________________________________________ 
A. Industry trends   Traditional advertising 

     Today’s advertising 

     Emerging trends 

     IMC 

     Agency changes 
     (Structure and methods, remuneration,  

agency / client relationships) 
      

Whole business landscape 
__________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________ 

B. Graduate requirements  The role of the practitioner 

     Consumer control 

     Consumer treatment 

___________________________________________________________________ 
C. Course requirements  Employment 

     Staff employment 

     Education 

     The CSU course 

____________________________________________________________________ 
Table 4: Emerging themes and their categories 

 
5. Key Findings 

Industry Trends 
The traditional marketing model is changing and along with it the traditional advertising 
agency, the major source of employment for Advertising course graduates. Recent years 
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has seen the virtual disappearance of the ‘full service’ advertising agency, and the 
emergence of the more specialist ‘creative’ and ‘media’ agencies (Winterberry Group, 
2006).  
 
Technology is seen to be a major driver of change as consumers now have access to 
information, including marketing messages 24/7 – at their fingertips when and where they 
wish to receive them (Winterberry Group, 2006). This has changed the balance of ‘power’ 
from that of the marketer to that of the consumer.  
   
The flow-on effect is that agencies are now more accountable than ever for the 
performance of their campaigns (Spence-Stone & Byrne, 2004). This in turn indicates that 
the requirements of people working in the industry have changed, from largely 
practical/hands-on skills to ‘soft’ skills such as psychological skills and consumer 
understanding. 

  
The expansion of the IMC (Integrated Marketing Communications) model in recent years 
has seen a blurring of discipline definitions and the adoption of the concept of media or 
mass ‘communications’ by both industry and the academy (Kitchen, 2005). 

  
Genimann (2001) identifies three trends for the evolving communications marketplace: 
the continuing accelerated growth of the Internet and online mediums as key sources of 
information; the rapid change in communications technology as the tools available make 
it difficult to settle on one enduring application; and the consumer’s lack of 
differentiation of individual mediums (advertising, PR, journalism etc.) as specific sources 
of information. 
  
In light of what I have refereed to as the ‘velocity of change’, a process of continuous 
course monitoring is essential. The findings of this research program support this. The 
marketing communications/advertising industry is undergoing what is without a doubt it’s 
most dynamic change ever.  As technology develops, the need for technically-skilled 
professionals is spreading to all areas of communication. Whilst the demands and 
technical teaching costs in communications courses of these skills come at a price, they 
are omni-important. The need for essential technology/production skills has now 
extended to all communication disciplines (including advertising) where students require 
digital media production skills for all mediums across all communication channels. This is 
seen as critical in the development of a well-rounded graduate. These industry 
developments demand essential technical resources and expertise. 

   
Graduate Requirements 
David Ogilvy maintained that the assets of his company go down in the lift every evening. 
It is a people business, but the skills required by the people who populate the industry 
are both specialised and changing. Spence-Stone and Bryne (2004) identify that the key 
attributes that agency and client employers are looking for are the ability to be 
insightful, inclusive of other, interactive in outlook and inventive in thinking.  Geimann 
(2001) and Waller (2006) concur. They add that they need to be generalists, rather than 
specialists, able to investigate the macro picture and offer an ability to solve problems. 
This would seem to indicate that advertising programs at universities must focus on 
developing these attributes amongst students, creating in graduates the ability to think, 
analyse, argue, reflect and challenge. Not simply ‘make ads’.  
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An industry perspective is added by Reeves (2005) and Tarrant (2005) who suggest that 
employers want graduates who not only demonstrate technical skills, but also have 
employability skills – initiative, organization and self-management and a commitment to 
ongoing learning. Kerr & Proud (2005) add to this by identifying that the three priorities 
for employers are communication skills, personality traits and strategic, analytical 
thinking. 

  
Course Requirements 
Arguably the biggest change and challenge affecting the adverting industry is the 
proliferation and convergence of media channels. This is being largely driven by 
technology and fed by today’s consumers’ apparent insatiately appetite for information, 
on their own terms, when and where they want it. Supporting this, the following points 
emerged from specific discussions with the Media Federation of Australia (MFA): 

- The high regard with which the CSU Advertising course and graduates are held 
within the media and broader advertising community; 

- Endorsement of the need to increase the advertising media component of the 
course from one subject to at least two, to allow for the offering of expanded 
content; 

- Agreement that the media landscape is changing at a dynamic rate and subject 
content needs to reflect this, particularly in areas of electronic and new media;  

- Endorsement of Kajulu Communications, the student advertising agency as a 
proven successful teaching and learning environment, not only for general 
advertising skills but in particular, specific media training; 

- Agreement that in order to each today’s more sophisticated and technology-driven 
media, professional resources and specialised tuition must be provided by the MFA 
to support subject learning materials; 

- Identification that media is still seen by students (and indeed professionals) as an 
‘Xs in boxes’ job. There is a need to include in content and teaching a broader 
perspective of the skills that can be applied and the challenges that the profession 
offers - in areas such as client service, strategic planning, consumer insight, media 
negotiation, planning and purchasing. 

- An overarching commitment to provide services and resources to ensure the 
ongoing success of the course. “We are delighted to see how passionate CSU is in 
maintaining a high quality program, and we hope to support you as much as we 
can in the future to ensure its continued success. 

 
7. Implementation of findings 

The current course has been and remains well accepted by the marketing communications 
industry, with a strong reputation for preparing graduates that are industry-ready.  
Whilst the basic structure of the advertising course remains as per the current structure, 
with changes as detailed in the 2007/8 Course Review Report, the Industry Advisory Panel 
endorsed the following: 
 
(i) The industry is seeking graduates that have analytical skills and are reflective thinkers. 
A spread of electives, including social science studies should be offered to ensure 
exposure to a breadth of knowledge areas and fosters analytical, informed thinkers.  
 
(ii) Feedback from students at the end of year one and observations by our own 
advertising academics suggests that students struggle to see the relevance of some first 
year subjects, and are keen to become involved in the process of learning about 
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advertising from the beginning of their course. Advertising discipline subjects should be 
incorporated and delivered in the first year.  
 
(iii) Whilst the course incorporates many practical subjects, areas not adequately 
addressed are that of design and digital media and media convergence.  Elective streams 
of up to 5 subjects in these learning areas should be incorporated into the new 
advertising course. 
 
(iv) Technology is driving communications. Greater emphasis will to be placed on 
providing students with both technological/production understanding and skills. 
 
(v) With the growing influence of the consumer in marketing communications, greater 
emphasis should be placed on subjects (such as psychology) and content that fosters 
greater consumer understanding. 
 
(vi) The explosion of media and communication channels is not being adequately 
addressed by the current single (8 credit point) subject. In line with this explosion of 
activity and the segregation of ‘creative’ and ‘media’ agencies, there is a need to 
prepare graduates for what is in reality, a whole new world and media environment. 
Channel communication strategies and planning subjects should be incorporated. The 
Media Federation of Australia has indicated significant support in terms of input into 
subject content and professional training materials (software and trainers), and facilities. 
 
(vii) The internship of four (4) weeks is seen as being valuable to both the students and 
the industry and should be expanded to 13 weeks via incorporation into a semester-long 
‘professional practice’ subject. 
 

8. Conclusion and Discussion 
Agency structures, communication channels and consumer attitudes and behaviours are 
creating an environment and demand for a new type of industry practitioner, one who has 
the practical skills, the technical skills, and the ‘people’ skills. Advertising staff within 
the School of Communication are regularly in contact with advertising industry 
employers, and constantly monitor the recruitment needs and trends, on both a national 
and international basis. 
 
The course review process is mandatory and one is undertaken every five (5) years. 
However, change is happening at lightening speed. Constant review of subject content is 
required and the continued close working relationship the advertising course has with 
marketing communications industry is the appropriate way to facilitate this. This paper, a 
condensation of the 2008-2011 Course Review Report, details how input from the industry 
and from colleagues has helped formulate a course structure that it is envisaged will 
better prepare students for assimilation into professional practice.  
 
This course has been accepted by the University for implementation from February 2008.   
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