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Abstract 
 

Upskilling moves quickly in today’s ‘disrupted’ workplace, and skill sets need to change to 

meet the needs of the digital economy (Gray, 2016), sometimes referred to as the fourth 

industrial revolution (4IR). Using a mixed methods approach and drawing on data from 

relevant stakeholders, the aim of this research is to explore, evaluate and identify any 

mismatch between degree learning outcomes and employability skills. The research also 

proposes specific strategies to address identifiable skills gaps. Focusing on the views of 

Fashion Management (FM) alumni, the study highlights gaps in digital skills as well as 

gaps in professional /group skills which some alumni felt were missing from their university 

education. The research also notes the importance of digital skills in the workplace from 

the employers’ point of view. This strengthens the argument for employers and universities 

to work more symbiotically to address any gaps between degree outcomes and 

employability skills in order to provide graduates who are ‘work ready’ for 4IR.  

 

Given the findings, the authors recommend that the data gathered be used not only to 

inform and enhance our FM degree, but perhaps more importantly, and in a broader 

educational and academic context, that universities be mindful that they fully address the 

changing skills requirements of future employers. While this research focuses on FM 

alumni and employers, because of the creativity and management which are core to this 

course, the findings are relevant across many related management and creative industries 

university courses. 

 

Keywords: employability; groups; skills; digital; future. 
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Introduction 
 

The stimulus for investigating this topic was previous research by Crebert et al. (2004) and 

Bennett et al. (2016), who discussed the development of generic skills at university, as 

well as research conducted by Hinchliffe and Jolly (2010), Wilton (2012), Jackson (2014) 

and Bremner (2017) on the issues of university degrees meeting the needs of industry. It is 

important to note that there is a dearth of research examining digital/IT skills specifically in 

the fashion domain. The disruption of workplace skills is also addressed, since digital and 

professional skills are now expected in many workplaces (Jackson and Chapman, 2012; 

Gallardo-Echenique et al. 2015). Norton’s (2016) Higher Education Academy report 

highlights the need to embed employability into university degrees, and Bennett et al. 

(2016) discuss the strategies required by universities in order to achieve this. O’Leary 

(2017) highlights the variety of approaches to embedding employability across disciplines 

and universities. 

 

With 4IR on the horizon, many reports (ECORYS UK, 2016; Gray, 2016; Bennett, 2016) 

note a change in skills, which academics must consider for students, ‘enabling each to 

succeed in a rapidly changing workplace’ (Hounsell, 2011, p.2). However, at degree level, 

the feedback which course teams tend to receive is from Student Evaluation 

Questionnaires (SEQs), the National Student Survey (NSS) and the Destinations of 

Leavers from Higher Education (DLHE). This data is often extrapolated to produce 

analytics and generate league tables which are used in the external environment in order 

to benchmark courses and universities. Notwithstanding this, the most proactive 

educational institutes collaborate with employers to share best practice in the area of 

employability and transferable skills, whilst being considerate of the QAA benchmarks for 

degrees. Although our four-year BA Honours Fashion Management (FM) course at Robert 

Gordon University achieves high course satisfaction rates, there was neither recent 

empirical research to support course developments nor an Institutional Led Subject 

Review (ILSR). 

 

Part of the responsibility of being head of year for stage 4 (final year) FM students, is to 

prepare a Professional Skills Enhancement Programme (PSEP). In collaboration with 

colleagues from our university’s Employability and Professional Enrichment Hub (EPE), 

the PSEP provides sessions which consider the transferability of skills, encouraging the 
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students to reflect and be more aware of the skills they have developed over the course of 

their studies. Taking these elements into account the aim of this paper is to explore and 

evaluate a possible mismatch between the FM degree-level learning outcomes (LLOs) and 

employability skills required in an increasingly ‘disrupted workplace’. The objectives are:  

 

 To review the relevant academic and educational literature on current and future 

graduate skills requirements. 

 To investigate skills gaps via a mixed methods approach with a range of relevant 

stakeholders. 

 To develop strategic recommendations to ensure any skills gap between academia 

and industry is addressed. 

 

 

Literature review 
 

First destination employment for any graduate is challenging, as competition is high (High 

Fliers, 2018). The employment rates of graduates are often presented in league tables, 

with many universities strategically outlining the importance of the professional 

employability of its alumni. However, skills requirements are evolving (Crebert et al., 2004; 

Bennett et al., 2016; Hamill, 2018) meaning changes are necessary to ensure future 

graduates are ‘work ready’. Gray (2016) notes the top 10 skills required for 2020 (Table 1). 

With the many challenges in respect of 4IR, the repurposed vision of universities must 

evolve. 

 

Table 1. The top ten skills for 2020 and 2015 from the World Economic Forum (WEF) 
(2018) and Gray (2016). 

Skills for 2020  Skills for 2015  

1. Complex Problem Solving 1. Complex Problem Solving 

2. Critical Thinking 2. Coordinating with Others 

3. Creativity  3. People Management  

4. People Management 4. Critical Thinking 

5. Coordinating with Others 5. Negotiation 

6. Emotional Intelligence 6. Quality Control 
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7. Judgement and Decision 

Making 

7. Service Orientation 

8. Service Orientation  8. Judgement and Decision 

Making 

9. Negotiation 9. Active Listening 

10. Cognitive Flexibility 10. Creativity 

 

Pressure has grown for students to differentiate themselves from the wider student body 

(Walker, 2014) and the requirement for ‘employability skills’ to be intrinsically part of 

degree programmes has strengthened (Norton, 2016; Bennett et al., 2016; O’Leary, 2017). 

Many reports have highlighted the need for digital skills/literacy (DS/DL) to be incorporated 

into learning contexts (Hounsell, 2011; Laurillard et al., 2016; ECORYS UK, 2016; Scottish 

Government, 2016) or the work sphere (Price Waterhouse Cooper, 2018). Whilst the 

meaning of ‘digital literacy’ is not stable (Gallardo-Echenique et al., 2015), leading some to 

favour the term digital competence (Ferrari, 2012), it has been identified as a necessity for 

all jobs (Laurillard et al., 2016). Yet the CBI (2017) has noted weaknesses in employee IT 

skills, a point echoed by ECORYS in 2016. Jisc describes digital literacy (DL) as ‘those 

capabilities which fit an individual for living, learning and working in a digital society’ (Jisc, 

2014). They extend the ‘seven elements’ of DL (digital scholarship, information literacy, 

media literacy, communications and collaboration, career and identity management, ICT 

literacy, learning skills) with the inclusion of Beetham and Sharpe’s framework (2010) 

encompassing four areas: access and awareness, skills, practices, and identity, thus 

providing a starting place for many institutions in terms of degree DL integration. The 

Employability in Scotland forum (2017) have stressed a ‘collective approach to skills must 

continue’ as the necessity for digital skills becomes ‘vital to the economic development, 

internationalisation and innovation’ of Scotland (Skills Development Scotland, 2019). A 

hidden pipeline of talent is identifiable in non-computing sectors such as the creative 

industries. 

 

Notwithstanding this, the top ten skills (Table 1) include professional skills, with numbers 

4-6 for 2020 involving people to some extent. It is vital, therefore, to realise that even in the 

digital workplace, professional skills and interpersonal expertise are vital. For example, 

traditional communication roles are being repackaged as Digital Storytellers. A recent 
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search on LinkedIn found 293,230 people with job titles incorporating that type of 

description (LinkedIn, 2018). Working effectively with people is still as important as ever 

(CIPD, 2017; 2019). Indeed, a popular web site for jobs, Monster.co.uk (2018), commonly 

cites personal effectiveness and relationship management as employee requirements. 

Many authors have highlighted the necessity for the transferability of graduate skills which 

are not discipline-specific (Maguire and Guyer, 2004) or fixed (Hinchliffe and Jolly, 2010), 

and that graduates’ experiences of employer-based support during degrees varies by 

discipline and gender (O’Leary, 2015). Bremner (2017, p.3) found that ‘traditional graduate 

skills have to be transferable and attribute-based inclusive of communication and 

interpersonal skills, team working, intellect and problem solving, critical and reflective 

ability, adaptability and risk-taking if organisations are to ‘proact’ to change’. Professional 

skills can often be incorporated into teaching through team work (Bennett et al., 2016), 

presentations, workplace experience (O’Leary, 2015) and working with clients on 

coursework. The communities for practice framework C4P (Hoadley and Kilner, 2005) is 

noted (Bremner, 2017) as a useful team work model for incorporation into modules as it 

works ‘by emulating the activities of industry teams on group projects’ (Hoadley and Kilner, 

2005, p. 53). Additionally, holistic approaches are reinforced by Black (2013), who cites 

stamina, dealing with people of all ages and cultures, and managing upwards as key 

aspects of the workplace. This strengthens the argument that students have to be lifelong 

learners (Harvey et al., 1997; Jenkins et al., 2002; Hinchliffe and Jolly, 2010; Laal and 

Salamati, 2012).  

 

Often, some of these ‘skills and competencies’ mentioned are embedded through the 

inclusion of team work in module assessments (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Hodgkinson-

Williams et al., 2008). Hoadley and Kilner (2005) note that group work provides 

underpinning for ‘social learning’ which incorporates the communities for practice 

framework C4P. Although grounded in research undertaken in the IT field, the C4P model 

elucidates the development of four stages (Figure 1) and a context which can be used ‘by 

emulating the activities of industry teams on group projects’ (Hoadley and Kilner, 2005, p. 

53).  
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Figure 1. The C4P framework for emulating an IT consultancy of community of 
practice (Hoadley and Kilner, 2005, p. 53) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fearon et al. (2012) also highlight team work as being ‘increasingly recognised as a way 

for students to problem solve and demonstrate transferable skills necessary for the 

workplace’ (2012, p.114). Comparing the skill sets from Table 1 (Gray, 2016, WEF, 2018) 

and Figure 1 (Hoadley and Kilner, 2005), Table 2 indicates the dominance of 

transferable/professional skills is clear, permeating almost all of the skills from WEF (2016) 

and most obvious in the ‘Conversation’ and ‘Connections’ skill summaries from Hoadley 

and Kilner (2005).  

 

 

 

 

Content 

Consultancy report 

drafts and technical 

prototype 

Conversation 

Formal and informal 

exchange, face-to-face 

project meetings, 

emails, phone calls, 

wikis, texts 

Context 

A consultancy 

setting with a project 

brief and expected 

deliverables 

Connections 

Between consultant, 

analyst and 

programmer as key 

team/group work roles 

Purpose 
To emulate an IT 

consultancy 
working 

environment  
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Table 2 - Skills framework adapted from Future of Jobs Report, World Economic 
Forum (WEF) (2018), and Hoadley and Kilner (2005) 

Skills (From WEF, 2018) Skills (Hoadley and Kilner, 

2005) 

Service Orientation Content 

 

 

Context 

 

 

Purpose  

 

 

Conversation 

 

 

Connections 

Quality Control 

Complex Problem Solving 

Critical Thinking 

Creativity 

Judgement and Decision Making 

Active Listening 

People Management 

Negotiation 

Cognitive Flexibility 

Coordinating with Others 

Emotional Intelligence 

 

The BA Honours FM course is designed to take into account the QAA benchmarks, 

Scotland’s Quality Enhancement Framework (QEF), the Enhancement-Led Institutional 

Review (ELIR) and the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF). Employers’ viewpoints are 

also addressed using liaison committees attended by academia and relevant industry 

members. The BA (Hons) Course has consistently achieved a course satisfaction rating of 

over 80% from the NSS with a 100% satisfaction rating in 2015-2016. However, the 

fashion sector is constantly undergoing change and is one of the largest contributors to the 

UK economy with a market value of 66 billion pounds in 2018 (FashionUnited, 2018). 

Globally, consumption patterns and the introduction of digitisation practices such as 3D 

printers and artificial intelligence for supply chains, is disrupting fashion employment, 

whilst many consumer reports highlight the need for ‘market prioritisation’ as a strategy for 

survival (Euromonitor, 2017; 2018). 

 

The importance of employers and universities working together cannot be underestimated 

given the skills priorities emerging from research (O’Leary, 2015; Bennett et al., 2016), 

which suggests that the gap between degree outcomes and employability skills may have 
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to be identified more quickly if the education sector is to be competitive. Students’ 

transferable skills are often highlighted in graduate skills attributes frameworks by some 

universities (e.g. Glasgow, Oxford Brookes, Leeds Beckett) to enhance students’ and 

employers’ understanding of the skills and competencies gained from a degree. This is the 

case in the Jisc digital literacies programme, which highlights ‘learner literacies and 

strategic approaches to their development and support’ (Jisc, 2014). As jobs become more 

transient, skills enhancement and employee development for 4IR will become more 

streamlined and connected to the workplace (Hinchcliffe, 2018), enhancing the student 

learner journey in any degree programme. This in turn leads to the concept of developing 

a unique business process model in collaboration with employees, to be incorporated into 

each degree, similar to strategies suggested by Bennett et al. (2016). It has to be noted, 

however, that ‘lifelong learning’ has to adapt (Laurillard et al. 2016; Gray, 2016; World 

Economic Forum, 2018) and a rethink of education systems has been recommended 

(Gray, 2016). Additionally, it highlights the importance of education for sustainable 

development and associated flexible pedagogies which will provide students with 

transferable skills for an unknown future. 

 

In examining any potential gaps between the FM degree outcomes and employability skills 

required, feedback from SEQs and NSS were consulted. In addition, this study uses 

empirical data to extend and enhance knowledge about potential skills gaps, focusing on 

data from university alumni and employers. Phase one of the research used a mixed 

methods approach, whilst phase two was solely qualitative.  

 

 

Methodology 
 

The methodological approach adopted a two-phase mixed methods process, which 

allowed for the breadth and depth of the topic to be examined. Phase one adopted a 

comprehensive four-stage process (Bremner, 2017) of focus groups, interviews, an e-

questionnaire and follow up interviews. Phase two, undertaken eight months later, involved 

interviewing eight employers as well as key university support staff with career 

development responsibilities (Figure 2). All stages took into account the requirements of 

the university’s ethics policy, and informed consent was obtained.  
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Figure 2. The methodological stages  

 

 

In order to develop an understanding of the transferability of the degree skills in the FM 

course, a convenience sample of stage four honours students was selected to take part in 

two focus groups. The focus groups (n = 2x6) examined the students’ return from 

workplace experience to university, and any skills gaps they had noted while working in 

the industry. This interpretivist approach allowed for exploration of their individual 

experiences (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Post thematic analysis (Bryman, 2008) highlighted 

two areas which needed further examination: group/professional and digital skills. This 

was subsequently addressed with two alumni using in-depth interviews. A focused 

approach was adopted in these interviews, discussing the degree-level learning outcomes 

of the course in order to identify how well skills had transferred and to further probe the 

two areas of group/professional and digital skills highlighted. Themes emerged from these 

interviews which were similar to those highlighted from the stage four FM students, that is 

group/professional skills and digital skills.  

 

An online questionnaire (Table 4) was subsequently developed introducing a positivist 

element to the research (Saunders et al., 2016). The questionnaire examined personal 

data and explored the use of the modified level learning outcomes using a 5-point Likert 

scale (Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree). The questionnaire also probed participants’ 

opinions on the missing skills identified at the earlier qualitative research phase. The final 

section of the questionnaire focused on the use of university training provisions for easing 

graduates’ transition into the workplace. Post pilot (Bell, 2010), the questionnaire was 

distributed to 122 alumni garnering a response rate of 46 % (n=57). From the 
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questionnaire returns and means analysis, follow up one-to-one interviews (n=7) were 

conducted, allowing for objective interrogation (Denscombe, 2014).  

 
Table 4. Questionnaire themes. 

Theme  Questions asked  

1 Four personal demographic type questions about the course  

2 Four questions on knowledge and understanding of the specific areas of 

fashion management in relation to the course-level learning outcomes. 

(Three Likert scale questions and one open question)  

3 10 questions on practical skills usage in the workplace in relation to the 

course-level learning outcomes.  

(Nine Likert scale questions and one open question) 

4 Nine questions on intellectual skills used in the workplace in relation to 

the course-level learning outcomes. 

(13 Likert scale questions and one open question) 

5 Six questions on key employability and transferability of skills to the 

workplace in relation to the course-level learning outcomes.  

(Five Likert scale questions and one open question)  

6 Five questions on skills students feel they need more of in relation to 

skills gaps highlighted from the qualitative feedback.  

(Four Likert scale questions and one open question) 

7 14 questions in relation to the use of university training provisions for 

personal development.  

(12 Likert scale questions and two open questions)  

 

Phase two of the research involved semi-structured interviews (NI=8) with employers in 

the fashion and food marketing sectors, as well as interviews with key professional support 

service employees working in student employability roles within the university (Table 5). 

Here the content of the interviews focused more on the importance of digital skills in the 

workplace as a key theme identified from the evolution of 4IR.  
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Table 5. Sample of employers interviewed with themes of interviews highlighted. 

Business type Job role Business Focus Themes  

1. Marketing/SME Owner  Social 

communication  

What are 

digital skills? 

2. Marketing/SME Owner  Social 

communication  

3. Food agency/ 

Government body 

Communication 

Manager 

Food and 

marketing  

 What is the 

importance of 

digital skills?  4. Manufacturing/SME IT director  Fashion  

5. Design agency SME Design 

consultant  

Fashion   Training and 

development 

within the 

interviewee’s 

particular 

business  

6. University  Manager / 

careers  

Higher Education 

7. University  Manager / 

workplace 

Higher Education   The value of 

higher 

education 

degrees.  

8. Marketing SME Joint owner  Marketing  

 

 

Limitations  

The authors recognise that while there has been a considerable amount of research 

conducted, there are limitations such as the small sample sizes at some stages of the 

study and the focus upon a single degree within one institution. The study would need to 

be replicated for other similar courses and universities to validate the findings on a larger 

scale.  

 

 

Findings/discussion 
 

With such a range and amount of data collected, only the key findings are reported here. 

Two themes are included: the gap between employability skills delivered on the FM degree 
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and those required in the workplace, and the digital skills gap. Finally, the relevance of 

using mixed methods research to enhance student employability will be discussed.  

 

 

The gap between employability skills delivered on the FM degree and those 
needed in the workplace 

From phase one of the research, there was overwhelming support for the fact that a 

majority of degree skills delivered had transferred to placement and first destination 

employment whether in fashion-related jobs or not. The FM degree was noted by all for its 

diversity providing a good grounding for employment upon graduating (Bremner, 2017). 

 

A similar pattern was identified from the e-questionnaire where a number of the degree’s 

LLOs were positively skewed (Table 6). These included aspects of employability, 

transferability and enterprise skills, supporting the fact that the FM degree has a high 

course satisfaction rate (NSS 2017), and that some skills transfer effectively when 

embedded into degrees (Crebert et al., 2004; Norton, 2016).  

 

LLOs from the questionnaire which did not fare as well included development of digital, 

group and professional skills. This point was supported by the alumni interviewees (n=7) 

from the first phase of the research process. A range of ‘digital literacy’ points were noted, 

such as the use of Photoshop, Excel, creation of digital portfolios, app development and 

mail chimp use. Interviewee 1 highlighted the need ‘for a range of digital ability within 

graduates who should be able to use mail chimp and Photoshop’. However, Interviewee 4 

pointed out that ‘more of these ‘digital skills may have been incorporated’ since their own 

graduation’ suggesting there may no longer be a gap (Bremner, 2017, p.4).  

 

Two students from phase one of the research stated that they did not feel ready for 

working in groups while on workplace experience, implying that this particular skill set had 

not transferred as well. Participant 1 from focus group one said: ‘I think it is something 

which will only come from experience’. Participant 3 stated that ‘workplace experience, 

oral presentations and working with “real clients” aided professional /group skills 

development, and although students do not relish group work, they realise the benefits’. 

This point was noted by more than one of the alumni interviewees. The group work 
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included professional skills such as managing conflict and negotiation, team work, and 

communicating in groups. 

 

Table 6. Means ratings of the statements relating to the LLOs of the course 
(statements adapted from the course LLOs). 

Statement 
Mn 

Score 

Four questions on knowledge and understanding of the specific 

areas of fashion management in relation to the course-level learning 

outcomes. (One question was open and not noted here)  

 

I have a clear understanding of the application of fashion management 

within my current job role 
1.8 

I am confident and familiar with defining concepts, features within my work 

role  
1.8 

I can apply research methods/skills in my current role  1.6 

10 questions on practical skills usage in the workplace in relation to 

the course-level learning outcomes. (One question was open and not 

noted here) 

 

I can engage effectively via communication methods and presentation 

techniques in my workplace  
1.2 

I can engage professionally via communication methods and presentation 

techniques in my workplace 
1.3 

I can produce detailed critiques and projects within a wide range of 

contexts in my job role  
1.6 

I am able to use numeracy skills competently  1.5 

I am able to use a variety of computer-based packages to manipulate and 

present data in an appropriate manner  
1.5 

I can manage my own learning within my workplace, seeking out and 

making use of feedback 
1.3 

I can interact effectively in a variety of group situations within my 

workplace teams  
1.2 

I am able to use negotiation skills where necessary  1.4 

I am able to provide leadership where necessary  1.5 
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Nine questions on intellectual skills used in the workplace in relation 

to the course-level learning outcomes. (One question was open and 

not noted here) 

 

I am confident at making accurate selection and application of fashion 

management principles and procedures to solve a range of professional 

situations and problems  

1.8 

I can solve a variety of work-based problems autonomously  1.5 

I am able to identify and classify principles and ideas within new work 

situations  
1.5 

I am able to analyse ideas systematically, effectively and critically within 

new work situations  
1.5 

I can develop ideas in support of well-structured arguments and in evolving 

new concepts  
1.5 

I am able to integrate fashion management theory within professional 

practice, for example, consumer behaviour  
1.6 

I am increasingly independent, confident and flexible in identifying and 

defining complex problems  
1.5 

I am increasingly independent, confident and flexible in the application of 

knowledge and skills appropriate for the job in hand  
1.4 

I am able to synthesise facts and ideas into a well-structured argument  1.5 

Six questions on key employability and transferability of skills to the 

workplace in relation to the course-level learning outcomes.  

(One question was open and not noted here) 

 

I can critically assess the nature of the interaction between the elements of 

the creative, business and corporate activities  
1.6 

In undertaking my fashion research dissertation, I feel it has helped me 

with my job role  
2.1 

I have the ability to synthesise areas of difficulty, contention and 

controversy within my selected job 
1.6 

I can deal with complex ethical issues in accordance with my current 

professional practice  
1.8 

I can deal with complex professional issues in accordance with my current 

professional practice 
1.7 
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Five questions on skills they feel they need more of in relation to 

skills gaps highlighted from the qualitative feedback. (One question 

was open and not noted here) 

 

I feel I had enough digital skills development, such as creating web pages 2.5 

I feel I needed more development of numeracy skills  1.8 

I feel I could have done with more development in group work considering 

conflict and negotiation 
2.4 

I feel I had enough development of soft skills, such as dealing with people  1.8 

1 = strongly agree 5 = strongly disagree  

 

The final section of the e-questionnaire (Table 7), which examined pre- and post-

graduation views of alumni with regard to employability skills, highlighted small variances 

in most of the areas. A minimal variance is highlighted in ‘dealing with groups in the 

workplace’ (Mn= 0.1).  

 

Table 7. Means responses to variances in ‘did you have enough training in’ and ‘did 
you want more training in’ questions relating directly to these employability areas. 

Question 
Mn before 

graduation  

Mn after 

graduation  
Var 

14 questions in relation to the use of university 

training provisions for personal development – 

pre- and post-graduation. (Plus two open 

questions)  

   

Developing your LinkedIn Profile 1.9 1.6 0.3 

Getting your CV work ready  1.5 1.4 0.1 

Interview techniques 2.0 1.6 0.4 

Assessment centre techniques 2.0 2.0 0 

How to complete an online job application  1.9 1.8 0.1 

How to deal with groups in the workplace  1.9 1.8 0.1 

1 = strongly agree 5 = strongly disagree  

 

The findings around professional/group work skills build upon the work of Hoadley and 

Kilner (2005) and Fearon et al. (2012), as it extends their research and highlights the need 

to manage teams in group work assessment sessions in a more ‘workplace-relevant’ 
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manner. In light of the analysis of the data, the authors recommend that future university 

teaching should address skills development for students in digital literacy, digital 

storytelling and group collaboration (Table 8). 

 

Table 8 - Author recommendations from the WEF and Hoadley and Kilner (2005) 
research (Gray, 2016; Hoadley and Kilner, 2005). 

Skills (From WEF, 2018) Skills (From Hoadley 

and Kilner, 2005) 

Author 

Recommendations 

Professional skills 

Service Orientation Content 

 

 

Context 

 

 

Purpose  

 

 

Conversation 

 

 

Connections 

 

 

 

Digital Literacy 

 

(including  

Digital Storytelling) 

 

 

Group Collaboration 

 

 

 

Quality Control 

Complex Problem Solving 

Critical Thinking 

Creativity 

Judgement and Decision Making 

Active Listening 

People Management 

Negotiation 

Cognitive Flexibility 

Coordinating with Others 

Emotional Intelligence 

 

Taking this into account, as recommended by Bremner (2017; 2018), and reflecting upon 

the implications of the research for academia, a ‘Communities 4 Practice’ ethos, based on 

the C4P model (Figure 1) was piloted in a stage-four module on the FM degree (2018) in 

order to increase the level of professional /group skills transferability. A ‘team’ contract was 

deployed among the students in order to emulate work practice situations. This was 

welcomed by the external examiner, who commented that the approach was “providing a 

realistic scenario and assessment method for the students in terms of the work 

environment they will experience after leaving university”. Students found this provided a 

much better structure to work with in their teams, noting that it facilitated some self-

direction and a more realistic approach (SEQ feedback). In 2019 this has been further 



Bremner and Laing The disrupted workplace: are the digital and group skills needs of employers being 
addressed by universities? 

 

 
Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 16: December 2019  17 
 

developed, with the addition of a reflective section for students, which has yet to be 

evaluated.  

 

 

Digital skills gaps and employers’ points of view  

The eight employer interviews (Table 5) provided some useful findings to support the 

embedding of digital skills. Firstly, in defining the term ‘digital skills’, the interviewees noted 

technical and functional aspects, citing the use of ‘IT packages, typing’ (I7), ‘content 

development, social media’, (I1/2) and ‘digital communication and brand presentation’ (I5) 

as key aspects. All eight employers highlighted the increasing need for company 

employees to have digital skills, and ‘improving strategy, customer relationships’ (I4), data 

analysis and increasing profits were cited as benefits for the business. As interviewee 8 

noted, this ‘was driven in some cases by consumer demand’. The university interviewees 

noted that graduates are not always clear on what their digital literacy is, and are not 

always good at recognising their own digital skills. For example, I6 noted ‘they have been 

taught to work with specific IT programmes such as Final Cut Pro but would not recognise 

this as a development in their digital literacy’. In terms of higher education, there was a 

general consensus, with six of the employer interviewees noting that universities should 

have some sort of ‘digital’ input in place in any degree discipline, which was in slight 

contrast to the remaining two interviewees from the marketing field (I 1 and I8), who 

indicated that only marketing-type courses needed digital skills input.  

 

In terms of digital skills ‘futures’, all interviewees stressed the need for greater knowledge 

and ability with ‘digital’, highlighting that new employees should ‘come prepared’ for 

employment with appropriate digital skills, such as the ability to create content and data 

mine information. Yet training and development in these skills seems to be piecemeal and 

tends to revolve around what is needed technically, such as specific IT programmes, and 

on an ad hoc basis in a number of the companies interviewed. There was one exception in 

which a specific social communication company adopted a monthly training approach to 

digital skills development: ‘we have a programme of relevant training and development on 

a monthly basis’ (I1). 

 

In addition, all of the employer interviewees (NI=8) indicated that digital skills transferred 

within the workplace, although this was dependent on the type of employment (however, 
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one SME owner stressed they are not ‘benefiting from digital skills transfer’ (I 5)). They felt 

they were not seeing the more useful skills being transferred to the workplace, that is 

graduates only know some IT programmes. Finally, digital skills were noted as very 

relevant for the future with the fast-paced nature of change, in particular the visualisation 

of data analytics. However, interviewees also noted the failure of universities to keep up 

with these changing digital skills. The employer interviewees ended with a strong 

suggestion that digital skills are necessary for company survival.  

 

These findings build upon the works of Hounsell (2011), Laurillard et al. (2016), O’Leary 

(2015), Bennett et al., (2016), ECORYS UK (2016), Scottish Government and Price 

Waterhouse Cooper (2018) who all noted the need for digital skills in both learning and 

workplace contexts. The research enhances Jisc’s (2014) definition of digital literacy, the 

works of Gallardo-Echenique et al. (2015) and supports the use of Beetham and Sharpe’s 

framework (2010) in degrees, in order to aid educational development. In terms of 

collaboration it concurs with Employability in Scotland (2017) and the World Economic 

Forum (2018) need for a collective approach where educationalists and employers should 

work more closely together on course development to ensure there are no skills gaps. 

Finally it adds to the work of Bennett et al. (2016) and confirms the need for a rethink of 

education systems noted by the World Economic Forum (2016, 2018).  

 

 

Observations  

The above two sections of this paper highlight findings from qualitative and quantitative 

research which can be used in addition to the SEQs and NSS surveys. Whilst the SEQs 

and NSS give good data, this is obtained prior to first destination employment and may be 

used by students to comment negatively if they have received poor grades for their degree 

courses. They are a form of course satisfaction measure and do not necessarily highlight 

any gaps in course delivery, which in turn may affect student employability. However, this 

study’s use of a mixed methods approach can enhance the NSS and SEQ data. For 

example, findings from this study have supported course development and the ILSR to 

confirm the introduction of more ‘digitally skilled’ focused modules. For professional /group 

skills, the C4P model has been adapted into a coursework assignment to make the 

scenario more representative of industry and integrates reflective practice. Evidence of 

successful implementation is a work in progress; however, two alumni from the 2018 



Bremner and Laing The disrupted workplace: are the digital and group skills needs of employers being 
addressed by universities? 

 

 
Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 16: December 2019  19 
 

Fashion Management cohort are employed as a ‘Digital Marketing Executive’ at Porsche, 

and ‘Content Developer’ at a social communication company. This supports the points 

raised by the employer interviewees about graduates being digitally ready, coming 

prepared for the job in hand. 

 

Wider research is required to ensure depth and breadth of information can be provided in 

relation to employability and the degree. At the strategic university level, research has 

been ongoing, using mixed methods approaches with key stakeholders (employers and 

students) to provide a ‘bag of skills’ required to meet the needs of a university graduate, 

and working towards the new proposed university graduate outcomes framework 

developed at strategic level. The issue for practitioners lies in the speed at which course 

changes can be implemented; if universities are to ‘disrupt,’ keeping pace with the speed 

of change, module changes maybe need to be more flexible. 

 

Recommendations  
 
Recommendations from this research are as follows.  

 

Collaboration with employers and flexibility in course development is 
required 

As new information has been identified, ongoing work is required to keep skills up to date 

on the FM degree. To do this successfully, collaboration and engagement with employers 

is key to this process. An employer champion could be sought for each module to support 

and enhance skills transferability and development outcomes. In addition, students could 

complete skills diaries to keep a log of what they have learned, what they need to learn, 

and how they are going to achieve this, as part of their learner journey. This could occur 

via a new IT programme used in our university which adopts this approach. On a more 

strategic level, universities and employers must collaborate more through partnerships to 

ensure the right group/professional /digital skills are incorporated for the future. This 

means employers need to work more closely with degree developers to future proof 

students, giving clarity on skill sets and outcomes requiring development in order to 

provide clearer graduate outcomes and attributes. It is clear that both employers and 

students need development in articulating their skills. However, this may mean that 

educationalists have to think ‘outside of the box’, as flexibility on LLOs may be required in 

order to deliver outcomes which respond to a disrupted workplace.  
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Use mixed methods research for employability skills feedback  

Taking on board the findings, it is clear that a mixed methods approach with a variety of 

sources is required to gather data, alongside the course feedback obtained, if universities 

are to make relevant changes to the degrees. It would be useful to interview the same 

respondents annually, for feedback on employability skills, how they have evolved, and 

how this may impact on the Fashion Management course, but logistically this may not be 

easy. Nevertheless, structured research should take place to ensure the modules deliver 

as many of these digital and group/professional skills as possible. As the fourth industrial 

revolution develops, new skills will develop, and requirements may change. The closing of 

the loop needs to be more effective.  

 

 

Conclusions 
 
The aim of this research was to explore and evaluate any skills gaps for stage 4 FM students 

transitioning into the workplace. While SEQ and NSS data provides useful information, it 

does not provide data from alumni who have moved into work, nor does it examine 

employers’ perspectives. It was clear from the mixed methods research that the Fashion 

Management alumni believed that changes were required in relation to group/professional 

and digital skills within the degree programme. While some changes have been incorporated 

into the course, based on the research findings, further research is required to assess the 

impact. The additional employer research conducted added to the debate on the importance 

of digital skills and the need for future employees to begin work ‘digitally ready’. It is therefore 

recognised that these mixed methods approaches are useful in ascertaining skills gaps, and 

this is a vital step in enhancing course development to aid in the development of flexible 

pedagogies and to move with the pace of industry.  
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