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[bookmark: _Toc208438489]Analysing the Challenges and Opportunities in Micro-Credentials: A Multi-Stakeholders Perspective.
[bookmark: _Toc208438490]Introduction to the Research Problem
There is global demand for micro-credentials as it is fast becoming a trend globally (Bruguera, et al, 2025). It is a reflection for the surge in quest for soft skills and competencies employers look for in their employees (Brown, et al., 2021). The emerging concerns about the need for competent-based skills is currently an ongoing debate among various stakeholders – employees, employers, higher educational institutions (HEIs), etc., (Ralston, 2021; Peller-Semmens, 2021; Kato and Gyorfi, 2023). This has necessitated a rethink in the way knowledge is packaged to reflect the needs of job applicants and modern workplace (Peller-Semmens, 2021). An important way of repackaging knowledge that meets the industry-relevant skills and competencies is micro-credentials (McGreal, et al., 2022). The demand for micro-credentials is on the rise as emphasis is placed on what you can do with the knowledge you acquire at distinct levels of competencies rather than on the acquisition of knowledge alone (McGreal, et al., 2022). This is particularly instructive, as forty percent (40%) of all employers in Europe reported that they have been struggling to employ the required skilled workers (O’Grady, 2019; European MOOC Consortium, 2020). It is held that conventional educational institutions are not bridging the skills gap needed by industries and job applicants (Ralston, 2021). This gap is driving the emergence of validated/accredited digital learning of relevant skills and competencies. The observed gulf that necessitates short-term courses provides learners with the requisite skills and competencies required on the job. This gap can be traced to the decreasing absence of relevant skills and competencies in criteria for employment (Carnevale, et al., 2020; McGreal, et al., 2022; Kato and Gyorfi, 2023). 
Traditionally, qualification for employment is based on the combination of three (3) factors namely relevant level of education, experience and competencies. However, the predominant trend has been focused on formal education and experience with less focus on distinct competencies. But the changing modern workplace is recalibrating the requirements and is placing emphasis on demand for learning new skills and competencies for competitiveness (Carnevale, et al., 2020).  While there is increasing demand for teaching and acquiring job-related skills and competencies, relevant stakeholders hold divergent views which inhibit harnessing the full potential of micro-credentials. Likewise, execution and incorporation of micro-credentials into higher education curricula remain a challenge. Acceptable solution would require inputs of other stakeholders such as employees and employers (Ralston, 2021). Such congruence of views may necessitate a shift in HEIs’ paradigm from the transfer of knowledge towards an active learning model as well as competent-based evaluation scenarios (Kato and Gyorfi, 2023; Sokhanvar, Salehi and Sokhanvar, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc208438491]The Aim and Objectives of the Study
The aim of this research is to contribute to knowledge on micro-credentials exploring how stakeholders (professional learners, employers and institutions i.e., Department of Education, HEIs) can be more effectively involved in addressing issues and harnessing opportunities in the advancement and deployment of micro-credentials for the benefit of all.
The research objectives are to:
a. identify challenges central to all stakeholders, 
b. identify opportunities available to all stakeholders, 
c. suggest holistic insights that address identified challenges, and,
d. suggest holistic ways of harnessing identified opportunities. 
The research questions are:
i. What are the key issues/challenges confronting key stakeholders?
ii. What are the key opportunities central to all stakeholders?
iii. How can the issues in (a) above be addressed for the benefits of all stakeholders? 
iv. How can the identified opportunities in (b) above be explored for the benefits of all 
   stakeholders?

[bookmark: _Toc208438492]Literature Review
It has been argued that stakeholders constitute an important component of an organisation environment (Freeman, 1984). They are an integral part of an organisation/individual’s network of relationships and/or ecosystem (Waligo, et al, 2013; Sharma, et al, 2024). In this study, stakeholders refer to those groups or individuals whose interest in micro-credentials include learning and acquiring competent-based skills (employees/professional learners), supporting acquisition of acquiring competent-based skills (employers) and those involve in policy making, designing and implementing learning and acquiring competent-based skills (Department of Education, HEIs and related institutions) and therefore can affect or are affected by the decisions and activities concerning those micro credential initiatives. The section below present a review literature on employees’/learners’ perspective, employers’ perspective and institutional perspective.
[bookmark: _Toc208438493]Employees’/Learners’ Perspective
Learners in this context refer to professional (and/or potential) employees that need reskilling and upskilling as well as students and/or prospective employees that intend to gain the necessary skills and competencies to improve their employability chances (Ralston, 2021; Peller-Semmens, 2021; Sharma, et al, 2024). For these learners, subject-specific micro-credentials provide the required adaptability and flexibility they need at any stage of their career journey as they seek to build new skill sets (Peller-Semmens, 2021). Professionals view micro-credentials as important pathways to progressively acquire knowledge within a specific area and/or augment their existing knowledge in a particular field. This enhances the demonstration of higher knowledge, improves/strengthens their employability and/or offers them the opportunity for career change (Peller-Semmens, 2021; Ralston, 2021).
Prospective employees are becoming aware that the job market is awash with university graduates whose degrees, prospective employers considered as having limited value (Redden, 2020). Likewise, findings show that earnings between non-degree and degree employees are similar (Fain, 2020). However, prospective employees need to exercise caution; whilst it may bolster employability and increase earnings; micro-credentialing reduces higher learning to ‘tick boxes’ of hard skills and competencies with reduced focused on soft skills and human competencies and ability to ‘learn to learn’ (Ralston, 2021; Grugulis, and Vincent, 2009). In this wise, micro credentialing is viewed as reductivist (Ralston, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc208438494]Employers’ Perspective
There is a growing consensus that traditional university degrees are being devalued as higher education is seen as a private commodity and not a public good. This view is fuelled by the decline in government funding to universities (Selingo, 2017; Ralston, 2021). The lost in ‘value’ of university degree is further fuelled by global recession in the 2000s, as many Americans lost confidence in university degree as a surety of climbing up social and economic ladder (Ralston, 2021). Likewise, the economic success of college dropouts such as Mark Zuckerberg, Evan Williams, Elon Musk, and Bill Gates has further diminished crave for university degree. Similarly, companies such as Apple, Google and Pengium Random House are no more placing emphasis on job applicants to have a degree (Glassdoor Team, 2020). Generally, employers are increasingly demanding for employees with ‘skills, and not degree’ (Kasriel, 2018; Ralston, 2021). It has been forecasted that the traditional undergraduate degree, once seen as a minimum requirement for consideration in a skilled profession, will decline in value and importance in the next decade (Selingo, 2017; Ralston, 2021). This may be due to the fast pace of technological innovation and labour market that necessitate speed and agility in learning and development. Similarly, market-driven businesses such as fintech and high-tech companies are retraining their employees within months not years so as to be abreast of the changing trends in technology (D’Orio, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc208438495]Institutional Perspective
HEIs offer valuable contribution to national economy (Cranfield, 2011). Offering micro-credential courses helps these institutions in providing flexible and personalized learning to learners (Peller-Semmens, 2021, Pirkkalainen, et al., 2022; Sharma, et al, 2024). Offering of micro-credentials supports the recognition of skills and competencies acquired through focus on well-structured specific learning outcomes. Offering and management of micro-credentials helps in broadening Universities’ reach and enhances engagement with new set of professionals, learners and/or alumni. It provides Universities the platform to be major stakeholders in contributing to lifelong learning agenda of governments, businesses, and individual learners. This way Universities are well grounded in their impacts towards public and private businesses. Micro-credentials have enabled the adoption of novel business models across many universities (Pirkkalainen, et al., 2022; Sharma, et al, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc208438496]Perceived Challenges Facing Micro-Credentials 
Micro-credentials, although recognised as alternative qualification to university degrees, they are yet to be fully incorporated into standard accrediting system of higher education (Bruguera, et al, 2025; Ericksen, 2019). Similarly, universities in many developed countries are weary in appreciating micro-credentials as alternative learning certificates to degree certificates (Varadarajan et al., 2023).
Another perceived challenge facing micro-credentials is the widespread adoption of micro-credentials certification which is feared could lead to demarketing of conventional degrees with potential negative impacts on revenue to the universities (Bruguera, et al, 2025). Furthermore, there is one acceptable definition for micro-credentials (Oliver, 2019); and inadequate understanding of micro-credentials among and within the academia community which leads to several divergent views and fragmented literature (Sankey and Selvaratnam, 2021). Based on the afore discussed challenges, there are ongoing deliberations particularly within European universities community on how to incorporate and operationalise micro-credentials as a sub-unit of core credit system (Uggeri and Barlassina, 2019). Likewise, universities in North America – Canada and United States have acknowledged the skills gap in the job market and the increasing need for micro-credentials course to cover the skills gap (Young et al., 2021; McGreal and Olcott, 2022).


[bookmark: _Toc208438497]Opportunities Associated with Micro-Credentials
Micro-credentials is gaining recognition and acceptance in many Western countries and developing countries like Malaysia (Ahmat, et al., 2021; MQA, 2019). This implies that there are opportunities for micro-credentials certification to expand in many countries. Furthermore, as micro-credentials are often delivered online, this allows learners across the world to join in/connect and also access learning materials in real time anytime and anywhere. This is unlike the conventional face-to-face teaching and learning method; micro-credentials provide opportunity for more convenient learning for learners globally world (Alias, 2020). The opportunity stated above is made possible by digital technologies. Global teaching and learning system has become more innovative by leveraging on technology (Ahmat, et al., 2021). Micro-credentials now exist in diverse forms in many countries under various titles and descriptions. They are being used to mark undeniable achievements in various disciplines such as military, sports, hospitality, business, health, etc. The achievements often come in form of digital badges, medals, and certificates (Shanahan, and Organ, 2022)
Technology has helped the global education system to be more innovative in developing cutting-edge programmes. Similarly, as micro-credentials not only offer convenient learning process, after the completion of each module, learners are awarded digital badges.  The use of digital credential constitutes a motivational tool for engaging the learners (Ahmat, et al., 2021). The opportunity to undertake a micro-credential course is more appealing to professionals with part-time or full-time jobs, they view micro-credential as more accessible, flexible than a traditional degree programme. Likewise, with micro-credential course experienced workers can reskill, upskills, in certain area of skill gap. Young professionals that completed micro-credential courses in specific skill areas are able to secure competitive positions in the job markets (MQA, 2019).


[bookmark: _Toc208438498]Theoretical Considerations
[bookmark: _Toc208438499]Ecological Systems Theory in Micro-Credentials Consideration 
Micro-credentials have been considered as suitable educational response to changing nature of learning and skills demand in the workplace (Nguyen, et al., 2024).  The ecological systems theory as postulated by Bronfenbrenner (1979), helps in the analysis and discussion of micro-credentials. The theory helps in conceptualising micro-credentials has been a suitable response to evolving environment. It also explains the interaction and connection between the evolving person and the four types of environment structures. These structures are (i) microsystem, (ii) mesosysyem, (iii) exosystem and (iv) macrosystem.
The microsystem refers to the interrelationships existing between person and environment within their immediate circle. The Mesosystem addresses the connection and interactions between main immediate circle of the person. Exosystem refers to the linkage and process about the mesosystem affecting the immediate environment. Lastly, the macrosystem highlights the broader multi-perspective context involving micro, meso and exosystem (Nguyen, et al., 2024).
Macrosystem in the context of micro-credentials include Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the European Commission, the and UNESCO. They are primarily concern with policy guidelines guiding the design and implementation of micro-credentials. Their work also includes promoting recognition of and widespread acceptance of micro-credentials among countries. Their span through working towards a globally acceptable micro-credential definition ((Nguyen, et al., 2024; Oliver, 2019). Mesosystems are national (country) and regional (e.g., European commission) effort towards respective countries and trading block make to promote adoption of micro-credentials in their domains (e.g., European Commission, 2020; Department of Education Skills and Employment, 2021 and New Zealand Qualifications Authority, 2020). Exosystem covers the employers and providers of micro-credentials courses including HEIs. They aim to provides education that validates professional abilities and competences in specific subject area (Gauthier, 2020). The microsystem indicates the awareness of and need to reskill and upskills through micro-credentials among employers and professionals (Gallagher, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2023).
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Figure 1: Micro-credentials Ecosystem (Source: Nguyen, et al., 2024).
This research intends to focus on three (3) perspectives of learners, employer/industry and institutional perspectives. This forms the basis of the conceptual framework developed as presented in the diagram (figure 2) below. In this study, learners are considered as a category with its own perspective. While employers and industry-wide skills requirements are considered as a separate category and lastly, HEIs, Department of Education and its associated stakeholders are considered as the third and final category. The basis for this categorisation is to enhance detailed analysis and consideration of stakeholders in similar functions, interests, and/or demand from micro-credentialing practices. 
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Dynamic 21st century workplace with growing skills gap



Figure 2: Conceptual Framework (Self-Developed).
[bookmark: _Toc208438501]Methodology (or Research Design)

There are various research methods, but the adoption of the most appropriate method is guided by the data type used in the study (Thomas, 2017). Research methods are usually categorised into three major types namely - qualitative, quantitative, multi or mixed methods (Saunders, et al 2019). The qualitative research method undertakes research inquiry in non-numerical (textual data) forms such as interviewing respondents. The quantitative research method in contrast, focuses on research inquiry that involve numbers, application of mathematical approaches, and statistics. In this wise, the research findings are analysed and results presented in numerical format (Sekaran and Bougie, 2016). 


The research aims to deploy qualitative research method. Semi – structured interviews with some prepared questionnaire in which professionals will be asked questions on their views, challenges and opportunities experienced or anticipated in acquiring micro credentials will be deployed. The other leg of qualitative research aims to conduct a case study analysis as documented to analyse the views of policy makers, HEIs and institutions involve in micro-credentials policy documents, designs and implementation as initiated to enhance learning and achieve the desired targets. The qualitative research method – case study approach aims to covers case study and consideration of employers (industry reports), Department of Education (policy documents, white papers, etc) and consideration of top HEIs design and implementations of micro-credentials education and life-long learning.
The research design is set such that the research problem guides in the designing of the interview questions, interpreting and analysing data collected (Thakur, 2021). The research design also addresses the aggregate approaches deployed by the researcher by integrating several components of the research in a comprehensible and rational way to achieve the research objectives. In management context, research design methods could be descriptive, exploratory and experimental. These can be applied in qualitative and quantitative research settings (Kedir, 2022). The descriptive design method focuses on defining or understanding the human element, a phenomenon, activity, or event. Methods that relate to a process that facilitates deriving specific results from a hypothesis statement are referred to as experimental design method. The exploratory design method is often deployed to gain insight and novel understanding in ascertaining the relationship among the variables as established in the research study. This study aims to use the exploratory design method to gain novel insight on challenges and potentials associated with micro-credentials.  This research design suggests presenting a structured approach for gathering and incorporating data collected on the phenomenon being investigated. The research design is in alignment with the study in furthering theoretical knowledge and practical contributions with managerial implications as it relates to the phenomenon being studied.

[bookmark: _Toc208438502] Research Philosophy and Research Approach
Research philosophy refers to a belief about the method through which data in a field of inquiry can be collected and/or utilised. In business management discipline, there are four (4) research philosophy types. These are positivism, pragmatism, interpretivism and realism (Saunders et al, 2019). The positivism research philosophy focuses on causal relative or theory explanation to understand the social world in an objective way. The pragmatism philosophy centres on the problems and finding out what will work the best (Sapkota, 2019). The interpretivism philosophy focuses on the interest of the researcher and rolling out novel models/theories. The realism philosophy is concern with the assumptions of the scientific approach (Mauthner, 2020). Owing to the peculiarities and aim of the study, the pragmatism research philosophy is selected, as it supports the research aims and objectives. 
The deductive research approach is adopted in this study. This is because it starts with consideration of relevant theories, this is followed by design of 
a research strategy to test the theory.

[bookmark: _Toc208438503]Types of Investigation
The study makes use of both primary and secondary investigation types. Primary investigation refers to primary means of research inquiry by addressing the research questions to the relevant participants. This helps in generating novel and evolving insights as it relates to the topic under scrutiny. Secondary investigation refers to scrutinizing the existing literature on the topic under investigation. These investigation types help to develop a robust investigation and understanding through consideration of existing/documented relevant views/perspectives and data collected and as (will be) analysed by the researcher herself.  
[bookmark: _Toc208438504]Data Collection Method(s)
In the context of challenges and opportunities in micro-credentials, this study aims to collect primary data through semi – structured interviews prepared and distributed to the relevant respondents in order to gather primary data (Mazhar et al. 2021). This method ensures that the data collected are relevant and current and are in alignment with the research problem, aims and objectives of the study. Likewise, relevant industry reports, policy documents of government of UK and European Union (EU) and HEIs in the UK are considered vital for case study analysis in this study.
[bookmark: _Toc208438505]Sampling Plan
This study intends to collect data from relevant stakeholders - employees, employers and institutions associated with micro-credential. The study sample is put at thirty (30) participants – employees/professional learners and/or when saturation point is reach. Relevant documents on micro-credentials – industry reports (employers) and on relevant institutions (i.e. Department of Education UK, EU & HEIs) in the past five (5) years will be case studied. 

[bookmark: _Toc208438506]Data Sources
Data sources are both primary and secondary sources. Primary sources are the research respondents – professional learners. These are the people who volunteered to participate in the research by providing their views as expressed during the individual semi-structured interviews completed anonymously. This data is sourced and collected directly from respondents by the research through the relevant research data collection tools. Secondary data sources are the reviewed literature such as peer-reviewed journals, industry report, government white paper on/or related to the topic under investigation. These documents including industry reports such as from Deloitte, McKinsey, Statista, etc., are case studied and analysed.
[bookmark: _Toc208438507]Data Analysis Plan
The primary data collected will be thematically analysed first. This will be followed by case study of relevant documents on micro-credentials as it relates to policy documents, course design and implementation and desired benefits from the micro-credentials. The thematically analysed data will thereafter be compared with the analysed case studied to identify areas of alignments and challenges. Insights from the data analysed will form basis for practical implications of study and area of future research.  
[bookmark: _Toc208438508]Timescale & Ethical Compliance
In this study, I as the researcher will comply with all University of Portsmouth’s policies as set out in the ethical committee's requirements of the School of Management. In addition, I will initially prepare questionnaire for various stakeholders - graduates, employers and institutions (Universities). The questionnaire will be such that it helps proffer answers to the research questions. The questionnaire will have an introductory section stating the aim of the study, its relevance to all stakeholders. As a researcher, I will reassure participants of respect and adherence to respondents' privacy and anonymity. Respondents will not be asked to provide any personal information for the study, and the questionnaire for semi-structured interview will be designed such that it focuses on the study aims & objectives, and research questions. The information will be collected will be recoded, typed, analysed and saved in a password-protected computer. As regards the case study aspect, relevant documents will be analysed with the study aims & objectives, and research questions being the focus of the analysis. The researcher will ensure to interpret, analyse collected data protecting the integrity and ensuring fairness in reporting of data. The collected data will be used solely for the purpose it was collected i.e., present study and later discarded after 5 years of data collection.  
[bookmark: _Toc208438509]Timeline
 The following Gantt chart indicates the distribution of tasks with set timeline.
	Task
	“Pre-Dissertation”

	August -October 2025
	Nov. -Jan. 2026
	Feb -April 2026
	May -July
2026
	August – October 2026. 

	Post- Dissertation
Nov. 2027 - Jan 2028

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	“Research proposal writing and submission (initial literature review, aim and objectives)”
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	“Research proposal revised after feedback received.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	“Introduction chapter with Revised aim and objectives”
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Draft Literature Review Chapter
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Draft Methodology Chapter
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Design of Data Instrument and Primary Data Collection
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Research Findings and Data Analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Discussion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	“Thesis Draft Completed and submitted
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Revisions
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Printing and Binding, 
Viva Preparations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Viva 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


 
[bookmark: _Toc208438510]Contribution of the Study (or Pathways to Impact)
The findings of the study will provide plausible insights on how to manage challenges of micro-credentials for the benefits of all stakeholders. Insights from all stakeholders – professional learners, employers, Department of Education and HEIs will be documented as contribution of the study and/or suggested future pathways for the benefit of all stakeholders and society at large. 

[bookmark: _Toc208438511]Ensuring Maximum Engagement and Realising Benefits
 It is expected that research findings and outcomes will be enabling insights that foster  
 alignment among various stakeholders which leads to better training of learners, 
 industry related professionals and improvement in policy making and implementation for the good of all stakeholders.
                 
[bookmark: _Toc208438512]Collaboration for Maximum Impact
It is expected that research findings will add to the body of knowledge (theoretical, practical and policy implications) on micro credentials including discussion of emerging trends with a view of harnessing the emerging opportunities for various stakeholders.
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Appendix A
[bookmark: _Toc208438515]Literature Review Method
[bookmark: _Toc208438518]For this research proposal, I followed Templier and (2015) guidelines of literature review. This has six (6) steps namely:
1. Formulating the research question(s) and objective(s),
2. Searching the extant literature,
3. Screening for inclusion,
4. Assessing the quality of primary studies,
5. Extracting data, and
6. Analyzing and data synthesis.
Formulating the Research Aims, Objective(s) and Question(s):
Here I justified the rationale for the research, and this leads to review and formulation of the research main objectives. This helps to identify, define and understand key concepts, linkages and synthesis of relevant concepts. Under this category (i.e., formulation of research aims, objectives and questions), I was able to develop and articulate the research questions. This constitutes essential component that guides the reviewed literature and formulation of research methodology.
Searching the Extant Literature:
This step I followed involves searching the relevant literature and deciding on the suitability of sourced materials as fit for purpose. A detailed search revealed both published, peered-reviewed and unpublished works (working paper, theses, etc.,). I focused more on the use of peered-reviewed journals that reflect thinking in the area of research.



Screening for Inclusion:
I focused more on the evaluation of the applicability of the sourced materials identified whilst searching the extant literature. The materials are screened for relevance, and I formed rules for including and excluding certain studies.  
Assessing the Quality of Primary Studies:
I assessed the research design and methodology and the scientific robustness of the selected studies. I also explored insights into how data are analysed and data interpretation of findings. I also examined how the selected studies addressed the possibility of research biases and optimising research reliability and validity.
Extracting Data:
The sourced materials used was guided set research question. Only those relevant to micro-credentials, challenges and opportunities from single (learner/employer/institution) perspective and handful multi-perspectives studies on micro-credentials.

Analyzing and Data Synthesis:
Under this step, I collate, summarise, organise, relate and compare extracted evidence from various studies. The extracted views, discussion were then organised and presented in meaningful and aggregate manner evidence that show the current knowledge and contributions of the reviewed literature and research/knowledge gaps as reveal therein as well.
Overall, I deployed descriptive literature review type and mapping to ascertain the level of discussion on micro-credentials including the documented analysis of opportunities and challenges confronting it. I extracted from previous studies the aforementioned characteristics (i.e., challenges and opportunities) including trends, practices, policies and implementation from various stakeholders – learners, employers and relevant institutions.
Keywords searches include micro-credentials, challenges and opportunities with micro-credentials, learners’ perspective, employers’ perspective, institutional perspective.
The databases I used in completing this task include Google Scholar, ProQuest. EBSCOhost and the university database.
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