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Digital technologies, as mediators and facilitators of learning, are altering tertiary education; 

how and when it occurs, what it entails, who has access, and how capabilities and skills are 

acknowledged. Digital badges are one such technological tool. Created to acknowledge 

competency, skill or achievement they have been adopted for a variety of purposes including 

to motivate learners, recognise achievement and accredit learning. Internationally, the use of 

digital badges is growing; however, much of the existing literature addresses the potential of 

digital badges while there is a relative paucity of empirical research, particularly in the 

Australasian region. This research explored the use of digital badges within New Zealand’s 

public higher education sector. Using a mixed methods approach (national survey of staff 

followed by interviews), results revealed over half of the institutions were using badges or 

planned to in the future. Identified benefits included displaying achievement, motivating 

learners and evidencing learning. Challenges were also noted, including faculty members’ 

lack of knowledge about badges, inconsistent use and lack of formal regulation of badges. 

The findings suggest that badge use is at the early adoption stage and provide valuable 

insights from which to develop future practice. 

 

Implications for policy or practice: 

• Decision-makers need to be mindful that organisational culture considerations can 

affect the success of badging systems and micro-credentials. 

• Implementers of digital badging systems need to ensure staff understand the value 

and credibility of digital badges. 

• Staff responsible for awarding digital badges need to be involved in decisions about 

how and why they are used beyond individual units of study.  

 

Keywords: digital badges, micro-credentials, adoption, higher education, tertiary, learning, 

New Zealand 

 

Introduction 
 

Digital technologies are fundamentally changing the accessibility, organisation and credentialling of 

education. Digital badges are a technological tool developed to acknowledge competency, skill or 

achievement. They are used for various  purposes including motivation, achievement and accreditation. 

Digital badges are “a representation of an accomplishment, interest or affiliation that is visual, available 

online, and contains metadata including links that help explain the context, meaning, process and result of 

an activity” (Gibson et al., 2013, p. 404). They offer the ability to acknowledge achievements at a fine-

grained (granular) level recognising and credentialling the achievement of specific competencies, 

knowledge and skills (Peck et al., 2016).  

 

Digital badges, considered a disruptive technological innovation (Lockley et al., 2016), promise new 

opportunities for engaging and motivating learners, implementing new assessment approaches that 

recognise alternative achievement, tracking learning progress, scaffolding learning, recognise learning, 

encouraging behaviours that contribute towards learning and sharing accomplishments (Ahn et al., 2014; 

Devedžić & Jovanović, 2015; Gibson et al., 2013).  

 

Badges can augment current formal accreditation structures (Reid et al., 2015). However, it is opportunities 

to offer alternatives to traditional academic transcripts by recognising non-formal, informal and 

professional learning accomplishments, using metadata related to the accomplishment, which offer new 

possibilities for learning (Fields, 2015). Digital badges, for example, can be used to recognise and credential 

meta-skills such as critical thinking, collaboration or communication at the granular level (Ahn et al., 2014; 
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Finkelstein et al., 2013). Badges can offer more flexible learning pathways and lifelong learning 

opportunities for learners (Lockley et al., 2016). Badges can be used as pedagogical tools, for example, by 

linking badges to specific learning outcomes of a subject or unit of study, enabling learners (and faculty) 

to track learning progress (Kehoe & Goudzwaard, 2015). Badges also enable recipients to decide in which 

virtual sites (e.g., social or professional networking sites) they wish to share their achievements (O'Byrne 

et al., 2015). Depending on the granularity of the badges, a hierarchy of badges can be developed where 

more major badges recognise higher attainment and can lead to more substantial credentials often called 

micro-credentials (Ellis et al., 2016). The terms digital badges and micro-credentials are used 

interchangeably, which can cause confusion. Oliver (2019) defined a micro-credential as “a certification of 

assessed learning that is additional, alternate, complementary to or a formal component of a formal 

qualification” (p. i). An alternative understanding is where digital badges are visual tokens used to 

acknowledge learning and achievement that can then be aggregated to represent micro-credentials 

depending on the purpose and context. This is the view adopted in this research. 

 

The potential of digital badges as motivators has been identified by several researchers (e.g., Abramovich 

& Wardrip, 2016; Berge & Muilenburg, 2016; Ellis et al., 2016; Gibson et al., 2013). Research shows that 

when learners see digital badges as valuable, they can positively influence learning (Facey-Shaw et al., 

2018; Hakulinen et al., 2015). However, the use of badges for motivational purposes is not straightforward 

as the badge type, the prior knowledge of the learner, the expectation the learner has of learning and the 

value they place on that learning all influence how badges are perceived (Abramovich & Wardrip, 2016; 

Reid et al., 2015).  

 

As with other new technologies that offer the potential for fundamental change, badges are not without 

issues. The success of digital badges depends on their perceived value to stakeholders. For badges to have 

value as credentials, and therefore be trusted, they need to be valid and verifiable. Therefore, the quality of 

evidence associated with the badge is a fundamental consideration (Ellis et al., 2016). Given any 

organisation can develop and implement their own badging system independent of other groups who are 

likely to have an interest in them, such as schools, employers, other learning organisations and educational 

policymakers, creating valued and verifiable badging systems is not straightforward (Grant, 2016). At the 

institutional level, implementing badging systems is likely to require major restructuring of institutional 

strategies, processes and cultural practices (Lockley et al., 2016; Oliver, 2019). Due to the complexity of 

implementation, pilot studies within individual institutions (particularly within higher education) have 

occurred at the subject or course level (Lockley et al., 2016). 

 

In addition to the challenges outlined above, the reluctance of some faculty to engage with digital badging 

due to lack of time, incentive and knowledge of a range of assessment practices (e.g., competency-based 

assessment) has been noted (Lockley et al., 2016; Peck et al., 2016). Sceptics also raise concerns about the 

number and types of badges available, highlighting that multiple badges may result in fragmented 

approaches to subject or content areas (Peck et al., 2016). Integrating badges into learning experiences, 

rather than using them as add-ons, is one strategy used to address concerns and ensure badges are more 

than tokens (Abramovich, 2016; Casilli & Hickey, 2016). 

 

The adoption of digital badges is growing internationally throughout higher education (Grant, 2016). 

However, ensuring tertiary education digital badging or credentialling systems function effectively at both 

national and international levels is complex, takes time to develop and involves multiple actors. Groups 

with a stake in the development of national digital credential systems include learners and employers who 

use the system; academic institutions who award the digital credentials and digital organisations who create 

the platforms on which digital credentialling systems operate; government agencies, qualifications 

authorities and standards bodies who quality-assure the credentials; and qualification agencies and 

government departments who verify qualifications (Chakroun & Keevy, 2018). Currently, various 

initiatives are underway to develop the foundational systems necessary to support digital badges and micro-

credentials both nationally and internationally. At an international level, the Groningen Declaration 

Network has focused on bringing together key stakeholders to enable the development of digital student 

data portability (Groningen Declaration, n.d.). The European Commission’s goal is to develop the European 

Education Area by 2025, which seeks to remove political and technical obstacles that currently prevent the 

recognition of skills and qualifications, acquired across the lifespan, throughout the European Union 

(European Commission, 2017). Several countries are also making progress towards such systems. For 

example, Korea, Singapore and China have developed digital systems enabling their citizens to register 
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their credentials as well as learning credits. Progress in providing digital access to certified qualifications 

to interested parties via My eQuals has occurred in Australia and New Zealand (Oliver, 2019), and the New 

Zealand Qualifications Authority (n.d.) has formally recognised micro-credentials within the national 

qualification framework. Recent developments in the United States of America and Canada have seen the 

creation of qualification frameworks that are more inclusive of non-degree credentials while also 

incorporating the digitisation of credentials (Keevy & Chakroun, 2015). 

 

While work continues to develop the necessary frameworks outlined above, current studies suggest digital 

badge usage within tertiary education varies widely and includes badge use within stand-alone subjects or 

units (micro level) to encourage learner motivation and indicate progress, badging systems at the 

programme (meso) level to recognise meta-skills such as critical thinking and digital literacy, through to 

the utilisation of complete badging systems for official recognition at the macro (i.e., institutional) level. 

However, it is unclear which institutions are using digital badges and how they are using them (Grant, 

2016) as there is limited empirical research (Carey & Stefaniak, 2018; Lockley et al., 2016; Roy & Clark, 

2019) particularly in Australia and New Zealand (Selvaratnam & Sankey, 2019). Therefore, further 

research is needed to develop digital badge practice, policy and theory in higher education. 

 

Methodology 
 

This project centred on the use of digital badges in public higher education institutions within a single 

jurisdiction, in this case New Zealand. In doing so, it seeks to explore how and why digital badges are being 

adopted and used to promote, support and recognise learning. This investigation used a mixed methods 

research methodology. Proponents (e.g., Bazeley, 2018; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) have argued that 

the combination of both quantitative and qualitative methods “provides a stronger understanding of the 

research problem or question than either by itself” (Creswell, 2014, p. 215). There are various mixed 

methods designs, including explanatory, exploratory and embedded (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). An 

explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) was adopted, where Phase 1 involved a 

national survey of current digital badge use within New Zealand public tertiary institutions and Phase 2 

complemented and enhanced the survey data set with a series of follow-up interviews with a subset of 

survey respondents. The research question that guided this investigation was “How are digital badges being 

adopted and used in public higher education institutions in New Zealand”? 

 

Data collection 
 

Prior to the collection of data, ethical consent to undertake the study was obtained in accordance with the 

ethical standards of Massey University’s Human Ethics Committee. Informed consent was obtained from 

all individual participants included in the study. The focus of the phase one was to identify current digital 

badge development, use and implementation (i.e., which higher education institutions were using badges, 

and the perceived benefits and drawbacks associated with their use) within the sector. The relatively small 

number of public higher education institutions within New Zealand (27) made it possible to investigate 

digital badge use across institutions that operate within the same policy environment. 

 

An anonymous online survey was distributed to staff in all 27 public tertiary institutions encompassing 

eight universities, 16 institutes of technology and polytechnics (ITPs) and three wānanga (a tertiary 

institution that provides education in a Māori cultural context). The survey questions were developed with 

reference to the literature associated with digital badges and comprised two sections. The first section 

consisted of demographic questions of an individual (e.g., age, gender) and professional nature (e.g., 

qualifications, professional role, employing institution). The second section asked questions related to the 

respondents’ knowledge and use of digital badges. The final survey question asked respondents if they 

would be interested in taking part in a follow-up interview. For those respondents who self-identified for 

phase two, their survey responses were anonymised prior to analysis. The survey was hosted via 

SurveyMonkey (https://surveymonkey.com) and was piloted prior to distribution.  

 

Phase 2 of the project consisted of semi-structured interviews with a subset of survey respondents who 

agreed to take part in the follow-up phase of the project. Interview questions were developed to complement 

and expand on survey findings and included several sections: knowledge and experience of digital badges, 

benefits and challenges associated with digital badges, support received associated with digital badge 

development and use and criteria for successful digital badge adoption. The interviews were a maximum 

https://surveymonkey.com/
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of 1-hour duration and occurred predominantly via Skype or similar videoconferencing technology. Face-

to-face interviews were conducted where practicable if a participant preferred. The interviews were 

digitally recorded with the permission of the participants.  

 

Analysis of the quantitative survey data involved the calculation of summary statistics. Analysis of 

qualitative data involved reading and re-reading all interview responses to determine the breadth of themes 

and sub-themes. Responses were coded to one or more sub-themes depending on whether single or multiple 

ideas were identified. The qualitative analysis software package NVivo (https://www.qsrinternational.com) 

was used to facilitate this process. 

 

Participants 
 

Intended survey participants were academic and support staff working in public institutions who had some 

knowledge or experience of the implementation and/or use of digital badges as part of their professional 

role. Late in 2017, an invitation to participate in the survey was distributed, via email, to key people within 

each institution (e.g., digital learning managers or directors, academic and professional development 

managers, directors of teaching and learning and academic development staff) and a request made for them 

to disseminate the invitation to staff within their organisation. The email contained a direct link to the 

survey. To ensure a broad representation of individual and institutional views, informal networks were also 

used for survey dissemination. These included my contacts with professional networks and social media 

channels such as Twitter and Facebook. A total of 124 survey responses were received from self-selecting 

respondents working in 24 of the 27 New Zealand public tertiary institutions. Staff from two of the wānanga 

and one of the ITPs did not respond to the survey. A total of 14 of the survey respondents indicated they 

were interested in taking part in a follow-up interview: eight from the university sector and six from the 

ITP sector. All 14 volunteers were interviewed in early 2018, of whom five were academic developers, five 

were faculty, three held leadership positions and one was a technical support person. Pseudonyms are used 

when reporting interview findings. 

 

Findings 
 

Survey demographics 
 

All results report valid percentages (i.e., missing responses are excluded). Of the responses received, 58% 

(69/119) came from the university sector, 37% (44/119) from the ITP sector and 1% (1/119) from wānanga. 

The remaining 4% (5/119) of responses consisted of people who did not identify with a specific institution 

because they worked for an organisation affiliated with the tertiary education sector more generally (e.g., 

Ako Aotearoa, a government-funded organisation that supports New Zealand’s tertiary sector educators). 

Comparison with New Zealand Ministry of Education (2017) workforce figures show that university staff 

were slightly under-represented in the survey (58% versus 69% of the tertiary sector workforce); ITP staff 

were slightly over-represented (37% versus 26%) and wānanga were under-represented (1% versus 5%).  

 

Respondents worked in a range of academic disciplines; education, business, health, foundation studies, 

science, humanities and social sciences, and arts and design were the prevalent. The majority (90%, 

111/124) of respondents listed their age as 40 years old or above. The gender mix of the group was 60% 

female (75/124), 39% male (48/124) and 1% (1/124) preferred not to say. Respondents were asked to 

identify their highest qualification, and results indicated that 91% (113/124) had completed a postgraduate 

qualification ranging from a postgraduate certificate or diploma (18%), master’s degree (45%) to a 

doctorate (28%). Participants were also asked about their current professional role (see Table 1). Table 1 

shows that most respondents held academic (i.e., faculty), academic development (i.e., faculty support), 

leadership or teaching support roles. Participants for whom teaching was part of their role were also asked 

about their years of teaching experience. Of the respondents who indicated they were teaching, 95% (81/85) 

had experience of 10 years or more.  

 

  

https://www.qsrinternational.com/
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Table 1 

Current professional role of survey respondents 

Role n % 

Faculty 40 32.3% 

Academic development 33 26.6% 

Leadership 22 17.7% 

Teaching support 18 14.5% 

Technical support 4 3.2% 

Other 7 5.6% 

Total 124 100% 

 

Benefits of digital badge use 
 

All survey respondents were asked to indicate (choosing all statements that applied) what value digital 

badges offered (see Figure 1). The respondents (n = 110) chose a total of 705 statements. Over half of the 

respondents rated the following, in descending order, as valuable aspects of digital badges: 

  

• a display of achievement 

• a motivational aid for learners 

• digital evidence of learning 

• encouragement of participation  

• recognition of informal learning.  
 

Only four people indicated they had no value. Of the 18 who chose “other”, responses included “all OERu 

micro-credentials are mapped to official academic credit”, “immediacy of feedback & recognition” and 

“allows recognition of contributions to community/society” suggesting badges have value at both micro 

and macro levels. 

 

Similar themes related to the benefits of digital badges emerged from follow-up interviews. Motivation was 

the most salient benefit identified by all interviewees. The comment from Henry (ITP, faculty) represents 

those made by all participants, namely “They can be motivating forces. So, if you use badges to recognise 

completion or achievement of certain modules or units in the course [subject], then … they can be really 

good.” Following on from motivation, one of the noticeable benefits that interviewees identified was the 

tangible and visible nature of digital badges as a display of achievement. For example, Ian (university, 

leadership) highlighted badges as “that tangible form of acknowledgement or tangible acknowledgement 

of those competencies”, while Kyle (university, academic development) pointed to the “visual recognition 

of learning … something visual for the students”. The potential of badges to recognise various forms of 

learning was something 12 out of the 14 interviewees commented on. For example, Grace (university, 

faculty) stated that “for me it is one way of acknowledging their work immediately, so they know 

somewhere my work has been registered and here is the feedback.” Ari (university, faculty) shared how his 

students appreciated the opportunity to gain recognition for their work, “when I mentioned to them [the 

students] that they can get this badge, they jump[ed] on that idea, like oh, ‘I can get something for that?’ 

Some recognition and acknowledgement of it.” Seven out of the 14 interviewees also identified the value 

of digital badges as a source of evidence, such as “I think the key is the evidence for the learning with the 

digital badges” (Oliver, ITP, faculty) and “the reason I understood was, it was a way … that you can show 

professionally, especially in the evidence kind of based society, prove that you’ve done this” (Emily, ITP, 

teaching support). 
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Figure 1. Perceived value of digital badges 

 

Some benefits of digital badges featured more strongly in the interview findings than the survey results. 

Digital badges as support for learning in terms of tracking progress (for both faculty and students) was a 

more salient finding from the interviews, with nine interview participants (64%) identifying this as an 

important value of digital badges, whereas only 20/110 survey respondents (18%) indicated it was a benefit. 

As Daniel (university, faculty) highlighted, “I guess from an assessment point of view, if you micro-

credential [badge] particular aspects of a larger set of learning it helps people map their progress against 

that broader package of learning.” Anna (university, leadership) also mentioned the importance of learners 

being able to track their own progress, “for students [it is] tracking themselves to a goal, being able to see 

that pathway and to see exactly where they are on that pathway.” 

 

The importance of digital badges being easily shared was a further benefit identified by nine out of the 14 

(64%) interview participants. For example, Anthony (ITP, teaching support) mentioned that “being able to 

show it off to others is simply a way… either to show that I am amazing or that I can help you because I 

am an expert in this” was an important advantage of digital badges. Henry (ITP, teaching support) also 

commented on the value of learners being able to share their digital badges: “the students could put the 

badges that they achieved on their profile page on the learning management system”. 

 

Challenges of digital badge use 
 

All survey respondents were also asked what they perceived to be the main challenges of digital badge use 

(see Figure 2). Respondents (n = 109) chose a total of 353 statements. Respondents rated the following as 

the main challenges of digital badges: lack of knowledge (54/109), inconsistent use (53/109), and lack of 

formal recognition (49/109). Additionally, lack of regulation (43/109), lack of wide recognition (43/109) 

(e.g., by employers) and lack of training (42/109) were concerns identified by over one third of respondents. 

Just under 5% (5/109) of participants saw no drawbacks associated with digital badges. Of the 18% (20/109) 

who chose the “other” category, responses included the following:  
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Some teachers have never heard of e-badges let alone considering implementing it into their 

teaching. In fact, when I raised this possibility of recognition of soft skills (in the Faculty of 

Science) some mockingly said, “why not display those on the lab coat?” (Respondent 12) 

Badges as used on quizzes as 1:1 analogues for score. Other poor uses that put students off, 

as they see through the ‘game’ mechanism as manipulation. That's a sure sign of poor 

implementation. (Respondent 88)  

 

 

Figure 2. Main challenges to digital badge use 

 

Interview participants highlighted several similar themes regarding the challenges associated with digital 

badge use. The most frequent theme identified was the limited understanding or lack of knowledge (at the 

faculty and institutional level) about digital badges. The comments from William (university, academic 

development) and Oliver (ITP, faculty) respectively represent 11 of the 14 interviewees when they say 

“confusion of what they’re [badges] about –the implementation of them, because it will take work” and “I 

just think it’s at a very early stage and that’s not really properly understood. I don’t think they’re understood, 

as such.” 

 

Inconsistent and superficial use of digital badges was also highlighted by 12 of the 14 interview participants. 

Natalie (ITP, faculty) talked about the importance of learners understanding and valuing badges in the 

following:  

 

For students, it would be ‘I can’t see the point, what’s this doing’? … Or they might get 

overused in the programme, they’re too easy to get, so ‘I’ve got badges, so what’? So, after 

6 months they might go ‘well that’s just a waste of time’.  

 

Thomas (ITP, leadership) cautioned against the overuse of badges:  

 

I think that the way that badges could be used if rolled out en masse will lead to the 

degradation of the inherent value of a badge because for instance, if I am storing it in a 

backpack and I have a million of them; literally a million of them, they are all worthless.  

 

Anthony (ITP, teaching support) pinpointed inconsistency as one of the main challenges with digital badge 

use: “quality is going to vary greatly from subject/unit to subject/unit or programme to programme around 

how the badge is used and that inconsistency is going to undermine its value as well for the student”. 
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Quality assurance and accreditation issues, which encompassed lack of formal recognition and lack of 

regulation, were identified by 10 of the 14 interviewees as a significant challenge to digital badge use. The 

following comments are characteristic of statements made by most interviewees: 

 

If it’s globalised, universally accepted, then it could go across all sorts of institutions, 

including private companies but it has to be globally accepted which will mean that you can 

pretty much on your phone carry your qualification. However, that has to be verified 

somehow and ratified. There has to be a formal way of doing it.” (William, university, 

academic development)  

 

The university has a responsibility to ensure that they are only awarded for a particular quality 

and who determines what that quality is? What role do the university faculty have, what role 

do the administration have in determining what that quality is, what role do students have? 

(Daniel, university, faculty) 

 

Aligned with the theme of quality assurance and accreditation issues was a further theme about the need 

for a coherent, integrated approach to digital badge adoption. For example, Kyle (university, academic 

development) spoke of the need for consistency: 

 

I think the consistency in programmes is an issue. I think the only way something like that 

would work, is if we had a consistent approach, which would allow us to have a clear 

structure and a way of working so that badging would make sense. 

 

Grace (university, faculty) identified the need for an institution-wide coherent approach: “the institution 

then must have some kind of a common understanding that they can put out to students saying that this is 

how we assist students, and this is the benefit”. 

 

One theme related to the challenges of digital badges that emerged from the qualitative data that was not 

present in the survey results was the need for a cultural or mindset shift within organisations for badges to 

be successfully implemented. Ian (university, leadership) talked about the need for “a really big shift in 

people’s mindset and I still don’t believe I have got there with that in terms of promoting what a digital 

badge can do.” Oliver (ITP, faculty) discussed the challenge of embedding digital badges into the culture 

of an organisation: “that’s a challenge. So, the understanding and the institution, I mean, they have to 

embrace it, and they have to embed it in the culture of the institution”. 

 

Current digital badge use 
 

Having gathered participants’ perceptions of the benefits and challenges associated with digital badges, 

they were then asked about the current use of digital badges within their institution. Of the responses, 53.5% 

(60/112) indicated that their institutions were using digital badges or intended to do so in the future, and 

18% (20/112) answered that their institutions were not using badges. A further 16% (18/112) were unaware 

of whether their organisation was using badges or not or whether they planned to do so in the future. The 

remaining 12.5% (14/112) answered “other”.  

 

Survey participants were also asked to identify the digital badge system being used within their institution. 

Of the responses, 43% (46/107) used Moodle, 23.5 % (25/107) did not know, 15% (16/107) chose “other” 

and 10% (11/107) used Mahara. The remaining 8.5% (9/107) was made up of Blackboard, Canvas, in-

house systems and Totara. Responses in the “other” category identified a range of other platforms, including 

iQualify, edX edge, Credly, BadgeOS and PeerWise.  

 

Respondents to the survey were then asked to indicate whether they had first-hand experience of digital 

badges. Of those who answered the question, 46% (52/114) of respondents answered “yes” and 54% 

(62/114) answered “no”. Those who answered “yes” were then asked how they had used badges with 

learners (choosing all that applied). The most common responses were to encourage participation from 

learners, to represent learning and to motivate learners (see Figure 3). Notably, 27% (12 respondents) 

indicated they had not used digital badges after previously answering “yes” to the first-hand experience 
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question. Rather than using badges with learners, these respondents had experienced earning badges as part 

of their own professional development. 

 

Figure 3. Use of digital badges with learners 

 

All 14 interviewees had first-hand experience of badge use. When asked about what they understood about 

badges, the most prominent theme that emerged was digital badges were signifiers of competency, learning 

or achievement. Comments such as “They are a form of a credential … my experience with them has been 

around how they have been used primarily for a means of acknowledging that somebody has achieved at a 

particular level” (Ian, university, leadership), “it’s a representation of an accomplishment or a skill, or an 

achievement” (Oliver, ITP, faculty) and “it is about showing that … they [learners] were able to perform 

to a certain level of competency for the next part of their journey” (Ari, university, faculty) were common.  

 

When asked about the level of badge use, 85% (44/52) of survey respondents across 13 institutions (who 

answered “yes” to having first-hand experience of badges) indicated that most badge use was occurring 

within individual subject or units (i.e., micro level) and relatively little activity was occurring across whole 

qualifications or at an institution-wide level (see Figure 4). The subject or unit leader (the person with 

overall responsibility for a subject or unit) was the most common person who decided what badges were 

used, followed by faculty in collaboration with colleagues, and the faculty member on their own. Qualitative 

findings also indicated predominant use was occurring at the micro (i.e., subject or unit) level, as the 

following comment indicates:  

 

We use digital badges in a course [subject/unit] … to indicate particular progress for us as 

faculty but also for the student to say that they have met the criteria and that they are ready 

to go onto the next stage. (Daniel, university, faculty) 

 

Institution-wide initiatives were mentioned but less often. A main reason for the lack of institution-wide 

implementation was identified by Oliver (ITP, faculty), who pointed out that “for it to work, I mean, the 

whole institution needs a structure around digital badges. Otherwise we’re just kind of shouting down a big 

hole”. 
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Those who chose the “other” category in the survey (see Figure 4) included comments such as “our staff 

development online courses [subject or unit] use them” (Respondent 50) and “for completion of small PD 

[professional development] activities” (Respondent 77). Using digital badges to recognise ongoing 

professional learning and development also emerged from the interviews. The following is indicative of 

comments made by the interview participants: 

 

We’ve attempted to use digital badges here under an initiative just last year … where we use 

Moodle as a learning management system and as a badging option for staff only. We offer 

opportunities to learn short course [subject/unit] pieces of information which can then be 

badged. (Thomas, ITP, leadership) 

 

 

Figure 4. Levels of digital badge use within institutions 

 

Future use intentions 
 

Survey participants who answered “no” to the first-hand experience question (62/114) were also asked 

about their intentions to use digital badges in the future (see Figure 5). Of the respondents who answered 

this question, at least 50% agreed (i.e., somewhat agreed, agreed or strongly agreed) with all statements. 

More specifically, results indicate that 83% of respondents agreed that the ease of use of digital badges 

would influence their willingness to use them in the future, and 81% agreed that the ease with which badges 

are set up would influence their willingness to use them in the future. Furthermore, 75% agreed they were 

interested to learn more about digital badges, and 73% agreed they needed to know more about digital 

badges. Only 59% agreed with the statement that they planned to talk with colleagues about digital badges. 
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Figure 5. Intention to use digital badges in the future 

 

Related to the need to learn more and know more about digital badges, the majority (12 out of 14) of 

interview participants highlighted the importance of a clear vision for introducing digital badges, as crucial 

to their successful implementation and use. In addition, staff support was also identified as critical to 

successful integration of digital badges. Gabriella (university, teaching development) identified the need 

for a clear vision: “I think you need to have a clear vision and a good partnership inside of the institution; 

and have a really good team as well, and have good people who can really implement that vision.” Emily 

(ITP, academic development) spoke about the need to involve staff in any initiative; one way of doing this 

was through a community of learning:  

 

If you think about any kind of innovation … you have a smaller group who trials or 

prototypes, pilots, you learn from them, before you roll out. … Then you can go, okay… 

these were the lessons learnt and you diffuse that across your school or across a community 

of learning. 

 

Discussion 
 

The results of this study indicate that digital badges were perceived to have a range of valuable attributes 

that can be categorised into three main areas. The three identified themes encompass digital badges as 

motivational support (e.g., as a motivational aid for learners, encouraging participation in learning); 

recognition of learning and achievement (e.g., display of achievement, as digital evidence of learning, as 

recognition of informal learning, and the ability of digital badges to be easily shared); and support for 

learning (e.g., support for assessment and as an aid for tracking progress for both learners and faculty). The 

main value of digital badges identified in this project reflects the main functions of digital badges identified 

in the literature review by Facey-Shaw et al. (2018). 

 

Furthermore, the findings presented here provide further empirical support for research and literature that 

highlights the potential of badges to impact learner motivation (Abramovich et al., 2013), evidence (formal 

and informal) learning (Ahn et al. 2014), support learning (Marshall, 2018), encourage participation (Chou 

& He, 2016) and share achievement over social networks (Casilli & Hickey, 2016). The finding that digital 

badges can be used to help learners regulate their own learning is important as the ability to self-regulate 

learning is recognised as a critical skillset (Duffy & Azevedo, 2015), and research related to digital badge 

use to support self-regulatory competencies is limited (Cucchiara et al., 2014).  
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Badges were also considered to have some notable challenges that included staff lack of knowledge and 

training, inconsistent use, as well as the lack of formal recognition and regulation at multiple levels (e.g., 

department, institutional, government). The need for a coherent, integrated approach to digital badge 

adoption, which is likely to require an organisational cultural shift or change of mindset, emerged as an 

important finding from phase 2 of the study and reflects other research that has identified that difficulties 

experienced when introducing digital badges tended to be more social and cultural than technical (Mewburn 

et al., 2014). Significant challenges identified here such as inconsistent use of digital badges, the need for 

an integrated approach to implementation and the need for formal recognition and regulation processes 

beyond the individual subject or unit will require fundamental changes to existing institutional strategies 

and systems as has been noted previously (Lockley et al., 2016). Furthermore, the results have implications 

for actors beyond tertiary institutions, including New Zealand government agencies as well as companies 

who create the digital platforms on which digital badges and micro-credentials are stored and used. 

 

Similar to recent findings concerning micro-credential use in Australian universities (Selvaratnam & 

Sankey, 2019), the use of digital badges in New Zealand is still in the development stage and is not 

considered mature as usage is variable both within and between institutions. Moving from predominantly 

micro-level use of badges (which was found to be currently the case) to institutional and national level 

(macro-level) use will involve complex decisions and changes to educational systems and processes. 

Decision-makers need to be mindful that such changes are likely to require changes to organisational culture 

to ensure that introduced badging systems or micro-credentials succeed. Some of these changes are already 

underway; for example, the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (n.d.), responsible for ensuring 

qualifications are valued and credible, both nationally and internationally, has recently formally recognised 

micro-credentials within the qualification framework. Furthermore, the Tertiary Education Commission, 

who has governmental responsibility for the New Zealand tertiary education sector, has recently made 

funding available to tertiary education organisations “that can deliver well-designed micro-credentials to 

meet the needs of learners, communities, and industries, and support government priorities” (Tertiary 

Education Commission, 2019, ¶ 2).  

 

Staff development initiatives will need to be aware of the ease with which digital badges are established as 

well as the ease of ongoing use as the results of this study suggest that such concerns will impact future 

users’ willingness to adopt digital badges. In line with the reported findings, existing research highlights 

that as digital badge activity grows there will be a need for more organised approaches to staff training 

(Ellis et al., 2016). The finding that higher education staff are aware of potential drawbacks with using 

digital badges is an important consideration and highlights that badges need to be an integral part of the 

learning experience to ensure they are not simply viewed as tokens by staff or learners (Abramovich, 2016). 

 

In addition to identifying notable benefits and challenges, the findings also showed that over half of the 

respondents indicated that their institutions were already using digital badges or planned to use them in the 

future. Results also revealed that most badge use was occurring at subject or unit level (i.e., micro level) 

and those directly involved in these subject or units (i.e., subject or unit leaders and faculty) were 

responsible for making decisions about what badges were used and the criteria for awarding them. This  

finding is not unexpected given that implementation of badging systems can raise difficult questions about 

recognition, worth and trust (Willis et al., 2016). 

 

Conclusion and limitations 
 

Heeding the call for more empirical research (Carey & Stefaniak, 2018), the findings of this investigation 

represent an important contribution towards identifying and understanding digital badge use within public 

higher education in New Zealand. They offer valuable insights into current digital badge use and the extent 

of that use, as well as the perceived value and potential drawbacks of digital badges from staff who are 

using them or may do so in the future. The results highlight the importance of ensuring staff responsible 

for awarding digital badges understand their value and credibility and that they are involved in decisions 

about how and why badges are used beyond individual units of study. 

 

The main limitation with this research was the relatively low survey response rate when compared with the 

tertiary education workforce, which has over 30,000 employees, of whom 40% are classified as academic 

positions (Ministry of Education, 2017). Therefore, the results cannot be considered fully representative of 

the sector. Additionally, students’ experiences and perceptions of digital badges are missing from the 
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discussion. Subsequent phases of the overall research project will investigate the experiences of students 

with digital badges using a similar methodology to that reported here (i.e., national survey followed by 

individual interviews).  

 

The findings from this investigation add to the limited empirical research on digital badges and their use in 

the higher education sector particularly within the Australasian context. In doing so, they offer those with 

responsibility for designing and implementing digital badging systems valuable insights from which to 

develop and improve practice. 
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