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Joint National Communications Project Overview

The Australian Government, represented by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations is working with state and territory governments to improve the profile of vocational education and training (VET) – with a view to increasing the flow of people into, and their retention in VET. This is under the umbrella of the Joint National Communications Project, formerly the Joint National Campaign, one of the projects listed in the 2005-2008 Commonwealth-State Agreement for Skilling Australia’s Workforce.

The Joint National Communications Project (the Project) is the combined governments’ flagship project to improve the way VET is perceived by the Australian community.  It has the immediate policy aim of improving the way the vocational education and training ‘story’ is communicated to the Australian community, and a consequent policy goal of increasing the flow of people into VET. 

Under this Project, four substantial pieces of research were commissioned in late 2007 to provide hard data measuring community perceptions of VET and how the VET ‘story’ is currently communicated. The research reports provide a sound evidence base in areas that had hitherto relied on a ‘best guess’ approach.  The research projects were:

· a baseline study into attitudes of the Australian community to VET and the traditional trades;   

· an environmental scan of marketing products used in the VET sector;  

· a report on the way VET was represented in the media in 2007; and 

· a study of generic engagement strategies for different segments of the VET audience.

Headline findings from the Phase 1 research included:

· one third of the 9,000 participants surveyed could bring nothing to mind when they heard the term ‘Vocational Education and Training’

· only 14% of people think that ‘VET is for clever people’

· the lowest levels of knowledge about VET occur in the key VET target groups

· the plethora of uncoordinated messaging about VET from within the sector is actually adding to the poor community perception of VET

· the key spokespersons about VET in the media were politicians, but this channel appeals to none of the VET target groups

· different VET target groups (audience segments) require different engagement strategies and new engagement strategies need to be developed accordingly. 

A synthesised analysis of key issues arising across the four research projects found that whilst a substantial national investment has been made to develop, operate and maintain a system capable of delivering high quality training service outcomes across Australia, there is no focus or priority within any of the current national governance structures to apply consistency in communicating and marketing the benefits and pathways of the national VET system.  The investment in building the VET system has not been supported by a coordinated targeted program of market recognition, unlike other similar national systems such as banks, furniture and electrical outlets and restaurants, which leverage their investment in product development with a strong supporting program of market recognition, brand management, controlled use of key messages and identity associations.

Efforts within the VET sector to fill this gap have been fragmented and often ‘hit and miss’, with the result that VET system outlets and products are barely recognised by Australians as associated with the national VET system.  Overlapping, sometimes contrary messages about VET prevail, while key targets are little aware of VET offerings, their benefits and how to engage with them.  The key conclusion from the synthesized research analysis is:

‘the improved perception and status of VET across the sector appears to rely on improved efforts to consistently promote the right information about the VET system and its pathways in a recognisable way, to the right targets in ways and at times that will best cut through to those targets, led by coordinated focus and priority from the top.’  

A series of activities designed to correct the current situation identified by the syntheses of the research studies, is underway as follows.
Improved VET ‘story’ and promotional strategies:  A consolidated VET system ‘story’ is being developed, based on a clear depiction of the VET system business model, and oriented to VET participants rather than providers.  The story will focus strongly on features, pathways and benefits rather than on policy or the VET system owners or providers.  

Improved VET branding strategy:  Work is underway to develop key messages for marketing VET that are tailored to specific market segments and also to examine a branding strategy and positioning statements for VET.  This includes an assessment of the importance of branding to the VET sector as well as an appraisal of the challenges that branding would encounter.  The project also requires the development of branding options for possible market testing.  

Improved coordination of VET information outlets:  The Training.gov.au website is being developed as the single web entry portal for key sources of VET information. 

Targeted engagement policy and promotional strategy:  A program of integrated promotional tactics is being developed to support the VET system ‘storytelling’, to present the VET story in targeted ways that match the preferences of target participants revealed in the research, but not necessarily through a mass national campaign.  

Improved guidance on coordinated VET sector marketing and promotion:  This will be an overarching strategy for marketing VET that will facilitate coordinated, national application of a comprehensive package of marketing and communications products that enable the promotion of the ‘VET system story’, pathways and benefits in a consistent way. 
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