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ABSTRACT

Online labour platforms are forging new avenues for adults to earn supplemental or primary income, but access
to a platform alone does not develop the skills, confidence, or credibility needed to get and do paid work. This
concept paper proposes Digital NetNomad, an evaluated micro-credential to prepare adult learners for legitimate
platform-based income activities. It proposes a direct-effect model in which five independent variables, namely,
industry-relevant course content, experiential platform-based learning, digital platform self-efficacy, flexible
learning design, and micro-credential recognition, predict online income-generation readiness. There is no
mediator or moderator. The framework is based on recent work on microcredentials, adult online learning, digital
self-efficacy, signalling in the labour market and online freelancing. Digital NetNomad is suggested as a 6-8
week course in opportunity scanning, positioning your services, platform selection, profile and portfolio
development, proposal writing, pricing, client communication, project delivery, payment security, intellectual
property, taxation and fraud prevention. In competency-based assessment learners must develop a service
package ready for implementation by the client and complete a simulated or supervised client task. A quantitative
cross-sectional survey in the future is proposed among adult learners enrolled in or completing the course. The
five direct relationships can be tested by multiple regression or by the partial least squares structural equation
modelling. This paper presents a quantifiable model that links micro-credential design with readiness to search,
obtain, deliver and sustain online work. It's designed to assess readiness not guaranteed income, as income is
also dependent on competition, market demand, client choices, platform algorithms and consistent worker
performance.

Keywords: adult learners; digital freelancing; gig economy; micro-credentials; online income; platform work

INTRODUCTION

Digital platforms have changed the ways work is advertised, allocated, monitored, delivered and paid for. In
traditional labour markets, people typically enter work through an organisation, a formal recruitment process
and a relatively stable job description. Many of these functions are divided by platform specific work. Clients
post tasks or projects . Workers showcase profiles and portfolios . Algorithms play a role in visibility .
Transactions can be cross-border . This structure can provide income opportunities for adults who have
marketable digital skills but need flexible arrangements due to employment, caregiving, geographic, mobility,
or financial constraints. It can also be of help to career changers, underemployed workers, retirees, micro-
entrepreneurs and those seeking an additional source of income. That said, online work is competitive and
uncertain. A learner has to learn more than a technical skill. They have to learn how to identify demand,
communicate value, build trust, price work, manage clients, meet deadlines, protect intellectual property, and
meet platform and payment requirements.
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Micro-credentials are increasingly used to deliver short, targeted, and assessed learning experiences that meet
changing skills needs. Recent reviews acknowledge the potential value of micro-credentials for upskilling,
reskilling, lifelong learning, and more flexible participation in higher education, but also highlight ongoing
concerns about quality, recognition, coherence, and labour-market value (Ahsan et al., 2023; Mark & M., 2024;
Tamoliting et al., 2023; Varadarajan et al., 2023). These concerns are particularly relevant for an income-oriented
course. A digital badge or a certificate is not much worth if the course it represents is outdated, mostly theoretical,
poorly assessed or not related to real market practices. Conversely a well-designed micro-credential can provide
a practical learning pathway, offer verifiable proof of competence and help learners communicate their skills to
clients or employers.

This paper presents a micro-credential called Digital NetNomad. The name is used as the title of the proposed
course, rather than as an established academic term. In this paper, Digital NetNomad denotes a short, evaluated,
online or blended course to prepare adults for legitimate paid work via online freelance, professional service,
task and digital commerce platforms. The term does not mean that all learners will travel or lead a location-
independent lifestyle. The fundamental meaning is that the learner can find and supply digital work outside of a
single physical place of work. Therefore, the course highlights platform-based income capability over the
lifestyle imagery often linked with digital nomadism.

Suggested dependent variable is the online income generation readiness. A course provider cannot control all
determinants of earnings so rejects actual income in favour of readiness on purpose. Market demand,
macroeconomic factors, competition, client preference, platform algorithms, past ratings, language skills,
internet access, and time availability all impact a learner’s ability to find work. Experimental and platform
evidence indicates that entrepreneurial training and verified credentials can have positive impacts on key entry
outcomes such as profile creation, proposal submission, offer receipt, first contract acquisition, or income
increase, but these impacts are not necessarily homogeneous or persistent for all participants (Fazio et al., 2024;
kdssi & Lehdonvirta, 2022; Sengupta et al., 2023) A responsible concept paper should therefore test whether
course features improve the capability and behavioural readiness of learners to pursue online income without
promising guaranteed financial returns.

The conceptual framework consists of five independent variables and one dependent variable. Industry relevant
course content, experiential platform-based learning, digital platform self-efficacy, flexible learning design, and
micro-credential recognition are proposed to directly and positively impact online income generation readiness.
This framework has neither a mediator nor a moderator. This parsimonious structure is appropriate for an initial
empirical evaluation as it enables a direct assessment of the contribution of each course-related factor. It also
offers a useful diagnostic framework: if readiness is missing, providers can diagnose whether the issue is
relevance, authentic practice, learner confidence, course accessibility, or credential value.

Background And Problem Statement

Online labour platforms have increased the visibility of project-based work by connecting clients and workers
across geographic boundaries. Platform data-based estimates suggest that there are many registered worker
profiles in online freelancing, but fewer find recurring work or substantial income (Kissi et al., 2021). This is
an important distinction. Easy to register but difficult to enter and to stay in the market. New workers often start
without ratings, reviews, a platform history, or a sense of how clients rate proposals. They may also
underestimate transaction fees, revision demands, payment delays, currency conversion, taxation and the time it
takes to look for work. Hence, the fact that there are online jobs does not translate into equal access to online
income.

Adult learners may face additional constraints. Many study on a part-time basis while juggling work and family
commitments. Others may have been out of education for a long time and not be confident with new
technologies. Others have deep domain knowledge but not the knowledge of how to translate that knowledge
into a digital service, portfolio, or client proposal. For learners who need targeted upskilling, quick
implementation, adaptable pacing and proof of a particular competency, a conventional semester-long course
might not be the perfect fit. Micro-credentials address this need by breaking down learning into smaller units,
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but their effectiveness is contingent on the quality of design, assessment, learner support, and recognition (Ha et
al., 2022).

Although there is a large body of literature on micro-credentials, most of it is focused on definitions, institutional
strategy, quality assurance, stackability, learner perceptions or employer acceptance. Systematic reviews have
consistently identified opportunities for flexibility and employability but have also raised unresolved questions
regarding comparability, quality and actual labour-market outcomes (Ahsan et al., 2023; Ha et al., 2022;
Varadarajan et al., 2023).There are fewer conceptual models that attempt to address how the internal design of
an income-oriented microcredential may impact the adult learner’s willingness to engage in work online.
Meanwhile, platform-work literature often considers labour conditions, algorithms, worker outcomes, or specific
interventions without translating those findings into a coherent adult-learning course model.

So, there 1s a practical and theoretical gap between providing micro-credentials and providing platform-income
capability. Providers may offer courses in digital marketing, graphic design, content creation, e-commerce, data
entry, virtual assistance, or basic web design, but learners may still not be able to translate those skills into a
credible offer to the market. Technical knowledge alone does not teach a learner how to analyse online demand,
choose a viable service niche, build a portfolio, write proposals, estimate effort, negotiate scope, communicate
across cultures or guard against scams. Similarly, it’s easy to fall behind in tactics when a platform changes its
rules or demand shifts. The curriculum should relate transferability capability to existing market practice.

This paper addresses the challenge of lacking an easy-to-measure, direct-effect framework to develop and assess
a micro-credential designed to prepare adult learners for generating income online. In response, the Digital
NetNomad framework identifies five course-related factors and establishes a direct relationship between each
factor and readiness for online income generation. The model can be used to guide course development before
implementation and then be tested with learners. It also sets realistic boundaries: the desired outcome is readiness
to seek, secure, deliver and sustain online work, not a guarantee of immediate or assured earnings.

Purpose, Objectives And Research Questions

The purpose of this concept paper is to develop a theoretically grounded and empirically testable framework for
a Digital NetNomad micro-credential course that enables adult learners to prepare for platform-based online
income opportunities. The framework evaluates the direct influence of course relevance, authentic practice,
digital confidence, flexibility, and credential recognition on online income-generation readiness

Research Objectives

e To conceptualize the Digital NetNomad micro-credential as an adult-learning pathway for platform-based
income generation.

e To examine the direct effect of industry-relevant course content on online income-generation readiness.

e To examine the direct effect of experiential platform-based learning on online income-generation readiness.
e To examine the direct effect of digital platform self-efficacy on online income-generation readiness.

e To examine the direct effect of flexible learning design on online income-generation readiness.

e To examine the direct effect of micro-credential recognition on online income-generation readiness.
Research Questions

e RQI1: Does industry-relevant course content influence online income-generation readiness among adult
learners?

e RQ2: Does experiential platform-based learning influence online income-generation readiness among adult
learners?
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e RQ3: Does digital platform self-efficacy influence online income-generation readiness among adult learners?
e RQ4: Does flexible learning design influence online income-generation readiness among adult learners?
e RQS5: Does micro-credential recognition influence online income-generation readiness among adult learners?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Micro-Credentials, Lifelong Learning, and Employability

Micro-credentials are bounded, short learning experiences that certify the acquisition of particular knowledge,
skills or competencies. While terminology varies across countries and institutions, the literature generally
differentiates a micro-credential from informal participation by the need for transparent learning outcomes,
assessment, evidence and some form of recognition . The credential can be a certificate or digital badge and can
be standalone, stackable or linked to a larger qualification. Micro-credentials can support reskilling, upskilling,
continuing professional development and access for learners who cannot undertake a full qualification. This has
led to rapid institutional interest as shown in recent systematic reviews (Selvaratnam & Sankey, 2021),(Ahsan
et al., 2023)Responsiveness is the strongest case for micro-credentials. This slow process of traditional program
approval and curriculum revision can be accelerated with a shorter course that can be updated more frequently
to reflect emerging tools and occupational practice (Desmarchelier & Cary, 2022). This is a useful quality in the
digital world where software, platform interfaces, Al tools, and client expectations are changing quickly. But
responsiveness is not an excuse to be sloppy with quality control. (Mark & M., 2024) identify gaps in the quality
assurance of micro-credentials and argue that for quality assurance to be effective, it requires strategic strategies
from institutions in terms of purpose, standards, learner support, technology and recognition (Bean et al., 2023).
A good Digital NetNomad course needs to define competencies, learning hours, assessments, instructor
expertise, platform currency, and review procedures.

Employability claims need to be handled with care. Micro-credentials can help learners signal particular skills,
and can reduce uncertainty for clients or employers, but the value of the credential depends on the credibility of
the provider, the clarity of the competence assessed and the relevance to actual work. Research that is focused
on the employer shows that micro-credentials are more significant when they are pragmatic, clear and related to
real-world ability (Bruguera et al., 2024). Evidence from platforms also suggests that verified credentials may
facilitate market entry by signalling skill quality to clients lacking other information on new workers (kdssi &
Lehdonvirta, 2022). The findings support the inclusion of micro-credential recognition as an independent
variable while reaffirming that the badge must reflect true competence, not mere attendance.

Micro-credentials are also consistent with the lifelong learning model. Adult learners often need smaller learning
units that can fit in around their work and family commitments. (OECD, 2023) points to their potential to support
labour-market participation and social inclusion. Recent scholarship points to flexible pathways and learner
empowerment (Pirkkalainen et al.,, 2022). However, critics caution that fragmented credentials can shift
responsibility and cost from organisations to individuals or provide narrow ‘gig qualifications’ with no broader
educational development (Ralston, 2020), (Wheelahan & Moodie, 2021) . As such, the Digital NetNomad course
should combine immediate income-oriented skills with transferable skills such as communication, ethical
judgement, self-management, client relationship management and continuous learning.

Adult Learners in Flexible Digital Education

Adult learners are not a homogeneous group (Loock et al., 2022). Some are looking for a new income stream
and have higher degrees; some have solid practical skills but limited formal education; some are coming back to
learning after unemployment, retirement, migration, caregiving or a career break. They are often motivated by
problems and are related to some immediate life or work objective For this population, the course must make
the relevance of each activity visible and allow learners to connect new knowledge with prior experience. It must
not assume that all adults have the same level of online literacy, English language skills, business knowledge or
access to equipment.
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Thus flexibility is both an access condition and an instructional design principle. Online and blended learning
may lessen travel and scheduling barriers but also may create demands for self-regulation, time management,
help-seeking and technological confidence. In online learning, research has shown that self-regulated learning
and learner support are important for continuing engagement and competence development (Faza & Lestari,
2025). A flexible course should include asynchronous materials, predictable weekly milestones, recordings,
mobile-friendly resources, downloadable templates, and optional synchronous clinics. Flexibility does not mean
no structure. Adult learners need clear deadlines, feedback, exemplars and manageable sequences of tasks.

The provision of flexible micro-credentials is further supported in the Malaysian context. Research on remote
and micro-credential learning in Malaysia has pointed to the potential of blended digital participation in addition
to the importance of learner experience, confidence and identity (Kumar et al., 2022) A workload that is clear
for six to eight weeks may be more realistic for working adults than the traditional semester (Lu et al., 2022).
But providers also need to tackle digital inequality. Learners with unstable internet connections, limited devices,
disabilities or low confidence may need low bandwidth alternatives, captions, accessible materials and technical
orientation.

Respect for autonomy also applies to adult learning. The learners should be able to choose a service niche that
suits their strengths such as administration, translation, tutoring, design, social media management, bookkeeping,
research assistance, data handling, or e-commerce support. The course can offer a common platform-work base
while allowing differentiated portfolios and capstones. This design recognises that adults are not starting from
the same point, and that previous occupational knowledge can be turned into a competitive advantage through a
clear digital service.

Online Platforms and Income-Generation Opportunities

Online labour platforms manage transactions between clients and workers. They can host project-based
professional services, microtasks, tutoring, creative work, software development, translation, marketing, virtual
assistance or specialised consultancy. Being on a platform can reduce geographic barriers, giving workers access
to demand outside their local labour market. It might also provide scheduling flexibility and a means to
supplement income. The digital economy has been associated with broader employment opportunities in cross-
country studies, including for groups with limited options in traditional labour markets (Ahmad et al., 2024).
But platform work can also be characterised by tough competition, income volatility, algorithmic control, low
bargaining power, unpaid search time and dependence on ratings.

A big challenge is to get into the market. New employees have no transaction history and might find it difficult
to prove quality. Carranza et al. (2022) found a voluntary micro-credential offered on an online labour platform
that increased worker earnings by reducing employer uncertainty. This evidence connects credential signalling
directly to online work outcomes. But a credential does not replace a credible profile, portfolio, proposal and
client communication. Training must teach the learner how to make the credential observable evidence, and how
to articulate how their skills solve a client problem.

Experimental evidence also support the development of practical capability. (Fazio et al., 2024) found that
training in entrepreneurial skills improved a range of early outcomes for online freelancers, including creating a
profile, submitting proposals, receiving job offers and signing first contracts, but the longer-term effects were
more limited. This pattern suggests that training can lower the barriers to entry, but it also needs to address
persistence, quality of service, reputation-building and adaptation. Similar results have been found in India,
where certification improved employment outcomes but did not translate to consistent long-term income effects
(Sengupta et al., 2023). A Digital NetNomad course should therefore include repeated practice, feedback,
realistic expectations, and, if possible, post-course community or clinic support.

Skills are not valued in isolation. (Stephany & Teutloff, 2023) shows that skill complementarity impacts market
value: combinations of capabilities may be more valuable than one shared skill. For example, a service package
may be more effective when incorporating graphic design with copywriting and social media analytics compared
to just basic design. The course should help learners to identify complementary skill sets and position themselves
against current demand. It should also teach ethical and legal boundaries, including honest expression of
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competence, respect for confidential information, intellectual property, safe payment, scam detection, taxation
and compliance with platform terms.

Platform work success is multidimensional (Raby et al., 2025). Income is important, but workers may also value
autonomy, flexibility, skill growth, meaningful client relationships, or the ability to combine platform work with
other responsibilities. The proposed study's readiness for online income generation is concerned with the
behaviours that are directly relevant to market participation: searching for opportunities, assessing suitability,
demonstrating capability, submitting proposals, negotiating scope and price, delivering quality work, getting
paid, and maintaining a professional reputation. This behaviour focus is more useful for course assessment than
a limited earnings promise.

Conceptualising the Digital NetNomad Micro-Credential

Digital NetNomad is envisioned as an applied micro-credential that connects three domains, namely digital skill,
entrepreneurial action and platform navigation. Digital skill is the ability to provide a marketable service.
Entrepreneurial action is identifying opportunities, defining the value proposition, pricing, acquiring customers
and improving the service. Platform navigation are the rules, interfaces, reputation mechanisms, communication
systems, payments and risks of online marketplaces. A learner that learns only one domain may be unprepared.
A technically skilled person may not have clients; a persuasive seller may not deliver quality; an experienced
professional may be hampered by poor platform literacy.

The course should be Competency orientated. Completion should require evidence that the learner can do key
actions, not just watch videos or pass a recall quiz. Evidence may include a market-demand scan, a chosen
service niche, an optimised profile, portfolio sample, proposal, pricing rationale, simulated or live client brief, a
risk-management checklist, and a capstone service delivery. Where platform rules allow, learners can create real
profiles and apply for suitable opportunities. Where live participation presents ethical, privacy or financial risks,
simulations and anonymised platform examples can provide realistic practice without exposing learners to the
risks prematurely.

In the proposed model, the course is not considered as a single and undifferentiated intervention. Instead it finds
five design factors that are measurable. This is good because a course may be good in one area and not so good
in the other. Content may be current, but inflexible; activities may be authentic, but poorly supported; the badge
may be recognised, but the learner lacking in confidence. Direct testing can help to determine which factors are
the best predictors of readiness and where the course improvement should be targeted.

Theoretical Foundation

The framework is informed by a human capital perspective, social cognitive reasoning, signalling logic, and
contemporary adult and experiential learning principles. These perspectives are used to explain the proposed
relationships, not as additional variables. The empirical model is still restricted to five independent variables and
one dependent variable.

Education and training can increase productive capability from the viewpoint of human capital. At present, what
is learned is useful for the learner’s increased ability to deliver digital services, solve customer problems and
participate in online markets. The perspective supports industry-relevant content and authentic practice since
capability must be connected to productive tasks. And it explains why completion is not everything. A course
contributes to human capital when learners acquire usable knowledge and skill, not just a certificate. Recent
micro-credential scholarship consistently links short-form learning with upskilling, reskilling and employability,
but notes that outcomes depend on quality and labour-market relevance (Ahsan et al., 2023; McGreal et al.,
2022; Tamolitiné et al., 2023)

The role of self-efficacy is explained by social cognitive reasoning. Self-efficacy for digital platforms is the
learner’s belief that they can perform the technological and work-related actions required in platform settings.
People with a high sense of self-efficacy tend to initiate a task, persevere through obstacles, find solutions, and
bounce back from setbacks (Caliendo et al., 2023). This construct is especially relevant for this study considering
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the development of a digital self-efficacy scale for diverse adult populations (Ulfert & Schmidt, 2022). In Digital
NetNomad, mastery experiences should be intentionally planned for by offering increasingly difficult tasks,
feedback, peer observation and successful completion of authentic platform activities.

Recognition matters — and signalling logic explains why. Clients often do not have full information about the
abilities of a new worker on online platforms. They use profiles, portfolios, ratings, past contracts, tests and
credentials as signals (Gussek & Wiesche, 2023). A trustworthy micro-credential that specifies the provider,
assessed competencies, level, workload, evidence and date of achievement can help reduce uncertainty. This
mechanism is supported by evidence that micro-credentials can improve entry into online labour markets (késsi
& Lehdonvirta, 2022). But if the credential is unknown, unassessed, easy to obtain, or irrelevant to the service
being performed, the signal becomes diluted. Recognition, therefore, is a function of transparency and trust, not
simply the presence of a digital badge.

The principles of adult and experiential learning emphasise relevance, autonomy and application. Adults are
more likely to engage when they appreciate the significance of learning, can relate it to previous experiences,
and can apply it to address a current issue (Knapke et al., 2024). Experiential learning is especially important
because platform work involves judgement under realistic constraints. Learners must make decisions about
opportunity fit, proposal wording, price, scope, client communication, revision and quality. You can’t learn these
decisions from passive content alone. The course should therefore move from explanation to guided practice,
feedback, reflection, revision and independent performance.

These points of view make the model understandable as a whole. Industry relevance and experiential learning
create usable human capital; digital platform self-efficacy facilitates action and persistence; flexible design
fosters adult participation and ongoing engagement; and micro-credential recognition signals capability to
external audiences. Each factor is expected to directly contribute to the readiness for online income-generation.

Proposed Construct And Hypothesis Development
Industry Relevant Course

Course content, relevant to industry, refers to the extent to which learning materials, examples, tools and
competencies relate to the current demand in online labour markets. Relevance isn’t about teaching popular
software. The curriculum should start with evidence of client problems and translate these into service
capabilities. It should teach learners to identify demand patterns, differentiate between saturated low-value
services and viable niches, and combine skills into a differentiated offer. Platforms evolve rapidly, so check the
content with practitioners, platform data, employer input, and recent job postings.

Relevance should increase readiness as learners can perceive a direct relationship between activities on the
course and potential paid work. Current examples help them to understand client language, expected
deliverables, common quality standards and realistic pricing considerations. Employer research shows the
benefit of practical and work-related micro-credentials (Bruguera et al., 2024), and systematic reviews identify
labour-market alignment as a key opportunity and challenge (Ahsan et al., 2023; Varadarajan et al., 2023). If the
content is dated or generic, learners may complete the course without knowing what service to provide. It is up-
to-date and demand-led, so learners are better equipped to position and use their skills.

HI: Industry-relevant course content has a significant positive effect on readiness of adult learners for online
income-generation (Fernandez et al., 2023).

Experiential Platform Based Learning

Experiential platform-based learning involves structured opportunities to practise the actual decisions and tasks
involved in getting and delivering online work. Examples include: comparing platform opportunities; designing
a service package; creating a profile; producing portfolio evidence; responding to a client brief; writing a
proposal; calculating a price; negotiating revisions; managing a deadline and completing a simulated project.
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Authenticity can be achieved through real platform interfaces and screenshots, or through sandbox environments,
role-play, or well-supervised live applications.

Experiential learning should increase readiness because it narrows the gap between knowing and doing (Shore
& Dinning, 2023). Platform work includes tacit elements that are difficult to learn from lecture-based instruction,
such as the ability to interpret an ambiguous brief, decide whether an opportunity is credible, tailor
communication to a client, and safeguard against scope creep (Wilkins et al., 2022). There is experimental
evidence that targeted entrepreneurial training can foster early freelancing actions (Fazio et al, 2024). Authentic
assessment also enhances the credibility of the micro-credential, as the badge represents demonstrated
performance (Desmarchelier & Cary, 2022). Learners are more ready to act independently after completion of
repetitive practice and feedback.

H2: Experiential platform-based learning significantly positively affects online income generation readiness
among adult learners.

Digital Platform Self-Efficacy

Digital platform self-efficacy is the level of confidence adult learners have in their ability to use digital resources,
features of the platform, and digital platforms to search for opportunities, create professional content,
communicate with clients, deliver work, solve routine technical problems, and manage transactions. It's more
specific than general computer confidence because it involves a deliberate action within a work marketplace. A
learner may be comfortable with social media but not be able to make a professional proposal, organise files in
the cloud, join a client video call, or deal with a dispute over a payment.

Self-efficacy is anticipated to directly influence readiness as online income generation necessitates self-initiated
behaviour under uncertainty (Etim & Daramola, 2023). New workers often face rejection, silence, technical
difficulties, or low visibility from the start. Confidence allows you to keep trying, to find flexible solutions to
problems. Validated measurement foundations for adult populations are provided by the literature on digital self-
efficacy (Ulfert & Schmidt, 2022; Weigold & Weigold, 2021). Demonstrations, low-risk practice, mastery tasks,
troubleshooting guides, peer modelling, and timely feedback are strategies through which course designers can
strengthen self-efficacy (Huang, 2023). A learner who is confident that the tasks of the platform are doable is
more likely to convert intention to action.

H3: Digital platform self-efficacy positively and significantly affects adult learners’ income-generation readiness
online.

Flexible Learning Design

Micro-credential recognition concerns the perceived credibility, visibility, verifiability and external usefulness
of the Digital NetNomad credential. Recognition could come from the reputation of the issuing organization,
clear metadata, transparent assessment, industry endorsement, alignment with competency frameworks or the
ability to share the credential through professional profiles and portfolios. Recognition does not mean that it is
known to all. It simply means that there is enough information available for a client, employer or partner to know
what the learner has demonstrated.

“The recognition should help boost readiness by external signalling and internal validation.” Outside, a verified
credential can reduce uncertainty on a new worker who doesn't have ratings or previous platform contracts.
Internally, the successful completion of an assessed course can provide the learner with evidence that they are
ready to offer their services. Platform research offers direct evidence for the potential for micro-credentials to
improve worker outcomes through reducing client uncertainty (késsi & Lehdonvirta, 2022). Learner research
finds verifiability and portability to be important sources of value (Ward et al., 2024). However, recognition must
be underpinned by meaningful assessment. An attendance badge may create visibility without credibility.

H5: Micro-credential recognition has a positive impact on the readiness of adult learners to generate income
online.

Page 11539
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOL: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue VII July 2026

Online Income-Generation Readiness

Online income-generation readiness refers to the perception of the learner’s behaviour and ability in finding,
seeking, obtaining, delivering and maintaining authentic paid opportunities via online platforms. From being
prepared to understand demand, choosing a suitable service, building a trustworthy profile and portfolio, sending
out proposals and communicating with clients, establishing pricing and scope of work, meeting quality and
deadline expectations, getting paid safely, and enhancing performance over time through feedback. The construct
is action-based but future-oriented. It is stronger than general intention because it requires confidence in
engaging in specific market-entry and service-delivery behaviours.

The construct intentionally does not provide any guaranteed earnings. Income is measurable in later longitudinal
studies but using income as the immediate dependent variable would expose course evaluation to factors outside
the control of the provider. Readiness is a suitable first outcome, as it reflects whether learners have acquired the
capabilities necessary to enter the market in a responsible manner. It can be measured at the end of the course
and tracked by subsequent indicators such as profile activation, proposals submitted, first contract, repeated
clients, revenue and income stability.

Proposed Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of the direct effect is shown in Figure 1. Five independent variables are directly
related to one dependent variable. No mediating or moderating pathways are proposed. The framework assumes
that each factor contributes uniquely to readiness. Industry relevance addresses what should be learned.
Experiential learning addresses how capability is practiced. Self-efficacy captures whether the learner believes
the tasks can be performed. Flexibility addresses whether adults can participate and persist. Recognition
addresses whether achievement can be credibly communicated.

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework

Proposed Conceptual Framework
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Course Content

Experiential Platform- H2
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Learning

4 ™\ s
//
)
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Flexible Learning H4
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L. >
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Micro-Credential H5
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All relationships are direct effects; no mediator or moderator is proposed.

Table 1 Summary of Proposed Hypotheses

Hypothesis | Direct relationship Expected effect
HI Industry-relevant course content — Online income-generation readiness Positive

H2 Experiential platform-based learning — Online income-generation readiness | Positive

Page 11540

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOL: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue VII July 2026

H3 Digital platform self-efficacy — Online income-generation readiness Positive
H4 Flexible learning design — Online income-generation readiness Positive
H5 Micro-credential recognition — Online income-generation readiness Positive

The proposed Digital NetNomad micro-credential may be delivered over 6 to 8 weeks with approximately 40 to
60 notional hours of learning. Delivery should include short asynchronous lessons, demonstration, templates,
quizzes, guided practice, peer discussion, and weekly optional clinics. Each learner should identify a viable niche
for digital service early in the course, and then develop the evidence needed to make that service a reality. The
design is modular, but all modules contribute to one capstone outcome: a credible platform-ready service
package and completed client task.

The course should not perpetuate the myth of “easy money”. Orientation materials should address competition,
the opportunity to search for work without pay, platform fees, income volatility, and the possibility that a learner
may have to try several times to get a contract (Ruijter et al., 2024). Financially vulnerable adults may join with
urgent expectations, so ethical marketing is crucial. Providers should communicate that the course builds
capability and readiness, but actual earnings depend on ongoing effort, service quality, demand, and external
market conditions (Gussek & Wiesche, 2023).

Table 2 Proposed Course Modules, Outputs, and Assessment Evidence

Module Core focus Assessed output
Digital labor  market | Platform types, legitimate opportunities, | Demand scan and personal
orientation demand scanning, income realities readiness audit

Service niche and value
proposition

Existing strengths, complementary skills,
target clients, service packaging

One-page service offer and target-
client profile

Platform  profile and | Platform  selection, profile  writing, | Optimized profile draft
professional identity keywords, credibility, ethics
Portfolio and proof of | Portfolio  formats, sample creation, | Two portfolio artifacts

capability

confidentiality, intellectual property

Proposal, and

negotiation

pricing,

Client brief analysis, proposal writing, price,
scope, revision limits

Proposal and pricing rationale

Client communication and
project delivery

Discovery questions, milestones, cloud

collaboration, quality control

Simulated client communication
and project plan

Payments, safety, and | Payment security, scams, platform rules, tax | Risk and compliance checklist
compliance awareness, data protection

Capstone  market-entry | Integrated  profile, proposal, service | Assessed platform-ready service
project delivery, reflection, improvement plan package and client task

PROPOSED RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Future empirical study can be adopted with a quantitative, cross-sectional, survey design. The design is
appropriate because the framework includes one direct learner outcome and measurable perceptions. Data can
be collected towards the end of the course, when participants have experienced the content, learning activities,
flexibility arrangements, assessment and credential communication. A second optional follow-up survey three
to six months later can document actual platform activity, but is not required to test the initial conceptual model.
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The study should be presented as a study of relationships, not proof of causation. Cross-sectional data cannot
show that a course factor causes readiness over time (Kawuki et al., 2022; Manosuthi et al., 2021). Future
researchers may improve causal inference with a pre-course/post-course design, comparison group, staggered
course implementation or field experiment. But for the first validation, a direct-effect survey is a practical method
to test the proposed framework.

The target population is adult learners (18 years and older) who have enrolled or completed the Digital
NetNomad micro-credential or a similar course on income-generating digital work. Participants can be employed
adults, job seekers, career changers, carers, retirees, micro-entrepreneurs or adults looking for extra income.
Recruitment may happen through universities, continuing education centers, workforce agencies, community
learning providers, professional associations and digital entrepreneurship programs.

The use of purposive sampling is suggested as the respondents should have sufficient exposure to the course to
evaluate its design (Memon et al., 2024). Screening questions should verify age, participation status and
completion of core learning activities. A target of between 250 and 350 valid responses would provide adequate
statistical power and allow for the assessment of the measurement model (Zhang et al., 2022). For a regression
with five predictors, a much smaller sample might detect a medium effect, but a larger target is desirable for
construct validation, missing-data management, subgroup description, and possible nonresponse. Demographic
characteristics should only be reported for sample description and should not be added to conceptual framework
as moderators.

The structured questionnaire uses a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Items should be developed from the recent literature on micro-credential, online learning, digital self-efficacy,
employability, and platform-work and refined through expert review. For digital platform self-efficacy, items
can be derived from the adult-oriented scale developed by Ulfert & Schmidt (2022). Digital NetNomad is a new
course concept and course specific items for relevance, experiential learning, flexibility, recognition and
readiness will need to be contextualised and validated.

A panel of micro-credential specialists, adult learning designers, platform workers, digital entrepreneurs and
measurement experts should evaluate content validity. Cognitive interviews with a handful of adult learners
revealed confusing terminology. A pilot test with approximately 30 to 50 participants should be used to evaluate
the clarity of the items, time to complete, preliminary reliability, and variability of responses. The last
questionnaire should not contain promises around finances, and should differentiate between readiness and
earnings.

After ethical approval from the institution, data will be collected using secure online questionnaire. Participation
should be voluntary with informed consent, anonymity or confidentiality, and the right to withdraw. Grades
should not be affected by participation in a survey. Reducing perceived coercion can be achieved by having
instructors recruit their own learners, with independent recruitment and delayed access to identifiable data.

The study should not collect unnecessary sensitive financial information. If income is actually measured at the
follow-up, respondents may be asked to choose between income bands rather than exact amounts. Do not ask
for platform usernames, client identities, or confidential work samples unless necessary and explicit consent is
given. Income-oriented education may create strong marketing incentives, so researchers should also disclose
any relationship with the course provider and ensure that unfavourable findings are reported.

Data screening should take into account missing values, straight-lining, completion time, outliers, and
distributional characteristics. Descriptive statistics can profile the participants and summarise each construct.
Reliability can be evaluated by Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, where values of 0.70 and higher are
generally considered acceptable (AlHamad et al., 2021). Convergent validity can be tested by examining factor
loading and average variance extracted, while discriminant validity can be tested using the heterotrait-monotrait
ratio (Alshurideh & Kurdi, 2022). Before testing the structural relationships, collinearity should be checked.

Partial least squares structural equation modelling is suitable when the study objective is prediction and the use
of new contextualised latent constructs (Magno et al., 2022). The analysis would estimate the five direct paths
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and report path coefficients, bootstrapped significance, confidence intervals, effect sizes, explained variance and
predictive relevance. When validated composite scores are used, multiple regression is an acceptable, simpler
alternative. In any case, the analysis should not include mediating or moderating paths as these are outside the
proposed framework. Saether et al. (2021) suggest common-method assessment and procedural remedies (e.g.,
ensure anonymity, separate predictor and outcome sections).

The hypotheses are supported if the corresponding direct coefficient is positive and statistically significant.
Relative effect sizes can inform course improvement. For example, a strong effect for experiential learning would
provide a stronger rationale for more authentic assessments, while a weak effect for recognition may indicate
that the credential needs more explicit metadata, endorsement or sharing mechanisms. If the results are not
significant, this should not be considered a failure. It may mean that a design factor was not implemented
sufficiently, was poorly measured, or was not as important as expected for the adults who participated in the
study.

Theoretical Contribution

The paper provides a focused conceptual bridge between micro-credential design and platform-based income
capability. Much of the research to date on micro-credentials has focused on wider issues of employability,
institutional implementation or stakeholder perspectives (Varadarajan et al., 2023). The proposed framework
outlines the way in which five design-related factors can have a direct influence on a concrete adult-learning
outcome. And it separates course-based preparedness from actual earnings, providing a more defensible
immediate outcome for educational assessment.

The framework includes human capital, self-efficacy, signalling, and adult experiential learning without
extending the statistical model beyond independent and dependent variables. This theoretical economy is useful
for a first test. It permits explanatory depth but maintains a parsimonious direct effect structure. Later the model
can be replicated across countries, providers, course types and platform categories.

Methodological Contribution

The paper offers operational definitions and illustrative items in a new context. A phased validation process is
also offered, which includes expert review, cognitive interviews, pilot testing, and measurement-model
assessment. The framework enables investigators to assess a single course or to compare multiple income-
oriented micro-credentials. Longitudinal extensions have the potential to link readiness to behavioural outcomes,
while maintaining the same core constructs.

Practical Contribution

The framework provides a design checklist for universities and continuing education providers. A course should
not be approved simply because the subject seems to be in vogue. Providers can enquire if the content meets
current demand, if learners do authentic tasks, if confidence is built with intent, if adults can realistically
participate and if the credential communicates assessed capability. The proposed modules and outputs can be
tailored to suit local industries and learner groups.

For workforce and community agencies, Digital NetNomad can support inclusive reskilling by helping adults
translate their existing experience into digital services. The course can be contextualised for rural communities,
women returning to the workforce, persons with disabilities, retirees, displaced workers or micro-enterprises.
Inclusion means support to access, transparent cost, realistic income messaging and protection from scams.
Industry practitioners partner with experienced platform workers to improve currency and mentoring.

The course provides a better organised alternative to scattered online tutorials for learners. Instead, participants
learn how to assemble a coherent market-entry package and how to understand the responsibilities of client
work. It is essential to consider safety, ethics and professional reputation, as platform participation can lead
inexperience workers to fraud, data misuse and unfair demands (Grohmann et al., 2022).
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Limitations And Future Work

This paper is conceptual and as such, no empirical evidence is presented here that the five factors predict
readiness. The Digital NetNomad label is newly proposed and may require adaptation in different linguistic and
cultural settings. The online labour market is diverse too: what matters for professional freelancing may be
different to what matters for tutoring, microtasks, e-commerce or creative platforms. Validation in the future
should establish the platform category and the types of service represented in the sample.

The model purposely does not include mediators or moderators to maintain a simple independent
variable/dependent variable structure. It doesn’t test things like motivation or self-regulated learning, or
differences by age, gender, employment status, prior digital skill or caregiving responsibility. These variables
can only be explored in future studies after direct model validation. Future research should also examine
behavioural and economic outcomes over time, such as proposals submitted, contracts won, repeat clients,
revenue, income stability, and learner well-being.

Finally, platform ecosystems are fast-changing. Course materials and measurement items should be reviewed on
a regular basis. Research should examine both the benefits and risks of platform work, including overwork, low
pay, unpaid bidding, algorithmic dependence, discrimination and deceitful claims by training providers (D’Cruz
et al., 2022; Hanninen & Smedlund, 2021). A good micro-credential would prepare adults to make informed
choices about whether and how platform work fits with their circumstances.

CONCLUSION

Digital platforms offer real but uneven opportunities for adults to earn income outside of traditional employment
(Tan et al., 2021). To access such opportunities a combination of marketable skill, entrepreneurial action,
platform confidence, evidence of professionalism and awareness of risk is required. When it is current, authentic,
flexible, assessed and externally understandable, a short course can support this development.

This concept paper proposes Digital NetNomad as a micro-credential for adults, and proposes a direct-effect
model with five independent variables and one dependent variable. It is expected that industry-relevant course
content, experiential platform-based learning, digital platform self-efficacy, flexible learning design and micro-
credential recognition will influence online income-generation readiness. No mediator or moderator is involved.
The framework provides a clear basis for course design, empirical testing and continuous improvement. Most
importantly, it positions the course as a preparation for responsible market participation, not a guarantee of easy
income.
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