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CATEGORY’

Science & Technology Australia thanks Australian Tertiary Education Commission for the opportunity
to respond to its consultation paper Review of Research Requirements: ‘Australian University

Category’.

Science & Technology Australia (STA) is the peak body for the nation’s science and technology
sectors, representing nearly 150 member organisations and more than 235,000 scientists and
technologists. We connect science and technology with governments, business and the community
to advance science’s role in solving some of humanity’s greatest challenges.

Many STA members work in or closely with universities, with direct insight on how changes to policy
settings can impact Australia’s research capability.

Key points

e Measures to ‘enable’ research specialisation must be informed by a deep understanding of
current levels of specialisation, and due consideration of universities’ current and future
strategic plans and research objectives.

e Careful consideration must be given to any unintended impacts upon universities’
undergraduate teaching capability that may arise from a narrowing of research capability.

e The ‘Australian University’ category must maintain strict eligibility criteria to ensure that
Commonwealth funding is directed to comprehensive institutions that best meet Australians’
needs.

Science & Technology recommendations

1. Retain the current Higher Education Threshold Standards. ATEC should not amend the
Threshold Standards to permit narrower research profiles unless it can first demonstrate that
existing settings (research in 250% of 2-digit Fields of Education (FoEs), or a minimum of three
broad FoEs) are actually forcing unwanted research activity.

2. Ensure the research — teaching-link is maintained. Any measures to enable or enhance
research specialisation model must require universities to demonstrate that a narrower
research profile will not reduce the breadth or quality of undergraduate teaching, especially
the nation’s STEM skills pipeline.

3. Maintain rigor for the ‘Australian University’ threshold category. Any institution in the
‘Australian University’ category and eligible for funding must maintain a comprehensive
research and teaching offering to ensure appropriate allocation of public funding to
institutions that best serve the national interest.

The proposal to ‘enable’ research specialisation through amendments to the Higher Education
Threshold Standards (the Threshold Standards), based on the premise that Australia’s university
system lacks diversity runs the risk of addressing a problem that does not really exist.


https://www.atec.gov.au/sites/default/files/2026-08/ATEC%20Research%20Specialisation%20Paper.pdf
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The current settings, whereby universities are required to conduct research in at least 50% of the 2-
digit Fields of Education in which they deliver courses, or a minimum of three broad FoEs, whichever is
greater. These settings are not overly restrictive, and it is not clear whether they are currently ‘forcing’
universities to undertake research in any areas that they would otherwise abandon.

While a cursory analysis of universities’ research output and capabilities indicates that indeed, most
universities do have a research capability in most broad areas, this belies the deliberate strategies
that universities have enacted to specialise within broader subject areas.

The discussion paper itself flags three extremely important considerations:

A key consideration is whether any changes to the Threshold Standards can provide greater flexibility
for research specialisation while maintaining confidence in the quality and integrity of the Australian
university sector. It is equally important to examine whether a more focused research requirement
could affect other aspects of a university’s mission, including its ability to sustain research capability
and areas of research strength over time.

Reform would also need to maintain clarity in the Australian University category and distinguish
appropriately between provider categories. (p6).

Maintaining confidence in Australian universities’ quality and integrity

It is imperative that Australian universities are supported and resourced to maintain their strong
world class reputations for research across a broad range of disciplines and research areas. This
includes research with a uniquely Australian focus.

The paper also proposes that, “Concentrating research capability in areas of demonstrated strength
may enable universities to reduce fragmentation of investment and maximise the return on
investment in research infrastructure and capability development.” It is naively optimistic that a
reduction in research of one particular discipline would allow its funding to flow to another research
area in the university.

The paper also notes that, “Where institutions elect to pursue a narrower research profile,
expectations for research excellence would need to be meaningfully higher than those currently
applied.” This does not really make sense. If a university is currently delivering ‘world-class’ research,
what would conceivably be ‘meaningfully higher’ than that — ‘universe-class’? It does not follow that
a narrowing of research breadth and a focussing of efforts must necessarily deliver somehow
‘better’ research — it would much more likely deliver more excellent world-class research.

Additionally, a university’s research breadth supports an interconnected educational and research
ecosystem. Some high-value areas, such as statistics, are primarily published and classified in the
field where it is applied, e.g. health, agriculture, defence etc. This means its essential contribution —
and underpinning capability — could be overlooked if assessment focuses narrowly only on research
attributed specifically to statistics. Without sustained support for high-quality statisticians and cross-
disciplinary collaboration, priority research areas risk weaker methodology, reduced collaboration
and ultimately, poorer-quality outcomes.

Maintaining ‘other aspects’ of a university’s mission

Australian universities have a strong tradition of delivering quality undergraduate education that is
informed by research. University staff data from 2025 indicate that around half of academic staff are
employed in ‘teaching and research’ roles. Less than 10% of academic staff were in ‘teaching only’
roles. This indicates a strong reliance on research staff to also perform teaching and demonstrates
the strong link between research and teaching in Australian universities. This is particularly relevant
for regional universities, whose comprehensive role commonly combines teaching, research,
workforce development and place-based engagement.
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Any scaling back or reduction in research breadth at universities must consider how this may affect
universities’ ability to offer a comprehensive range of quality undergraduate courses, informed by
research and delivered by world-class researchers. Loss of research and teaching capability will
potentially decrease undergraduate options available at universities, decreasing student choice and
limiting access by potentially forcing students to relocate to attend a university with their desired
course offerings. This would run directly counter to the Government’s goal of improving access for
all Australians, regardless of circumstances.

Maintaining clarity in Australian University category

Institutions in the ‘Australian University’ category have a dual role: to conduct quality research, and
to deliver undergraduate education for students. Most institutions in this category are therefore
eligible for public funding under the Commonwealth Grant Scheme that supports universities to
deliver undergraduate education. This funding pool is limited, and it is essential that clear
boundaries are maintained on eligibility to avoid any dilution of funding that would place further
constraints upon universities or limit their ability to offer a wide range of courses to a diversity of
students.

Consultation Questions

1. How should research depth, scale and sustainability be demonstrated under a more specialised
model, including in relation to staffing, infrastructure, governance, research training, research
integrity and research security?

It is not clear why any of these aspects would need to be ‘demonstrated’ — universities operate
according to strategic and operational plans, which would outline all of these aspects. Development
of university compacts could include elements from each of these plans as required.

2. What safeguards are needed to ensure a more specialised research model continues to support
research quality, scholarship, teaching and learning, student outcomes and institutional maturity?

Care must be taken to ensure a more specialised research model does not perversely incentivise — or
compel/force — universities to abandon smaller research fields or areas that may not generate as
much external funding. This could result in a system-wide loss of research capability in some areas,
and at the same time jeopardise teaching capability. Ensuring research effort aligns with
undergraduate teaching focus and that sustainable Commonwealth support is maintained for
important public research will be critical.

Universities’ capabilities in important underpinning disciplines such as maths, statistics, computer
science, data science and research methods must also be safeguarded. While these areas may
attract less external funding or have lower ‘impact’ than other more popular disciplines, they deliver
important teaching, methodological rigour and collaborative capability across a university’s
teaching and research portfolios. Any research specialisation must not come at the cost of
weaking foundational capabilities upon which quality teaching and research depend.

3. How should regulatory settings be designed to enable greater research specialisation while
maintaining confidence in the Australian University category?

Regulatory settings should ensure a minimum breadth and depth of research is maintained for
institutions to be included in the ‘Australian University’ category. The connection between research
and teaching is also a critical criterion that should be explicitly maintained. Undergraduate teaching
should be informed by high-quality research and delivered by staff with contemporary research
expertise. Weakening an institution’s research base diminishes curriculum currency, students’
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exposure to academic inquiry and evidence and the capacity to offer high-quality education across
both specialist and enabling disciplines.

4. What institutional, regulatory or system-level risks could arise during implementation, and how
could these be mitigated through regulatory design, transition arrangements, guidance or
monitoring?

Given the strong connection between research and teaching capabilities in Australian universities,
narrowing research capabilities could have a detrimental affect on undergraduate teaching offerings.
It will be important to closely monitor any changes to the breadth and quality of undergraduate
offerings. This is particularly relevant for enabling disciplines and ‘pathway degrees’ that deliver
graduates in areas of job/occupation gaps and growth areas identified by Jobs and Skills Australia.

ATEC must actively engage with universities, at a system-wide and individual level, to ensure that
universities retain the capacity to deliver a strong skills pipeline aligns with long term job and
occupation needs.

There is a real risk that universities could be incentivised to abandon smaller research fields,
enabling disciplines or areas that may not generate as much external funding — yet are still critical to
Australia’s foundational research capability. Changes in the range and quality of university research
should be closely monitored by ATEC and the soon to be established National Resilience and Science
Council, to ensure any changes to universities’ research focus and capability maintains strengths and
effort towards areas of national priority.

Where undergraduate and postgraduate pathways are at risk, ATEC must work with universities to
ensure sufficient programs and places are available nationally, including recognition of east and west
coast and regional student needs.

5. What transition arrangements, implementation timeframes and grandfathering provisions, if
any, should apply to existing Australian Universities, Australian Universities with a specialised
focus, prospective applicants and providers currently progressing under existing transitional
arrangements?

The ‘Australian University’ category should maintain strong criteria to ensure universities eligible for
Commonwealth funding maintain a comprehensive suite of offerings for the betterment of all
Australian society. As such, no grandfathering or transition arrangements should be needed.
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