
 

 

Review of Research Requirements: Australian 

University Category, September 2026 

Introduction 

The Australian Academy of the Humanities welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Australian 
Tertiary Education Commission’s (ATEC) consultation on the Review of Research Requirements for 
the Australian University Category.  

The Academy supports, in principle, the proposition that Australian universities should have scope 
to develop areas of research specialisation and research capability where they have 
demonstrated strength. The Academy supports the direction of the Strategic Examination of 
Research and Development (SERD) and the Australian Universities Accord towards institutional 
differentiation.1  

Our support is conditional, however, on research specialisation enabling targeted research 
investment without sacrificing the breadth of scholarship, disciplinary capability and 
educational provision of Australian universities, or weakening Australia's national knowledge 
system.  

This is of particular concern for the humanities and arts, which are fundamental to Australia's 
intellectual, cultural and civic capabilities and are essential to addressing many of the complex 
challenges that research specialisation is intended to help Australia meet. Our submission is 
primarily focused on: 

• Ensuring that research specialisation serves the Australian knowledge system rather 
than dilute it. Any new model should both enable and have oversight of national knowledge 
capability (i.e. in areas that are vulnerable to lowered breadth thresholds, such as Asia 
Capability).2 

• Sustaining the genuine interdisciplinarity required to address complex national issues 
and research-based skills development for the jobs of the future. 

• Avoiding potential perverse impacts and unintended consequences on Australia’s higher 
education, research and knowledge system including: 

o New value attributed to the extent to which disciplines are income-generating as a 
basis for university support, and comparatively less weight given to teaching 
workloads, research activity, or their importance to Australia’s sovereign capability.  

o More limited ability to mobilise meaningful multi- and inter-disciplinary research, 
due either to disciplines being represented by isolated individuals or to a lack of 
access to a sufficiently diverse range of disciplinary expertise.  

 
1 See Australian Academy of the Humanities submissions on SERD, Universities Accord, and ATEC: 

https://humanities.org.au/our-work/policy-advice/  
2 See Australian Academy of the Humanities’ reports and submissions on Asia Capability, 

https://humanities.org.au/news/new-parliamentary-report-charts-a-path-to-rebuilding-australias-asia-

capability/  Add ref citing AAH work on Asia Capability 

https://humanities.org.au/
https://humanities.org.au/our-work/policy-advice/
https://humanities.org.au/news/new-parliamentary-report-charts-a-path-to-rebuilding-australias-asia-capability/
https://humanities.org.au/news/new-parliamentary-report-charts-a-path-to-rebuilding-australias-asia-capability/
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o A patchy research and educational experience depending on discipline: while some 
researchers and students may benefit from rich academic environments in areas of 
a university’s chosen specialisations, those in sidelined disciplines may have fewer 
opportunities to engage in scholarly debate and participate in vibrant academic 
communities. 

Research is important to inform teaching, to support high-quality HDR supervision and to advance 
knowledge that furthers Australia’s interests and contributes to the global research effort. A new 
system should be able to preserve and advance our national knowledge capability, student 
education, and capacity for cross-disciplinary collaboration. 

Recommendations 

The Academy makes the following recommendations:    

1. Develop a national framework for demonstrating depth, scale and sustainability at 
both the national and institutional level. This will necessitate a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative system-level analyses and expert interpretation. Metrics 
should not be treated as direct proxies for research quality or capability. 

2. Establish an explicit mechanism to keep track of both, and a process for maintaining 
nationally significant research where there is ‘market failure’. ATEC’s stewardship role 
and the use of individual institutional compacts may provide part of this mechanism, 
but they should not be assumed to provide a complete solution. 

3. The revised Threshold Standards distinguish explicitly between: 

a. research specialisation, where significant research capability and investment 
may be targeted; and 

b. university-wide scholarship and educational capability, which should 
continue to extend across the institution's teaching and qualification profile.  
 

Our detailed responses to the Consultation Paper’s questions follow. 

1. Consultation Q.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? 

Universities should be enabled to build depth and scale in areas of comparative advantage, while 
the national system must collectively maintain sufficient breadth, connectivity and succession to 
ensure Australia's strategic research capability is resilient.  

1.1 Research specialisation must not erode national capability  

The Consultation Paper appropriately identifies the risk that voluntary specialisation could 
produce gaps in national research capability. The Academy considers this to be one of the central 
policy challenges raised by the proposed reform.  

Universities will understandably be attracted to fields that offer strong student demand, 
substantial research funding, international recruitment opportunities, industry partnerships or 
opportunities for large-scale infrastructure investment. There is a risk that the aggregate effect 
will be a progressive concentration of research capability in fields with the strongest immediate 
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economic or funding incentives. The reality is these will not always be the same fields needed to 
support a resilient, creative and forward-looking Australia a risk that specialisation could lead 
universities to withdraw research support from disciplines where teaching workloads are high and 
research income is comparatively low, regardless of the quality or significance of the research 
undertaken. That could leave Australia without adequate capability in disciplines that are: 

• strategically important but small in student enrolment; 

• essential to national security, diplomatic engagement, and sovereign capability;  

• important to cultural heritage and national identity; 

• necessary to the interpretation and governance of technological change; or 

• vulnerable to sudden loss of specialist expertise.  

Though not confined to the humanities, Australia has already experienced the consequences of 
allowing specialist humanities capabilities to decline. The Academy has previously highlighted the 
loss or erosion of national capabilities in areas such as languages and regional expertise, and the 
risks posed when long-established research centres and specialist disciplinary expertise are 
dismantled.3  

The underlying policy principle is that: research capability, once lost, is not necessarily readily 
recoverable.  

It is our view that research specialisation at a university should fund major research infrastructure, 
subsequent research support for specific disciplines, and concentrate in specific institutions, but it 
would be unhealthy for the system if specialised institutions were the sole conductors of that 
research. If research specialisation is to work, then we need clear policy and funding 
mechanisms to ensure that researchers from other institutions can access these facilities to 
progress their own research. 

The national research ecosystem system also needs be adaptive – to support new research not 
currently on the horizon.  

Designing a research capability framework should draw directly on best practice in research 
evaluation – including the work of the Research on Research Institute (RoRI).4 RoRI's work 
emphasises transdisciplinary, collaborative and mixed-method approaches to understanding 
research systems, cultures and decision-making, and the importance of translating evidence into 
changes in research policy and practice. 

1.2 Establish an explicit mechanism for national capability stewardship  

The Academy suggests that the Government establish an explicit mechanism for national 
capability stewardship alongside institutional specialisation. 

ATEC’s stewardship role and the use of individual institutional compacts may provide part of 
this mechanism, but they should not be assumed to provide a complete solution. A national 
capability framework should identify disciplines and capabilities of strategic significance, monitor 
their distribution and health across the sector, and provide mechanisms for maintaining or 
rebuilding capability where market incentives alone are insufficient.  

The government and the sector need a process for determining what capabilities (institutionally 
and at a national level) Australia needs to retain in the system, even where no individual university 
has a compelling institutional or financial incentive to maintain them. ATEC in its role as system 

 
3 See, for example, the Australian Academy of the Humanities’ report on Australia’s China Knowledge Capability, 

https://humanities.org.au/our-work/projects/australias-china-knowledge-capability/  
4 See RoRI, https://researchonresearch.org/about/ 

https://researchonresearch.org/projects/
https://humanities.org.au/our-work/projects/australias-china-knowledge-capability/
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steward is well positioned to explicitly take on the role of identifying the capability gaps between 
those institutional choices. 

Having both a mechanism and framework has the potential to be transformative, maximising 
investments across a range of government programs at national level. Appropriate mapping of 
university specialisation might open new avenues for cross-institutional collaboration and 
mechanisms for ensuring effective access by researchers to the research infrastructure supported 
by National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Capability (NCRIS) funding, for example.5  

2. Consultation Q.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?  

The Academy’s primary concern here is with disciplinary spread within institutions, and the 
implications of this for Australia’s sovereign knowledge capabilities. Disciplinary spread 
has system value. A resilient national research system requires diversity of knowledge, expertise 
and intellectual approaches, and at the same time, it also requires the capacity to connect 
disciplines. 

Safeguards are therefore needed to ensure that decisions about specialisation take account not 
only of research income or areas of concentrated research strength, but also of the contribution 
disciplines make to teaching and learning, research quality, interdisciplinary capability, student 
experience and Australia’s longer-term knowledge needs. 

This requires a system-level view of disciplinary capability, including mechanisms to identify 
where specialisation may create gaps or vulnerabilities in nationally important areas of 
knowledge. Universities should retain sufficient disciplinary breadth to sustain intellectually rich 
teaching and research environments, enable meaningful multi- and interdisciplinary 
collaboration, and ensure students and researchers can participate in viable scholarly 
communities. 

Research specialisation should enable targeted research investment and research excellence, 
but not at the cost of scholarly capability i.e. the broader scholarly foundations of university 
education.  

2.1 Maintain scholarly capability   

The Consultation Paper rightly identifies the relationship between research and teaching as a 
significant issue. The Academy considers that this relationship should be central to the reform. 

A university’s research profile and its educational profile should not be treated as separate 
systems. If a specialised university continues to teach in fields outside its research specialisations, 
the Threshold Standards should clarify what level of scholarly capability must be maintained in 
those fields. A university may choose to concentrate major research investment in one or more 
areas while continuing to maintain scholarly capability across a much broader teaching profile. 

Defining what constitutes a university is not whether the university is designated as a research 
specialisation entity but by the fact that the university supports research and scholarship. This 

 
5 Currently the physical location of National Collaborative Research Infrastructure Strategy (NCRIS) funded 

facilities determines 80-90 percent of the users of the facility – even though (as with ARC LIEF-funded 

equipment) the bids for the facility include statements about collaboration. 
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entails that a majority of its academic staff are 40/40/20 staff, having 40 per cent or more of 
their workload allocated to pursing research and/or scholarship.6 

The regulatory framework should retain a clear expectation of scholarship across the institution, 
particularly to ensure that university academic employment involves meaningful scholarly 
engagement, not simply the delivery of teaching.  

In particular, the regulatory framework should address: 

• the extent to which university programs must be informed by current research and 
scholarship in the relevant discipline; 

• whether research-informed teaching expectations apply only in the university’s 
nominated research specialisations or across its broader teaching profile; 

• what disciplinary expertise must be available to students; 

• what expectations should apply to curriculum design and renewal; 

• how students’ pathways into honours, postgraduate coursework and higher degree 
research will be protected; and 

• how the portability and standing of qualifications will be protected where students move 
to another institution for advanced study. 

2.2 Safeguarding disciplinary spread  

When considering national research capability, the consideration of “minimum disciplinary 
spread” is particularly important. The Academy supports retaining a minimum level of 
disciplinary breadth, but considers that the rationale should extend beyond ensuring that an 
individual university has a coherent research profile.  

A simple numerical threshold based on three or more 4-digit fields of research (FoRs) may not be 
sufficient for this task. For example: 

• Institutions could potentially meet such a threshold while constructing research profiles 
that are technically compliant but narrow, fragile or poorly connected to their broader 
teaching and scholarly activities.  

• The kind of specialisation foreshadowed by the Consultation Paper is narrowly disciplinary, 
potentially missing an opportunity to support areas of specialisation that are focussed but 
genuinely interdisciplinary. For example, a university might develop a distinctive strength 
around ‘Life on the Great Barrier Reef’ which could include issues in shipping and 
environmental management, marine science, climate science, aquaculture and migratory 
birds, tourism and the histories and contemporary lives of island communities. This may 
be fostered better around a cluster of narrower 6 digit FoR codes.  

• There are no FoR Codes for multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary research, which will 
constrain the ability to reward efforts to bring disciplines together to solve national 
problems.  

FoRs are a limited lens by which to capture Australia’s research strengths. The only FoR code for 
Artificial Intelligence is in Information and Computing Sciences, but as the Government’s AI 

Ecosystem Report makes clear, Australia has a strong and unusually broad AI research base.7 The 

 
6 The work formula at Australian universities in which an academic staff member's working hours are divided 

across three core duties: 40 per cent on research, 40 per cent on teaching, and 20 percent on administration. 

   
7 Australia’s Artificial Intelligence Ecosystem: Growth and Opportunities (June 2025), https://www.ai.gov.au/news-

and-insights/reports/australias-artificial-intelligence-ecosystem-growth-and-opportunities  

https://www.ai.gov.au/news-and-insights/reports/australias-artificial-intelligence-ecosystem-growth-and-opportunities
https://www.ai.gov.au/news-and-insights/reports/australias-artificial-intelligence-ecosystem-growth-and-opportunities
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report explicitly identifies arts and humanities as an area of distinctive Australian AI research 
specialisation, alongside veterinary science and dentistry. Humanities and arts are vital part of 
ensuring Australia develops trusted, contextual and socially intelligent AI. Taking a FoR 
approach to identifying areas of excellence will not be sufficient to surface Australia’s 
strengths.  

Then there is the issue of non-alignments between research disciplines (mapped by FoR code; 
encompassed by SERD; under the purview of the Ministry for Industry and Innovation, and Science), 
on the one hand, and degree offerings, student demand, and jobs and skills (mapped by degree 
and under the purview of Ministry of Education), on the other. This points to the complexity of the 
system, and the need to consider research specialisation in its wider context. 

The regulatory framework should therefore assess the coherence and resilience of institutional 
research profile, keeping national capability in view.  

2.3 Preserve the breadth required to train a contemporary workforce  

A world-class workforce requires research-based teaching. The Academy strongly advocates 
for the importance of providing all jobs and skills with breadth. 

There are two dimensions to this: the need for Australia's university training to maintain depth and 
breadth across fields of study, and ensuring technically or vocationally oriented training can 
outlive short-term labour market demand in a time of technological change and volatility. Broad-
based bachelor degrees (science and arts/humanities based) set students up for adaptive 
workforce futures. If, under research specialisation, universities orient to technical research, this 
could negatively impact training in areas of recognised national priority. For example, specialist 
humanities and arts training within IT or business degrees is vital to the changing needs of jobs 
and skills:  

• A Business degree without specialist training in the history of economic thought and 
economic change risks producing graduates equipped to apply current models but less 
able to understand how economies, institutions and markets have been shaped and 
disrupted over time. A unit in economic history cannot simply be substituted with generic 
business teaching; it requires scholars trained to interpret historical evidence, understand 
economic ideas in their social and political contexts, and connect past patterns of 
disruption and adaptation to contemporary challenges.  

• Likewise, a degree in computer science and AI without a unit from the Science, Technology, 
and Society field, or from philosophy and ethics (which is beyond merely professional 
ethics unit), risks creating a generation of professional computer scientists who are not 
attuned to the broader impact of their work, creating genuine national/social risk.  

A system of research specialisation that creates a market model for academic recruitment  in 
which this multidisciplinary teaching capability is at risk is a threat to graduate capabilities in a 
changing workforce.8 

2.4 Protect the student and research training pipeline  

A transition to specialisation requires a training and workforce strategy, not simply a revised 
regulatory threshold. We ask two immediate questions. First, how will the system protect student 

access to disciplinary breadth, depth and quality? And second, how would research specialisation 

 
 
8 See Jobs and Skills Australia (2026), Skills, Mobility and Productivity: Why Australia needs a skills-first tertiary 

education system, https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/publications/skills-mobility-and-productivity  

https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/publications/skills-mobility-and-productivity
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avoid concentrating all the benefits in the metropolitan elites, with downstream impacts on the 
quality of the student experience in regional and remote Australia? 

There are also direct implications of specialisation for higher degree research (as we have flagged 
above and pick up in more detail below). A move towards specialisation should not permit 
institutions to continue enrolling HDR students in fields where sustainable research training 
capability no longer exists. The revised standards should therefore consider how institutions can 
pursue research training offerings:  

• Should universities be able or expected to maintain HDR programs in areas where they no 
longer have sufficient research-active staff or research environments?  

• How will research students have access to appropriate research infrastructure and 
scholarly communities?  

• How can supervision arrangements be best sustained over the duration of a research 
degree?  

• How might research students and broader student cohorts be protected where an 
institution changes its research profile?  

These considerations affect the continuity of research programs, supervision, research careers, 
institutional knowledge and national capability. 

2.5 Preserve and sustain the capacity for multidisciplinary and 

interdisciplinary analysis  

It would be counterproductive if a regulatory model organised around discrete FoRs 
unintentionally discouraged interdisciplinary work. 

The research challenges that underpin the case for greater national research productivity – 
climate adaptation, AI, health, energy transition, social cohesion, national security and 
technological change – will require multiple forms of expertise. The humanities, arts and social 
sciences are  critical to this work, alongside STEM. Scientific and technical innovation cannot 
achieve its full value without the human, social and cultural knowledge required for technologies 
and policies to be understood, trusted, governed and adopted.  

The regulatory framework should therefore ensure that research specialisation does not become 
disciplinary isolation. Evidence of interdisciplinary research, collaboration and research capability 
across disciplinary boundaries should be treated as a strength. 

3. Consultation Q.3  

How should regulatory settings be designed to enable greater research specialisation while 

maintaining confidence in the Australian University category? 

The Academy’s primary concern is that greater research specialisation should not unduly 
narrow the scholarly environment of a university. This entails maintaining scholarly capability 
within universities, and upholding the rigour and breadth that the Australian University category 
should represent.  

3.1 Implications for the Australian University category: Other organisations  

The Academy anticipates that changes to the Australian University category could have 
consequences beyond existing universities. A lower breadth requirement could potentially make 
university status more accessible to new providers with highly specialised business models. This 
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risk is particularly relevant if university status provides significant reputational, regulatory and 
market advantages. 

The regulatory framework should prevent a situation in which an organisation can achieve 
university status by assembling a small number of prestigious research affiliations while operating 
primarily as a specialist teaching provider. The revised standards should therefore include clear 
expectations concerning: 

• the proportion and role of academic 
staff; 

• ongoing scholarly engagement; 

• academic governance; 

• curriculum development; 

• student access to academic staff; 

• research-active staff  

• HDR supervision; 

• institutional research culture; 

• research integrity and security; and 

• the sustainability of the academic 
workforce. 

 

A specialist university should still look and operate like a university.  

3.2 Implications for the Australian university category: Existing providers  

With the above in mind, the Academy suggests that a specialisation model could contribute to a 
more stratified university system, with different implications for institutions according to their 
scale, research intensity and student markets.  

Larger, research-intensive universities are likely to remain well placed to meet existing 
Threshold Standards while maintaining broad disciplinary and research capability. Alan 
Pettigrew’s analysis of RGB allocations since 2000 has shown that 20 universities (the same since 
2000) produce nearly 90 per cent of all Research Block Grant (RGB) funding in the system. Their 
scale, international and domestic postgraduate markets, and capacity to cross-subsidise 
infrastructure-intensive research from areas of strong student demand may give them 
considerably greater scope to pursue specialisation without sacrificing institutional breadth.  

Universities outside this cohort are still universities if the definition of a university we outlined 
above is met i.e. around staff being 40/40/20 still operates. What constitutes a university is not 
research specialisation but that a majority of staff have 40 per cent of their workload as 
research and/or scholarship. 

A second group of universities, then, may be increasingly incentivised to concentrate provision in 
areas of strong domestic student demand and demonstrated research strength. While these 
institutions may benefit from greater specialisation, regulatory settings will need to ensure that 
their qualifications, scholarly environments and student experience remain demonstrably 
characteristic of a university education and different from VET providers, particularly as new 
providers potentially enter the sector as universities.  

The remaining cohort of universities – smaller universities and universities in outer suburban 
and regional areas – may be at risk of competition from ‘other providers’ who might be able to 
enter the landscape as new universities offering specialist programs.  

This raises questions about how to best protect the university category particularly for smaller and 
regional universities and their access to diverse educational offerings, where there will be flow-on 
effects for the communities and populations they serve.  

There is a risk that specialisation could therefore reinforce existing differences in institutional 
scale and capability, rather than simply enabling greater diversity of institutional mission. 
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4. Consultation Q.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? 

Beyond the risks already raised in this submission, the Academy also offers the following questions 
that need clarification in the context of more focused institutions:  

• Would specialised universities need to reassess their HDR programs, and divest 
themselves of programs where they lack (enough) research active, qualified supervisors? 

• What will happen to research staff whose field of research falls outside a university’s newly 
nominated areas of research specialisation? Would such staff be expected to transition 
from teaching-and-research to teaching-focused roles, face redundancy, or retain 
opportunities to undertake research? Could cross-institutional or adjunct arrangements 
provide a mechanism for maintaining research activity and disciplinary connections? 
These questions also have implications for RBG funding and should be considered in the 
design of any specialisation model. Would funding bodies (ARC, NHMRC, MRFF) need to 
differentiate administrative organisations by their specialisation?  

Conclusion 

Specialisation should not be coupled with the progressive withdrawal from disciplinary or national 
capability. The Commonwealth must retain responsibility for overseeing national capability as a 
whole: identifying gaps that individual institutional choices will not fill, protecting capabilities of 
national significance, and ensuring that the Australian University category continues to represent 
something more than a collection of specialist qualifications and research strengths.  

This is particularly important for the humanities, arts and social sciences, whose contribution is 
not adequately captured by crude and narrow metrics such as infrastructure expenditure or 
research income. HASS disciplines provide forms of knowledge and expertise that are essential to 
Australia’s cultural life, democratic institutions, international engagement, social cohesion, ethical 
decision-making and capacity to understand and govern technological and environmental 
change.  

The Academy therefore supports research specialisation here it strengthens research excellence 
and institutional distinctiveness, but not at the expense of the breadth and resilience of 
Australia’s national knowledge system. This requires strong safeguards for scholarship, 
disciplinary capability, teaching, HDR training and interdisciplinary research, together with 
active Commonwealth stewardship of national capability.  


