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ABOUT THE REGIONAL UNIVERSITIES NETWORK

The Regional Universities Network (RUN) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Australian
Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC) consultation: Review of Research Requirements: ‘Australian
University Category'.

RUN is a national collaborative group of six regional Australian universities:
Charles Sturt University.
CQUniversity Australia.
Federation University Australia.
Southern Cross University.
University of New England.
University of Southern Queensland.

This submission reflects the positions of RUN institutions. In doing so, this submission also aims to
represent the views of the communities which RUN universities serve; the one-third of Australians
who live outside of metropolitan centres in regional, rural, and remote locations.

For further information please contact RUN on 0408 482 736 or info@run.edu.au.
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OVERVIEW

RUN holds the strong view that universities
operating within Australia’s higher education
system ought to conduct a broad range of
research, recognised as world-class or greater.
This upholds the fundamental distinction

of a university as an institution that delivers
teaching informed by research and scholarship.
This includes the scholarship of teaching,
where academic staff are actively engaged in
research and related scholarly activity that
strengthens learning across all fields. RUN
believes that tertiary teaching excellence is
inextricably linked to research excellence, and
vice versa. This excellence is an inalienable
characteristic of Australia’s existing world-

class university system, and RUN argues for its
preservation into the future, particularly for the
universities relied upon by regional Australians.

RUN supports measures that maintain and
build public confidence in the thresholds
underpinning the Australian University
Category within the Higher Education
Standards Framework (Threshold Standards).
As such, RUN welcomes any consideration

of how institutional research excellence may
be alternatively encouraged, enhanced, or
assessed against the Threshold Standards.

RUN acknowledges the case made for greater
coordination and institutional specialisation
at a national level to address instances of
fragmentation and avoidable duplication
between Australian universities. Within the
communities and economies of metropolitan
Australia, where local research, development
and innovation service requirements are often
met by multiple universities with overlapping
service coverage, RUN acknowledges there
may be a case for encouraging a degree of
institutional research specialisation via the
redefining of Threshold Standards.

RUN therefore does not oppose the option
for a university to elect to narrow its research
focus, when deemed to be in the interest of
its distinct social mission. This narrowing of
research focus, however, must be a decision
undertaken at the sole discretion of the
university in question.

RUN strongly believes a narrowing of
research focus/activity via specialisation

to be largely incompatible with the distinct
social missions of regional universities, and
the provision of research services across
dispersed multi-campus regional delivery
models. Unlike metropolitan areas, many
regional communities are served by a single
regional university acting as the sole provider
of research, development, and innovation
services and research-trained workforces.

If regional universities were required to
concentrate research activity in only a small
number of Fields of Research, many regional
communities may lose access to broad
research capability, innovation, and expertise
in a diverse array of areas that are critical to
local needs. This risks exacerbating existing
inequities in regional Australia and reducing
the capacity of regional universities to execute
their social missions by responding to diverse
place-based challenges and opportunities
within Australia’s regions.

Australian universities differ significantly in
their social missions, communities, geographic
footprints and areas of strength. Decisions
about research focus should therefore remain
with institutions rather than being driven by
externally imposed models of specialisation.
RUN welcomes the consultation paper’s
acknowledgement that “changes to research
capability could affect (regional university) local
ecosystems, postgraduate pathways, industry
engagement and workforce development”.

As such, RUN supports the preservation of
institutional autonomy in deciding whether the
narrowing of research activity is in the interest
of each provider’s distinct social mission, or
otherwise.

I RUN RECOMMENDS:

That institutions retain the autonomy to
determine whether their university status be
determined by new measures of research
depth (specialisation), or by existing standards
linked to research breadth.
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OVERVIEW

RUN believes the existing standards linked

to a demonstration of institutional research
breadth (that is, undertaking research
recognised at world standard in 50 per cent
of fields taught) have bestowed Australia with
the enduring legacy of a world-class tertiary
system. Under existing settings, Australia’s
universities have collectively built national
research capabilities that have served the
national interest well, while performing
exceptionally against global standards. While
RUN does not oppose any university opting for
the new research specialisation model, RUN
does hold concerns that many key benefits of
the existing model may be undermined in the
transition to new settings.

RUN holds concerns over how narrowed
research specialisation may erode the
teaching-research nexus at a systems level.
RUN believes that tertiary teaching excellence
is inextricably linked to research excellence,
and vice versa. The ATEC should exercise
caution when approaching any policy shift
that has the potential to decouple teaching
from research: one should never be elevated
at the expense of the other. The advantage
of the current requirements in the Threshold
Standards is the acknowledgement that a
university's research capability contributes to
teaching quality, curriculum renewal, academic
leadership, and opportunities for student
engagement in inquiry and research.

It is also unclear to RUN how research

specialisation will interface with mission-based
compacts. RUN believes further consideration
needs to be given as to how the transition
towards a research specialisation model may
safeguard and enhance the teaching-research
nexus as an enduring feature of Australia’s
world-class higher education system.

Further consideration needs to be given to the
corrosive impact that research specialisation
may have upon the fundamentally egalitarian
culture of Australia’s university system.
An unintended consequence of research
specialisation may be the inevitable emergence
of discretionary silos of opportunity and
privilege within each university, along clear
lines of specialised Fields of Research. This
would cause tension within the prevailing
workforce cultures of universities by
establishing silos of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ that
influence access to, for instance:

+ academic leadership and career pathway

opportunities,

+ research-informed teaching enrichment,

* curriculum renewal,

+ post-graduate student progression, and

+ institutional visibility and resourcing.

RUN anticipates this becoming a source of
perpetual tension between not just university
staff and/or entire faculties, but also the unions
who represent university workforces during
enterprise bargaining processes.
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OVERVIEW

RUN is concerned about the impact that
research specialisation may have on the
multi-disciplinary research capabilities of an
institution.

In regional locations, RUN universities typically
approach research service discussions with
external industry or community partners from
a perspective of the broad, multidisciplinary
capabilities and solutions that can be
offered, or developed, to meet need. Many
of the research, development and innovation
challenges/opportunities that RUN universities
engage in with their local industries and
communities are highly interdisciplinary
by nature. Consider, for instance, regional
research projects linked to the end-to-end
rollout of a major local renewables project.
This may involve meeting the research service
needs linked to, for instance:
+ the challenges of economic feasibility,
+ supply chains and logistics,
+ social licence,
+ the regulatory landscape, planning and
environmental law,
* environmental assessments and
monitoring,
* engineering and technological
requirements, and
* niche workforce and regional
development considerations.

Here, research service delivery requires
providers to focus their research capabilities on
broad interdisciplinary problem solving.

A specialised research focus would be
incompatible with the expectations of the
communities who look to local universities for
comprehensive research services, research
infrastructure and/or research-trained
workforces. RUN therefore welcomes the
consultation paper's acknowledgement that a
range of issues (such as those aforementioned)
“may be particularly important for regional
universities and their local communities, where
changes to research capability could affect local
ecosystems, postgraduate pathways, industry
engagement and workforce development”.

RUN also holds concerns over the fate of
smaller, yet nationally important research
fields being marginalised or undervalued in a
tertiary system that moves towards research
specialisation. There is a risk that research
specialisation may increasingly favour areas
with stronger funding and commercialisation
opportunities, potentially disadvantaging
disciplines (such as the Humanities) that make
vital contributions to society, public policy,
culture, community wellbeing and regional
development. Research benefits from the
existence of multiple groups, institutions, and
perspectives addressing complex challenges.
Concentrating capability within a small
number of institutions or disciplines may
reduce intellectual diversity at a systems level
and, over time, national research resilience.
Universities serve a broader civic purpose than
commercialised research productivity alone,
and any revised framework must recognise and
preserve that role.
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OVERVIEW

RUN would also question the national interest ~ RUN is keen to understand whether ARC

implications of the long-term adaptability of grants programs may account for, and adapt
an increasingly specialised tertiary system to to, the configuration of;peaahsed activity at
pivot quickly towards emerging challenges a systems level by offering bespoke funding
or opportunities. Research priorities, funding ~ rounds based on thematic areas, or if there
settings and workforce needs are not staticand May be funding rounds that some institutions
evolve constantly over time, and universities find themselves effectively isolated from due
need the flexibility to respond to emerging to their choice of a specialised research focus.
opportunities and challenges. Excessive RUN would also be eager to understand to
specialisation may reduce institutional or what extent ARC funding foci may influence
system agility and create vulnerabilities when ~ @n institution’s narrowing research focus,
local or national priorities shift. rather than institutional consideration of their

research focus being led by social mission. RUN

Finally, RUN holds concerns with how a tertiary ~Understands that research follows funding,
system transitioning towards specialisation and as such holds concerns that the ARC

may interact with the national research may inadvertently create a ‘Pied Piper’ effect,
funding model. Specifically, RUN is concerned ~ thereby undermining the objective of creating a
about how an institution’s narrowed research tertiary system of universities of different sizes

focus may, or may not, align with specific foci specialising research in different fields, akin
of Australian Research Council (ARC) grants to a ‘constellation’ of research activity across
programs in any given year. providers.
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OVERVIEW

Regardless of whether universities elect to

be assessed on research breadth (under

the existing settings), or by research

depth (specialisation), RUN believes that
evidence of research capability should be
broadened beyond the narrow threshold

of meeting minimum Fields of Research
alone. Assessment of institutional research
capability or excellence could recognise a
broader range of indicators, including (for
instance) research quality, impact, sustained
activity, infrastructure, research income,
governance settings and research integrity,
research security, engagement, translation,
industry partnerships, HDR student pathways
and supervision capacity, and contribution to
research-trained workforce development and
regional development.

| RUN RECOMMENDS
That the evidence required to demonstrate
institutional research capability be reviewed
and broadened beyond the narrow threshold
of meeting minimum Fields of Research alone,
to include more meaningful measures of
assessing research capability.

Finally, RUN believes that any assessment of
institutional research capability should not
impose multiple, unnecessary, inconsistent
or duplicative processes between reporting
agencies. Compounding regulatory burden
disproportionately incumbers smaller and
regional universities.

| RUN RECOMMENDS
Any changes to the Threshold Standards as
they relate to the research requirements of
the Australian University Category proceed in
such a way that avoids multiple, unnecessary,
inconsistent or duplicative regulatory burden
upon providers.

RUN acknowledges that the consultation paper
focusses upon a research specialisation model
that RUN universities are unlikely to elect to
adopt, given its incompatibility with the distinct
social missions of regional universities, and the
research service provision needs of regional
Australia. Nonetheless, as key stakeholders

in the national tertiary research system, RUN
offers the following high-level feedback to the
consultation paper’s questions.
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RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

Q1. 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?

Regardless of whether universities are
being assessed on research breadth (under
the existing settings), or by research depth
(specialisation), RUN believes that evidence
of research capability should be broadened
beyond the narrow threshold of meeting
minimum Fields of Research alone. Assessment
of institutional research breadth, depth, scale
and/or sustainability could recognise a broader
range of indicators, including, for instance:
* research quality,
* research impact,
+ sustained research activity,
+ research infrastructure,
* research income,
+ governance settings and research
integrity,
* research security,
+ engagement and industry partnerships,
* research translation,
+ HDR student pathways and supervision
capacity, and
+ contribution to research-trained
workforce development and regional
development.

The extent to which institutional research
informs institutional teaching should also be

a major consideration of assessment. Within
the context of regional, multi-campus tertiary
service delivery to thinner population bases, an
assessment of research scale should include

the consideration of distributed and networked
capability across campuses, research centres,
field sites, farms, laboratories, clinics, industry
partners, health services, government agencies,
and communities. RUN believes the ATEC
should draw a nuanced distinction of how scale
in research capability manifests differently
between metropolitan and regional delivery
contexts.

In terms of how research activity can be

best demonstrated, there remains the more
fundamental question of how the ARC intends
to measure research excellence. It has been
some time since Australia last conducted
institutional evaluations based upon research
impact, and RUN urges the details of the new
evaluations process be brought forward as a
priority. Universities need to understand how
research excellence will be measured, before
they can make highly consequential decisions
regarding the path their research strategies will
take into the future.

I RUN RECOMMENDS
That the ARC bring forward the release of its
intended research quality assessment regime
as a priority, to give institutions sufficient time
to make informed judgements about engaging
with the research specialisation model, or
remaining under existing settings.
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RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

Q2. 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?

RUN believes any transition to the more
specialised research model would likely be
accompanied by an inevitable erosion of the
teaching-research nexus that has characterised
Australia’s world class tertiary system. The
nexus between teaching and research is
central to the national benefit derived from
Australian universities, ensuring that teaching
is informed by current research, scholarship
and disciplinary developments while helping
students develop critical inquiry and evidence-
based thinking.

University research informs teaching by
bringing contemporary knowledge, emerging
debates and research practices into the
classroom, enriching students’ learning and
connecting university education with advances
in their disciplines. RUN believes that tertiary
teaching excellence is inextricably linked to
research excellence, and vice versa. As such,
the strongest safeguard that could be afforded
to an institution that prioritises teaching

excellence and student outcomes, would
be the choice to opt out of the specialised
research model in favour of existing settings.

For those institutions that deem that the
research specialisation model aligns more
strongly with their distinct social mission,
then safeguards should be designed such that
research specialisation does not significantly
weaken the broader research-informed
environment expected of an Australian
university. Consideration should be given

to how research specialised universities can
appropriately demonstrate not just strong
academic governance, research ethics,
integrity, security, responsible research
conduct, data governance and quality
assurance, but also how research-informed
teaching is being maintained. At a systems
level, the ATEC should continuously monitor
if/how student outcomes may be influenced
under a specialised research model over time.
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RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

Q3. How should regulatory settings be designed to enable greater research
specialisation while maintaining confidence in the Australian University category?

RUN does not oppose regulatory settings that
enable universities to narrow their research
activities if they so choose, so long as the
system continues to recognise and support
those universities whose social missions

are largely incompatible with research
specialisation, and so long as this choice
remains optional.

Regulatory settings should not be designed
in such a way that individual institutions

are explicitly coerced towards the adoption
of the research specialisation model.
Institutional autonomy in this decision must
be preserved, including the decision to
revert to alternative settings if an institution
so chooses. Institutional autonomy in this
process should also extend to the selection
of specialised Fields of Research, rather than
a narrowed research focus being defined
and imposed externally, or locked in place in
perpetuity. Providers should be able to build
new research strengths, respond to emerging

— <

local or national research priorities and adapt
over time without being bogged down by
uncompromising regulatory processes.

Regulatory settings should be proportionate,
outcomes-focused and risk-based, avoiding
unnecessary, duplicative reporting or
compliance processes that divert finite
institutional resources away from building
research capability, quality and impact. Settings
should also maintain the essential distinction
of universities as institutions where teaching
is informed by research and scholarship,
including the scholarship of teaching, and
where academic staff are actively engaged

in research and related scholarly activity
that strengthens learning and contributes to
their fields. Regulatory design should enable
institutional differentiation while recognising
the diversity of Australian universities,
including regional, multi-campus and
partnership-based research ecosystems.

ATEC REVIEW OF RESEARCH REQUIREMENTS 2026
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RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

Q4. 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?

As previously detailed within this submission’s
overview, RUN believes a range of institutional,
regulatory or systems-level risks may
accompany a transition towards the research
specialisation model, including:

+ adecoupling of the teaching-research
nexus at both an institutional and
systems level, and the impact this may
have on student outcomes,

+ the undermining of Australia’s egalitarian
university workforce culture, and the
emergence of silos of institutional
privileged access to academic leadership
and career pathway opportunities,

* an erosion of institutional multi-
disciplinary research capabilities,

* ade-prioritisation of smaller, yet
nationally important research fields
(such as the Humanities) as they concede
institutional and systems-level focus
to fields with stronger funding and
commercialisation opportunities, thereby
creating gaps in local/national research
capability,

* reduced agility at an institutional or
systems-level to pivot quickly in response

to emerging research opportunities and
challenges, and

* how a tertiary system transitioning
towards specialisation may interact with
the national research funding model.

RUN is also concerned that regional and
distributed research ecosystems may
unintentionally be devalued in a broader
system-level transition towards increasingly
narrowed research specialisations.
Specialisation may also lead to further
concentration of research effort and resources
at larger institutions, reducing opportunities
for students and industry to access innovation
partners in regions served by smaller or
regional universities.

Effective ATEC system oversight is therefore
essential for avoiding worst-case outcomes
arising from the aforementioned risks. A
system-level response to these risks may
necessitate targeted or redirected funding,
including incentives for regional research
infrastructure and research collaboration with
smaller/regional universities.
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RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

Q5. 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?

At the most fundamental level, RUN believes
that institutions retain the autonomy to
determine whether their university status be
determined by new measures of research
depth (specialisation), or by existing standards
linked to research breadth. In the transition

to the new system, future settings should

not be designed in such a way that individual
institutions are coerced towards the adoption
of the research specialisation model.

Institutional autonomy in this decision must
be preserved, including the decision to
revert to alternative settings if an institution
so chooses. Institutional autonomy in this
process should also extend to the selection
of specialised Fields of Research, rather than
a narrowed research focus being defined
and imposed externally, or locked in place in

perpetuity. Providers should be able to build
new research strengths, respond to emerging
local or national research priorities and adapt
over time without being bogged down by
uncompromising regulatory processes.

RUN believes that existing “Australian
Universities” must retain this classification and
should not be moved into other categories.
Institutional workforce implications also
warrant further consideration. Any model that
encourages institutions to reduce activity in
particular disciplines could have significant
impacts on academic and research staff,

HDR candidates, and professional staff.
Consideration should therefore be given to
workforce transition, capability retention and
the longer-term consequences for research
workforce development.
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