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Our universities are essential to building the highly skilled 
workforce Australia needs to diversify the economy and 
meet evolving industry demands. 

A PhD is the highest academic qualification and is earned 
by some of the most talented people in the country. 
These researchers generate new knowledge, develop 
innovative solutions to complex challenges and turn big 
ideas into products, services and treatments that improve lives. 

When companies struggle to attract and retain researchers, 
they are less likely to invest in research and development. 

1  https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Investing-in-PHD-Candidates-in-Australia.pdf
2 � CAPA, The Research Education Experience, 2012: https://www.education.gov.au/download/1758/research-education-experi-

ence/2179/document/pdf&ved=2ahUKEwi6t73ehdeOAxVZfGwGHRUoOVEQFnoECCsQAQ&usg=AOvVaw33eHpG6Tdcfq1caltSzKQ6

Universities are the main source of research skills 
for Australian industry. To keep pace, we must 
strengthen and expand the links between sectors. 

At the same time, we need to encourage and support 
more Australians to pursue research careers  
— from their training years through to  
long-term employment. 

We must act now to boost the number of Australians 
starting PhDs, especially in STEM fields where 
we still rely heavily on international students. 

Long-term success will require a coordinated national 
effort to grow and sustain our research workforce, 
both within universities and across other sectors. 
This should begin with a deep look at the factors 
that shape supply and demand.

What we are calling for
•	 Reform research training to attract the best and 

brightest into our research and innovation system.
•	 Co-design a research workforce development 

strategy that focuses on industry pathways and  
greater mobility for early to mid-career researchers.

Recognising the 
value of researchers 
Universities Australia, in partnership with 
the Australian Council of Graduate Research, 
recently released a report showing how crucial 
PhD candidates are to Australia’s research and 
innovation system1.

One of the biggest challenges in building a stronger 
research workforce is the misconception in industry 
about the value of employing PhD graduates. 
In universities, hiring PhDs is directly linked to 
advancing knowledge through research. In industry, 
the value lies in:

•	 developing and improving products 
and services to drive innovation

•	 gaining access to specialist knowledge 
and expertise, and 

•	 applying advanced analytical  
and problem-solving skills. 

Getting into and through a PhD program requires 
a high level of diligence, intelligence and capability. 
PhD graduates are uniquely equipped to bring the 
latest research to bear on real-world problems 
— informing better policy, processes and services 
across a wide range of sectors. Their skills are 
built not only through years of managing their 
own research projects, but also through targeted 
researcher development provided by universities.

Most students pursue a PhD program to pursue 
their inherent interest in their topic, following their  
curiosity beyond the limit of the knowledge in 
the field, and to make a difference in the world2 
— exactly the drive and thirst for innovation 
that industry wants to recruit and cultivate.

https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Investing-in-PHD-Candidates-in-Australia.pdf
https://www.education.gov.au/download/1758/research-education-experience/2179/document/pdf&ved=2ahUKEwi6t73ehdeOAxVZfGwGHRUoOVEQFnoECCsQAQ&usg=AOvVaw33eHpG6Tdcfq1caltSzKQ6
https://www.education.gov.au/download/1758/research-education-experience/2179/document/pdf&ved=2ahUKEwi6t73ehdeOAxVZfGwGHRUoOVEQFnoECCsQAQ&usg=AOvVaw33eHpG6Tdcfq1caltSzKQ6
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The modern PhD landscape
Industry engagement is now a core feature of 
the modern Australian PhD. Opportunities for 
collaboration between universities and industry 
are growing, with a wide range of models across 
the sector. Here are just a few examples:

University of Canberra — PhD Plus
Offers an optional ‘Plus’ component where 
students can co-design their research 
with industry. Candidates can either build 
new connections or leverage the university’s 
existing industry partnerships. 

University of Adelaide  
— Industry-Engaged HDR Program
Supports industry placements and provides 
tailored employability training. Industry partners 
include Lockheed Martin, Shell, 1414 Degrees 
and OptiGrid.

University of Newcastle — Doctoral Training 
Centres via the Institute for Energy and Resources
Focuses on industry PhDs in mining equipment, 
technology and food and agribusiness. 
Partners include Metso and Laava.

La Trobe University — Industry-focused PhD
Embeds PhD students with partners from 
the private, public and not-for-profit sectors. 
Projects are co-funded and support two-way 
knowledge exchange. 

Australian National University  
— Tiered Industry PhD Options 
Offers three types:
> �Industry engaged (3–6 months internships)
> Industry linked (co-designed research)
> �Industry sponsored (students are employed 

in industry)

Central Queensland University  
— Doctor of Philosophy (Industry)
Allows candidates with industry experience 
to complete a formal placement as part 
of their program. 

Monash University — Industry Doctoral Program 
Offers industry-led PhDs in various STEM disciplines,  
with industry determining the research focus. 
Industry partners can nominate staff or 
choose candidates. Partners include Freighter 
Group (MaxiTRANS) and Zythologist. 

University of Tasmania — Industry PhD Pathways
Provides placements through programs like the 
Australian Postgraduate Research Intern Program 
and industry-linked PhD scholarships via CSIRO.

3  https://amsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/advancing_australias_knowledge_economy.pdf 
4  https://amsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/advancing_australias_knowledge_economy.pdf 

Despite growing industry engagement, many in the  
community still see PhD graduates as highly specialised  
and only suited to narrow academic roles. 
This perception is a barrier — not just for employers, 
but also for PhD graduates themselves, who may 
limit their job search to fields they feel strictly 
qualified for, without recognising the broad, 
transferable skills their training has given them3.

While there is limited data on why people choose to 
undertake a PhD and what jobs they hope to secure 
afterwards, the evidence we do have shows that 
fewer than half begin their PhD aiming for an 
academic career4. Most candidates hope to apply 
their expertise in other sectors such as industry, 
government, education and health. 

However, several key barriers stand in the way 
of greater participation in research training. 
Perceptions of insecure job prospects in academia, 
persistent industry misconceptions and the 
rising cost-of-living are significant challenges 
— especially for those with families or financial 
responsibilities. That is especially relevant when 
the average domestic PhD candidate in Australia 
is 37 years old. 

The Australian Government’s current Research 
Training Program base stipend of $33,511 in 2025 
makes it financially unviable for many to consider 
PhD study. While universities can — and do — 
offer top-up stipends, this often comes at the cost of 
reducing the total number of scholarships available. 

PhD candidates are the least expensive individuals in 
the research workforce, while having a huge impact 
on research productivity. Investment to make HDR 
viable and attractive is likely the most cost-effective 
research spend the Government could contemplate.

There is a real opportunity to build stronger 
pathways for PhD graduates beyond academia. 
Options like industry-focused internships,  
co-supervision by university and industry partners, 
co-designed research projects, work-integrated 
learning for undergraduates and industry-based 
PhDs can help close the gap between universities 
and employers. These approaches also help 
industry better understand the broad capabilities 
of university graduates and ensure university 
training is aligned with the needs of Australia’s 
future workforce.

https://amsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/advancing_australias_knowledge_economy.pdf 
https://amsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/advancing_australias_knowledge_economy.pdf 
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Securing our scientific future 

The Problem

Australia is heading toward a sharp decline in its 
PhD-qualified science workforce. This will reduce 
our capacity for scientific discovery, innovation, 
and teaching unless action is taken now to 
reverse current trends.

How we got here
The number of Australians completing Honours 
and Masters degrees in Natural and Physical 
Sciences (including Mathematical Sciences, 
Physics, Chemistry, Earth Sciences, and 
Biological Sciences) has increased over time 
— meaning that the pool of people potentially 
capable of undertaking doctoral studies is larger 
than ever. However, fewer domestic students 
are doing PhDs in these disciplines.

Today, only around 16 per cent of Honours 
graduates do a PhD and this is projected to fall 
further without intervention. This drop in the 
Honours-to-PhD transition rate is the key leak 
in our research training pipeline. 

Based on current trends, Universities Australia 
projects that PhD completions in these core 
science disciplines will fall by 28 per cent by 2030 
(compared to 2023).

 

The impact of this trend has not yet been seen 
in the labour market, with earlier cohorts and 
relatively high levels of skilled migration in 
recent years propping up our science workforce. 

While supply is trending down, labour market 
demand for science PhDs is growing.

UA estimates that the demand for PhD qualified 
science workers in 2031 would be around 49,000 
roughly 26 per cent higher than estimated supply 
— a gap of around 12,000 people. 

The impact

• �Fewer scientists will mean fewer breakthroughs, 
less innovation and greater reliance on foreign 
technologies, treatments and products.

• �Reduced domestic science capacity will 
put at risk our sovereign capability in areas 
underpinned by R&D including defence capability, 
advanced manufacturing, critical minerals 
processing, agri-tech and health/biotech.

• �This is a self-reinforcing problem which will be 
felt in the classroom as well as the laboratory 
— with decline in the academic workforce 
impacting our ability to train undergraduates 
in these key disciplines.

A strategic vision for 
our research workforce
Australia’s future research and innovation success 
—  across both industry and academia — depends on  
a broad, highly skilled research workforce. 
Yet, Australia has never adopted a coordinated, 
national strategy to build and sustain that workforce.

Despite this, universities have continued to produce 
world-class researchers across a wide range 
of fields, providing the foundation for our national 
research and innovation system. However, the absence  
of coordination, both within the university and 
between universities and industry, has led 
to significant gaps. 

Looking at our most research-intensive industries;

•	 42 per cent of manufacturing industries
•	 35 per cent of professional, scientific 

and technical services, and
•	 33 per cent of financial and insurance services

…all of these reported skills shortages in June 2022. 

One of the most common ways businesses 
responded to this was through on-the-job 
internal training — used by 37 per cent of employers. 
This may reflect a mismatch between students’ 
understanding of career pathways and real 
opportunities in the workforce.
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In response, Universities Australia supports the 
development of a high-level national framework 
for research training. Such a strategy would:

•	 align efforts across universities, industry 
and government

•	 support shared goals for research 
workforce development

•	 address barriers to researcher mobility, and
•	 strengthen the links between academia 

and industry.

A unified approach would better equip Australia 
to meet future challenges and ensure the research 
workforce continues to deliver economic and social 
benefits across the country.

This should include consideration of supports for 
international candidates particularly in the context 
of short-term gaps.

A model for a research workforce 
development strategy
To be effective, a national research workforce 
strategy must be co-designed in partnership 
with key stakeholders. This includes universities, 
industry, Medical Research Institutes and 
government agencies such as the Australian 
Research Council, the National Health and Medical 
Research Council, the Department of Education, 
Jobs and Skills Australia and the Department of 
Innovation, Industry, Science and Resources.

The development process should begin with a 
detailed profile of Australia’s research workforce 
to establish a baseline, and clearly defined roles 
and responsibilities across stakeholder groups. 

A well-designed strategy could:

•	 identify and address systemic barriers 
to researcher mobility between industry 
and academia

•	 support targeted skills development, 
starting in PhD training and continuing 
through professional development 

•	 examine the right balance between domestic 
training and skilled migration to meet 
workforce needs

•	 reduce barriers to PhD entry, including financial 
challenges, and guide university decisions 
on research training programs

•	 determine the optimal size and focus of the 
PhD cohort, with appropriate incentives 
to attract and retain talent 

•	 promote non-traditional research careers and 
provide support for early to mid-career researchers

•	 build a diverse and inclusive workforce 
that reflects modern Australian, and

•	 recognise and support Indigenous research 
talent and the value of Indigenous Knowledges 
and methodologies.

Australia has previously developed successful 
models to address skills shortages and 
build research capabilities. One standout 
is National Information and Communications 
Technology Australia — originally established 
as the ICT Research Centre of Excellence and 
now part of CSIRO's Data61. Created 20 years 
ago to tackle shortages in artificial intelligence 
and robotics, it played a key role in developing 
a workforce that is now globally competitive in 
these fields. 

The Australian Government can learn from these 
success stories — investing in proven models and 
applying them to areas of current national need. 
This includes fields like IT and engineering, 
where we are seeing a decline in domestic PhD 
enrolments and where reliance on international 
students may not always be a viable option.

While PhDs candidates and early to mid-career 
researchers are vital to the research pipeline, 
Australia’s research workforce is broader than 
these groups alone. A national strategy should 
take a whole-of-workforce approach, drawing on 
international best practice to ensure we are 
developing the full spectrum of talent needed 
to meet the challenges of the future. 

Recommendations
1. Make PhD study feasible for Australians by:
•	 increasing the minimum stipend to reflect a 

realistic cost-of-living, with annual indexation 
to maintain its value

•	 expanding the research training program 
funding pool to support the higher minimum 
stipend without reducing the number of 
domestic candidates, and

•	 extending eligibility for government-funded 
parental leave to PhD students and removing 
taxation on part-time stipend scholarships.

2. �Establish a whole-of-government approach 
to research workforce planning by:

•	 partnering with the research sector and industry 
to co-develop a National Research Workforce 
Development Strategy, and

•	 	resourcing the Australian Tertiary Education 
Commission to lead implementation and 
monitor progress against this strategy.

3. �Support more international PhD candidates 
to help bridge workforce gaps by:

•	 increasing the research training program funding 
cap for international students from 10 per cent 
to 20 per cent to attract more high-quality 
international candidates, and

•	 boosting the research training program funding 
pool to support these additional international 
students without reducing support for 
domestic candidates.
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