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Dear Committee
Submission to the inquiry into Australian university graduates

Universities Australia (UA) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this inquiry and to reinforce the
value of universities to individuals, the economy and the nation. UA represents Australia’s 38
comprehensive universities. Together, our members educate around 1.5 million students each year,
support hundreds of thousands of jobs, and underpin the skills, research and innovation that drive
Australia’s economic and social progress.

University matters. It matters for individuals — opening doors to opportunity, higher wages and more
secure work. It matters for the economy — powering productivity, workforce capability and growth. And
it matters for the nation —shaping the industries, ideas and jobs Australia is counting on for the future.

Universities are not above critique. A strong higher education system depends on scrutiny,
accountability and continuous improvement. But scrutiny must be grounded in evidence and reflect
the complexity of the system it seeks to assess.

This inquiry, while well-intentioned, risks presenting a simplified view of a complex reality — one that
understates the strength of graduate outcomes, overlooks the role of broader labour market dynamics
and does not fully account for the growing barriers to accessing higher education.

More than that, it risks reinforcing a broader and dangerous narrative — that university is not worth it.
This ill-informed view is not supported by evidence and is counterproductive at a time when Australia
needs more university graduates to lift productivity, meet workforce demand and support long-term
economic growth.

Participation in post-secondary education matters

Australia’s future prosperity depends on more Australians participating in and completing post-
secondary education and training. That includes universities, TAFE and apprenticeships. In a more
skills-intensive economy, the risks associated with disengagement from education and training are
growing, not diminishing.
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Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) consistently shows that Australians with lower levels
of educational attainment experience poorer employment outcomes, lower workforce participation
and lower earnings over time. People without post-school qualifications are significantly more likely to
experience periods of unemployment and economic insecurity.

Young people who are not in employment, education or training face particularly serious long-term
risks. Research consistently shows that prolonged disengagement early in life can have lasting impacts
on employment prospects, earnings, health and social outcomes. It also carries broader economic
costs through lower productivity, weaker workforce participation and higher reliance on government
services and income support.

In this context, expanding participation in post-secondary education is not simply an education policy
objective —it’s an economic and social imperative. Australia cannot meet its future workforce needs by
discouraging participation in higher education or post-secondary education more broadly. It must do
the opposite.

The policy challenge is not whether Australians should pursue post-secondary education and training
and not whether these pathways hold value — it’s how governments can better support more people to
access it, complete it and succeed after it.

University is a proven pathway to employment and participation

Within this broader post-secondary system, higher education remains one of Australia’s strongest
pathways to employment, participation and long-term economic opportunity. The relationship
between post-secondary education and employment is clear and consistent. Data released in 2025 by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics shows that:

e 80 per cent of Australians with a non-school qualification are employed, compared to 58 per
cent without one, and
e 84 per cent of recent completers are employed within a year of finishing their qualification.

This is the broad picture. Post-secondary education — whether through university, TAFE or
apprenticeships — materially improves employment prospects, lifts workforce participation and
strengthens long-term economic outcomes.

When we look more closely at higher education, the picture becomes even clearer. Graduate
outcomes are strong, and they strengthen over time. Data from the Quality Indicators for Learning and

Teaching shows that:

e 86.9 per cent of undergraduate graduates are employed shortly after completion, and
e 74 per cent are in full-time employment at that early stage.


https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/education/education-and-work-australia/latest-release#qualifications-held
https://qilt.edu.au/surveys/graduate-outcomes-survey-(gos)#anchor-2
https://qilt.edu.au/surveys/graduate-outcomes-survey-(gos)#anchor-2
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Importantly, these outcomes are not static. As graduates transition into the workforce and build
experience, their employment outcomes improve significantly. Within three years, full-time
employment rises to 91.1 per cent.

This is how modern careers develop. Graduates enter the workforce, gain experience and move into
roles that better reflect their skills and qualifications. Employers also value graduates and the skills
they bring. The latest national Employer Satisfaction Survey found that:

e more than 84 per cent of employers are satisfied with graduates overall, and
e employer satisfaction with graduates’ foundation skills exceeds 90 per cent.

The evidence is clear. Higher education is not just a pathway into work —it’s a pathway into sustained
employment and long-term career progression.

University delivers a clear graduate premium
Higher education also delivers significant long-term earnings and productivity dividends. ABS data

shows that Australians with higher levels of education earn significantly more, on average, than those
without. In 2025, median weekly earnings for people with a bachelor degree were around 70 per cent

higher than for those with only a Year 12 qualification. Over a lifetime, this translates into a substantial
earnings premium, reflecting both higher wages and stronger workforce participation.

The Productivity Commission reinforces this, finding that higher education builds human capital that
lifts individual productivity and earnings over time. These gains are not just private benefits — they flow
through to the broader economy via higher workforce participation, stronger wages growth and
improved national productivity.

International evidence also makes this case. Across OECD countries, tertiary-educated adults have
employment rates around 10 percentage points higher than those without upper secondary education
and consistently experience lower unemployment rates.

Taken together, this demonstrates that the value of higher education extends well beyond initial
employment outcomes, delivering higher lifetime earnings, more stable employment and greater
career mobility.

Labour market dynamics — not universities — drive short-term outcomes

It’s important to recognise that graduate employment outcomes do not exist in isolation. They reflect
the broader labour market — one that is dynamic, cyclical and influenced by economic conditions well
beyond the control of universities.

Australia’s labour market has recently transitioned from a period of tightness following the pandemic
to a more normal state, with unemployment currently sitting at around 4.3 per cent. This matters.
Periods of strong labour demand tend to lift outcomes for all jobseekers, including graduates.


https://qilt.edu.au/surveys/graduate-outcomes-survey---longitudinal-(gos-l)
https://qilt.edu.au/surveys/graduate-outcomes-survey---longitudinal-(gos-l)
https://qilt.edu.au/surveys/employer-satisfaction-survey-(ess)
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/earnings-and-working-conditions/employee-earnings/latest-release
https://assets.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/productivity/report/productivity-volume8-education-skills.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2025/09/education-at-a-glance-2025_c58fc9ae/1c0d9c79-en.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/latest-release
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Conversely, when conditions moderate — as they have more recently — entry-level hiring becomes
more competitive and transition into full-time work can take longer.

This is not unique to university graduates. It’s a feature of the labour market itself. ABS data makes
clear that employment outcomes are shaped by a range of structural and personal factors, including:

e caring responsibilities

e health conditions or disability

e study responsibilities or ambitions

e geographic constraints and local job availability, and
e broader economic conditions.

These factors sit outside the control of universities. They affect when and how individuals enter the
workforce, the types of roles available to them and the pace at which they transition into full-time
employment.

Importantly, early career outcomes are inherently transitional. Graduates are, by definition, new
entrants to the labour market. It’s expected that many will move through part-time roles, contract
work or roles not immediately aligned to their field of study as they build experience and establish
their careers.

This is not a sign of system failure. It’s how modern labour markets function. Over time, as graduates
accumulate experience, their employment outcomes strengthen significantly — reflected in the sharp
increase in full-time employment rates within three years of completion.

Attributing short-term graduate employment outcomes solely to universities, or to specific fields of
study, risks oversimplifying a complex reality. It overlooks the central role of labour market demand,
economic cycles and individual circumstances in shaping outcomes.

Universities prepare students with the skills, knowledge and capabilities required to succeed, but they
do not and cannot control the labour market into which graduates enter. Short-term variation in
graduate employment outcomes is driven far more by labour market conditions than by the quality or
relevance of university education.

Australia needs more graduates, not fewer

This inquiry perpetuates an unhelpful narrative that university is not necessary and is not worth it. This
is incorrect and dangerous. For individuals, higher education changes lives, opens doors, lifts wages
and leads to more secure work. For the country, it builds the future — powering productivity, shaping
the workforce, driving research and innovation and underpinning the industries and jobs Australia is
counting on to compete in a more complex and more contested global economy.

At its core, this is a question about national capability, and the long-term trajectory is clear. Australia is
becoming more skills-intensive, more knowledge-driven and more reliant on higher levels of


https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/education/education-and-work-australia/latest-release
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education. Data from the ABS shows that 64 per cent of Australians now hold a non-school
qualification. That share has grown steadily over time and will need to grow further.

This shift is already playing out in the labour market and will accelerate over the coming decade. Jobs
and Skills Australia (JSA) projects that total employment will grow by nearly two million jobs over the
next 10 years, with the overwhelming majority of that growth concentrated in roles requiring post-
secondary qualifications.

National policy reflects this reality. The federal government has set an overall target of 80 per cent of
working aged people to hold a post-secondary qualification by 2050. This is not aspirational —it’s
essential. Future job growth is concentrated in sectors that rely on higher-level skills — health,
education, technology, advanced manufacturing, clean energy and professional services.

JSA has consistently found that more than 90 per cent of employment growth over the next decade
will be in roles requiring post-secondary education, with at least half of that growth in jobs requiring a
university qualification. At the same time, lower-skilled roles are expected to make up a declining share
of the labour market, with slower growth concentrated in occupations such as clerical, administrative
and labouring roles — many of which are being reshaped by technology and structural change.

The pace of technological change is likely to reinforce these trends. Advances in artificial intelligence,
automation, robotics and advanced manufacturing are reshaping the nature of work across both
manual and professional occupations. While the full impact on future workforce needs remains
uncertain, it’s clear that workers will require higher levels of technical capability, adaptability and
lifelong learning. As technology transforms the economy, governments, education providers and
industry will need to remain engaged and responsive to changing workforce needs.

Sectors requiring higher-level skills — health, education, technology, advanced manufacturing, clean
energy and professional services — are not marginal parts of the economy. Rather, they are its future,
and they are overwhelmingly reliant on highly skilled workers, particularly those who study at
university. They are also the parts of the economy where future job growth is most concentrated,
reinforcing the central role of higher education in meeting Australia’s workforce needs.

Policy settings and public narratives should support greater participation in higher education, not
discourage it. Put simply, Australia does not have a surplus of graduates — it has a growing need for
them. This means universities are not a nice to have — they are a need to have. The task now is clear:
expand access, support participation and ensure more Australians, not fewer, can benefit from higher
education.

Current policy settings are hurting students and graduates financially
To achieve this, higher education must remain an attractive and sustainable investment. Instead,

current policy settings are increasing the long-term financial burden on students. Australia can and
should do better.


https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/education/education-and-work-australia/latest-release
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/employment-projections
https://www.education.gov.au/download/18195/australian-universities-accord-2024-25-budget-summary/37352/document/pdf#:%7E:text=On%2025%20February%202024%2C%20the,the%20Australian%20higher%20education%20system.
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/news/90-future-jobs-will-need-post-secondary-qualifications-doesnt-always-mean-uni
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/employment-projections
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The problem predominantly lies in the failed Job-ready Graduates Package (JRG). JRG was introduced
by the Morrison government in 2021 and sought to restructure higher education funding to better
align university education with future workforce needs, economic recovery and regional growth. It
made two fundamental changes that directly increased costs for students and reduced investment in
their education. JRG:

e increased student contributions to more than $50,000 in some disciplines, and
e reduced public funding of universities by around $1 billion per year.

This has shifted a greater share of the cost of higher education onto students, not just while they study
but long after they graduate. This matters because the decision to undertake higher education is not
just about the experience of study — it’s ultimately about the long-term financial return.

If the cost of higher education continues to rise, more students will question whether the investment
is worth it This runs counter to the government’s push to educate more Australians by 2050.

UA has consistently called for JRG to be replaced with a fairer funding model — one that does not
shortchange students or universities. Disappointingly, the Albanese government is yet to deliver on its

pre-2022 election commitment to fix JRG.

The government has, however, committed $16 billion to reduce existing student debt, recognising the

scale of the problem. But this approach tackles the consequence, not the cause. Without reforming
JRG, future students will continue to accumulate higher levels of debt, recreating the very problem the
government is seeking to address. It makes little sense to reduce debt for past graduates while
allowing it to grow for those coming through the system. This is a clear policy contradiction. If Australia
is serious about expanding participation and building the workforce it needs, JRG needs to go and now.

Beyond student contributions and long-term debt, cost-of-living pressures are placing increasing strain
on students while they study. Financial stress is affecting study load, progression and completion,
particularly for those from underrepresented backgrounds.

This is most acute during mandatory placements, where students often face periods without income
while also meeting additional costs. The Commonwealth Prac Payment, which offers teaching, nursing,

midwifery and social work students support while they are undertaking mandatory placements, is a
positive step and an important recognition of this challenge, but expanding its reach and scale will be
critical to ensuring it meaningfully supports students to complete their degrees.

Research students face similar pressures. PhD stipends are increasingly out of step with the cost of
living, creating a barrier to participation and deterring talent. It’s unrealistic to expect people to live on
a base stipend of less than $35,000 a year. Lifting stipend levels is essential to support students and
sustain Australia’s research pipeline.

Supporting students through these pressure points is essential to ensuring more Australians can
complete higher education and succeed in the workforce.


https://ministers.dss.gov.au/media-releases/16651
https://www.education.gov.au/commonwealth-prac-payment-cpp
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Recommendations

To better support students and ensure higher education remains attractive and viable, UA calls on the
Committee to recommend that the government:

1. Replace the Job-ready Graduates Package with a fairer, sustainable funding model that does
not shortchange students or universities.
Expand the Commonwealth Prac Payment to all students undertaking mandatory placements.
Lift PhD stipends to a competitive, livable level to ensure our best and brightest are not living
on the poverty line.

We thank the Committee for the opportunity to make this submission and would welcome further
engagement as the inquiry progresses.

Yours sincerely

Luke Sheehy
Chief Executive Officer, Universities Australia



