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DASSH position 
DASSH supports a strong, diverse and sustainable Australian research system and recognises 
that greater research specialisation may create opportunities for some institutions and 
disciplines. However, DASSH is concerned that ATEC’s discussion paper Review of Research 
Requirements: Australian University Category moves too quickly from considering the potential 
benefits and risks of specialisation to questions of design and implementation.  
 
There is no single institutional perspective on greater research specialisation. Australian 
universities differ substantially in mission, scale, geography, research intensity, disciplinary 
profile, student population and capacity. DASSH’s membership reflects this diversity and the 
opportunities and risks of specialisation will differ across institutions, disciplines and 
communities.  
 
Out central concern is the cumulative impact of individual institutional decisions. Greater 
specialisation could affect disciplinary and geographic research capability, the research-
teaching nexus, equity and access, research and workforce pathways, and Australia’s broader 
capacity to respond to national needs. These system-level consequences need to be 
understood before new regulatory settings are determined.  
 
DASSH recommends that ATEC undertake further consultation, system-level risk assessment 
and case-based testing before determining whether changes to the Higher Education Standards 
Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021 should proceed. The submission below is informed by 
the perspectives of our membership and responds to ATEC’s consultation questions across 
four areas of particular concern1. 

Demonstrating research strength across disciplines 

 

 
1 The submission also directly responds to the following paragraph in the ATEC discussion paper: “If a 
specialised model were made available more broadly, what safeguards, design settings and transition 
arrangements would be needed to ensure universities can demonstrate research depth, scale and 
sustainability while realising the benefits of reform and mitigating risks” (p.5).  
 

Consultation question 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? 
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Research practices and outputs vary substantially across disciplines including team size, 
funding and infrastructure requirements, publication and citation patterns, the role of long-
form scholarship, and creative, applied and non-traditional research outputs. Measures such 
as income, funding, infrastructure, team size, publication volume and citation metrics should 
not become default proxies for research strength.  

This is particularly important for Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (HASS) research where 
books, monographs and other forms of long-form outputs may not be readily reflected in 
volume or citation-based measures. Used in isolation, these measures may fail to capture the 
quality, excellence and impact of HASS research. 

DASSH recommends a case-study approach across all disciplines, drawing together evidence 
of quality and excellence, impact, sustained capability, research leadership, Higher Degree 
Research (HDR) training, partnerships and interdisciplinary contribution. 

A case-study approach would allow institutions to demonstrate research strength in ways that 
reflect different disciplinary contexts and forms of research, rather than relying on a narrow or 
uniform set of indicators. It would also allow different forms of evidence to be considered 
together, providing a more comprehensive picture of research capability, depth and 
sustainability. Where possible, this should draw on existing evidence and previous research 
assessment to minimise additional administrative burden2.  

DASSH cautions against treating 4-digit Fields of Research (FoR) as equivalent units of research 
specialisation. FoR codes may not necessarily represent disciplinary breadth or scope and may 
not adequately capture interdisciplinary capability that extends across research fields. Any use 
of FoRs must account for disciplinary differences in how research depth, scale and strength are 
constituted.  

ATEC should also clarify how the assessment of research excellence, depth and sustainability 
would interact with the Australian Research Council’s (ARC) Research Insights Capability, 
which is considering approaches to research evaluation across different disciplinary contexts. 

Further consideration of reform should establish how research strength can be assessed 
across diverse disciplinary contexts without privileging particular research models or forms of 
output. 

 

 

 

 
2 The Australian Research Council’s (ARC) 2018 Engagement and Impact (EI) Assessment provides a 
precedent for this approach, using evidence-based narrative case studies to demonstrate the economic, 
social, environmental and cultural impacts of university research across different disciplines, including 
HASS. 
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Protecting the research-teaching nexus and Australian university status  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Greater research specialisation must not weaken the relationship between research, 
disciplinary expertise and teaching that is fundamental to the Australian University category. 
Any change to research breadth requirements must therefore consider how research-informed 
teaching and academic capability will be sustained across the full breadth of a university’s 
teaching profile.  

The research–teaching nexus is embedded in the existing Threshold Standards.3 Standard 3.2.3 
(a) requires staff responsible for academic oversight, teaching and supervision to maintain 
contemporary disciplinary knowledge informed by continuing scholarship, research or 
advances in practice. TEQSA also describes research training as a “fundamental and defining 
feature” of Australian university status.4 

If universities concentrate substantive research capability in fewer areas, ATEC should 
establish how research-informed teaching will be sustained in disciplines that remain within 
the teaching profile but fall outside nominated areas of research strength. This is consistent 
with ATEC’s own recognition that research capability contributes to “teaching quality, 
curriculum renewal, academic leadership and student engagement in inquiry and research” 
(p.7). 

Changes to research breadth requirements should also be considered in the context of the 
broader tertiary harmonisation agenda arising from the Accord. Greater alignment between 
higher education and vocational education should support mobility and collaboration while 
maintaining the distinctive roles and strengths of each sector. ATEC should consider whether 
greater research specialisation may have unintended consequences for the development of a 
more coherent tertiary system. 

Safeguarding national research capability  
 

 

 
3 Higher Education Standards Framework (Thresholds Standards) 2021. See more here.  
4 TEQSA Guidance Note: Research requirements for Australian universities, Version 2.1 finalised 30 April 
2024. TEQSA’s exact wording is “The undertaking of research that leads to new knowledge and original 
creative endeavour, together with research training represents a fundamental and defining feature for any 
higher education provider seeking status as an ‘Australian university’.” See more here. 

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

Consultation question 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? 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/F2021L00488/latest/text
https://www.teqsa.gov.au/guides-resources/resources/guidance-notes/guidance-note-research-requirements-australian-universities
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Institutional autonomy must be balanced by system-level stewardship of Australia’s research 
capability. Decisions that are rational for individual universities or their local environment may, 
in aggregate, weaken disciplinary and geographic capability, research and workforce pathways. 
This is a particular risk under a voluntary model where specialisation may occur incrementally 
without sufficient oversight of its cumulative effects.  

A discipline may be nationally important without being an individual institution’s priority for 
concentrated investment. Australia requires a broad base of disciplinary capability as part of its 
national knowledge infrastructure, including fields such as languages, history and education 
that support international engagement, cultural institutions and the education system. ATEC 
should consider how nationally important capability would be identified and sustained under a 
more specialised model.  

The equity implications also require particular attention. HASS disciplines account for a 
significant share of First Nations participation in higher education5, and reductions in HASS 
research capability or geographic provision could have disproportionate consequences for First 
Nations and other under-represented cohorts. This risk is particularly significant in regional and 
remote areas, where students may have fewer alternatives through which to access particular 
discipline and research pathways, and should be considered against the Universities Accord 
equity and attainment objectives.  

A more specialised model should also recognise the system-wide contribution of institutions 
that continue to sustain disciplinary breadth. Reform should not disadvantage institutions that 
carry a greater share of responsibility for maintaining disciplines, research pathways and 
national capability. 

Research breadth also contributes to national resilience. Future health, environmental, 
technological, security and social challenges cannot always be anticipated. Excessive 
concentration could reduce the breadth of expertise available to respond to emerging national 
needs.  

These risks are not confined to HASS. If institutions converge around similar areas of perceived 
research strength, specialisation may become self-reinforcing as assessment measures 
influence investment decisions. Disciplines that perform less readily against those measures 
may attract less investment and, where similar decisions occur across institutions, contribute 
to disciplinary or geographic ‘cold spots’, fewer research and HDR opportunities, and 
weakened workforce pathways. 

Interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary capability also requires particular attention. Withdrawal 
of capability from individual fields can reduce the breadth of expertise needed to build effective 
interdisciplinary research teams and partnerships. This is particularly significant for HASS 
which contributes social, cultural, behavioural, ethical, policy and historical expertise to 

 
5 The 2025 DASSH Impact & Outcomes Report Australia. See more here. 

https://dassh.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2025-Impact-Outcomes-Australia-1.pdf
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research addressing complex technological, environmental, health, economic and societal 
challenges.  

Greater specialisation should not weaken the breadth of expertise and disciplinary ecosystems 
on which this work depends.  
 
Sequencing reform and transition 
 
 
 
 
 
ATEC should not move to regulatory design while significant elements of the wider research and  
higher education architecture remain under development. The Australian Research Council’s 
(ARC) Research Insights Capability and ATEC’s mission-based compacts are both progressing, 
and their interaction with research specialisation should be established before new regulatory 
settings are determined.  

Research capability takes considerable time to build and is difficult to restore once lost. 
Decisions affecting research-active staff, HDR cohorts, research centres and disciplinary 
communities may have consequences extending well beyond a regulatory transition period. 

Any future transition arrangements should therefore avoid incentivising rapid institutional 
change or the premature withdrawal of research capability, and allow sufficient time to identify 
and respond to disciplinary, geographic and equity impacts on staff and students.  

A future model should include periodic system-level review and monitoring of impacts on 
regional and remote provision, First Nations and other under-represented student participation 
and pathways, disciplinary and geographic research capability and the availability of research-
informed teaching.   

The findings of the proposed system-level risk assessment should inform whether reform 
proceeds and, if so, the design of appropriate regulatory settings, transition pathways and 
timeframes.  

About DASSH 
The Australasian Council of Deans of Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (DASSH) is a 
network of nearly 400 of Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand’s most senior leaders in the Arts, 
Social Sciences and Humanities across 42 universities. Our members play a critical role in 
shaping curriculum design, skill development and knowledge creation, which are essential to 
securing Australia’s sovereign capabilities as a sustainable democracy. 
  

Consultation question 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? 
 


