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Australia is falling behind globally on the critical 
investment that R&D represents, and if we do not 
turn it around, we will simply be a poorer nation.

Introduction

Australia’s Group of Eight 
(Go8) universities are 
the nation’s research-
intensive engines, 
driving over 20 per cent 
of the country’s total 
investment in research 
and development 
(R&D)—a contribution 
of $8.5 billion annually in 
expenditure terms. They 
are the cornerstone of 
Australia’s knowledge-
based economy. 

The Australian economy is at a most 
crucial juncture. Labour productivity 
growth has been steadily declining 
for decades, and the proportion of 
GDP invested in R&D—an essential 
driver of innovation and productivity—
has diminished over the past 20 years. 

Australia is falling behind globally 
on the critical investment that 
R&D represents, and if we do not 
turn it around, we will simply be a 
poorer nation. Without a reversal, 
the consequences are stark: lower 
business profits and real wages, 
rising living costs, and fewer 
resources to support national 
priorities such as social equity, 
environmental sustainability, and 
sovereign capability.
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If we are serious about turbocharging 
Australia’s innovation and productivity 
and remaining globally competitive, 
then we must go beyond ambition 
and take decisive action to increase 
R&D investment. This investment 
is the lifeblood of productivity and 
innovation. 

Following the recent Australian 
Government’s Economic Reform 
Roundtable (ERR) and the ongoing 
Strategic Examination of Research 
and Development (SERD), this event 
convenes leaders from government, 
business and the Go8 universities 

to explore practical strategies for 
boosting R&D investment. The goal: 
to strengthen Australia’s innovation 
capacity, improve living standards, 
and build our sovereign capability. 

Discussions will inform the ongoing 
development of a national roadmap 
for R&D policy reforms – anchored in 
the SERD process – and provide the 
basis for ongoing dialogue across 
sectors. The discussions will address 
the explicit challenge of lifting 
business expenditure on R&D (BERD) 
which is vital to unlocking business-
led innovation and productivity.
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The overarching goal is 
to revitalise innovation 
and productivity, raise 
living standards, and 
strengthen sovereign 
capability. 

In addition to shaping policy 
recommendations, the dialogue 
will contribute to the ongoing 
development of a national roadmap 
for R&D reform and foster sustained 
dialogue between sectors on research 
and innovation policy. 

Australia faces a clear challenge:  
a persistent productivity slowdown. 
We can either continue to treat R&D 

investment as secondary to other 
productivity drivers—or we can place 
it at the centre of our national strategy 
and act decisively for long-term impact.

The Go8 universities have led the 
way in R&D investment, particularly in 
basic research, even as other sectors 
have faced headwinds. But their 
efforts alone are not enough. Reviving 
Australia’s innovation and productivity 
requires a collective commitment.

We have a shared responsibility—and 
a unique opportunity—to harness the 
skills, ideas, and knowledge within 
our world-class institutions. By 
working together, we can build a more 
dynamic, competitive, and productive 
economy for the future.

Objectives  
and Outcomes 
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Outcomes of this event 

	y Develop strategies to increase R&D investment as a means to 
revitalise Australia’s innovation ecosystem, enhance productivity, 
improve living standards, and strengthen sovereign capability. 

	y Inform the ongoing development of a national roadmap for  
R&D-related policy reforms, ensuring alignment across sectors. 

	y Establish a foundation for sustained cross-sector dialogue on 
research and innovation policy, fostering collaboration between 
government, industry, and the university sector.

Priority areas for discussion 

	y Topic 1 The Productivity Crisis: R&D Policy as the Missing Gear

	y Topic 2 Research–Industry Collaboration: Turbocharged or Stuck  
in First Gear?

	y Topic 3 Universities and Productivity: turbochargers or speedbumps?
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… the Australian Labor Party’s 2023 National 
Platform pledged … to lift R&D investment closer 
to 3 percent of GDP, in line with comparable 
nations. Yet, Australia is drifting further from this 
target, and the gap with OECD peers is widening.

Despite successive governments 
committing to various R&D initiatives, 
Australia continues to fall short of 
its stated ambitions. For example, 
the Australian Labor Party’s 2023 
National Platform pledged to work 
with business, industry, universities, 
and research institutes to lift R&D 
investment closer to 3 percent of GDP, 
in line with comparable nations. Yet, 
Australia is drifting further from this 
target, and the gap with OECD peers 
is widening.

Historically, Australia has relied 
heavily on adopting technologies 
developed overseas. While global 
adoption remains valuable, the 
Strategic Examination of Research 
and Development (SERD) Panel 
has made clear that adoption alone 
is insufficient. To truly turbocharge 
productivity, Australia must invest  
in domestic R&D capability.1

A revitalised national R&D policy  
must address the structural gaps and 
unlock long-term economic impact. 

The Productivity Crisis: 
R&D Policy as the 
Missing Gear
Australia is facing a long-term productivity challenge. 
Treasury has confirmed that average labour 
productivity growth during the 2010s was the lowest 
in 60 years. At the same time, investment in R&D has 
steadily declined.

1

1	 Strategic Examination of R&D. (2025). Discussion paper, Strategic Examination of R&D independent expert 
panel, February 2025.
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Several frameworks and proposals 
have been put forward:

SERD Panel Proposals

	y National Coordination: A long-term 
translational R&D model focused on 
no more than five priority areas (e.g. 
defence, health, agriculture, energy, 
resources).

	y Scaling the System: Support for 
translating ideas into high-impact 
businesses, leveraging tools like 
the R&D Tax Incentive, government 
procurement, superannuation funds, 
and entrepreneurial training.

	y Foundational Research: Investment 
in sustainable research operations, 
infrastructure, and career pathways.

	y Government as an Exemplar: 
Leadership in regulatory reform  
and impact evaluation.

	y RD&I Incentives: Support for 
startups and mechanisms to 
stimulate demand for research.

	y Investment and Capital: Expansion 
of venture capital and innovation 
investment capability.

Go8 Recommendations

	y National R&D Strategy: A two-part 
framework: 

	» A formal national R&D investment 
target across all sectors.

	» A roadmap of reforms to achieve 
the target, as outlined in the Go8’s 
2024 report Australia’s research 
and development (R&D) intensity: 
a decadal roadmap to 3 per cent 
of GDP.

	y Policy Reform Priorities: 

	» Incentivise business R&D 
investment, especially among 
SMEs, through programs like 
the Small Business Technology 
Transfer Program and Trailblazer 
Universities Program.

	» Facilitate commercialisation 
partnerships between industry 
and universities, including early-
stage venture investment from 
superannuation funds.

	» Integrate Australia into global 
research partnerships, such as 
associate membership in the EU’s 
Horizon Europe program.
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Topic 1 The Productivity Crisis:  
R&D Policy as the Missing Gear

	» Invest in research workforce and 
infrastructure, including long-term 
funding for NCRIS.

	» Reduce regulatory burdens 
across the university and 
business sectors.

Accord Review Panel 
Support

The Australian Universities Accord 
Review Panel (2024) has endorsed 
the need for a multi-agency strategy 
with medium- and long-term targets 
for national R&D spending, to fully 
leverage Australia’s research potential 
and compete globally.

Key questions for 
discussion

	y What should Australia’s 
national strategy and policy  
on R&D include? 

	y Should a formal national 
target for R&D be part of that 
strategy and what should the 
target be? 

	y What are the key policy 
reforms needed as part of 
a national strategy to lift 
Australia’s R&D performance? 
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Key questions for discussion

	y What is needed to turbocharge business sector R&D investment and 
strengthen collaboration with Australia’s research-intensive universities? 

	y How can we enhance the absorptive capacity of businesses to better 
leverage research outcomes? 

	y In what ways can businesses and universities work together to grow 
and support a sustainable, high-performing research workforce? 

Australia has seen many successful 
examples of research–industry 
partnerships. Notable collaborations 
include:

	y The University of Queensland 
and CSL in developing the human 
papillomavirus vaccine.

	y The University of New South 
Wales and ResMed in creating the 
continuous positive airway pressure 
(CPAP) device for sleep apnea.

However, to fully realise benefits of 
world leading research conducted in 
Australia, these collaborations must 
become more widespread and deeply 
integrated across industries.

A key enabler of stronger 
collaboration is improving the 
absorptive capacity of businesses—
their ability to identify, assimilate, 
and apply external research to drive 
innovation and productivity. 

Research–Industry 
Collaboration: 
Turbocharged or  
Stuck in First Gear? 
Lifting national R&D investment hinges on 
strengthening collaboration between the business 
and university sectors, which together account for 
over 80 per cent of total R&D investment.

2
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The Go8 universities make substantial 
contributions to national R&D efforts 
in areas of strategic importance:

	y 75 per cent of higher education 
R&D investment in biomedical  
and clinical sciences.

	y 73 per cent in mathematical 
sciences.

	y 70 per cent in physical sciences.

Universities and 
Productivity: 
Turbochargers  
or Speedbumps?
Productivity is about working smarter—by innovating, 
generating new ideas and knowledge, and applying 
them to real-world challenges. Much of this knowledge 
is systematically produced through research, and it is 
at research-intensive universities, particularly the 
Group of Eight (Go8), where a significant share of 
Australia’s new knowledge is created.

3

75 per cent of 
higher education 

R&D investment 
in biomedical and 

clinical sciences.
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While the higher education sector 
has played a critical role in sustaining 
Australia’s overall R&D investment, 
this success must not lead to 
complacency. There are structural 
challenges—policy speedbumps—
that threaten the sustainability of 
university-led research. These include:

	y An overreliance on cross-subsidies 
to cover the full economic cost of 
research.

	y Dependence on international 
student revenue to fund core 
research activities.

To ensure universities continue to  
act as productivity turbochargers,  
not speedbumps, these issues must 
be addressed through thoughtful 
policy reform and sustainable  
funding models.

Key questions for 
discussion

	y How can the importance of 
university-led research be 
elevated among Australian 
policymakers? 

	y What actions are needed to 
raise awareness and drive 
commitment to domestic R&D 
investment? 

	y What lessons can Australia 
learn from international 
approaches to R&D 
investment and university–
industry collaboration?

While the higher education 
sector has played a critical role in 
sustaining Australia’s overall R&D 

investment, this success must not 
lead to complacency.
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2	 The Hon Dr Jim Chalmers, Treasurer. (2025). Economic reform in our second term.  
Address to the National Press Club, Canberra, 18 June.

The productivity 
imperative 

Productivity growth is the 
single most sustainable 
long-term driver of long-
term economic growth 
and prosperity. Without  
it, Australia risks a decline 
in living standards 
and a loss of global 
competitiveness. 

Low productivity means less 
financial and strategic resources to 
invest in critical national priorities—
such as healthcare, climate action, 
and defence. It also translates into 
lower real wages and fewer high-
quality, secure jobs across the 
economy.

Australia has a serious productivity 
problem. Since the 1990s, the 
average annual growth rate of labour 
productivity has more than halved 
(Chart 1). Reflecting this trend, the 
Reserve Bank of Australia recently 
revised its medium-term labour 
productivity growth forecast down 
to just 0.7 per cent per year, from a 
previous estimate of 1 per cent.

The Treasurer has identified several 
contributing factors to this slowdown: 
a lack of innovation and economic 
dynamism, insufficient private 
investment, a mismatch between 
workforce skills and business needs, 
and a structural shift toward service 
industries where productivity gains 
are traditionally harder to achieve.2

Addressing the productivity decline 
was a central component of the 
Economic Reform Roundtable (ERR). 

Context and Rationale 
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Discussions led to consensus on a 
range of reform priorities, including:

	y Cutting red tape and reducing 
regulatory burdens.

	y Streamlining housing assessment and 
environmental approval processes.

	y Tackling skills shortages through 
migration and education reform.

	y Elevating artificial intelligence as  
a national priority.

The importance of research, 
development and innovation (RD&I) 
was also strongly acknowledged. 
These themes are now being actively 
addressed through the Strategic 
Examination of Research and 
Development (SERD), which aims 
to position RD&I as a cornerstone 
of Australia’s productivity and 
innovation agenda. 

Chart 1: Growth in labour productivity  
(average annual growth over decade, per cent)
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Context and Rationale 

The importance of  
R&D to innovation  
and productivity 

Revitalising Australia’s innovation, 
dynamism, and productivity hinges  
on a renewed commitment to R&D.  
As a critical enabler of innovation,  
R&D drives productivity—the foundation 
of long-term national prosperity.

Strong productivity growth translates 
into higher incomes, including business 
profits and real wages, a lower cost of 
living, and greater capacity to invest in 
broader national priorities such as social 
equity, environmental sustainability, 
and sovereign capability (Chart 2).

In short, R&D is not a peripheral 
concern—it is central to Australia’s 
economic future.

Chart 2: Research and development  
as an enabler of productivity and its benefits

Research and 
development 
Creating and  
using new ideas

Research is a key investment 
in innovation and productivity

Productivity is the only 
long-term sustainable way to 
drive economic growth and 
prosperity

Innovation and 
productivity 
Doing things  
better and smarter

The benefits of productivity 
can be achieved by lifting our 
R&D intensity and innovation

Higher incomes (more and 
better goods and services)

Improved international 
competitiveness

Enhanced national 
sovereignty and defence

More resources to spend 
on health, education, social 
and environmental needs

Lower cost of living

More profitable businesses

More time for leisure

Higher real wages
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Productivity is fundamentally about 
working smarter – by embracing 
innovation and applying new 
ideas and knowledge to real world 
problems. New ideas or knowledge 
is produced in a systematic way 
by research. As the International 
Monetary Fund (2021) notes: 

“…research increases knowledge, 
knowledge enhances productivity, 
and productivity determines how 
much final output is generated from 
real inputs.”3 

In practical terms R&D contributes to 
innovation and productivity capacity 
in several key ways:

	y Firms leverage external knowledge 
to improve efficiency and 
competitiveness.

	y R&D investment amplifies 
knowledge spillovers, increasing 
the likelihood of breakthrough 
innovations. R&D fosters cross-
sector collaboration, creating new 
pathways for shared problem 
solving and innovation.

The transformative power of research 
is evident in technologies we now 
take for granted—such as magnetic 
resonance imaging (MRI), the internet, 
and smartphones. Each of these 
innovations emerged from decades 
of foundational research in physics, 
mathematics, and computer science. 
From this accumulated stock of 
knowledge, practical solutions, 
innovative products, and billion-dollar 
enterprises have been born.

R&D is not just a contributor to 
productivity—it is a catalyst for 
national progress.

…research increases 
knowledge, knowledge 

enhances productivity, and 
productivity determines 

how much final output is 
generated from real inputs.

3	 International Monetary Fund. (2021). ‘Research and innovation: fighting the pandemic and boosting  
long-term growth’. World Economic Outlook. October.
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Context and Rationale 

The economics of R&D 
as a Driver of Economic 
Growth

Traditional models of economic 
growth focussed on the accumulation 
of production inputs – labour and 
physical capital such as machinery 
and equipment – as the primary 
contributors to output, measured 
by indicators like GDP. In these 
models, productivity was treated as 
an “exogenous residual,” accounting 
for growth not explained by inputs. 
However, empirical evidence 
consistently shows that productivity is 
not merely residual—it is the principal 
driver of long-term economic growth.

Endogenous growth

Recognising productivity as the main 
engine of growth has led modern 
economic theory to explore its 
underlying causes. This is where R&D 
emerges as a central factor. Like 
investment in physical capital, R&D is 
a form of economic investment—but it 
possesses two unique characteristics:

	y Non-rivalry: Knowledge generated 
through research can be used by 
multiple individuals simultaneously 
without diminishing its value or 
availability.

	y Non-excludability: Especially in the 
case of basic research, knowledge 
is often freely accessible, allowing 
widespread use and adaptation.

These features underpin knowledge 
spillovers, where research benefits 
extend beyond its originators, 
enabling others to innovate and 
improve productivity. This dynamic 
creates increasing returns to scale, 
where the output generated exceeds 
the initial investment.

As the Productivity Commission 
(2022) notes:

“While economic growth based 
solely on physical inputs cannot 
go on forever, human ingenuity is 
inexhaustible.” 4

This is precisely the promise of R&D: 
a sustainable pathway to productivity 
and prosperity.

4	 Productivity Commission. (2022). 5-year Productivity Inquiry: the key to prosperity. Interim Report, 
Canberra.
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Evidence Supporting R&D 
Investment in Australia 

Global studies show high returns on 
R&D investment:

	y Private returns to basic research 
range from 20 per cent to 50 per cent.5

	y Public returns are even higher, 
reflecting the broader societal 
benefits of accessible knowledge.

Despite this, Australia lags behind 
other advanced economies in R&D 
intensity—the share of GDP devoted 
to R&D—according to the OECD’s Main 
Science and Technology Indicators. 
This shortfall is mirrored in Australia’s 
declining economic complexity, 
which has fallen below the top 100 
nations in recent years.6 

Empirical evidence specific to 
Australia reinforces the case for 
increased R&D investment:

	y A study by London Economics 
(2022) for the Go8 found that every 
$1 billion invested in Go8 university 
research generates $9.2 billion in 
additional economic output across 
the broader economy.7

	y Research by Elnasri & Fox (2017) 
shows that a 1 per cent increase in 
public funding for higher education 
R&D boosts multifactor productivity 
(MFP) by 0.175 per cent.8

	y The CSIRO (2021) estimates that 
$1 of R&D investment yields $3.50 
in economy-wide benefits, with an 
average annual return of 10 per cent.9

	y Sector-specific studies reveal that 
public investment in agricultural 
R&D has delivered internal rates 
of return as high as 28 per cent, 
rivalling the impact of foreign R&D on 
Australia’s agricultural productivity.10

5	 Salter, A. J., & Martin, B. R. (2001). ‘The economic 
benefits of publicly funded basic research: a critical 
review’, Research Policy, vol. 30, pp. 509–532.

6	 OECD Main Science and Technology Indicators: 
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/main-
science-and-technology-indicators.html and 
Strategic Examination of R&D Discussion paper, 
Strategic Examination of R&D independent expert 
panel, February 2025.

7	 London Economics. (2022). The economic 
impact of research and innovation: Group of Eight 
universities. Unpublished.

8	 Elnasri, A., & Fox, K.J. (2017). ‘The contribution 
of research and innovation to productivity’. 
Journal of Productivity Analysis, 47, 291–308.

9	 CSIRO Futures. (2021). Quantifying Australia’s 
returns to innovation. CSIRO, Canberra.

10	Sheng, Y., Gray, E.M., & Mullen, J.D. (2010). 
‘Public investment in R&D and extension and 
productivity in Australian broadacre agriculture’, 
ABARES Conference Paper 10.16a, November.

https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/main-science-and-technology-indicators.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/main-science-and-technology-indicators.html
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Context and Rationale 

Australia’s R&D 
investment 
performance 

Innovation in Australia stems from 
a diverse range of R&D activities—
spanning from basic research (often 
referred to as ‘fundamental’ or ‘blue 
sky’ research), to applied research, 
and experimental development, 
which focuses on translating 
knowledge into new or improved 
products and services.

Different sectors of the Australian 
economy tend to specialise in distinct 
types of R&D. Basic research, which 
is typically non-rivalrous and non-
excludable is less likely to attract 
private investment due to its long-term 
nature and broad accessibility. As 
a result, it is primarily conducted by 
research institutions and research- 
intensive universities such as the Go8. 

While basic research may not 
immediately yield commercial 
outcomes, it contributes to the 
foundational stock of knowledge that 
can be leveraged for innovation—

even decades later. For example, 
technologies integral to the iPhone—
such as GPS, touchscreen displays, 
lithium-ion batteries, and the internet—
were all developed through publicly 
funded university research.

As the International Monetary Fund 
(2021) notes:

“Innovations, great and small, occur 
not in a vacuum but draw on the 
stock of basic scientific knowledge.”11

In Australia, the higher education 
sector accounts for approximately 
60 per cent of total investment in 
basic research, while the business 
sector contributes to around 17 per 
cent. Universities thus play a critical 
role in generating ‘new to the world’ 
knowledge. Conversely, Australian 
businesses predominantly invest in 
experimental development, which is 
more closely aligned with immediate 
commercial applications.

The business sector contributes 
around 84 per cent of total investment 
on this type of R&D, compared to 
less than 10 per cent from the higher 
education sector. 

11	International Monetary Fund. (2021). ‘Research and innovation: fighting the pandemic and boosting  
long-term growth’. World Economic Outlook. October.
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Australia is falling behind on 
R&D investment

Despite the strong link between 
R&D and productivity, Australia 
is falling behind globally in its 
investment performance. The nation’s 
R&D intensity – measured as R&D 
expenditure as a percentage of GDP – 
currently sits at 1.69 per cent, which 
is a full percentage point below the 
OECD average (Chart 3). Alarmingly, 
this gap has been widening over time, 
raising concerns about Australia’s 
ability to compete in a global 
innovation economy. 

Successive Australian governments 
have made commitments to support 
research and innovation through direct 
funding and tax incentives. However, 
the reality is that total Australian 
Government investment in R&D – 
including support through R&D tax 
measures – was forecast to reach just 
0.54 per cent of GDP in 2024–25, falling 
below the long-term average of 0.60 per 
cent recorded since 1978–79 (Chart 4). 
This decline underscores the urgent need 
to reinvigorate national R&D investment 
to ensure Australia remains competitive 
and capable of driving innovation-led 
productivity growth.

Chart 3: R&D investment as a percentage of GDP (per cent) 

Source: OECD Data Explorer and Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
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Context and Rationale 

The challenge facing Australia’s R&D 
landscape is not limited to declining 
government investment. Over the past 
two decades—particularly following 
the global financial crisis and the end 
of the mining boom—business sector 
R&D intensity has also dropped 
significantly, despite businesses 
currently contributing more than half 
of total national R&D investment.

In contrast, it is the higher education 
sector that continues to underpin 
Australia’s R&D effort, which is vital to 

long-term productivity growth (Chart 
5). Leading this effort are the Group 
of Eight (Go8) universities, which 
collectively contribute around 20 percent 
of Australia’s total R&D investment.

This leadership role is especially 
important given the nature of basic 
research, which is typically conducted 
by universities and research institutions. 
Basic research builds the foundational 
knowledge that fuels innovation, even 
if its commercial applications may take 
decades to materialise.

Chart 4: Total Australian Government R&D investment  
as a percentage of GDP (per cent) 

Note: Total Australian Government R&D investment includes extramural support such as industry tax measures. 
Source: Department of Industry, Science and Resources, Science, research and innovation (SRI) budget tables. 
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A detailed profile of the Go8’s contribution 
to higher education R&D investment is 
provided in the Appendix, based on the 
most recent published data (2022).

Revitalising Australia’s R&D ecosystem 
is not about prioritising one sector 
over another. Together, the business 
and higher education sectors account 
for more than 80 per cent of national 
R&D investment and both play 
essential, complementary roles.

Australia’s success in R&D depends  
on several interrelated factors:

	y Effective collaboration and 
commercialisation between 
businesses and universities.

	y The absorptive capacity of industry—
its ability to recognise, assimilate, 
and apply research outputs.

	y A strong and sustainable domestic 
research workforce.

Strengthening these pillars will be 
key to unlocking the full potential 
of R&D as a driver of innovation, 
productivity, and national prosperity.

Chart 5: Business and higher education sectors R&D investment  
as a percentage of GDP (per cent) 

Source: Strategic Examination of R&D Discussion Paper, 12 February 2025. 
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Context and Rationale 

R&D collaboration and 
commercialisation 

Strong partnerships between 
universities and businesses are 
critical to translating research into 
productivity gains across industries. 
While business sector R&D intensity 
has declined – from 1.37 per cent 
of GDP in 2009 to 0.90 per cent in 
2023–24 – the business sector still 
contributes over half of Australia’s 
total R&D investment, primarily in 
applied research and experimental 
development. 

The Go8 universities have built 
robust industry partnerships that 
enable knowledge and technology 
transfer. These collaborations are 
vital for solving real-world problems 
and driving innovation. For example, 
Monash University and Moderna 
have launched a five-year partnership 
to advance mRNA medicines, 
including vaccines and therapeutics.

However, a persistent challenge in 
university-business commercialisation 
is the “valley of death”—the funding 
gap between early-stage research and 

full commercialisation. To address 
this, universities have established 
technology transfer offices, and 
initiatives like Tin Alley Ventures at 

the University of Melbourne support 
high-potential ventures within the 
university’s innovation ecosystem.

Another option targeting small 
business innovation is the 
introduction of a Small Business 
Technology Transfer Program 
(STTR). This would be a new 
Australian Government grant 
program aimed at lifting R&D 
and commercialisation by small 
businesses that enter into formal 
collaboration partnerships with 
research institutions such as 
Australian universities. 

Through staged funding, small 
businesses could work with 
universities to develop commercially 
viable products or services, including 
for specific government procurement 
needs. This would complement 
existing programs such as the 
Trailblazer Universities Program, the 
Industry Growth Program, and the 
National Reconstruction Fund. 
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Industry Absorptive Capacity 

Australia’s ability to scale R&D 
collaboration and commercialisation 
depends on the absorptive capacity of  
its businesses—their ability to identify, 
assimilate, and apply external research.  
Enhancing this capacity may involve:

	y Direct investment in R&D or 
partnerships with universities.

	y Integrating research into business 
operations and management 
systems.

	y Employing researchers skilled in 
translating academic knowledge.

	y Building networks between research 
institutions and industry.

Building a Thriving Research 
Workforce 

People are the engine of innovation. 
Sustained investment in research 
requires nurturing a skilled workforce, 
particularly through doctoral (PhD) 
training. PhD graduates make original 
contributions to knowledge and bring 
critical thinking and problem-solving 
skills to a wide range of roles.

The Go8 universities award half of 
all research-based PhDs in Australia 
and contribute more than 20 per 
cent of national R&D investment. 
PhD graduates not only conduct 
research but also generate positive 
economic spillovers—especially 
when located near businesses or 
embedded within them.

To increase business sector 
R&D intensity, companies must 
recognise the value of employing 
PhD graduates. Universities, in 
turn, can support this by producing 
business-ready PhDs through 
industry internships, additional 
skills training, and industry-linked 
doctoral programs. According to 
2021 Census data, about one-third 
of PhD holders work in education 
and training, while the remaining 
two-thirds are employed across 
other industries.

A high-performing research 
workforce requires co-investment 
from universities, government, and 
business—and must be capable of 
contributing to both basic research 
and applied development.
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Context and Rationale 

Artificial intelligence (AI)  
and R&D investment

AI has been identified as a national 
priority for boosting productivity.  
R&D investment is critical to Australia’s 
positioning in the development 
and adoption of AI, which is rapidly 
transforming sectors such as 
healthcare, education and services. 

With strong domestic R&D, Australia 
can harness AI to address national 
priorities and enhance global 
competitiveness. Encouragingly, 
business sector R&D investment in 
AI has surged—from $276.3 million 
in 2021–22 to $668.3 million in 
2023–24, according to the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS).
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Appendices

A1: Profile of the Group 
of Eight universities 

The Go8 represents Australia’s leading 
research- intensive universities, 
collectively responsible for over 20 per 
cent of the nation’s total R&D investment 
in 2022 – equating to $8.5 billion 
annually. Their research excellence 
is globally recognised, with all Go8 
members consistently ranked among 
the top 100 universities worldwide. 

Applied research is the dominant form 
of R&D investment across the higher 
education sector, totalling $7.82 
billion in 2022. The Go8 universities 
contributed $4.51 billion, accounting 
for 58 per cent of this investment. 

Field-Specific Contributions

The Go8 plays a pivotal role in key 
research fields:

	y Biomedical and Clinical Sciences: 
$3.22 billion invested, with the Go8 
contributing 75 per cent.

	y Engineering: $1.65 billion invested, 
with a 60 per cent Go8 share.

	y Health Sciences: $1.54 billion invested, 
with 54 per cent from the Go8.

Commercialisation  
and Global Standing

Go8 universities generate more 
research commercialisation revenue 
than the CSIRO and are comparable 
to leading U.S. institutions in this 
regard. Australia’s higher education 
sector, led by the Go8, performs more 
applied research and experimental 
development (as a percentage 
of GDP) than universities in other 
advanced economies.

Educating Australia’s 
Advanced Workforce

The Go8 is also central to building 
Australia’s future workforce:

	y Educates half of all PhD students 
nationally.

	y Graduates over 120,000 students 
annually, including in high-demand 
STEM fields such as engineering, 
health, mathematics, and 
computer science.
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