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Summary  

 

About Australia’s Medical Research Institutes (MRIs) 

 

The Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes (AAMRI) is the peak body for Australia’s 

independent medical research institutes (MRIs). Our 41 member organisations are primarily charities 

that are independent of, but closely affiliated to, hospitals and universities. Together, Australia’s MRIs 

have a collective research income of over $700 million, attract around 30 per cent of Australian 

Government funding for medical research, and account for half of the published outputs from this 

funding. MRIs account for over 10,000 staff and students, varying in size from as few as 10 staff and 

students to over 1,000 staff and students.  

 

Together, MRIs, universities and hospitals provide an important service to the community through their 

research on a broad spectrum of human health conditions. Being based on hospital campuses, MRIs 

in particular provide a direct interface between laboratory-based research and improved clinical 

practice. Australia’s long-term health and prosperity relies on medical research to provide advances in 

disease prevention, diagnosis and treatments. Health and medical research also safeguards the 

community from future health risks, helps improve the quality and efficiency of health service delivery, 

and underpins Australia’s medicines industry, which has an annual turnover of $22.5 billion. 

 

 

Concerns with proposed reforms 

 

AAMRI opposes the proposed $2,000 cap on work-related education expense deductions. 

 

The definition of ‘work-related education expenses’ in the consultation paper includes a range of work-

related expenses that are not associated with education. The definition certainly does not align with 

the definition of ‘expenses of self-education’ in the Income Tax Assessment Act (ITAA) 1936, nor with 

Australian Tax Office (ATO) guidelines, where expenses related to technical journals, professional 

seminars, courses, conferences and workshops are recognised as ‘other work-related expenses’, not 

‘work-related self-education expenses’. 

 

In some professions it is crucial or mandatory to partake in professional development or work-related 

activities such as professional seminars and conferences to ensure best practice and maintain 

international competitiveness. This is particularly so in sectors such as research, health care and 

innovative industries, where workplace practices and knowledge are continually evolving. 

 

While there might be an expectation that employers funds necessary work-related education 

expenses, this is not always possible, certainly not at MRIs for example, where the use of 

organisational funds is restricted by grant agency regulations and the lack of sufficient funding for the 

costs of research (see Question 3).  

 

Therefore, while the proposed cap may prevent people from enjoying private benefits at the taxpayers’ 

expense (at a level greater than $2,000 per annum), it unfairly penalises those professionals where 

expenses for legitimate work-related activities necessary or beneficial to their work are substantially 

greater than $2,000. Further, should professionals consequently decrease these work-related 

activities to avoid the financial implications of the $2,000 cap, this could adversely affect the 

organisations and industries for which these professionals work. 
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In particular, AAMRI opposes the inclusion of conference attendance as a ‘work-related 

education expense’, rather than a ‘work-related expense’, and recommends that conference 

attendance be excluded from the $2,000 cap, if not broadly, then at least for research 

professionals. 

 

The reasoning for this is: 

 Attendance at conferences – where research findings are disseminated, latest developments 

shared, and collaborations formed – is integral to the research endeavour, ensuring 

researchers remain current in their field, stay abreast of developments affecting their 

research, maintain their track record, and remain competitive for grant funding. 

 Financial and regulatory restrictions imposed by funding bodies (including Australian 

Government agencies) limit the ability of MRIs to contribute to the costs of conference 

attendance for researchers. Consequently, it is not uncommon for researchers and health 

professionals to contribute towards the cost of attending one or more conferences in a year. 

 Because of the international nature of many research conferences, this means that 

researchers can incur more than $2,000 in conference-related expenses in a year. 

 The salaries of researchers are modest, meaning that this poses a significant financial 

imposition on them. 

 

Adverse consequences of the proposed cap on MRIs and their employees are likely to include:   

 An increase in work-related expenses incurred by researchers; 

 An adverse impact on the ability of MRIs to retain highly skilled researchers, who will be 

attracted to other sectors or overseas; 

 Reduced impact and competitiveness of Australian medical research, and potentially the 

medicines industry it underpins; and 

 A potential reduction in the effectiveness and efficiency of Australia’s health system. 

 

Responses to consultation questions 

 

1. In your industry or field, are there studies or courses that are compulsory and must be 

completed in order to meet licence requirements? 

a) What is the average amount of the expense? 

b) What is the highest amount of the expense? 

c) What is the nature of these courses? 

 

The majority of personnel at MRIs are medical researchers, a large proportion of whom have 

completed over 7 years’ of education and training, including a Bachelor Degree and a PhD. In 

addition to researchers with a science (or social science) background, researchers at MRIs 

include doctors, nurses and other health professionals who undertake research on a part-time 

or full-time basis. Several MRIs also provide health care and community education services, 

employing a range of health professionals in these roles. 

 

MRIs also employ a range of support and professional services staff, including in the areas of 

accounting/finance, human resources, information technology, marketing and communications, 

commercialisation and business development, management, administration, facilities 

management, and other support services.  
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This submission principally addresses the implications of the proposed reforms on 

medical researchers (including clinical and health professionals who undertake 

research), acknowledging that other professions represented at MRIs are likely to be covered 

by the submissions of professional peak bodies.   

 

While medical researchers do not need to complete compulsory courses or studies, 

health professionals employed by MRIs must undertake compulsory professional 

development mandated by national registration bodies to maintain their qualifications. 

Clinicians, for example, attend conferences as part of their continuing professional 

development, which often means travelling to major international conferences in the northern 

hemisphere where the latest developments are presented by leaders in the field. 

 

 

2. Is training undertaken in your industry predominantly held in Australia or overseas? Can 

you provide examples?   

 

The primary ‘work-related education expenses’ (as defined in the consultation paper) of 

researchers and health professionals at MRIs are expenses associated with conference 

attendance. Because of the international nature of research, conferences are often held 

overseas. It is common for researchers, particularly mid-career and established researchers, to 

attend more than one international conference in a year, as they disseminate research findings, 

build their research profile, stay current with the latest research developments in their field, and 

form important networks with potential international collaborators. 

  

However, AAMRI contests the inclusion of conference attendance by researchers under 

the ‘work-related education expenses’ cap. Attendance at conferences – where research 

findings are disseminated, latest developments shared, and collaborations formed – is integral 

to the research endeavour. It ensures researchers remain current in their field, stay abreast of 

developments affecting current research, and generate ideas for future research projects. 

Conference attendance is also integral to a researcher’s ability to publish, sustain a competitive 

track record, and compete for grant and philanthropic funding, which benefits both the individual 

researcher and the MRI for which he/she works. Conference attendance is also often mandated 

or expected for promotion. 

 

In addition to conferences, researchers, health professionals and other MRI employees may 

attend courses or workshops or visit other laboratories, for example, to learn about new 

laboratory techniques or how to use specific pieces of highly-technical equipment, or to 

undertake advanced statistics courses, research commercialisation courses or leadership 

courses. While many of these workshops are held within Australia, it is not unusual for major 

international research courses and workshops to be held overseas. 

 

 

3. In employment relationships, are employees largely obliged to incur work-related 

education expenses themselves or are they employer provided? Do you anticipate this 

changing in response to this measure?   

 

It is common that researchers and health professionals contribute towards the cost of 

conference attendance and work-related education expenses. Because conferences are 

often international, and researchers may attend more than one conference in a year, it is not 

uncommon for a researcher’s work-related expenses to exceed $2,000 in any one year. 

Several established researchers from MRIs indicated that they contributed up to $10,000 in any 

given year towards conference attendance. They did this because conference attendance was 

seen to be fundamental to the success of their research. Another clinical researcher indicated 

that it was common for clinicians to self-fund conference attendance, professional registration 
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and ongoing professional development, in many cases costing between $15,000 and $20,000 

annually. Other work-related education expenses, such as external courses, are also 

sometimes covered by employees.  

 

MRIs often cannot cover the full cost of employee conference travel or other work-related 

education expenses for both regulatory and financial reasons.  

 

MRIs receive the vast majority of their funding in the form of grants and fellowships for individual 

researchers and research teams. These are primarily from the National Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC) – the Federal Government agency responsible for funding medical 

research – but also from other foundations and government agencies. Grants and fellowships 

often stipulate how funds can be spent. Consequently, a major portion of an MRI’s income is 

specifically tagged for particular types of expenditure, and, unlike many for-profit businesses, 

management does not have the same level of ‘discretionary’ funds available to contribute 

towards employee conference attendance or work-related education expenses. Therefore, 

employees are often compelled to use their own funds, even though MRIs value (and expect) 

conference attendance by employees because of its value not only to the individual researcher, 

but to the organisation. 

 

For example, while recognising international conference attendance is a core activity of the 

research endeavour, the NHMRC places restrictions on the use of grant funds for travel to 

international conferences – normally one international trip per year per grant. Also, contrary to 

clause 41 of the consultation paper, conference attendance is not actually permitted to be 

included in the budget of NHMRC grant applications. Consequently, funding for conference 

travel has to be ‘found’ from within other budgeted items. Adding to the limitations on the use of 

grant funds for conference attendance is that, due to NHMRC financial constraints, the majority 

of NHMRC research grant applications do not have their requested budgets funded in full. Also, 

the salary component of NHMRC grants only partially reimburses research organisations for the 

salary costs of researchers. Therefore, even though one international trip per year is allowed 

per NHMRC grant, there is rarely sufficient funding for this. 

 

MRIs also receive funding from the NHMRC and state/territory governments for the indirect 

costs of research, that is, the costs associated with running a research organisation that are not 

directly attributable to an individual research project and are therefore not permitted to be met 

by research grant funds (e.g. administration costs, overheads, laboratory equipment, IT costs, 

costs of ethics committees and animal facilities, etc.). However, on average, MRIs receive 

funding for only half the total cost incurred for the indirect costs of research. Thus MRIs have 

extremely limited discretionary funding for the professional development or conference 

attendance of staff. 

 

Given the financial pressure and funding restrictions that MRIs must deal with, it is 

unlikely that there will be any change in their ability to meet the costs of employees’ 

conference attendance or work-related education expenses in response to the proposed 

reforms. 

 

 

4. Are you aware of examples where education expense deductions can be claimed under 

the current arrangements, even where significant private benefits are enjoyed? 

 

Because conferences can involve international travel, there is sometimes the opportunity 

for employees to have a short holiday either side of the conference. However, the ATO 

requires the travel expenditure to be pro-rated based on the time spent at the conference 

versus time spent out of the work place on holiday, by either the employee contributing towards 

the cost of travel or the employer paying Fringe Benefits Tax (FBT). Also, conference 
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registration and accommodation costs are often substantial and the overall cost to an employee 

of conference attendance would normally significantly outweigh any private benefits. 

 

 

5. Are there any lessons for Australia in the experiences of other countries with restrictions 

on education expenses deductions? 

 

AAMRI would specifically highlight the example at clause 26 of the consultation paper, where it 

indicates that in the UK:  

“…a deduction is available where there is an expense for external education when it is 

an integral part of the duties of the employment. Typically this will be where the 

taxpayer’s employment involves research…” 

 

The UK clearly recognises that because the pursuit of knowledge is integral to the 

research endeavour, conference attendance to share knowledge and disseminate 

research findings is a ‘work-related expense’, not a ‘work-related education expense’. 

AAMRI recommends that the same distinction be made in Australia, and conference 

travel for researchers be excluded from the $2,000 cap. 

 

 

6. Should the $250 no-claim threshold under section 82A of the ITAA 1936 be removed 

when the $2,000 cap is introduced? 

 

Yes. 

 

 

7. How should this be prioritised? 

 

No comment. 

 

 

8. What types of assets that relate to an education activity are placed into a low-value pool 

or similar small business pool?   

 

No comment. 

 

 

9. What are the advantages/disadvantages of the ‘reasonable estimation’ method proposed 

above? 

 

No comment. 

 

 

10. Is the use of low-value pools under these circumstances appropriate? 

 

No comment. 

 

 

11. Are there any unintended consequences from the proposed reforms? 

 

Yes. If a $2,000 cap for work-related education expenses were implemented, and 

particularly if this were to include conference attendance, this is likely to have a negative 

impact on individual researchers and health professionals, as well as MRIs and the 

medical research sector. 
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As noted above, conference attendance is absolutely core to the work of a researcher; it is not 

uncommon for researchers and health professionals to contribute in excess of $2,000 in any 

given year towards conference travel and work-related education expenses; and research grant 

rules and financial pressures prevent MRIs from contributing any further to these costs incurred 

by employees. 

 

It should also be highlighted that such expenses are by no means trivial for a medical 

researcher. The salaries of researchers are generally very modest, particularly when one 

considers the educational requirements of the profession and salaries paid to workers with 

equivalent qualifications in the for-profit sector. A scan of several publically-available university 

salary scales showed that the starting gross annual salary of a graduate researcher is around 

$55,000–$61,000. A researcher holding a PhD qualification (who would be expected to attend 

national and international conferences in the course of their work) has an entry level annual 

salary of $72,000–$78,000. An experienced post-doctoral researcher has a salary in the range 

of $80,000–$103,000 per annum, while a senior post-doctoral researcher with more than 10 

years’ experience has a gross annual salary from $100,000 up to $155,000–$165,000 for a 

Professor. While salary scales for MRIs are not readily publically available, MRIs generally 

provide remuneration packages commensurate with universities once MRI salary packaging 

arrangements are taken into consideration. 

 

The proposed reforms would mean that medical researchers and health professionals 

would unfairly incur additional expenses to attend conferences and undertake 

professional development even though these activities are intrinsic to their work and 

fundamental to the success of their research.  

 

At an organisational and industry level, the viability of Australia’s MRIs and medical research 

sector relies on the success of the researchers they employ. The proposed reforms have the 

potential to reduce the representation of Australian medical research at the international level, 

and to hinder international research collaborations. This directly affects the innovativeness, 

competitiveness and impact of Australian medical research, and potentially diminishes 

our national capacity to deal with emerging diseases and reduce the burden of disease 

on our health system.  

 

The ability of the medical research sector to retain highly skilled researchers might also 

be adversely affected, with researchers moving to other sectors or countries with better 

conditions. Funding pressures, modest remuneration packages, and the continuing insecurity of 

medical researcher positions, with most researchers on fixed-term contacts, means the medical 

research sector already struggles to attract and retain researchers. The loss of researchers 

from the sector would be a significant cost to the Government and community on their 

substantial investment in these highly trained members of the workforce. 

 

 

12. What practical aspects of the proposed reforms need further consideration? 

 

AAMRI believes there are flaws in the reasoning for the reforms. 

 

The consultation paper uses the median claim for formal education expenses of $905 as 

evidence that a $2,000 cap will not affect the majority of Australians. However, this disregards 

the much wider (and somewhat arbitrary) definition of ‘education expense’ used in the 

consultation paper. Indeed, the definition of ‘education expense’ in the consultation paper 

appears to be an arbitrary ‘catch all’ that includes a range of non-education-related activities. 

The definition certainly does not align with that in the ITAA 1936, where: 
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“expenses of self-education means expenses necessarily incurred by the taxpayer 

for or in connection with a prescribed course of education” 

and where  

“prescribed course of education means a course of education provided by a school, 

college, university or other place of education, and undertaken by the taxpayer for the 

purpose of gaining qualifications for use in the carrying on of a profession, business or 

trade or in the course of any employment.” 

 

It also doesn’t align with current ATO guidelines, where expenses related to technical journals, 

professional seminars, courses, conferences and workshops are recognised as ‘other work-

related expenses’, not ‘work-related education expenses’.  

 

The consultation paper also reasons that: “a cap on the amount of education expenses that 

may be claimed as a deduction retains an incentive to invest in work- or business-related 

education, while ensuring the deduction is fair and does not provide an opportunity for people 

to enjoy significant private benefits at taxpayers’ expense.” However, while the cap may 

prevent people from enjoying private benefits at the taxpayers’ expense (at a level greater 

than $2,000 per annum), it penalises those professionals where legitimate work-related 

education expenses necessary or mandatory for their work are substantially greater than 

$2,000.  

 

 

AAMRI also has concerns with several practical aspects of the proposed reforms. 

 

Firstly, we note that there is no indication that, if implemented, the $2,000 cap will be indexed 

to the rate of inflation. AAMRI recommends that the $2,000 cap be indexed with the 

inflation rate. 

 

Regarding changes to FBT rules whereby FBT becomes payable by the employer if education 

expenses of an employee are salary packaged (clauses 69-72), the consultation paper states 

that employers will be liable for FBT but able to claim a tax deduction to offset the FBT. 

However, due to their charitable status, most MRIs are FBT and income tax exempt, meaning 

the tax deductibility would be meaningless. Also, it is not clear if organisations that are FBT 

exempt would be liable to pay FBT on salary-packaged education expenses, and/or whether 

current allowable FBT exemption limits would still apply. The FBT and salary packaging 

changes could potentially impose a disproportionate burden on MRIs and other tax exempt 

charities. 

 

Another complication arises from the fact that some researchers receive a bursary or 

prize/grant, which may be used towards attending an international conference, that is paid 

directly to the individual researcher, and does not go through the accounts of the employing 

organisation. Changes to the tax treatment of individuals and employers for work-related 

education expenses would mean that the researcher may be worse off in such cases.   

 

 

13. Are there any interactions with other areas of the tax law that need to be addressed? 

 

See Question 12. 
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14. Do you consider that further amendments will be required to the tax law outside of those 

already mentioned in the discussion paper? 

 

No comment. 

 

 

15. Are there alternative approaches that you would like to see considered? How would they 

work in practice and are there any precedents in Australia or other jurisdictions? 

 

AAMRI recommends that, in line with current ITAA 1936 definitions and ATO guidelines, 

that conference expenses (including registration costs, travel, accommodation, etc.) be 

classed as ‘work related expenses’, not ‘work-related education expenses’, and thus be 

fully tax deductible by employees. 

 

Should this not be accepted, then AAMRI recommends that at the very least, conference 

expenses (including registration costs, travel, accommodation, etc.) for employees 

undertaking research be classed as ‘work related expenses’, not ‘work-related education 

expenses’, and thus be fully tax deductible by employees. 

 

If there are legitimate concerns that tax deductions for work-related education expenses (or 

work-related expenses) are currently being abused for personal benefit, then we suggest 

changes that specifically restrict personal benefits of work-related expenses rather than a 

broad-brush cap approach. 

 

 


