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ABOUT AAMRI 

AAMRI is the peak body representing medical research institutes (MRIs) across Australia. The 

majority of our members are ‘independent’ MRIs, that is, mission-driven charities legally independent 

of a university or hospital, and co-located with a hospital or healthcare provider. Collectively, 

independent MRIs represent over 8,500 staff and 1,500 Research Higher Degree (RHD) students. 

They have a total annual turnover of more than $1 billion and account for around a third of National 

Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) funding.  

The remainder of our members are university- and hospital-based institutes with a central focus on 

health and medical research. 

Australia’s MRIs work on an extensive range of human health issues, from preventative health and 

chronic disease, to mental health, Indigenous health and improved health services. Their research 

ranges from fundamental biomedical discovery through to clinical research and the translation of 

research findings from bench to bedside. Together, they aim to drive innovation in healthcare to 

improve the lives and livelihoods of people in Australia and world-wide.  
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INTRODUCTION 

AAMRI commends the Government on tackling the complex but critical issue of research policy and 

funding arrangements affecting the outcomes and impact of Australian research. We also commend 

the Chair and working group on a comprehensive and informative issues paper. 

This review could not have come at a more crucial time for the research sector, and the 

university sector in particular, with the imminent implementation of the Medical Research 

Future Fund (MRFF). The MRFF is forecast to add $1 billion per annum in Government funding for 

health and medical research by 2020, a significant proportion of which is likely to support university 

research. This will bring with it very substantial challenges, particularly for universities and the 

Department of Education and Training, in meeting indirect costs associated with this additional 

research.   

AAMRI is optimistic that this review is an opportunity to finally make headway on the deep-seated 

issues with the Government’s research funding system. By achieving a good balance of incentives, 

metrics and block funding arrangements that equitably and sufficiently support all research institutions, 

this review is an opportunity to ensure the future sustainability and excellence of Australia’s research 

sector, and improve the translation of research to social, environmental and economic outcomes.  

We would like to highlight upfront several high-level principles that are pivotal if this review is to deliver 

on the Government’s aim to streamline funding arrangements and boost commercial returns from its 

investment in research. 

Reform of Research Block Grants (RBGs) must consider research organisations beyond the 

Higher Education sector and other Commonwealth schemes for the indirect costs of research, 

if it is not to exacerbate complexities and issues with current funding arrangements. 

Hospitals, specialist independent medical research institutes (MRIs), other not-for-profit (NFP) 

organisations and industry all conduct research supported by Australian Competitive Grants (ACGs). 

The fundamental anomaly of the RBGs is that it is only when ACG-funded research in these 

organisations is auspiced or ‘controlled’ by a Higher Education Provider that RBG support is provided 

for this research. Otherwise hospitals, NFP organisations and industry receive no indirect cost support 

for Commonwealth research grants they secure, and MRIs receive just 20 cents per dollar of National 

Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) grants via the NHMRC’s Independent Research 

Institute Infrastructure Support Scheme (IRIISS) (see Appendix). This becomes increasingly 

complicated when researchers from different organisation types collaborate on Government-supported 

research projects.  

This situation brings into a play a number of perverse incentives that are inefficient and cumbersome, 

and ultimately are threatening the sustainability of the RBGs and the research system. Some MRIs, 

hospitals and industry partners develop administrative links with higher education institutions simply to 

gain accessibility for RBG funding, which then passes through the university. Only a negotiated 

proportion of this is then passed onto the organisation where the research actually takes place. From 

the point of view of the higher education portfolio, funding intended for the higher education sector is 

thereby spent outside it. More importantly from the point of view of efficiency in supporting research, 

organisations that are central to our national research effort are inadequately funded for their research 

and Research Higher Degree (RHD) training activities.  

It is also essential that reforms to improve research impact look beyond ‘industry’ partners and 

commercial translation, to engagement with ‘end users’ and the many research translation 

pathways to economic, social and environmental outcomes. 
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Incentives for research that results in commercial translation must not come at the expense of equally 

important Australian research that impacts society and the economy through non-commercial means. 

For example, health and medical research that is not commercially relevant can have economic 

impacts through improvements in health services that reduce health care costs, changes to health 

guidelines that reduce disease burden, and improvements in government/industry policies and 

regulations that improve productivity. Many end-users are relevant to the successful translation of 

research, including government agencies, NFPs, hospitals and other health service providers, and 

industry. Any initiatives to improve research translation and commercialisation should consider that 

over a third of NHMRC-funded research is undertaken in MRIs and hospitals. 

Finally, Australia’s poor track record in research-industry links will not be overcome by looking 

at the higher education sector in isolation. Of equal importance are barriers, drivers and cultural 

issues of Australian industries/end-users, as well as other organisations in the research system, such 

as MRIs, hospitals and government agencies.  

It is absolutely crucial that the Government uses this review to get the funding framework for indirect 

costs associated with all research it funds right before the MRFF rolls out in a significant way. The 

Government otherwise risks crippling the very sector it intends to revitalise. 

We look forward to discussing these issues in more depth with the working group as the review 

consultation process progresses. 

 

  



  
 

 
5 

CONSULTATION QUESTIONS 

1. OVERVIEW 

1.1 What are the main factors impeding the commercialisation of the research output of Australia’s 

universities? 

The key enduring barrier to the commercial translation of university and other publicly-

funded research is limited access to finance to get potentially valuable research 

discoveries or intellectual property (IP) to a point where there is commercial interest in 

investing in them. Funding bottlenecks occur at both the proof-of-concept and venture capital 

stages, and there is a role for Government investment at each of these stages to address market 

failures in commercial investment.  

The Australian academic system also discourages people from transferring between 

academia and industry or for time spent on research translation/commercialisation. 

Industry experience and commercialisation outcomes are inadequately recognised in the 

professional recognition processes within academic institutions and in the awarding of 

Commonwealth Government grants and fellowships. Time spent by researchers in industry or 

undertaking activities that do not result in publication outputs can be fatal to a researcher’s 

career. 

The lack of consistent, long-term government programs and funding levels to support 

commercialisation and research-industry links has also significantly hampered research 

commercialisation and industry involvement in Government programs.  

The inability to use NHMRC and Australian Research Council (ARC) grant funds to protect 

IP means that there are literally no Government schemes to protect potentially valuable IP 

arising from Government-funded research. This together with the paucity of funding for the 

indirect costs of research means that most research organisations are unable to adequately test 

the commercial viability of their work and protect potentially valuable IP.  

Australia’s research workforce lacks business acumen and technology transfer skills, and 

most universities, MRIs and hospitals lack access to skilled experts in IP and technology 

transfer, it being fragmented across organisations and under-resourced.  

There is also the problem of researchers needing to publish and present work for career 

progression at too early a stage in the patenting process. The timing of provisional and PCT 

phases of the patenting cycle mean that without prompt and diligent project management, 

investigators and their research institutions will be entering national phase prosecutions well 

before any meaningful product development has occurred, resulting in commercial support for 

these patenting costs being difficult to obtain, and patents being abandoned. 

1.2 What are the barriers to improving research-industry collaboration? 

The low level of engagement between Australian businesses and research organisations 

is not simply the result of insufficient Government funding or incentives to directly 

encourage this. It reflects a much more complex system of issues, including the small size and 

geographical dispersion of Australian industry, the predominance of low-tech and risk-averse 

industries, a lack of experts in commercialisation and product development, remoteness from key 

foreign markets, and the range of issues highlighted in Qu 1.1 that impede entrepreneurship and 

commercialisation in research institutions.  
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1.3 What are the best strategies to address these problems? What confidence should we have that 

they will make a difference? 

The best strategies to improve research-industry engagement are not necessarily those 

that directly bring research organisations and industry together. For example, recent 

initiatives in the Commonwealth Government’s Industry Innovation and Competitiveness Agenda, 

such as the proposed regulatory changes for Employee Share Schemes and for Therapeutic 

Goods Administration approval of medical devices, while not directly impacting research 

organisation-industry collaborations, have the potential to support innovative industries that are 

then more likely to invest in research, employ researchers, and collaborate with research 

organisations. 

AAMRI sees the Commonwealth Government having a clear role in facilitating the 

commercial translation of university and other publicly-funded research and improving 

research-industry interactions, including: 

 using funding and policy levers to reward, support and upskill publicly-funded 

research organisations to drive research commercialisation, including embedding 

commercialisation key performance indicators (KPIs) in the peer review process for all 

grants and fellowships; 

 providing targeted financial support to de-risk areas of market failure in the 

commercialisation pipeline, closing the gap between research discovery and investor 

interest in commercially-relevant IP; 

 delivering facilities and programs that facilitate engagement between industry and 

research organisations; and 

 providing a regulatory framework where industry flourishes, unnecessary red tape 

relating to innovation is removed, and commercial investment in research is encouraged. 

It is important that the Commonwealth Government avoids the chopping and changing of 

funding programs and funding levels for research commercialisation that has marred the 

past decade, and hampered industry involvement in Government programs. 

Universities and publicly-funded research organisations have a role in facilitating the 

commercial (and non-commercial) translation of their research by: 

 Facilitating, recognising and rewarding industry experience and technology 

transfer/business development skills, including providing a business development 

component in RHD programs; 

 Nurturing a culture of entrepreneurship by including measures of 

commercialisation success as KPIs of organisational and individual success; and 

 Providing access to experts in IP identification, protection and execution and 

business development. 
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1.4 Is the dual funding system for competitive grants the most effective way of providing support for 

the indirect costs of these grants? Why is it? Would any other approach be more effective? 

Research should be funded wherever it is best performed, and wherever that is (university, 

hospital, MRI, other NFP organisation, etc.) the grant should come with full (or at least an 

equivalent rate of) indirect cost support.  

The current dual system of funding research was nominally developed to give institutions holding 

research grants and training RHD students flexibility to expend indirect cost funding in the most 

effective and efficient way to support research and research training activities at their particular 

institution.  

However, the reality of the current dual system of funding (including RBGs and the 

NHMRC IRIISS scheme for MRIs) is that: 

 Depending on the organisation type awarded ACG funding, the level and source of 

indirect cost funding available to them differs, as do the activities and outcomes these 

funding schemes reward (see Appendix). Therefore, not only is the indirect cost 

funding system inconsistent in achieving the outcomes it wants, its entrenched 

inequality encourages subversion of the system, and breeds mistrust in a sector 

that relies on collaboration and good relationships to succeed. 

 Non-university organisations affiliated with universities, while eligible to receive RBG 

funding through the auspices of a university, generally only receive a negotiated portion 

of the RBG funding from the university. This means that RBG funds are not going in 

full to those organisations undertaking the activities they are meant to support 

(and whose grants, RHD students and research outputs the RBG allocations are in 

part based on).  

 RBG scheme funding intended for one purpose (e.g. research training) is often 

expended on other activities (e.g. indirect research costs). This does not give the 

Commonwealth Government assured value for money.  

 The system’s inconsistency is a barrier to both commercialisation and industry 

collaboration, the simplest example being that industry is not eligible for RBG funding for 

Commonwealth Grants it is involved in (see further below).  

The big issue that Government faces is that if it is to fund the indirect costs of ACGs 

equitably wherever the research is done, because some of the relevant research 

institutions are not Higher Education Providers, indirect cost funding must come from 

portfolios outside Education and Training.  

AAMRI’s preferred approach to indirect cost funding, which would overcome this portfolio 

responsibility issue, is based on the Canadian Research Support Fund, where funding for 

indirect costs across Government agencies is pooled and allocated by a central 

government agency across all research disciplines, schemes and organisation types to 

ensure a consistent and streamlined approach. In the Canadian model, the level of indirect 

cost funding is based on the type of research in the relevant Government research grants. This 

model would reduce the administrative burden, prevent subversion of the funding system, support 

flexibility, encourage collaboration, and ensures taxpayers’ money is allocated and controlled as 

intended by the organisation carrying out the research.  

  

http://www.rsf-fsr.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/index-eng.aspx
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This model could be complemented by a modified ‘block grant’ scheme for all research 

organisations, administered by the central agency, which would provide additional funding to 

encourage relevant policy goals, such as diversification of income sources, research excellence 

and research translation. A scheme would also be required to provide support for RHD training. 

Funding for indirect costs currently provided by some state governments to MRIs and/or 

universities could instead be used to promote state-based strategies (e.g. Synchrotron in Victoria, 

square kilometer array in WA). 

An alternative approach is for funding for the indirect costs of research to be provided 

with grant funds by the government agency administering the grants (e.g. NHMRC and 

ARC) to the organisation carrying out the research. Again, grants would then reflect the true 

cost of the contract into which the Government and the research organisation have entered, 

irrespective of research organisation type. This would remove many of the problems with the 

current system, but would require movement of funding for indirect costs between Government 

Departments. 

2. RESEARCH BLOCK GRANTS (RBG) 

If the Government is to deliver on its policies to improve research excellence and 

commercialisation and deliver more effective HDR training through the RBG scheme, it must 

ensure: 

 consistency in funding policies across the research sector (including non-academic 

organisations in receipt of ACGs, such as MRIs, hospitals and industry partners); 

 funding rules that ensure scheme funds are used for their intended purpose and provided 

to those organisations carrying out the activities; 

 funding formulae that align with RBG scheme objectives, and provide funding in a stable 

and transparent fashion; and 

 an appropriate balance of funding for various RBG schemes that reflects the balance of 

expenditure incurred by organisations (e.g. currently 55% of RBG funding is intended to 

support RHD training versus 25% to cover the indirect costs of ACGs). 

2.1. Does block grant funding still have a role to play in funding research? 

Block grant funding to meet the indirect costs of ACGs is absolutely critical to the sustainability 

and success of the research sector, including universities, MRIs, hospitals and other NFPs in 

receipt of ACGs. Chart 8 of the issues paper highlights the significant funding gap for indirect 

research costs, which AAMRI data show are incurred at a rate of ~60 cents per grant dollar. 

Block grant funding can also reward and encourage research institutions to achieve Government 

research policy objectives, such as securing funding from non-government sources, attaining 

research excellence, and achieving greater end-user engagement or knowledge transfer with 

industry.  

Research block grants should also continue to provide support for research training, but this 

funding should be provided to the organisation incurring the expenses of training students 

(including those organisations outside the higher education system, such as MRIs, hospitals and 

industry). The scheme should also use funding formulae that reflect its purpose in research 

training, and funding should be used for this purpose, not to cross-subsidise other research 

activities, leading to a range of perverse policy drivers at the research organisation level and 

undermining the role of this scheme.  
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2.2. Is block grant funding distributed by performance-based formula still the most appropriate way to 

allocate funding? If not, what alternatives might be suitable? 

As outlined above, block grant funding can play a role in rewarding and encouraging research 

excellence and outcomes. This is particularly important for encouraging non-academic outputs 

and outcomes. Ultimately, universities are driven by improving their international rankings; given 

these rarely include appropriate commercialisation/translation and non-academic metrics, there is 

a disincentive for universities to put effort towards these activities. However, research block 

funding is not the only policy/funding lever available to the Government to encourage these 

activities and outcomes. Complicating matters is that different research institutions and research 

areas funded by the Commonwealth Government have different priorities and types of outputs 

and outcomes, and these can make the application of output/outcome measures for block funding 

both difficult and inequitable.  

It could be argued that the ability to secure grant and other research funding is an indirect 

measure of research excellence and translation to impact, and that measuring and rewarding 

these directly is not necessary. However, while NHMRC and ARC peer review processes that 

appropriately reward excellence and translation might support this for the majority of category 1 

income, for other research funding streams, a range of confounding factors contribute to the level 

of income secured, and this does not necessarily directly reflect research excellence or research 

translation.  

2.3. Are the current allocation formulae still fit for purpose? If not, how might they be changed to 

improve alignment with policy objectives? 

No, AAMRI strongly recommends an overhaul of the allocation formulae along with a 

rationalisation of RBG schemes. Chart 6 of the issues paper demonstrates the desperate need to 

simplify and realign the purpose of RBG funding. Funding formula are needlessly opaque and 

complicated, do not reflect the purpose of the various schemes, and are unnecessarily used 

across multiple schemes with overlapping purposes. For example the JRE scheme’s funding 

formula has little to do with industry engagement, instead rewarding amongst other things 

category 2 funding, student load and publishing metrics, while commercialisation and industry 

engagement activities fail to be rewarded.  

Add to this the exclusion from RBG formulae calculations of that part of a collaborative grant 

involving a non-university organisation, and the NHMRC IRIISS scheme, and the true complexity 

of the indirect cost funding system becomes increasingly evident. The RBG schemes should also 

not be sector (university) restricted if they are to align research, industry engagement and 

commercialisation. See Qu 2.6 for further details. 

2.4. Would there be an advantage in reducing the number of programmes from the existing six? If so, 

how might this be achieved? 

Yes, we strongly recommend that there be a consolidation of programs. As outlined earlier, a 

much more streamlined system could be: 

 Program 1: Indirect cost funding for of all research organisations in receipt of ACG 

funding provided by a separate government agency, or alternatively flowing with direct 

cost funding;  

 Program 2: RBG to support universities and other research organisations in receipt of 

ACGs for a range of activities and outcomes that the Government wishes to drive, 

including industry engagement and commercialisation; and 

 Program 3: Funding for the training of RHD students.   
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2.5. Do the current metrics provide appropriate and clear incentives for researchers and institutions 

for engagement with industry and commercialising research? If not, what other metrics would be 

suitable and how might the metrics be collected? Are there any metrics whose collection or use 

should be discontinued? 

While current metrics reward institutions for funding obtained from industry, this does not 

necessarily represent the level or quality of engagement with industry partners or the level of 

research commercialisation.  

We urge caution here, as all forms of research translation to economic, social or environmental 

impact are important, not just traditional commercialisation pathways. For example, health and 

medical research can reduce healthcare costs, enhance health guidelines or improve health 

outcomes of the population, but not involve commercialisation. Similar examples exist for other 

areas of research. However, more general or simplistic metrics that are easily applied (e.g. 

industry collaborations) can also lead to perverse behavior drivers.  

For more detail, see Q 3.1 below. 

2.6. Are the funding rules still fit for purpose, especially in relation to delivering more effective and 

innovative HDR training? What changes could be made to improve funding rules? 

If RBG schemes are to achieve their objectives, funding rules and allocation methods must 

ensure that funds are used for their intended purpose and provided to those organisations 

carrying out the activities.  

Currently, funding from RBG schemes is often not used for the purpose it’s intended. For 

example, RTS funding to help meet the costs of RHD training is used to cross-subsidise other 

research activities not related to students due to the lack of funding provided by the SRE and 

RIBG schemes. While we encourage rules that minimise this, any changes to rules that prevent 

cross-subsidising other research must be accompanied by improved funding for indirect costs for 

ACGs through other RBG schemes. 

Funding is also not equitably distributed to those organisations represented in the data 

used in funding formulae. For example, while funding formulae for RTS funding includes RHD 

students hosted by external organisations affiliated with universities (e.g. industry, MRIs, 

hospitals, government agencies), generally only a small proportion of RTS funding intended to 

help meet RHD training costs makes it to these organisations that incur the costs. Not only does 

this undermine the funding scheme, it penalises external organisations for training RHD students. 

This removes opportunities for students to receive training in non-academic settings, something 

Australia should be encouraging for a more industry-relevant RHD training system that generates 

research-industry links. This is a particular issue for MRIs, which collectively host around 1,500 

RHD students each year.  

In a similar vein, only a negotiated portion of other RBG funding provided to universities for the 

grants they administer on behalf of affiliated organisations (e.g. some businesses, MRIs and 

hospitals) is provided by the university to the affiliated organisation.  

Current rules around HERDC specifications (and thus the level of RBG funding provided to 

universities) also mean that for collaborative grants with an external partner administered by the 

university, the university cannot report that part of the grant carried out by the partner (unless 

they have an administration link/affiliation agreement with the university). Therefore they do not 

receive RBG funding for this portion of the grant. While this might seem reasonable on the 

surface, there are no other schemes that provide indirect cost funding to these other partners 
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(except for MRIs), and in the case of MRIs, they are not allowed to claim for indirect cost funding 

through the NHMRC’s IRIISS scheme because the university administered the grant.  

For example, if researchers from a university and MRI are awarded a collaborative NHMRC 

grant, direct costs are provided in full and allowed to be freely passed between the collaborating 

partners. However, if the grant is administered by the university, the university receives RBG 

funding relating only to that part of the project they undertake (unless the MRI forms 

administrative links with the university), and no indirect cost funding is provided to the MRI. If the 

MRI administers the grant, it receives indirect cost funding (at a lower rate, but in full) through 

IRIISS, but is not allowed to transfer indirect cost funding to the university partner. The situation is 

worse for hospitals and industry, which are not eligible for any indirect cost funding for research 

awarded to them by the NHMRC or ARC. These funding rules encourage perverse behaviours 

and gaming, and deter collaborative research within the research sector and with industry/end-

user links. This is becoming increasingly problematic for NHMRC Program Grants, which award 

large programs of collaborative research between multiple partners.  

2.7. For any changes canvassed in response to the above questions, will there be a need for any 

transitional arrangements? If so, what sort of arrangements and for how long? 

Yes, a transition period will be necessary for research organisations to put processes in place to 

collect relevant data, and to be given the opportunity to change their practices and activities to 

prepare for a shift in funding policy. Universities and other research organisations should not be 

penalised for having activities in place that take advantage of the current incentives and policies 

emphasised by RBG schemes. They should be given time to adapt and change their 

organisation’s research objectives and activities in line with changes in Government policy.  

The period and type of transitional arrangements will depend on the degree of reforms.  

AAMRI strongly encourages using this opportunity prior to a major injection of funding for 

direct costs of medical research from the MRFF, to get the policy settings for indirect cost 

funding right. This will require a whole-of-government response, including negotiations between 

the Departments of Education and Training, Health, and Industry and Science. Failure to take a 

broader and forward-looking perspective at this rare opportunity to improve RBG funding to better 

align with government policies will be to the detriment of the whole research sector, as they 

struggle to meet the increase in indirect research costs association with MRFF funding.  

3. COMPETITIVE GRANTS PROGRAMS 

3.1. What changes would support increased recognition of industry experience alongside research 

excellence in competitive grant processes? 

While commercial outcomes are represented in the assessment criteria of some Commonwealth 

Government grants and fellowships, there are no agreed metrics, and peer review panels rarely 

have the necessary expertise to assess commercial/industry outcomes. Consequently, the 

awarding of grants and fellowships are almost exclusively based on traditional academic metrics, 

and time spent by researchers in industry or undertaking activities that do not result in traditional 

publication outputs can be fatal to a researcher’s career. 

AAMRI supports the modification of the peer review of competitive grants and fellowships 

to recognise industry-relevant outcomes. It is important that industry experience/outcomes are 

given equal value to non-industry research experience/outcomes (but without any negative 

consequence to applicants for not having industry experience).  
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This should be part of a broader framework that recognises research translation and 

impact (including non-commercial impact and adoption). Non-commercial translation and 

adoption of research findings is particularly common in the case of health and medical research 

(e.g. an improved clinical guideline or practice, not involving any new product, that reduces the 

time taken per patient or reduces hospital re-admissions). Some MRIs also have subsidiary 

companies that coordinate clinical trials or clinical genetics services and act as their ‘internal 

industry partner’. We strongly recommend against the use of simplistic commercialisation 

measures such as the number of patent applications and families. 

Should measurements of impact/outcomes be implemented, we suggest consideration of 

the Measurement of Research Impact and Achievement (MORIA) framework, which was 

developed by a working group of the NHMRC several years ago as an analytic instrument in the 

peer review process, but was never implemented. Intended for the health and medical research 

space – but adaptable to other research areas – the MORIA framework looks at outputs (or 

‘activity’), outcomes (or ‘recognition’) and ‘impact’ of research across three domains: knowledge, 

health gain and economic benefits. Importantly, the framework uses a scoring system that 

translates information into a standardised numerical score to allow the comparison and 

aggregation of findings across the three measurements and the three domains. 

3.2. What changes would address any barriers to industry participation as partners in research funded 

through competitive grant programmes? 

We caution here that it is not only industry that are important research partners, but also other 

end-users, such as government agencies, NGOs/charities, hospitals/health services providers, 

etc. These are all important in translating research (whether by commercial or non-commercial 

pathways) to impact. 

As outlined above, a significant barrier to industry participation in research funded through 

competitive grant programs is the fact that these organisations are not eligible for funding for the 

indirect costs associated with this research. Another deterrent is the chopping and changing over 

the past decade of government programs encouraging research-industry engagement, reducing 

their attractiveness to industry.   

Australia also has relatively little pharmaceutical industry R&D based here, so incentives and 

support to sell our IP overseas to overcome this issue is required.  

3.3. What role/value would entrepreneurs and business representatives add in the competitive grant 

process, either as staff or as representatives on advisory and assessment bodies? 

The inclusion of commercial expertise on all NHMRC and ARC grant review panels is pivotal to 

the successful recognition of commercial / translational outcomes in the peer review process. 

Entrepreneurs and business representatives would be valuable to the peer review process, 

particularly for schemes that involve industry partners or are aimed at commercial outcomes, 

such as the NHMRC Development Grant schemes. 

3.4. How could industry expertise play a more central role in the peer review process for competitive 

grant programmes to ensure research with the best potential for commercial outcomes is given 

greater priority in relevant programmes? 

The inclusion of industry outcomes in the assessment criteria of grants and fellowships alone will 

not have any effect if these cannot then be appropriately assessed by grant review panels that 

include commercialisation/translation experience. Such expertise should be present on grant 

review panels for all grant schemes. In the case of programs such the NHMRC Development 
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Grants, additional people on the review panels with industry/commercialisation experience is 

obviously beneficial. 

Care must be taken that it is not only commercial outcomes and industry experience but also non-

commercial translation and other experience in relevant non-academic settings that is assessed 

in a grant applicant’s track record.  

3.5. Could assessment criteria in relevant grant schemes include greater weightings for likely 

predictors of commercial benefit such as ‘record of commercial achievements’ and ‘commercial 

potential of research’? 

This would be appropriate for those schemes with the aim of commercial outputs, such as the 

NHMRC Development Grant Scheme. We believe that the current assessment criteria of the 

Development Grant Scheme is appropriate - scientific merit of the proposal (40%); record of 

commercial achievements (20%); and commercial potential (40%). 

3.6. Is there a need for a greater focus on competitive research programmes which specifically 

support early stage commercial research endeavours, such as proof of concept funding and 

require tangible progress toward a commercial outcome within a five-year timeframe? 

Yes. The nature of proof-of-concept research is that the failure rate is high, which is why 

Government investment is required to meet a market failure in commercial funding at this early 

point of the commercialisation pipeline.  

Funding for proof-of-concept funding in the health and medical research space needs to be 

substantially increased. The proportion of the NHMRC grant budget allocated to proof-of-concept 

funding (through the Development Grant scheme), is currently less than 1 per cent, and medical 

research is not eligible for ARC funding. There is also a paucity of funding for stage 1 clinical 

trials, whose successful completion is often necessary to attract investor interest. 

However, an increase in funding alone is not enough. We recommend that proof-of-concept 

grants also be made available in a more timely and rapid manner, rather than through the current 

annual process for NHMRC Development Grants. Funding is also needed for early-stage IP 

protection in order to get research discoveries to a point at which industry is interested in being 

involved. The NHMRC and ARC also forbid any grant funds from being used to protect IP, 

meaning that there are literally no Government schemes to protect potentially valuable IP arising 

from Government-funded research. The result is that most research organisations are unable to 

adequately test the commercial viability of their work and protect potentially valuable IP.  

4. PERFORMANCE OF THE RESEARCH SYSTEM 

4.1. Is there a better balance between competitive grants and Research Block Grants which would 

improve the commercial returns from research? 

AAMRI is of the view that funding for the indirect costs of research (for all organisations in receipt 

of ACGs) should be provided at 60 cents per dollar of ACGs, reflecting the true cost of 

undertaking research. The lack of full funding for research limits the ability of Australian research 

organisations to retain the best researchers in Australia, provide best-practice support services, 

provide career stability and high quality RHD training, translate research into new products and 

practices, and ultimately their ability to maximise the economic, social and environmental 

outcomes from the Government’s investment in research.  
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With respect to the commercial returns from research, in the absence of funding from the 

NHMRC and ARC to support IP protection and business development activities, research 

organisations rely on Government funding for indirect costs to undertake these activities and 

ensure discoveries make it out of the lab an into the commercial environment. 

4.2. Are there useful international models for increasing research-industry collaboration which could 

be implemented domestically? 

A successful model requires a 10-year commitment that involves input from all sectors and 

incentives from the Government. Caution should be exercised in transferring successful industry-

research programs from overseas to Australia. The small size and geographical dispersion of 

Australian industry, the predominance of low-tech and risk-averse industries, and the remoteness 

from key foreign markets mean implementing innovation schemes from other countries is unlikely 

to result in the same outcomes here. Adapting well-regarded existing Australian schemes is more 

likely to succeed.  

4.3. What more can universities and industry do to enhance collaboration between them? 

Again, we urge caution in considering research-industry collaboration rather than just university-

industry collaboration. Collectively, MRIs have a $1 billion annual turnover, receives a third of 

NHMRC funding, and train 1,500 RHD students at any one time. It is also not only industry, but 

other end-users (e.g. clinicians/hospitals in the case of health and medical research) with whom 

collaboration/engagement is important.  

Universities and other research organisations have a role in improving collaboration with end-

users by: 

 Facilitating, recognising and rewarding industry experience and technology 

transfer/business development skills, including providing a business development 

component in RHD programs; 

 Nurturing a culture of entrepreneurship by using measures of commercialisation success 

and end-user engagement as a KPI of organisational and individual success; and 

 Providing access to experts in IP identification, protection and execution and business 

development. 

 Financially rewarding researchers/inventors for commercial or industry/end-user 

outcomes 

 Having strong business development units that actively engage industry in long-term 

relationships 

 Having nimble business development and decision making procedures in place. 

4.4. How could measurement of university/industry engagement be improved? 

One measurement could be the number of collaborations with industry partners (with a contract 

being a minimal requirement as a ‘collaboration’). However, this does not reflect the size or 

quality of engagement and certainly should not be used for funding allocations. Industry funding 

received may be the only robust and simple measure of the level and significance of 

research/industry engagement. 

4.5. How could measurement of knowledge transfer of research outcomes to industry and other end 

users be improved? 

No comment 
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4.6. How could research impact be measured? 

No comment 

4.7. Is it appropriate to require the application of consistent IP management principles and processes 

across the sector? If so, how? 

AAMRI endorses the National Principles for IP in Public Institutions. These are a sensible guide 

that provide the opportunity for entities to decide if the public interest is best served by, for 

example, licensing or open access to IP.   

While standardised IP processes across the research sector could simplify engagement with end 

users, it also results in issues. Flexibility and nimbleness is key in any engagement with industry 

and end users. Increased regulation and red tape around IP has the potential to reduce this 

flexibility, discourage the protection of potentially commercially-relevant research findings, and 

inadvertently encourage more traditional academic pathways of research. The significantly longer 

timeframes and more costly pathways required for the commercial translation of health and 

medical research (including tests in animal models and clinical trials) could also cause problems 

for any broad-based IP policy. 

The key to simplifying negotiations relating to IP is for the partners to the contract to have access 

to accurate professional advice, and fair evaluation and valuation of the IP. Australia lacks skilled 

experts in IP evaluation and valuation. While the recently-released IP toolkit will be of some 

assistance in this regard, it is funding for access to professional advice (for example, through 

small grants from the Entrepreneurs’ Infrastructure Programme) that is required, including the 

potential to import talent on a case to case basis. 

4.8. How are SMEs affected by IP issues? How do SMEs navigate the innovation system? 

No comment 

4.9. Would greater uniformity in IP arrangements be useful to end-users? How would standard 

approaches constrain institutional policy choices? 

See Qu 4.7   

4.10. What role is there, if any, in international rankings in assessing the performance of the 

Australian research system? What options are there for developing an international rankings 

approach for engagement, collaboration and commercialisation that are suitable for time series 

analysis? 

AAMRI suggests that should an international rankings approach be developed, that this should 

leverage off or merge with the National Survey of Research Commercialisation, which has just 

enhanced its measures of commercialisation and industry engagement, and which covers MRIs 

and some hospitals, as well as universities. 

4.11. What lessons can be drawn from the US example of the Bayh-Dole Act? 

No comment 
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5. RESEARCH TRAINING AND PERFORMANCE 

5.1. How could research programme structures and rules be improved to remove blockages to more 

flexible and innovative HDR delivery? 

The capacity of Australia’s research community to meet future social, economic and 

environmental challenges requires the embedding of research in industry, government and not-

for-profit sectors. MRIs play an important role in the training of RHD in medical research, 

including research-active health professionals in affiliated hospitals, having 1500 RHD each year. 

Health professionals in particular are in a unique position to identify needs to drive innovative 

solutions in Australia’s health system, and to translate research findings into clinical practice. 

However, there is a deficiency in clinicians and health professionals who have HDR training or 

strong research backgrounds. This is where MRIs play a crucial role, by providing clinicians and 

other health professionals with an organised environment conducive to research training and 

excellence.  

We strongly recommend changes to the current RTS framework so that Government funding to 

help meet HDR training costs is split equitably across those organisations responsible for training 

the HDR students, particularly to non-academic organisations such as MRIs, hospitals and 

businesses that train HDR students. In most cases, MRIs and non-academic organisations incur 

the full research costs of the HDR degree students they train, but do not receive anywhere near 

the full funding from the RTS program. 

This issue arises because the Government directly provides RTS funding to universities, even for 

those students who undertake their research project and training at an external organisation. 

Universities are under no obligation to pass on funding they receive for the training and 

indirect/direct research costs of HDR students to the external organisation. Consequently the 

extent to which these organisations are reimbursed by affiliated universities for HDR costs varies 

dramatically, and is rarely commensurate with the costs incurred. Compounding this issue is the 

fact that RTS funding can be expended at universities’ discretion. Because universities (like 

MRIs) are chronically under-funded for the indirect costs of research, they often rely on RTS and 

JRE funding to cross-subsidise the indirect costs of other university research.  

Ultimately, the current research training funding system limits the ability of MRIs and other non-

academic organisations to provide opportunities to HDR students to gain experience in settings 

outside the university sector and broaden their industry-relevant skills. It also has the potential to 

hinder links and workforce flows between universities and other sectors. 

5.2. What changes to research funding structures reduce structural funding barriers affecting the 

movement from undergraduate to HDR studies? 

No comment 

5.3. Would a move away from institutional funding towards student based funding improve HDR 

delivery? 

No comment 

5.4. Do university employment practices include drivers of promotion and IP ownership which work 

against researchers engaging in commercialisation opportunities? 

No comment 
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APPENDIX: INDIRECT COST FUNDING OF DIFFERENT ORGANISATIONS 

Research grants awarded by the Commonwealth Government to independent medical research 

institutes (iMRIs), universities, hospitals and other organisations cover only the ‘direct costs’ of 

carrying out the research project (e.g. salaries of research staff and costs of materials to carry out 

experiments). Grants specifically exclude the costs incurred by institutions to provide the platform 

technology and services required to deliver the program of work (e.g. laboratory equipment, IT, 

overheads, building maintenance, human resources and finance, research ethics approvals, etc.).  

These costs are referred to as ‘indirect costs’ and are estimated in Australia and internationally to be 

60 cents per ‘direct cost’ grant dollar. 

The indirect costs of research are partially funded through a range of programs across the Department 

of Education and Training and the NHMRC, and, in some cases, state governments. Depending on 

the type of institution that employs the chief investigator of a research grant, the institution will receive 

funding for the indirect costs of research at a different rate from a different range of schemes with 

different funding formulae and administered by different government agencies.  

Universities receive Research Block Grant (RBG) funding through four major schemes administered 

by the Department of Education and Training: Research Infrastructure Block Grants (RIBG), 

Sustainable Research Excellence (SRE) Scheme, Joint Research Engagement (JRE) Scheme, and 

the Research Training Scheme (RTS). They also receive funding for Research Higher Degree (RHD) 

students through the Australian Postgraduate Awards (APAs, provided to RHD students for living 

expenses) and through International Postgraduate Research Scholarships (a comparatively minor 

scheme at just over $20 million per annum). Together, these provide funding for the indirect costs of 

research associated with Australian Competitive Grants, funding to support the training of RHD 

students, and also reward research outputs and the attainment of funds from alternative sources. 

iMRIs are not eligible for RBG schemes, but instead receive 20 cents per dollar of NHMRC grant 

awarded to meet the indirect costs associated with these grants through the NHMRC’s Independent 

Research Institutes Infrastructure Support Scheme (IRIISS). Unlike universities, they do not receive 

any Commonwealth Government funding to reward excellence, industry engagement, or funding 

attained from alternative sources. Some (but not all) state and territory governments provide some 

funding to iMRIs (and in some cases to universities) to assist with indirect research costs and to 

reward excellence and innovation. Other organisations in receipt of Commonwealth Government 

grants, including hospitals, not-for-profit organisations, museums and industry are not eligible for any 

funding to help meet the indirect costs of these grants. 

Universities address the deficiencies in funding for the indirect costs of research by enrolling more 

students and using this revenue to subsidise research. For this reason, Australian universities are 

amongst the largest in the world.  

Currently more than half of Australia’s 50+ iMRIs and most research-active hospitals administer their 

grants through universities to access some of the higher level of funding for the indirect costs of 

research. This is particularly important for those iMRIs with a revenue base that is not primarily reliant 

on NHMRC grants, which otherwise would receive a very low level of funding for the indirect costs of 

research through the IRIISS program. Universities, in turn, provide some (but rarely all) of the 

equivalent sum they receive from the block grant schemes associated with an iMRI’s income and 

outputs to the iMRI. The outcome for iMRIs is that they receive more indirect cost funding than they 

would otherwise receive through the IRIISS scheme, albeit still not equivalent to what universities 

receive. The outcome for universities is that they are generally financially better because they usually 

keep some of the indirect costs associated with iMRI performance, and can report the outputs of the 

research carried out by the affiliated iMRIs for which they administer funding, which is crucial for 

maintaining their position in international university rankings. For many iMRIs, the ability to access 

greater indirect costs funding through universities is as crucial to their sustainability as claiming the 

research outputs of affiliated MRIs is to the sustainability of universities. 

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/file/grants/funding/funded/manage/policy/direct_research_costs.pdf
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/file/grants/funding/funded/manage/policy/direct_research_costs.pdf


 

 

TABLE 1. FUNDING FOR THE INDIRECT COSTS OF RESEARCH – COMPARING UNIVERSITY AND iMRI SECTORS (2014) 

INDIRECT COST FUNDING GENERATED BY* : 

 NHMRC INCOME OTHER CATEGORY 1 INCOME CATEGORY 2-4 INCOME PUBLICATIONS: 

UNIVERSITY:  

RIBG 15 ¢ per $ 15 ¢ per $ - - 

SRE ~11 ¢ per $  ~11 ¢ per $ - - 

JRE - - 11.4 ¢ per $    $5.7 K per book;  

$1.1 K per journal article/other 

RTS ~8 ¢ per $    ~8 ¢ per $   ~8 ¢ per $    $5.7 K per book;  

$1.1 K per journal article/other 

TOTAL** ~34 ¢ per $ ~34 ¢ per $ ~19.4 ¢ per $ $11.4 K per book; 

$2.2 K per journal article/other 

iMRI:  

IRIISS‡ 20 ¢ per $ - - - 

STATE GOVERNMENT† 15 ¢ per $   (on average) 15 ¢ per $   (on average) -   (on average) - 

TOTAL 35 ¢ per $  (on average) 15 ¢ per $  (on average) 0 ¢ per $  (on average) -   

* See below for details of how rates were determined. 

** In addition to the $984 M in indirect cost funding allocated to universities through the above four schemes based on research income and publications, 30% of the JRE 
scheme (i.e. an additional $103 M) is allocated based on Research Higher Degree (RHD) student load, and 50% of the RTS scheme (i.e. an additional $337 M) is allocated 
based on RHD student completions. This additional funding to universities based on RHD load and completions is not included in the above table. However, as for all 
of the university schemes above, this additional funding can be expended at the university’s discretion. In the case of RHD students undertaking research at MRIs, 
universities generally pass on a fraction of the funding they receive for these students through the JRE and RTS schemes to the MRI. 

‡ More than half of iMRIs (representing around 15% of the 35% of NHMRC funding that goes to the iMRI sector either directly or indirectly) administer their grants through an 
affiliated university, and as such are not eligible for the IRIISS scheme. Instead they receive a negotiated portion of the funding the university receives for the grants they 
administer on the MRI’s behalf via the RIBG, SRE, JRE and RTS schemes. They are still eligible for state government schemes for iMRIs. AAMRI does not have disaggregated 
data on the average rate at which such iMRIs receive funding from their affiliated universities for the four university schemes. However, overall (for all iMRIs, including those 
that self-administer grants), iMRIs receive on average 31 ¢ per dollar of grant funding for the indirect costs of research. (Grant funding is primarily ‘category 1’ income.) 

Note, because IRIISS is capped at ~$36 M, should NHMRC funding going directly to iMRIs increase, there will not be sufficient funds to meet the 20 ¢ per dollar rate.  

† State Government programs for the indirect costs of research vary widely in eligible income and rates of funding for MRIs (see Appendix). For example, in NSW, funding is 
based solely on category 1 income and is provided at different rates depending on iMRI size. In other states, other competitive grant income (e.g. international grants) are also 
included in funding calculations. Some states (e.g. Qld) do not have a scheme for all MRIs. iMRI figures here are based on financial data for 2012 provided to AAMRI by its 
members (‘independent’ MRIs only included).  Overall, on average iMRIs receive 15 ¢ per dollar of grant income from state government schemes.   



  

 

TABLE 2. DETAILS OF SCHEMES FOR INDIRECT RESEARCH COSTS 

Schemes that fund 
indirect research 
costs 

Scheme description Calculation of funding level Rate of funding  

(cents per $)* 

UNIVERSITIES* 

Research 
Infrastructure Block 
Grants (RIBG) 

To help Higher Education Providers (HEPs) meet 
the indirect costs of research, based on the level of 
competitive funding they receive from schemes on 
the Australian Competitive Grant Register (ACGR) 

Based on category 1 income over the 
most recent 2 years 

15 ¢ per $ of cat 1 income 

Sustainable Research 
Excellence (SRE) 

To ensure HEPs are better placed to meet the 
indirect cost of research activities  

Range of formula based on category 1 
income and publications/ERA data 
averaged over 2 years 

~11 ¢ per $ of cat 1 income 

Joint Research 
Engagement (JRE) 

To support HEP research and research training 
activities 

Based on: 

 60% category 2-4 income  

 10% publications  

 30% HDR student load  

data averaged over 2 years; (except 1 
year for student load) 

11.4 ¢ per cat 2-4 income  

+  

~1 ¢ per $ of cat 1-4 income  

+  

$2.8 K - $6.6 K per student 
(weighted for low & high cost) 

Research Training 
Scheme (RTS) 

To support HEP research training for students 
undertaking Research Doctorate and Research 
Masters degrees 

Based on: 

 40% category 1-4 income  

 10% publications  

 50% HDR student completions  

data averaged over 2 years 

~8 ¢ per $ of cat 1-4 income  

+ 

~2 ¢ per $ of cat 1-4 income  

+ 

$12.6 K - $59.0 K per student 
completion (weighted for low & 
high cost and PhD or Masters)  

iMRIs 

Independent Research 
Institute Infrastructure 
Support Scheme 
(IRIISS) 

$35 million per annum, capped, to help iMRIs meet 
the indirect costs associated with NHMRC grants 

20 ¢ per $ NHMRC funding (a subset 
of category 1 income) 

20 ¢ per $ NHMRC funding 

State schemes  

 

Variable formula used across states  Variable between states 

  

http://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/final_2015_acgr_listing_for_public_release.pdf


  

 

* In 2014, $1.72 B was provided by the Department of Education to Higher Education Providers (HEPs) through the ‘Research Block Grant (RBG) Schemes’, 

including $1.42 B to support research through the four schemes listed above. HEPs have discretion in the way they spend funding from these four schemes. 

The other RBG schemes are award/scholarship schemes for Higher Degree Research (HDR) students, including Australian Postgraduate Awards and 

International Postgraduate Research Scholarships. Funding from these schemes cannot be used for the indirect costs of research, hence their omission here. 

The minor JRE Grant Engineering Cadetship program has also been omitted here.  

Funding levels here refer to that provided by the Department of Education to universities in 2014 (see table below), which were based on total university 

category 1-4 income per annum averaged over 2011 to 2012 (see table below), as well as publication output and HDR student load and completions. In the 

case of the RTS and SRE schemes, funding calculations are in fact very complicated and are not able to be replicated due to a lack of data. For simplicity, 

funding rates for those portions of these schemes based on research income were simply determined by expressing that portion of the scheme’s funding 

related to research income (e.g. 40% for RTS) over the relevant research income averaged for 2011 and 2012. 

For the JRE and RTS schemes, 10% of funding is allocated based on publication output. For simplicity of expressing this funding as a rate per $ research 
income, and given that research publication output is roughly proportional to total category 1-4 research income input, we have included funding received for 
publication output here expressed as ¢ per category 1-4 income. (In practice, universities received ~$11.4 K per book and $2.2K per journal article/book 
chapter/conference paper through the JRE and RTS schemes combined.) 

Funding rates per student load, student completions and publication output are based on information obtained directly from a university. 

      

RBG 
schemes:  RIBG SRE JRE  RTS   Total  

2014 funding 
amount: 

$232,587,789 $173,738,976 $342,609,651 $674,925,326 $1,423,861,742 

 

University 
income: Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Category 4 Grand Total 

2012  $1,603,629,742   $864,873,950   $829,622,585   $116,820,739   $3,414,947,017  

2011  $1,464,228,979   $848,448,570   $831,727,292   $107,946,003   $3,252,350,844  

Average  $1,533,929,360   $856,661,260   $830,674,939   $112,383,371   $3,333,648,930  

 

Sources: https://education.gov.au/research-block-grants; https://education.gov.au/research-block-grants-calculation-methodology; 

http://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/final_2015_acgr_listing_for_public_release.pdf; https://education.gov.au/student-data; university information. 

https://education.gov.au/research-block-grants
https://education.gov.au/research-block-grants
https://education.gov.au/research-block-grants-calculation-methodology
http://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/final_2015_acgr_listing_for_public_release.pdf
https://education.gov.au/student-data

