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Abstract 

 

As universities in Australia have undergone transformation in the past two 

decades, the pressure on academics to gain external grant funding for research has 

increased. In the same time period the number of research staff has also increased. 

In comparison, other sections of the academic workforce which combine teaching 

and research or are teaching intensive have increased only slightly over this same 

period. Despite the growth in numbers of research staff there is limited research 

on the employment characteristics or career aspirations of this workforce. The 

Work and Careers in Australian Universities survey of 19 Australian universities 

revealed that the workforce needs to be differentiated on the basis of employment 

contract as the overwhelming majority of research staff were on fixed term 

contracts. 

 

Key words: fixed term employment, insecure employment, research careers, 

research staff, university sector 
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Introduction 

Across the globe universities have undergone significant changes, particularly in the past 

twenty years. The impact of academic capitalism has transformed them from an ‘ivory tower’ 

to the ‘enterprise university’ (Blackmore 2002 cited in Reay 2004: 33). Higher education in 

Australia has become a major earner, contributing $16.3 billion to the economy in 2010-11 

(ABS 2011). In the past two decades Australian universities have been transformed by: the 

creation of a unified higher education system; increasing student numbers; the decline in 

government funding; and the ageing and casualisation of the workforce as the employment of 

academics on permanent appointments declines. Universities have also shifted to a 

managerialist approach focusing on measuring performance, with research outputs being one 

of the major indicators.  

 

The pressure on academics to gain external grant funding for research has increased. In the 

period 2000-2009 Australia’s investment in research and development exceeded major 

OECD trading partners and has narrowed the gap with the OECD average (Larkins 2011). At 

the same time, demands for greater accountability of universities, manifest in numerous ways, 

has made the quantification of academic output a key measure of success, and this shift has 

also transformed the nature of research relationships (Blackmore and Sachs 2000 cited in 

Reay 2004: 33). These features of the changing academic role, the increased importance of 

research funding and the quantification of research outputs, often leave academic staff little 

time to conduct the research for which they are funded or is premised on the creation of 

research teams. Studies in Australia indicate that the research is often conducted by research 

staff on insecure employment (Taylor, Gough, Bundrock and Winter 1998: 263-264, 

Bridgstock 2006:20, Dobson 2010, Bexley et al 2011). 
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The research staff workforce has grown significantly in Australia. The role played by 

research staff, both socially and economically, indicates that an examination of research staff 

is important. Drawing on data from the Work and Careers in Australian Universities 

(WCAU) survey of 19 universities (a component of the ARC Linkage Grant Gender and 

Employment Equity: Strategies for Advancement in Australian Universities, 2009-2012, 

LP0991191: CI’s Strachan, Whitehouse, Peetz, Bailey, Broadbent), this paper addresses the 

question: Are the employment characteristics and career aspirations of research staff different 

from other academics? Our survey data confirms that the numbers of research staff are 

significant but the analysis indicates there are two distinct groups within the research staff 

workforce differentiated by employment contract. The employment experience of research 

staff differs depending on whether they are fixed term or a continuing appointment. This 

might seem obvious but there is little current research which distinguishes the employment 

experience of research staff, instead treating them as an homogenous group. Our findings 

show that the majority of research staff are on fixed term contracts and see little prospect of 

building a career in the sector. By focusing specifically on research staff, and the roles 

performed by research staff in a range of universities, rather than the broader academic 

workforce, it is possible to gain a deeper insight into the issues confronting the Australian 

research workforce, including the differences within the sector and the impact of discipline. 

Valuable data was gathered which provides a snapshot of this increasingly important but 

seldom studied workforce. In discussing the research workforce, this paper examines the 

nature of their employment, including the impact of employment on a fixed term basis and 

the impact of gender on employment conditions. The employment conditions of the majority 

are not conducive to attracting, developing or retaining the next generation of researchers, to 

maintaining a stable workforce or attract overseas researchers, a strategy the government is 

attempting to develop (DIISR 2011:28). Given the numbers of PhD qualified research staff 
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on fixed term contracts, this group will be the focus of the paper. In order to provide some 

context we have compared them with research staff in continuing appointments and teaching 

and research academics – both fixed term and continuing. 

 

Background 

Historically, the overwhelming majority of academic staff were tenured which gave them 

security in employment with very little chance of being forced to leave their job. The 

traditional role of an academic encompassed research and teaching and the link between these 

was that research informed the teaching. In Australia in the past decade there has been some 

formal recognition that not all staff will spend the same amount of time on these activities, 

but on the third category of service/management/ administration. The work done by an 

academic has become disaggregated into component parts around the categories of teaching 

and research and re-assembled to constitute a workload (Hornibrook 2012; Kenny, Fluck and 

Jetson 2012; Jensen and Morgan 2009). This move has been in large part driven by the audit 

culture which has a ‘powerful moral reasoning [which] privileges certain types of knowledge, 

pedagogies, outcomes and management processes over others’ (Morley 2003:53). Research 

focused/intensive and research only academic staff are small in number, and in Australia 

some will move between categories for example, from a ‘balanced’ profile of research and 

teaching to one which gives more weighting (or time) to research while still being in on-

going employment at a university. In some cases, these research focused/intensive staff will 

be Chief Investigators on nationally competitive research grants, often leading teams of more 

junior research staff.  

 

The research staff workforce has grown significantly in Australian universities with numbers 

increasing by 353 per cent between 1990 and 2008 (Dobson 2010:32). In comparison, other 
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sections of the academic workforce which combine teaching and research or are teaching 

intensive (excluding hourly paid sessional teaching staff) have increased only slightly over 

this same period. Recent figures indicate research staff represent 34 per cent of the FTE (full-

time equivalent) academic workforce, nearly doubling in the last ten years and comprise 

14,573 staff, or approximately half the actual number of academic staff in universities 

(DIISTRE 2012). The growth in research demands has not been accompanied by a growth in 

academic staff in on-going employment and so the majority of research staff are under the 

supervision and control of academics in continuing positions who obtain and lead grants. 

Research staff are referred to as Research Assistants or Research Fellows are usually 

employed for the term of the grant and the majority are employed on fixed term contracts, 

generally one to three years, which do not provide on-going security of employment or career 

opportunities (Dobson 2010; Bexley et al 2011:2). Some research staff are awarded 

fellowships such as postdoctoral awards, which are usually of two or three years duration to 

conduct independent research or as a component of a larger funded project, or senior 

fellowships of between three to five years duration. The senior fellowships may also include 

funding that provides employment for fixed term research positions at lower levels. Fixed 

term contracts for research staff in Australia initially began as a form of apprenticeship where 

researchers could develop their research skills before moving on to a tenured academic post 

or a position in industry (Organ and Svensen 1995:11). The availability of tenured academic 

positions has declined, while the pressure to gain grants and publish has increased, and so 

fixed term research positions have increased and become entrenched. 

 

Literature 

There is very little known about the research workforce in Australia and what does exist 

tends to be university specific (see for example Organ, and Svensen 1995, UWA Working 
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Party on Research Staff 2000, Adams, Debowski, Lawrence, Dunlop, Morgan, Thompson, 

and Juniper 2004; Hobson, Jones, and Deane, 2005; Bridgstock 2006; Dever, Morrison, 

Dalton, and Tayton 2006; Bexley, et al 2011). Past studies have found that research staff have 

high levels of dissatisfaction. In one research intensive university as much as 75 per cent of 

research staff were reported to be fairly to very dissatisfied. The majorities of those who 

responded were in the sciences, between 26-45 years of age and employed on contracts of 

less than 4 years (UWA report 2000:27). A second Australian study showed ‘Research staff 

felt “invisible”, or like “pairs of hands” and received insufficient acknowledgement and 

support in two main areas (a) remuneration and benefits, and (b) celebration of achievements’ 

(Bridgstock 2006:29). Research staff were told that there was no future ‘except – if I played 

my cards right - I might be able to be a research assistant to somebody else here on staff’ 

(Dever et al 2006:35). An important issue for research staff at Levels A (equivalent to tutor) 

and B (equivalent to lecturer) is the transition from a fixed term fellowship to either a 

research and teaching position or further along the research ladder (Dever et al 2006:35). The 

ACOLA study reported that respondents ‘like their work but not the employment system in 

which they worked’ (2012:16), with 53 per cent of respondents nominating ‘uncertain job 

prospects’ as the worst thing about a research career (2012:16). However, taken together the 

findings by Dever et al (2006), the Australian Council of Learned Academies study and the 

present analysis suggest that research staff want to remain in universities and develop a career.  

 

Furthermore there is the perception that insecure work is confined to low paid industries. 

These studies on research staff however counter that perception, as do other studies showing 

that the rise in fixed term employment is occurring across a range of industries which are 

characterised by highly skilled and qualified staff such as in the public sector. Previously 

immune from the ‘flexibilising’ of markets, the public sector in many countries has become a 
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target for these policies, and temporary contracts and part-time employment with inferior 

wages and benefits is increasing. Standing goes as far as to argue that ‘globally, the public 

sector is being turned into a zone of the precariat’ (2011:51), and this includes universities. A 

British study found that for individual research staff employment insecurity represented a 

major stressor (Kinman, Jones and Kinman 2006:20). In the UK it was found that the 

repeated experience of holding insecure research positions and the inability to achieve some 

kind of financial and contractual security bore no direct relationship with merit and 

performance. Instead the result was the loss of high quality researchers from the academic 

sector (Ackers and Oliver 2007:71). To overcome some of these issues, research and funding 

councils in the UK are attaching greater prominence to the actions that institutions take to 

develop their researchers (Gordon 2005:46).  

 

Insecure forms of employment have been shown to have implications for workforce planning 

and for management strategy. Managers and universities are prevented from benefitting from 

the social investment research staff embody. Ackers and Oliver (2007) found that a major an 

ongoing issue for research managers was retention of staff. Staff turnover can increase as 

staff leave before their contracts end and productivity is reduced as research staff need to 

spend time finding other contracts or submit new proposals, so that they are unable to focus 

on existing projects “serious retention problems exist, resulting in wasted investment and 

inefficiency as productive time is expended in recruiting and training new staff” (Ackers and 

Oliver 2007:73). The desire to keep an effectively functioning research team together was 

important but was counterproductive when considering the short-term nature of grant funding 

and so there was a need to offer permanent positions but as one research manager in Britain 

commented, “You can’t give permanency to everyone because you can’t afford it. The new 
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legislation [for fixed term employees] is an attempt to make it a real career structure but at 

the moment there isn’t one” (Ackers and Oliver 2007:74).  

 

Within an Australian context past literature on academic career satisfaction is limited, and 

presents mixed evidence on academic attitudes relating to their working conditions. The 

ACOLA survey of 2012 is the most recent national survey with 1203 responses from research 

staff, but larger numbers of research staff form the basis for this paper with 3020 responses. 

The present paper reports the findings of the WCAU study focusing the attention on research 

staff and their employment characteristics and career aspirations.  

 

Methodology and sample 

The data for this paper is drawn from the WCAU survey of staff in 19 Australian universities. 

The study surveyed three groups of university workers separately - academic, professional/ 

general staff and sessional teaching staff - to examine the specific nature of jobs and careers. 

The academic group achieved a 35 per cent response rate. Within this group, research staff 

were identified through three survey questions relating to: current job classification (Level A, 

B, C, D, E, or Research title classification such as Research Assistant, Research Officer, 

Research Fellow, Post-doctoral Research Fellow), terms of employment (continuing or fixed 

term) and how the university depicted their employment contract. This question offered three 

response options: (1) teaching intensive or teaching focused, (2) research intensive or 

research focused and (3) combined teaching and research workload. In total 8737 participants 

from the academic staff survey completed all three questions on the nature of their contract, 

and of this group 6476 possessed a PhD. It is this group of PhD qualified research staff that 

are the focus of this paper.  
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Of the PhD qualified academics (n=6476) 38 per cent (n=2488) were research intensive, 51 

per cent (n=3295) combined teaching and research workloads and 11 per cent (n=693) were 

teaching intensive. Within the research staff workforce, 27 per cent (n=674) were 

postdoctoral fellows. For those staff who identified as research staff only 16 per cent (n=390) 

were employed in continuing positions, this left the overwhelming majority, 84 per cent 

(n=2098) who were employed on fixed term contracts. The majority of postdoctoral fellows, 

656 respondents, were also appointed to fixed term contracts. These figures for research staff 

illustrate a very high level of employment insecurity which contrasts significantly with 

teaching and research academics, 85 per cent of whom were employed on a continuing basis 

and teaching focused academics 47 per cent of whom were in continuing positions. The 

dominant picture for the research workforce is one of employment insecurity and it is for this 

reason we focus on this group of research staff.  

 

Figure 1 here 

 

Demographics of the research workforce 

There was an even gender balance in the research workforce with 48 per cent women 

(n=1191) and 52 per cent men (n=1297). One half of research staff (48 per cent) were 

Australian born. The average age of research staff was approximately 42 years for women 

and 43 years for men while postdoctoral fellows were slightly younger (36 years). A smaller 

percentage of research staff were aged 50 years and over (23 per cent of women compared to 

27 per cent of men). In comparison the broader academic group had an average age of 48 

years, with approximately 50 per cent aged over 50 years and with a slightly higher 

proportion of Australian born (56 per cent). The family life of research staff also showed 

relatively few gender differences. Three quarters were living in a close personal relationship, 
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while forty-three per cent were in a relationship with no dependents in the household. 

Approximately one third of research staff lived in a relationship with dependent children 

under 18 years of age in the household.  

 

Where are the research staff? 

University type 

The WCAU survey indicated that the majority of research staff (63 per cent) were employed 

in the Group of Eight (Go8) universities
2
 which in Australia are the longer established, 

research intensive universities. The Innovative Research Universities (IRU) and the 

unaligned universities accounted for 14 and 16 per cent respectively. Universities in the 

Australian Technology Network (ATN) accounted for only 7 per cent of research staff (See 

Table 1, see Appendix 1 for a list of universities in each category). The Go8 universities also 

employed the majority of postdoctoral fellowships (73 per cent). Across the university 

groupings, women represented between 44 per cent and 50 per cent of the Research Fellows 

and between 45 per cent and 53 per cent of postdoctoral fellows, except at the ATN 

universities where they comprised only 29 per cent.  

 

Table 1 here 

 

The gender proportion of research fellows from the different university groups is 50 per cent 

women and men in the IRU, only 44 per cent of women were employed as research staff in 

the ATN universities compared to 56 per cent of men. The Go8 and unaligned universities 

also had slightly fewer women research staff. Research staff in the Go8 universities 

comprised 46 per cent of women compared to 54 per cent men while in the unaligned 

                                                           
2
 See Appendix 1 for university typology. 
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universities 47 per cent of research staff were women compared to 53 per cent of men. As 

mentioned, the majority of postdoctoral fellows were concentrated in the Go8 universities 

and with slightly more women than men (53 per cent compared to 47 per cent of men). The 

ATN universities employed fewer women as postdoctoral fellows (29 per cent) compared to 

men (71 per cent). 

 

Discipline 

The WCAU study found that research staff are concentrated in two main disciplines (see 

Table 2), which differs from the total academic staff population which is spread across the 

disciplines. Eighty per cent of research staff reported that they work in either the sciences or 

medical health science disciplines. There is a distinct gender pattern among research staff as 

women were found in larger numbers in both medical health and science whereas men were 

concentrated solely in science. This division is also evident amongst postdoctoral fellows: 

with 75 per cent of male postdoctoral fellowships in science compared to only 46 per cent for 

women postdoctoral fellows. This is consistent with the broader academic data and concerns 

which focus on attracting more women into the sciences (see Bell, O’Halloran, Saw and Zhao 

2009). 

 

Table 2 here  

 

Current level of appointment 

The survey collected information on an academic’s current job and classification level. Table 

3 details current job level classification broken down by employment status and gender and 

revealed distinct patterns. The WCAU data revealed that research staff on continuing 

appointments were much more likely to be in higher appointments (χ
2
= 708.446, p <0.001) 
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than those in fixed term positions. Almost one half of men (49 per cent) and about one third 

of women (33 per cent) held a Level E (professor) position with only 11 per cent of women 

and 9 per cent of men on Level A (tutor) appointments. In contrast fixed term research staff 

are mostly at Level A and there was no significant gender difference with 58 per cent of 

women and 56 per cent of men concentrated at this lowest level. A further 27 per cent of 

women and 24 per cent of men were at Level B (lecturer). Only 18 per cent of fixed term 

research staff were above Level C (senior lecturer), including 8 per cent of women and 10 per 

cent of men at Level E. Other academics on fixed term contracts show similar patterns but 

more held Level B (48 per cent) or Level C positions (15 per cent) compared to research staff 

in fixed term positions. What emerged from the data was that the overwhelming majority of 

fixed term research staff were concentrated in the lowest two levels of the academic career 

structure. 

 

Table 3 here 

 

Current levels of appointment are related to first appointment and fixed term research staff 

were significantly more likely to have been appointed at lower levels (χ
2
= 466.362, p <0.001). 

Three-quarters of the fixed term research staff (71 per cent of women, 68.5 per cent of men) 

were first appointed at Level A, while a further 24 per cent were appointed at Level B. In 

comparison almost half of the fixed term teaching academics were appointed at Level B (45 

per cent women, 45 per cent men). In sharp contrast fewer staff on continuing appointments 

began at Level A, only 33 per cent of research staff and 35 per cent of teaching academics.  

 

Despite being appointed to the lowest levels of the career structure, most research staff had 

worked in the university sector for some time. The majority of research staff on fixed term 
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contracts (75 per cent) had worked full-time since their first appointment, 17 per cent had 

worked only part-time and the remainder (8 per cent) had moved between part-time and full-

time employment. Almost one half of the research staff had worked between 3 and 9 years in 

the sector (47 per cent), one third had worked less than 3 years (28 per cent) and 18 per cent 

had worked between 10 and 19 years.  Tenure of more than 20 years was higher among men 

(9 per cent) than women (5 per cent) research staff - a fairly low percentage compared to 

other academics on fixed term contracts (13 per cent) or other academics in continuing 

positions (26 per cent). The WCAU survey showed that 62 per cent of research staff had 

made no progress since their first appointment compared with only 27 per cent of research 

and teaching staff (Strachan 2012). Even after 15 or more years the proportion of research 

staff employed on fixed term contracts who had advanced beyond Level A was lower than 

that for other academics. This can be seen by the lower levels of research staff, either fixed 

term or continuing, who have advanced to Levels D and E.  

 

Attitudes to employment in the university sector 

Job and career satisfaction 

Academic participants were asked a range of questions related to their job satisfaction, 

satisfaction with their career advancement, opportunities within the university sector and 

future employment intentions as past research has shown that academic staff are dissatisfied 

with their working conditions (Coates, Dobson, Edwards, Friedman, Goedgebuure and Meek 

2009:15).  The WCAU survey found that nearly three quarters of research staff, women and 

men, responded that they were satisfied with their jobs which represents a greater proportion 

than for the broader academic group (χ
2
=78.071, p <.001), (see Table 4). This finding is 

consistent with the ACOLA study which reported that research staff ‘like their work but not 

the employment system in which they worked’ (ACOLA 2012: 16). In terms of job 
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satisfaction both fixed term and continuing research staff exhibited high levels of satisfaction 

(χ
2
=4.122, p>.05). 

 

Table 4 here  

 

Clear differences emerged between fixed term and continuing research staff when they were 

asked whether they were satisfied with their career opportunities in the sector (χ
2
=51.645, 

p<.001). Nearly one half of research staff on fixed term contracts responded they were 

dissatisfied with their career opportunities in the sector (see Table 5). This compares to more 

than half of the research staff in continuing positions who responded they were satisfied with 

their career opportunities in the sector. Fixed term research staff responses were similar to 

fixed term teaching staff responses in terms of career opportunities, indicating this is an issue 

that needs further exploration.  

 

Table 5 here 

 

Future intentions 

When asked if they wanted to remain in the sector for the rest of their careers (see Table 6) 

approximately one half of all the academics in the sample agreed that they did (53 per cent). 

Also there were no significant differences in attitudes between women and men in fixed term 

research positions (χ
2
=.443, p>.05) as almost one half agreed they wanted to remain in sector 

while the remainder either disagreed or were ambivalent. While this cross sectional analysis 

can not explain their ambivalence, their greater numbers in the lower levels of the career 

structure and their fixed term employment could be a contributing factor. Further research is 

necessary to understand this finding. Women and men in continuing research positions 
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reported the highest levels of agreement to the statement that they would like to remain in the 

sector (71 per cent). This finding is not surprising given their seniority and position in the 

sector. Gender differences within these academic groups emerge in continuing research 

appointments (χ
2
=10.884, p<.01), and in fixed term teaching appointments (χ

2
=7.413, p<.05). 

In both cases women were significantly more likely to disagree about wanting to remain in 

the university sector.  

 

Table 6 here  

 

Career aspirations 

To measure the career aspirations of research staff the survey asked respondents where they 

wanted to be in the next 5 years and where they expected to be (see Tables 7 and 8). 

Significant differences in career aspirations between continuing and fixed term academics 

emerged (χ
2
=196.505, p<.001). Unsurprisingly given the majority of research staff were 

employed in lower level positions. Research staff on fixed term appointments were also 

significantly less likely than research staff in continuing positions to report they wanted to 

remain at the same level. About half of the fixed term research staff sample stated that they 

want to be in a higher level appointment (see Table 7).  

 

Table 7 here 

 

Career expectations 

The future career expectations of fixed term research staff were also significantly different 

from research staff in continuing positions (χ
2
=556.195, p<.001). Fixed term staff were less 

likely to expect they would have the opportunity to advance through the academic career 
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structure and were more likely to expect they would have to leave the sector (see Table 8). In 

terms of gender differences for fixed term research staff, more women than men expected to 

be at the same level in five years while more men than women expected to be at another 

university (see Table 8). Fixed term research staff expected to be out of the sector in five 

years but not because they want to or because of retirement. It can be hypothesised that 

limited career paths or opportunities for continuing employment contribute to their 

expectation that they will need to seek employment outside the sector. This is an issue which 

also requires further investigation.  

 

Table 8 here 

 

Career support 

The extent of career support was another issue where differences emerged on the basis of 

employment contract. Fixed term staff responded that they experienced more difficulties in 

accessing or receiving career supports. Overall more women research staff, continuing and 

fixed term, reported they did not receive the access to career support in applying for 

promotion, guidance in performance reviews, leadership opportunities or access to internal 

funding compared with male research staff. Once again unsurprisingly, women fixed term 

research staff responded that inability in accessing career supports were more of an issue for 

them compared with women in continuing positions.  More women reported dissatisfaction in 

career assistance or mentoring. 

 

Table 9 here 
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Conclusions 

The Australian university sector is asked to continue to emphasise PhD training for 

developing the ‘next generation of researchers ... [to] drive our national competitiveness’ 

(Wellings 2012). But investment of public funds and the linking of research performance 

with international competitiveness however, overlook the fact that insufficient on-going 

(permanent) positions are being created in universities for the next generation of researchers 

to occupy. Already an extensive Australian research diaspora exists and it is recognised that 

the research workforce is increasingly mobile (DIISR 2010:19)yet the ability to attract and 

retain highly skilled staff is at risk. 

 

The WCAU survey of 19 Australian universities indicated 84 per cent of research staff are 

employed on fixed term contracts (Strachan et al 2012), a level of insecurity which has 

implications on a number of levels. Fixed term research staff are PhD qualified, they want a 

career but are much less likely to think they will have one. This is the reality because many 

have a long tenure as fixed term research staff and yet remain in the lower levels of the career 

structure. These initial findings have indicated fixed research staff although happy with their 

jobs, were dissatisfied with their career prospects and the insecure nature of their work. What 

our research also emphasises is that the research workforce needs to be differentiated on the 

basis of their employment contract as the employment characteristics and career aspirations 

of fixed term research staff differ significantly from those of research staff in continuing 

appointments.  

 

Universities Australia (the peak body for Australian universities) recognised casualisation 

and insecure employment for research staff was exacerbated by the emphasis on short-term 

funding which affected the ‘ability to retain high calibre researchers [and]... contributes [to] 
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difficulties in ‘growing our own’’ (Universities Australia 2012:11). Insecurity is also 

recognised as not being conducive to attracting, developing or retaining the next generation 

of researchers, to maintaining a stable workforce or attracting overseas researchers, a strategy 

the government is attempting to develop (DIISR 2011:28). The findings presented here 

provide a brief snapshot of the difficulties facing Australia’s research community and clearly 

indicate more research needs to be done. 
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Appendix 1: Larkins typlogy of Australian universities 

Group of Eight Universities 

The University of Sydney 

University of New South Wales 

Monash University 

The University of Melbourne 

The University of Queensland 

The University of Western Australia 

The University of Adelaide 

The Australian National University 

 

Innovative Research Universities Australia 

University of Newcastle 

La Trobe University 

Griffith University 

James Cook University 

The Flinders University of South Australia 

Charles Darwin University 

Murdoch University 

 

Australian Technology Network Universities 

University of Technology, Sydney 

Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology 

Queensland University of Technology 

Curtin University of Technology 

University of South Australia 

 

Unaligned Universities 

Macquarie University 

Southern Cross University 

University of New England 

University of Western Sydney 

University of Wollongong 

Deakin University 

University of Ballarat 

Melbourne College of Divinity 
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Swinburne University of Technology 

Victoria University 

Bond University 

Central Queensland University 

University of Southern Queensland 

University of the Sunshine Coast 

University of Notre Dame Australia 

Charles Sturt University 

Edith Cowan University 

University of Tasmania 

Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary 

Education 

University of Canberra 

Australian Catholic University 
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Figure 1: Research staff sample 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Research staff by university type (%) 

University 

type 

Fixed term (N=2098) Ongoing (N=390) Total 

research 

staff 

Research 

fellows 

Postdoctoral 

fellows 

Research 

fellows 

Postdoctoral 

fellows 

% % % % % 

Go8 65 73 35.5 56 63 

IRU 15 8 23 11 14 

ATN 6 6 11 0 7 

Unaligned 14 13 30.5 33 16 

Number of 

respondents 

1442 656 372 18 2488 

Column 

Total % 

58 26 15  1 

 

100  

 

 

  

PhD qualified research staff n=6476 

Teaching and research 

n=3295 

Research intensive n=2488 

(Postdoctoral fellows n=674) 

 

Teaching intensive 

n=693 

Continuing 

research staff 

n=390 

Fixed term research 

staff n=2098 
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Table 2: Research staff by discipline, gender and employment status  

 Women Men 

 Fixed 

term 

Continuing Total Fixed 

term 

Continuing Total 

 % % % % % % 

Science 38 26 37 69 50 65 

Medical health  42 23 39 19 18 19 

Law and business 3 9 4 3 16 5 

Education 2 11 3 1 4 2 

Humanities & Social 

Science
 

15 31 17 8 12 9 

Number of respondents 1044 147 1191 1054 243 1297 
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Table 3: Current level of appointment comparing research staff with other academics 

by employment status and gender 

 Research Staff Other Academics Total  

 Fixed term Continuing Fixed term Continuing 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 

 % % % % % % % % % 

Level A 58 56 11 9 20 16 2 1 22 

Level B 27 24 20 10 52 44 30 22 27 

Level C  7 9 16 17 16 15 38 31 23 

Level D 4 5 20 15 6 12 19 24 14 

Level E 4 6 33 49 6 14 11 22 14 

Number of 

respondents 

1044 1054 147 243 342 351 1509 1706 6476 

χ
2
 11.939** 13.338** 20.906*** 102.016*** 3050.

64**

* 

p value = *<0.05, p value = **<0.01, p value = ***<0.001 

 

Table 4: I am satisfied with my job overall  

 Research Staff Other Academics Total  

 Fixed term Continuing Fixed term Continuing 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 

 % % % % % % % % % 

Agree 74 72 80 76 63 70 63 63 68 

Disagree 19 19 14 18 28 19 29 28 24 

Neither/Do 

not know 

7 9 6 6 9 11 8 9 6 

Number of 

respondents 

1011 1023 142 230 329 333 1466 1735 6269 
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Table 5: I am satisfied with my career opportunities in the university sector as a whole  

 Research Staff Other Academics Total  

 Fixed term Continuing Fixed term Continuing 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 

 % % % % % % % % % 

Agree 35 37 56 58 39 40 49 47 44 

Disagree 48 45 23 24 44 39 33 33 38 

Neither/Do 

not know 

17 18 21 18 17 21 18 20 18 

Number of 

respondents 

868 867 103 151 288 272 1207 1359 5115 

 

Table 6: I would like to remain in the university sector for the rest of my career  

 Research Staff Other Academics Total  

 Fixed term Continuing Fixed term Continuing 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 

 % % % % % % % % % 

Agree 46 49 49 71 45 58 55 59 53 

Disagree 27 27 29 11 28 19 21 18 23 

Neither/Do 

not know 

27 24 22 18 27 23 24 23 24 

Number of 

respondents 

721 675 65 122 204 195 830 1864 3684 

 

  



29 
 

 

Table 7: Where would you like to be in five years?  

 Research Staff Other Academics Total  

 Fixed term Continuing Fixed term Continuing 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 

 % % % % % % % % % 

At this level 6 7 18 29 6 7 6 13 9 

A higher 

level  

58 58 45 35 61 55 60 53 56 

Management 

position  

3 2 5 9 2 3 5 6 4 

Another 

university 

15 16 10 9 13 11 13 12 13 

Outside 

sector 

13 12 9 7 10 9 6 4 8 

Retired 5 5 13 11 8 15 10 12 9 

Number of 

respondents 

978 985 137 222 324 325 1439 1701 6111 

 

Table 8: Where do you expect to be in five years? 

 Research Staff Other Academics Total  

 Fixed term Continuing Fixed term Continuing 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 

 % % % % % % % % % 

At this level 17 11 25 36 23 14 23 27 21 

A higher 

level  

37 37 40 32 33 41 49 42 41 

Management 

position  

1 2 4 6 2 3 3 5 3 

Another 

university 

19 24 11 9 16 13 11 10 14 

Outside 

sector 

22 21 7 6 18 15 5 4 11 

Retired 5 5 13 12 8 15 9 12 9 

Number of 

respondents 

972 973 138 222 318 315 1431 1680 6049 
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Table 9: Level of support in their careers was a major problem (%)  

 Research Staff Other Academics Total  

 Fixed term Continuing Fixed term Continuing 

 Women  Men  Women Men Women  Men  Women Men 

Support from 

supervisors 

in applying 

for 

promotion 

26  20  21 16 29 21 30 27 28 

Guidance 

received in 

performance 

reviews 

24  18  19 15 23 17 30 23 25 

Opportunities 

for 

leadership 

29  21  19 20 27 17 26 23 24 

Access to 

internal 

research 

funding 

31 25 16 17 34 25 31 31 31 

 

 


