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THE RESEARCH ROLE OF THE UNIVERSITY 

0. INTRODUCTION 

I need t o  b e g i n  w i t h  some d i s c l a i m e r s .  F i r s t ,  I have never done any 

r e s e a r c h  on research,  so i n  a sense, t h e  f o l l o w i n g  remarks a r e  v e r y  much 

those  o f  a n o n - s p e c i a l i s t .  Second, what research  I have done has been a t  

t h e  sc ience / techno logy  end of t h e  spectrum, r a t h e r  than t h e  human i t i es  end. 

Some o f  my remarks a r e  p robab ly  q u i t e  i n a p p l i c a b l e  t o  t h e  human i t i es  end o f  

t h e  spectrum. T h i r d ,  some of  what I have t o  say w i l l  p robab ly  be s tandard  

f o l k l o r e  t o  those  who work f u l l  t i m e  i n  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  But many i n  u n i v e r s i t y  
.L 

govern ing  bod ies  a r e  l a y  people,  and may v a l u e  a l i t t l e  t u t o r i a l  ass is tance* ' .  

The main  i ssues  wh ich  I want t o  address a r e  these: 

(a) What c h a r a c t e r  i s e s  u n i v e r s i t y  research  and researchers?  

(.bl What do researchers  need? 

(c)  What a r e  t h e i r  hopes and concerns about  t h e  f u t u r e ?  

(d) What a r e  t h e i r  c u r r e n t  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  govern ing  bod ies? 

1.  UNIVERSITY RESEARCH AND RESEARCHERS 

1.1 What C h a r a c t e r i s e s  U n i v e r s i t y  Research? 

Forge t  f o r  t h e  moment t h e  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  u n i v e r s i t y  and j u s t  ask what 

c h a r a c t e r i s e s  research.  The f i r s t  aspec t  i s  t h a t  o f  n o v e l t y .  The f i r s t  

i n v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  wheel c o u l d  p r o p e r l y  be though t  o f  as  a p i e c e  o f  research.  

R e i n v e n t i n g  t h e  wheel c o u l d  n o t .  The second aspect  i s  t h a t  o f  t r a n s f e r a b i l i t y .  

A s t u d y  on t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  p u p i l s  i n  C a t h o l i c  p r i m a r y  schoo ls  i n . M a i t l a n d  

i s  h a r d l y  a p i e c e  o f  research  u n l e s s  i t  t e l l s  us something about pup- i ls  

e lsewhere o r  p r i m a r y  schoo ls  elsewhere.  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e  f i r s t  person 

who d iscovered  t h a t  t h e  c i r cumference  o f  a c i r c l e  was always a c o n s t a n t  m u l t i p l e  

o f  i t s  d iamete r  generated a p i e c e  o f  s u c c e s s f u l  research,  s i n c e  he was d i s -  

c o v e r i n g  a f a c t  wh ich  was t r a n s f e r a b l e  i n  t i m e  and space away f r o m  h i s  

immediate l o c a t i o n .  The t h i r d  idea i s  t h a t  research  i s  concerned w i t h  t h e  

c r e a t i o n  o f  p a t t e r n s  and t h e  s p e c i f i c a t i o n  o f  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between 

concepts .  As you may know, t h e  p h y s i c s  beh ind r a d i o  waves and t h e  p h y s i c s  

* Fw t h e  reader  r a t h e r  than l i s t e n e r  one m i g h t  add a f u r t h e r  d i s c l a i m e r .  As 
a t r a n s c r i p t  o f  a survey addcess th i 's  s u f f e r s  from t h e  usual  i'nadequacies: 
sentence s t r u c t u r e s  more tuned t o  t h e  ear  than  t h e  eye, and l a c k  o f  f u l l  
development o f  many arguments. 



behind electrical generators in power stations is very much the same. 

Developing this idea, and more generally, developing theory that gives order 

or coherence to apparently distinct phenomena is very much a research activity. 

Now what is peculiar about research in universities, as opposed to 

research elsewhere? Figure 1 tells mucii of the story. Research in universities 

is particularly concerned with the right hand, more basic end of the spectrum, 

and in this sense is concerned with longer term goals. Moreover, the goals 

are often ones of sPmple intellectual enquiry, or of elucidating the structure 

of the universe; they are much less goals of producing a better product for 

less money than last year's model. 

TIHE SPECTRUM OF R & D  

: t i c :  P o l .  Sti;rtcgic Mj-;.;ic,n Curiosity 
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1.2 Why Have University Research ? 

This brings me on to my next point, which is a very rapid defence of, or 

specification of the arguments for, university research. Different individuals 

assign different weightings to each of these arguments, but there seems to be a 

general consensus that all proyideyalid reasonsfor conducting universityresearch. 

First, university research as a cultural activity is ennobling of man, as is 



man's invo lvement  i n  a r t ,  music and t h e  c r e a t i v e  a r t s ,  f o r  research  i s  a l s o  a  

c r e a t i v e  a c t i v i t y .  Such a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  a  mark o f  c i v i l i s e d  man. Indeed 

w i t h o u t  such a c t i v i t i e s ,  we c o u l d  h a r d l y  c a l l  ou rse lves  c i v i l i s e d .  Second, 

r e s e a r c h  i s  an e s s e n t i a l  concomi tant  o f  success fu l  honours and pos t -g radua te  

educa t ion .  We a r e  concerned a t  l e a s t  i n  postgraduate educa t ion  w i t h  research  

t r a i n i n g  and/or fo rma l  i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  t h e  most advanced aspects  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t .  

Research i n s t r u c t i o n  f o r  a  s tuden t  r e a l l y  means t h a t  t h a t  s tuden t  i s  s e r v i n g  a  

research  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p ,  and c l e a r l y  a  r e s e a r c h  a c t i v i t y  i s  a  p r e r e q u i s i t e  f o r  

hav ing  research  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s .  My n e x t  p o i n t  i s  t h a t  a  r e s e a r c h  a c t i v i t y  i s  

v e r y  impor tan t  f o r  g e n e r a t i n g  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  t r a n s f e r  technology f rom overseas. 

I f  A u s t r a l i a  i s  t o  f l o u r i s h  i n  an economic sense, then we need t o  have some 

mechanism f o r  f i l t e r i n g  and d i s s e m i n a t i n g  w i t h i n  A u s t r a l i a  t h a t  98% o f  t h e  

w o r l d ' s  knowledge which i s  c r e a t e d  overseas.  L e t  me o u t l i n e  w i t h  g r e a t  over -  

s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  how t h i s  makes u n i v e r s i t y  research  impor tan t .  A p p r o p r i a t e  

p o r t i o n s  o f  t h e  new knowledge have t o  f i n d  t h e i r  way o f  course  i n t o  u n i v e r s i t y  

courses,  and t h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  p o r t i o n  demands an overv iew 

p o s i t i o n .  T h i s  overv iew can h a r d l y  be o b t a i n e d  w i t h o u t  involvement a t  t h e  

f r o n t i e r s  o f  t h e  f i e l d ,  i . e .  w i t h o u t  cn a lmost  a l l  cases a  research  a c t i v i t y .  

I n  case t h i s  sounds t o o  a b s t r a c t ,  l e t  me r e c o r d  t h a t  s t rong  arguments can be 

made t h a t  t h i s  process has been i n e f f e c t i v e  i n  t h e  computer sc ience  area i n  

A u s t r a l i a ,  t h a t  t h i s  has had c o s t l y  consequences t o  t h e  n a t i o n ,  and t h a t  some 

o f  t h i s  f a i l u r e  i s  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  t h e  weakness o f  u n i v e r s i t y  computer sc ience  

departments.  



The f o u r t h  reason f o r  hav ing  u n i v e r s i t y  research  i s  t h a t  m a t e r i a l  b e n e f i t s  

o f t e n  f l o w  From u n i v e r s i t y  research.  I t  i s  impor tan t  o f  course  t o  n o t e  t h a t  

these  m a t e r i a l  b e n e f i t s  a r e  o f t e n  unexpected and so cannot be planned f o r ;  

thus,  w h i l e  we can say t h a t  u n i v e r s i t y  r e s e a r c h  i n  a  s t a t i s t i c a l  sense 

b e n e f i t s  t h e  community, i t  may be v e r y  ha rd  t o  say o f  a  g i v e n  research  

p r o j e c t  t h a t  i t  w i l l  o r  w i l l  n o t  b e n e f i t  t h e  community, a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  w e l l  

a f t e r  t h a t  p r o j e c t  i s  completed. T h i s  leads one t o  conc lude t h a t  though t h e  

f u n d i n g  o f  much m i s s i o n  o r i e n t e d  r e s e a r c h  i s  impor tant ,  i t  should  n o t  be a t  t h e  

c o s t  o f  f u n d i n g  f o r  c u r i o s i t y - m o t i v a t e d  research.  Indeed, i n  terms o f  t h e  words 
.L 

o f  E.A. ~ h n e o u r "  one needs t o  r e t a i n  " t h e  e s s e n t i a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  and o p p o r t u n i t y  

f o r  s e r e n d l p i t y  on which o r i g i n a l  d i s c o v e r y  depends ... i t  i s  n o t  t o o  much o f  

an e x a g g e r a t i o n  t o  suggest t h a t  had t h e  p r e s e n t  b u r e a u c r a t i c  s t r u c t u r e  been i n  

o p e r a t i o n  when p o l i o m y e l i t i s  r e s e a r c h  was i n  i t s  heyday, we m i g h t  today  have a  

compact, e f f i c i e n t ,  computer-operated,  p o r t a b l e  i r o n  lung, r a t h e r  than two 

vaccines".  An o u t s t a n d i n g  example o f  t h e  p a y o f f  f rom u n i v e r s i t y  c u r i o s i t y -  

m o t i v a t e d  r e s e a r c h  i n  A u s t r a l i a  i s  p r o v i d e d  by t h e  c o n t r o l  o f  crown g a l l .  T h i s  

i s  a  cancer o f  s tone  f r u i t  t r e e s ,  and c u r i o s i t y - m o t i v a t e d  e c o l o g i c a l  s t u d i e s  a t  

t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  A d e l a i d e  l e d  t o  techn iques  u l t i m a t e l y  o f  i n o c u l a t i n g  seed l ings ,  

wh ich  have generated sav ings t o  A u s t r a l i a  a n n u a l l y  o f  about MS4, and sav ings 
. L L  

wor ldw ide  a n n u a l l y  o f  about  M$100. A r e c e n t  ASTEC r e p o r t ^ "  on t h e  d i r e c t  fund ing  

o f  b a s i c  r e s e a r c h  c i t e s  t h i s  and a  number o f  o t h e r  examples o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l  

b e n e f i t s  t o  f l o w  f r o m  b a s i c  research.  

1.3 What i s  a  Successfu l  U n i v e r s i t y  Researcher? 

S ince  many o f  you have n o t  been researchers ,  I though t  i t  m i g h t  be h e l p f u l  

t o  d e s c r i b e  t o  you some personal  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  t y p i c a l  u n i v e r s i t y  

researcher .  F i r s t  and foremost ,  he has t o  be h i g h l y  m o t i v a t e d .  Perhaps he i s  

even a d d i c t e d  t o  h i s  research,  as a  h e r o i n  user  i s  t o  h i s  b iochemica l  escape 

f r o m  r e a l i t y .  The r e s e a r c h e r ' s  d r i v e  i s  t o  express h imse l f  t h r o u g h  p i e c i n g  

t o g e t h e r  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  j i g s a w  r a t h e r  than  t o  be a  s a v i o u r  o f  s o c i e t y ,  i .e. 

c u r i o s i t y  r a t h e r  than a  m a t e r i a l  o b j e c t i v e  m o t i v a t e s  him. L i k e  an a r t i s t  he - 

c r e a t e s  p a t t e r n s ,  b u t  o f  ideas,  n o t  o f  p a i n t .  You d o u b t l e s s  

have v i s i o n s  o f  researchers  t o i l i n g  f o r  hours  i n  t h e  l a b o r a t o r y  w i t h  t e s t  tubes 

and ins t ruments ,  o r  a t  a  computer. These a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  i n  a  sense t h e  drudgery ,  

i f  you l i k e  t h e  99% o f  h i s  work t h a t  i s  p e r s p i r a t i o n .  I t  i s  t h e  t h i n k i n g  p a r t  

* Sc ience 195 (4282): 939, 11 March 77. 

+<*  he D i r e c t  Funding o f  Bas ic  Research", Repor t  t o  Pr ime M i n i s t e r  by 
A u s t r a l i a n  Science and Technology C o u n c i l ,  December, 1978. 



o f  h i s  work, t h e  1% t h a t  i s  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  t h a t  p r o v i d e s  t h e  p a y o f f  t o  t h e  

man who has become a research a d d i c t .  My exper ience  i s  t h a t  research,  

e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  t h i n k i n g  s ide ,  i s  v e r y  s i m i l a r  t o  long d i s t a n c e  runn ing .  One 

must push o n e s e l f  round t h e  n e x t  c u r v e ,  knowing t h a t  somewhere ahead, h o p e f u l l y  

w i t h i n  reach, i s  t h e  g o a l .  Menta l  e n e r g i e s  f l a g  l i k e  p h y s i c a l  energ ies .  The 

w i l l  d r i v e s  on knowing t h a t  a  s t o p  now i s  f a t a l  and i t  c u r t l y  r e j e c t s  i n t e r r -  

u p t i o n s  o f  te lephone  c a l l s  o r  c h i l d r e n ,  and adopts  a  jaund iced  and even 

condescending v i e w  o f  t h e  demands o f  u n i v e r s i t y  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o r  

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s .  To reach t h e  p o i n t  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  breakthrough,  one must, 

t a k i n g  a  cue f rom Lady Macbeth, screw o n e ' s  w i l l  and mental  energ ies  t o  t h e  

s t i c k i n g  p o i n t .  One o f  my c o l l e a g u e s  says s i m p l y  t h a t  a l l  researchers  have 

t o  be masochis ts .  I f  and when t h e  b reak th rough  comes, t h e  exper ience  i s  

o f t e n  an emot iona l  one. And when t h e  researcher  looks  back, he acknowledges 

t h a t  i t  was t h e  do ing  o f  t h e  t a s k  t h a t  was what counted, and once t h e  t a s k  

has been done, i t  has l i t t l e  i n t e r e s t .  

2. THE NEEDS OF RESEARCHERS 

2.1 Three Requirements f o r  a  Researcher 

I ' d  l i k e  t o  d i s c u s s  t h e  t h r e e  requ i rements :  t ime,  f u n d i n g  and useab le  

comrnuni.cation channels.  

For researchers ,  as f o r  most p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  t h e  u r g e n t  t o o  o f t e n  has t o  

t a k e  precedence over  t h e  impor tan t .  I know o f  one v e r y  research  o r i e n t e d  

department head who r e c e i v e d  a  memorandum f r o m  h i s  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  say ing  t h a t  

he was r e q u i r e d  t o  p h y s i c a l l y  i n s p e c t  a l l  keys on i s s u e  t o  a l l  academic s t a f f ,  

t e c h n i c a l  s t a f f  and pos tg radua te  s t u d e n t s  i n  h i s  department e v e r y  t h r e e  months 

and send a r e t u r n  t o  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  Wise ly ,  I t h i n k ,  he r e f u s e d  t o  

comply. But  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  demands o f  u n i v e r s i t y  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f t e n  

make ma jo r  i n roads  i n t o  a  r e s e a r c h e r ' s  t ime.  A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

a r e  however n o t  t h e  o n l y  danger. There have been departments who have seen 

apparen t  advantages i n  p u t t i n g  on l a r g e  numbers o f  courses,  w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t  

t h a t  t h e  l e c t u r e  loads a r e  so h i g h  t h a t  research  becomes w e l l - n i g h  imposs ib le .  

Researchers must guard t h e i r  r e s e a r c h  t i m e  a g a i n s t  t h i s  s o r t  o f  encroachment 

a1 so. 

The f a c t  t h a t  i n  o u r  u n i v e r s i t i e s  we do n o t  account s e p a r a t e l y  f o r  

academic s t a f f  research  t i m e  p r o v i d e s  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  t o  

o u r  o p e r a t i o n s .  The c o s t  i s  t h a t  e x p e n d i t u r e  o f  t h i s  resource  may n o t  be 

adequa te ly  s c r u t i n i s e d .  

T u r n i n g  t o  fund ing,  t h e  f i r s t  s ta tement  t h a t  one can make i s  t h a t  i t  i s  

v e r y  ha rd  t o  f i n d  an average f i g u r e  which shou ld  be s u p p l i e d  t o  a  worker t o  

guaran tee  t h a t  many o f  h i s  t a l e n t s  a r e  n o t  g o i n g  t o  waste. F u r t h e r ,  t h e  



a p p r o p r i a t e  f i g u r e  f o r  one worker w i l l  o f t e n  be v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  t o  t h a t  f o r  

another  worker .  I n d u s t r y  workson a  f i g u r e  o f  about $60,000, i n c l u d i n g  s a l a r y ,  

f o r  each r e s e a r c h  worker,  and maybe $20-$40,000 would be a p p r o p r i a t e  i n  

u n i v e r s i t i e s  w i t h  e x c l u s i o n  o f  s a l a r y ,  f o r  an above average worker. I n  any 

case i t  seems t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no d i s p u t e  about  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  suppor t  now i s  t o o  

low in f f iesense t h a t  much g r e a t e r  p r o d u c t i v i t y  would be p o s s i b l e  f rom t h e  p resen t  

s e t  of i n v e s t i g a t o r s  by g i v i n g  them s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more money. 

Two g r a p h i ' t e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  o f  what has happened over  t h e  pas t  few years,  

and r e q u i r e  no comment (see F i g u r e s  2 and 3 ) .  

FIGURE 2 
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RESEARCH EXPENDITURE PER WORKER 

,DECEMBER 1977 DOLLARS) 
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F i g u r e s  o b t a i n e d  f rom ASTEC r e p o r t  c i t e d  p r e v i o u s l y .  



F I G U R E  3 

AVERAGE R E A L  ARGC GRANT A V A I L A B L E  PER S T A F F  MEMBER 

100 = $1782 (IIECEMBE~ 1977 D~LLARS) 

Successful research requires that certain thresholds of time and money 

investment are essential if anything significant is to come out. And. when 

these thresholds are attained, there can be vastly different output between 

individuals. Figure 4 sums up the idea. Particularly in the case of money, 

there seems to be a knee in the curve: dollars to the right of the knee are 

much less effective than dollars to the left. But of course in today's 

climate, this point is of theoretical interest for almost everyone. 



lHRESHOU1 TIME OR MONEY 

RESEARCH OUTPUT IS A NONLINEAR FUNCTION OF 

TIME AND MONEY INPUT 

FIGURE 4 

2.2 Useable  Communication Channels 

The i n c l u s i o n  o f  t h i s  f o r m  o f  words may s t r i k e  you as s t range.  L e t  me 

e x p l a i n  what I mean. i t ' s  o b v i o u s  t h a t  w i t h  98% o r  so o f  t h e  w o r l d ' s  s c i e n t i f i c  

l i t e r a t u r e  o r i g i n a t i n g  f rom o u t s i d e  o f  A u s t r a l i a ,  we need t o  have good l i b r a r i e s  

wh ich  have records  o f  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e .  Perhaps i t  i s  s l i g h t l y  l e s s  obv ious  t h a t  

we need t o  have good access t o  m a i l  and te lephone.  Most a c t i v e  and success fu l  

r e s e a r c h e r s  a r e  plugged i n t o  a smal l  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  i n -g roup  who exchange p r e p r i n t s  

and ideas w e l l  be fo re  p u b l i c a t i o n .  Being a member i s  c l e a r l y  an advantage - one 

has advance i n f o r m a t i o n ,  b u t  i t  a l s o  bears  o b l i g a t i o n s .  M a i l s  a r e  used g r e a t l y  

f o r  communication, b u t  now t h e  te lephone  i s  beg inn ing  t o  be used a l s o .  Dur ing  

t h e  l a s t  year,  I have spoken t o  Belgium, France, Ho l land ,  U.K., New Zealand and 

t h e  U.S., t h e  l a t t e r  a number o f  t imes .  To Te lecom's  d i s p l e a s u r e  and my Vice-  



Chancel lor 's  pleasure, the  m a j o r i t y  o f  c a l l s  have o r i g i n a t e d  from overseas. 

Colleagues a r e  a l s o  an important communications channel. One s c i e n t i s t ' s  

mind i s ,  f o r  another s c i e n t i s t ,  a type o f  labora tory  i n  which he can t r y  

experiments. There i s  no quest ion as t o  the s y n e r g i s t i c  e f f e c t  o f  col leagues 

down the  h a l l .  I n  f a c t ,  I am unaware o f  a s i n g l e  h i g h l y  successful researcher 

i n  my d l s c l p l  ine who does no t  have 1 i k e  minded co l  leagues down the  ha1 1. I n  

ASTEC's recent  study o f  basic  research, one o f  the  major problems i d e n t i f i e d  i n  

u n i v e r s i t i e s  was t h e  degree o f  fragmentat ion, i nc lud ing  fragmentat ion w i t h i n  

departments. Fragmentation means t h a t  there  i s  no t  someone down the  h a l l  t o  

t a l k  t o .  

But i t  i s  no t  j u s t  t h e  col leagues down the  h a l l  t h a t  a re  important,  i t ' s  the  

col leagues elsewhere. Study leave and regu lar  shor t  t r i p s  are  needed i f  someone 

i s  t o  s tay  plugged i n t o  the  in-group, and even t o  keep up i n  h i s  d i s c i p l i n e  

general ly .  I myself  wouldn ' t  work i n  A u s t r a l i a  i f  I  could no t  ma in ta in  t h i s  

s o r t  o f  contac t ,  and I am g r a t e f u l  t h a t  our u n i v e r s i t y  has an enl ightened 

a t t i t u d e  i n  these mat ters.  But the  need f o r  t r a v e l  i s  underemphasised i n  

Aus t ra l i an  u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  comparison w i t h  many u n i v e r s i t i e s  elsewhere. For 

example, I  am t o l d  there  i s  one A u s t r a l i a n  u n i v e r s i t y  which l i m i t s  t r a v e l  t o  

$60 per head per annum, and another which prov ides no overseas t r a v e l  ass is tance 

other  than f o r  study leaves. Contrast  t h i s  w i t h  a comment I  heard from an 

l s r a e l i  professor  l a s t  year t h a t  a l l  l s r a e l i  academics rece ive  a s izeab le  

amount f o r  t r a v e l  each year, and i n  the case o f  f u l l  professors a t  h i s  

i n s t i t u t e ,  i t  was approximately $2,000 per man. We sometimes f o r g e t  t h a t  

a l though i n  1946 i t  took two and a h a l f  years o f  average earnings t o  f l y  

r e t u r n  t o  London, now i t  takes somewhat l ess  than 3 weeks, a t  l e a s t  a t  t h e  

cheapest ra te ,  and 2 weeks t o  San Francisco. Perhaps some o f  our ra t t ie r  

r e s t r i c t i v e  p o l i c i e s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  overseas t r a v e l  could stand some.1oosening. 

I understand from a member o f  the  ASTEC s e c r e t a r i a t  t h a t  i n  a recent  

UNESCO study aimed a t  i d e n t i f y i n g  the  f a c t o r s  which made a research group 

e f f e c t i v e ,  communication i n  the broad sense described above showed up as one 

o f  the  few s i g n i f i c a n t  n o n - s k i l l  f ac to rs .  

3;  FUTURE OUTLOOK 

3.1 Future Hopes o f  Researchers 

Y o u ' l l  a l l  know t h a t  researchers fee l  t h e r e  a r e  i n s u f f i c i e n t  funds t o  



suppor t  them. You may n o t  know t h a t  they  a r e  l o o k i n g  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e s  

o f  suppor t ,  and/or t h e  removal o f  some c o n s t r a i n t s  on t h e  way e x i s t i n g  funds 

can be spent.  

Those o f  you who have read t h e  ASTEC r e p o r t  on Bas ic  Research w i l l  have 

seen s e v e r a l  suggest ions t h a t  have met w i t h  a f a i r  degree o f  approva l  f rom t h e  

research  community. I n  r e s p e c t  o f  t h e  ARGC, two o f  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  ASTEC 

sugges t ions  a r e  t h a t  t h e  ARGC i n i t i a t e  program as opposed t o  p r o j e c t  g r a n t s ,  

and extend g r e a t l y  t h e  use o f  p o s t d o c t o r a l  awards. Program g r a n t s  would be 

c e n t r e d  round t h e  v e r y  bes t  people ,  m i g h t  run  f o r  severa l  years  r a t h e r  than  a 

year a t  a t ime,  would expec t  v e r y  o f t e n  t o  cover  groups r a t h e r  than i n d i v i d u a l s ,  

and would a l l o w  f o r  e x p e n d i t u r e s  i n  a wider  range o f  c a t e g o r i e s  than those 

t y p i c a l l y  p e r m i t t e d  by p r o J e c t  g r a n t s .  For example, t r a v e l  t o  overseas 

conferences m i g h t  be chargeab le  t o  a program g r a n t .  The p roposa ls  t o  inc rease  

t h e  number o f  p o s t d o c t o r a l  awards and t o  cover groups w i t h  program g r a n t s  i n  

a sense can be v iewed as p r o p o s a l s  t o  p r o v i d e  more communications channels t o  

t h e  b e s t  researchers  - i n  t h i s  case communi~cations channels  t o  h i g h l y  q u a l i f i e d  

i n d i v i d u a l s  down t h e  h a l l .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  w i t h  a f a l l  o f f  i n  g radua te  s tudent  

numbers, these  moves a r e  seen as most welcome. 

I t  w i l l  p r o b a b l y  be known t o  you t h a t  t h e  T e r t i a r y  Educa t ion  Commission 

has expressed a w i s h  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  s p e c i a l  r e s e a r c h  funds p r o v i d e d  t o  

u n i v e r s i t i e s .  Some o f  you w i l l  a l s o  know t h a t  a r e c e n t  i n c r e a s e  was n o t  e v e n l y  

spread amongst t h e  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  b u t  was concen t ra ted  i n  a l i m i t e d  number. A 

p roposa l  t o  i nc rease  t h e  funds,  and t o  a l e s s e r  e x t e n t  t h e  proposa l  t h a t  some 

funds shou ld  be d i s t r i b u t e d  on a s e l e c t i v e  bas is ,  has met w i t h  much acclaim. 

I suppor t  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  funds on a s e l e c t i v e  bas is ,  though n o t  on a 

s e l e c t i v e  b a s i s  t o  u n i v e r s i t i e s  - o n l y  t o  cen t res .  We have no u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  

A u s t r a l i a  t h a t  a r e  e x c e l l e n t  u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  t h e  sense o f  say Harv.ard o r  t h e  

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a ,  Berke ley .  Rather,  a l l  o u r  u n i v e r s i t i e s  have some bad 

depar tments  i n  them, and some u n i v e r s i t i e s  have more good depar tments  than  

o t h e r s .  The problem w i t h  s e l e c t i v e  suppor t  t o  a u n i v e r s i t y  i s  t h a t  a l l  t o o  o f t e n  

t h i s  suppor t  g e t s  spread round b o t h  t h e  bad and good depar tments  o f  t h a t  

u n i v e r s i t y .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e  TEC i n i t i a t i v e  t o  fund  Cent res o f  Exce l lence ,  

o r ,  l e s s  e m o t i v e l y ,  Cen t res  o f  Concen t ra t ion ,  i s  an i n i t i a t i v e  which s e l e c t i v e l y  

sendsthe money t o  where i t  can secure t h e  most b e n e f i t s .  I t  i s  unders tood t h a t  

i f  and when c e n t r e s  o f  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  a r i s e ,  t h e i r  numbers i n  t h e  f i r s t  i n s t a n c e  

a r e  l i k e l y  t o  be v e r y  l i m i t e d .  One m i g h t  however hope f o r  a c o n t i n u o u s , a l b e i t  



slow, expans ion o f  t h e  concept.  F i n a l l y ,  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  TEC, t h e  u n t v e r s i t y  

researcher  would l i k e  t o  be reassured t h a t  n o t  o n l y  does h i s  u n i v e r s i t y  r e c e i v e  

s p e c i a l  r e s e a r c h  funds on account o f  t h e  r e s e a r c h  m i s s i o n  o f  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  b u t  

t h e r e  i s  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  a l l owance  f o r  academic s t a f f  research  t i m e  b u i l t  i n t o  t h e  

u n i v e r s i t y  f u n d i n g  arrangements t h a t  i s  n o t  b u i l t  i n t o  t h e  CAE fund ing  arrangements. 

T h i s  would i m p l y  t h a t  i f  a  CAE and a u n i v e r s i t y  were t h e  same s i z e  w i t h  t h e  same 

f a c u l t y  m i x ,  s t u d e n t / s t a f f  r a t i o s  would need t o  be lower i n  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  than 

theCAE. I n  q u a l i t a t i v e  terms, t h i s  i s  presumably so. But t h e  r e s e a r c h  community 

would be much reassured by t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  peruse q u a n t i t a t i v e  da ta .  

There  a r e  o t h e r  f u t u r e  hopes o f  researchers  which r e l a t e  t o  procedures and 

p o i t c i e s  w i t h i n  i n d i v i d u a l  u n i v e r s i t i e s  wh ich  I s h a l l  d i s c u s s  l a t e r .  

5.2 F u t u r e  Problems - 
A number o f  problems f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  w i l l  a l r e a d y  be c l e a r  t o  you. One 

wh ich  s tands  o u t  i s  t h a t  o f  l ow academic s t a f f  t u r n o v e r .  Perhaps though I cou ld  

s k e t c h  some o t h e r s  which a r e  more r e s e a r c h  o r i e n t e d .  The th roughpu t  o f  pos t -  

q radua te  s t u d e n t s , l i k e  t h a t  o f  new academic s t a f f ,  m igh t  go down: a f t e r  a l l ,  

many p e o p l e  under took  pos tg radua te  s t u d y  i n  t h e  p a s t  i n  o r d e r  t o  become q u a l i f i e d  

f o r  a  u n i v e r s i t y  p o s i t i o n .  Perhaps an expans ion of i n d u s t r i a l  r e s e a r c h  and 

development w i l l  f o r  some departments cause a  f l o w  o f  s tuden ts  t o  be ma in ta ined ,  

b u t  t h i s  i s  by  no means c l e a r .  

One consequence o f  lower p o s t g r a d u a t e  s tuden t  th roughpu t  i s  a  more r a p i d  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  age ing o f  permanent s t a f f .  Another  consequence i s  t h a t  those  

academic s t a f f  who r e q u i r e  research  a s s i s t a n c e  wi ' l l  have t o  pay s a l a r i e d  

i n d i v i d u a l s ,  r a t h e r  than  g radua te  s tuden ts ,  and t h i s  imposes an increased 

burden on t h e i r  source o f  suppor t .  

L a s t l y ,  I would l i k e  t o  j u s t  s k e t c h  i n  t h e  b a r e s t  o u t l i n e  two f u r t h e r  

p o t e n t i a l  d i s t o r t i n g  i n f l u e n c e s  wh ich  c o u l d  a f f e c t  ou r  a b i l i t y  t o  f u n c t i o n  i n  

t h e  long  term.  For a  long t i m e  we have had some m i s s i o n  o r i e n t e d  bod ies  

s u p p o r t i n g  r e s e a r c h  i n  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  t h e  N a t i o n a l  H e a l t h  and Medica l  Research 

Counc i l ,  t h e  E l e c t r i c a l  Research Board and so on; more r e c e n t l y ,  we have had 

NERDDC. One s c e n a r i o  i s  t h a t  such bod ies w i l l  p r o l i f e r a t e ,  and t h e  u n i v e r s i t i e s '  

dependence on them w i l l  grow. The money i s  a t t r a c t i v e ,  bu t  t h e  freedom t o  

choose r e s e a r c h  g o a l s  i s  r o u g h l y  i n v e r s e l y  p r o p o r t i o n a l  t o  t h e  money p rov ided  t o  



meet those goals. Second, the  i m p l i c i t  soc ia l  con t rac t  t h a t  so fa r  has 

ex is ted  between researchers and the  p u b l i c  and l e t s  researchers do t h e i r  own 

t h i n g  could conceivably be r e w r i t t e n  w i t h  g reat  cost  t o  un i ve rs i t i es , s imp ly  as 

a r e s u l t  o f  t h e  mere involvement o f  u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  t h ings  l i k e  genet ic  

engineering, nuclear energy, mlcroprocessors, marine petroleum geology, 

behaviour modi fy ing drugs and the  l i k e  - a l l  areas have the  p o t e n t i a l  t o  s t i r  

u p  p u b l i c  emotions. 

4. THE ROLE OF GOVERNING B O D I E S  

But t he re  are  many cu r ren t  problems w i t h i n  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  e n t i r e l y  o f  t h e i r  

own making and w i t h i n  t h e i r  capac i ty  t o  solve. Rather than leaving you a t  t h i s  

p o i n t  w i t h  a f e e l i n g  o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n  tha t  t h e  problems o f  the  f u t u r e  a r e  being 

de l ineated and i n  due course w i l l  be solved, I hope I can leave you w i t h  a 

f e e l i n g  o f  d i s q u i e t ,  o r  s t  l eas t  a fee l i ng  t h a t  you, the  members of governing 

bodies, can a l l  do a l i t t l e  b e t t e r .  
-- 

I n  no sense do I want t o  suggest t h a t  you should run  your u n i v e r s i t i e s  

t h i s  way o r  t h a t  way. That i s ,  o f  course, n o t  your ro le .  But i t  i s ,  I be l ieve ,  

one o f  your proper func t ions  t o  answer "us" t o  the  quest ion "Quis cus tod ie t  

custodies?", t o  v e r i f y  t h a t  appropr ia te  procedures a r e  being used t o  run your 

u n i v e r s i t y ,  and t o  c a l l  f o r  the  s e t t i n g  up o f  procedures when they are  no t  

present. 

I n  r e l a t i o n  t o  your u n i v e r s i t y ' s  research a c t i v i t y ,  your task, I  be l ieve,  

can be summed up by saying t h a t  you should p r o t e c t  t h e  st rong researchers from 

the  weak researchers, your s teeples and cent res  o f  excel lence from your mud huts 

and shanty-towns o f  med iocr i ty .  What t h i s  o f t e n  amounts t o  i s  p ro tec t i ng  the  

less  p o l i t i c a l  members o f  the  u n i v e r s i t y  from the more p o l i t i c a l .  And t h a t  can 

even mean p ro tec t fng  people you see l i t t l e  o f  f rom people you see a l o t  o f .  

I ' v e  generated a shor t  c h e c k l i s t  o f  quest ions which as a researcher, I ' d  

commend t o  you f o r  study. I t  i s  no t  comprehensive, s imply representat ive.  

4.1 Check1 1st f o r  U n i v e r s i t y  Governing Bodies t o  Combat Current Problems 

What meetings do you have w i t h  your best  researchers? Are they only ,  as 

a t  some u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  when j o s t l i n g  i n  an academic procession on graduat ion day, 

o r  as a t  others, be fore  every counc i l  meeting. Some meetings I be l i eve  a r e  

h i g h l y  des i rab le  i f  you are  t o  r e a l l y  understand the  hopes o f  your researchers. 

Do you have ant i f ragmenta t ion  mechanisms? I f  C S l R O  were t o  do a rev iew 
3 

o f  u n i v e r s i t y  research, they would probably l i s t  as t h e i r  number one complaint 



excess ive  f ragmenta t ion .  W i t h i n  a  u n i v e r s i t y ,  t h i s  means t r y i n g  t o  have 8 

s p e c i a l , t i e s  i n  a  department o f  8 people,  r a t h e r  than 2. I t  does seem t h a t  

i n t e r v e n t i o n  f r o m  on t o p  may be needed t o  c u t  s h o r t  t h i s  s e r i o u s  problem. 

I know t h a t  t h e  c r y  o f  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  w i l l  be t h a t  e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  f r a g m e n t a t i o n  

means i n t e r f e r e n c e  w l t h  depar tmenta l  autonomy. To t h a t ,  my r e p l y  would be t h a t  

where a  demonstrated ma jo r  problem e x i s t s ,  i n t e r f e r e n c e  i s  j u s t i f i e d .  What 

departments do n o t  c a r e  f o r  i s  i n t e r f e r e n c e  w i t h  no j u s t p f i c a t i o n  o r  on m inor  

m a t t e r s ,  as f o r  example when they  a r e  t o l d  they  can spend t h e i r  s p e c i a l  r e s e a r c h  

funds on equipment b u t  n o t  on t r a v e l .  

How o f t e n  do you see documents d i s c u s s i n g  problems o f  t h e  n e x t  decade? 

Perhaps t h e  W i l l i a m s  r e p o r t ,  o r  t h e  t a l k s  here, a r e y o u r  f i r s t  

exposure t o  problems o f  t h e  n e x t  decade. I f  so, perhaps t h e  u r g e n t  i s  s t e a l i n g  

t i m e  f rom t h e  i m p o r t a n t  i n  your  meet ings.  

A r e  your p romot ion  systems m e r i t o c r a t i c ?  I ' m  n o t  concerned here  w i t h  

appeals  procedures,  w i t h  t h e  number o f  r e f e r e e s  f rom overseas you r e q u i r e  f o r  

promot ion t o  reader ,  o r  even whether your promot ions commit tee i s  designed t o  

i n c l u d e  a t  l e a s t  one a c t i v e  researcher ,  impor tan t  though these  issues may be. 

There a r e  two i ssues  wh ich  I want t o  canvass. The f i r s t  i s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  

whether o r  n o t  you have h e l d  up some l e c t u r e r s  and s e n i o r  l e c t u r e r s  i n  t h e  

s a l a r y  sca les  and a c c e l e r a t e d  o t h e r s .  A l l  l e c t u r e r s  and s e n i o r  l e c t u r e r s  a r e  

n o t  equal  i n  r e s e a r c h  performance; some a r e  v e r y  bad and o t h e r s  v e r y  good. A 

system when t h e y  a l l  f l o a t  up  t h e  s c a l e  i n  synchronism i s  n o t  a  system wh ich  i s  

as m e r i t o c r a t i c  a s  i t  m i g h t ,  and perhaps should,  be. My second p o i n t  r e l a t e s  

t o  t h e  r e l a t i v e  s t a t u s  o f  a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r s  o r  readers  and f u l l  p r o f e s s o r s .  

T h i s  problem has become more c l e a r l y  focussed w i t h  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  f i r s t  o f  

m u l t i c h a i r  depar tments  and, more r e c e n t l y ,  o f  n o n p r o f e s s o r i a l  department heads. 

You w i l l  d o u b t l e s s  be aware t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  two r o u t e s  t o  f u l l  p r o f e s s o r  rank.  

The f i r s t  and normal r o u t e  i s  used when a c h a i r  i s  d e c l a r e d  vacant  ahd an 

adver t i sement  i s  made i n  t h e  paper, and t h e  b e s t  a p p l i c a n t ,  assuming he i s  n o t  

t o o  bad, i s  appoin ted.  The second r o u t e  i s  t h e  persona l  c h a i r  r o u t e ,  a  

personal  c h a i r  be ing  awarded t o  a  reader  o r  a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r  who appears 

e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e d :  The r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  two v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  s tandards  

a r e  a p p l i e d .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  r o u t e ,  o f t e n  a  f a u t e  de  mieux appoin tment  i s  made, 

and a  f a u t e  de  mieux appoin tment  i s  o f t e n  l a  p l u s  mauvaise des f a u t e s :  

someone becomes a f u l l  p r o f e s s o r  whose c a l i b r e  i s  d e c i d e l y  i n f e r i o r  t o  many 

a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r s  e lsewhere i n  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y .  L e s t  you t h i n k  I  am 

exaggera t ing ,  I  o f f e r  two quotes f rom V ice -Chance l lo rs :  



1. Pn our  U n i v e r s i t y ,  I  c o n s i d e r  i t  a m a t t e r  o f  pu re  l u c k  as t o  

whether a  person i s  an a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r  o r  a  f u l l  p r o f e s s o r ,  

2. I n  ou r  U n i v e r s i t y ,  i t  i s  ha rder  t o  become an a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r  

than t o  g e t  a  c h a i r ,  once t h e  c h a i r  has been a d v e r t i s e d .  

Perhaps u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  some way shou ld  m i r r o r  t h e  s o c i e t y  i n  which they  

a r e  l o c a t e d ,  b u t  I f i n d  i t  s l i g h t l y  o b j e c t i o n a b l e  t h a t  t h e  p r o p e n s i t y  o f  

A u s t r a l i a n s  t o  gamble and commit t h e i r  f o r t u n e s  t o  l u c k  i s  m i r r o r e d  i n  t h e  

personnel  p o l i c i e s  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  I t  seems t o  me t h e r e  i s  a  much s t r o n g e r  

case f o r  personnel  p o l i c i e s  t o  be more m e r i t o c r a t i c ,  perhaps more l i k e  those  a t  

CSIRO. I  am aware o f  e x c e l l e n t  researchers  l e a v i n g  A u s t r a l i a ,  express ing  g r e a t  

f r u s t r a t i o n s  a t  personnel  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  i n  u n i v e r s i t i e s ;  I ' m  aware t h a t  N o r t h  

Americans a t  u n i v e r s i t i e s  s tacked w i t h  Nobel P r i z e  Winners regard  aspects  o f  

o u r  system as, q u i t e  s imp ly ,  l u d i c r o u s .  A z e r o  c o s t  ad jus tment  would n o t  seem 

i m p o s s i b l e  i n  which one r a i s e d  one s tandard  - t h a t  a p p l y i n g  t o  appoin tment  by 

adver t i sement  - and lowered t h e  o t h e r  - t h a t  a p p l y i n g  t o  pe rsona l  c h a i r  pro- 

mot ion.  

My l a s t  p o i n t  on t h e  c h e c k l i s t  i s  t h i s .  

I s  t h e r e  a  documented system f o r  t h e  s e l e c t i v e  suppor t  o f  researchers  

w i t h  a  n o n t r i v i a l  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  budget? A l l  u n i v e r s i t i e s  w i t h  i n t e r n a l  fo rmu la  

f u n d t n g  add a d i s c r e t i o n a r y  b u t  o f t e n  token g l o s s  to  r e f l e c t  research  

s t r e n g t h s .  I am t a l k i n g  about  more than  t h a t .  The requ i rements  as I see i t  

a r e  these. 

(a) The system must be documented and p u b l i c ;  i t  i s  n o t  enough 

t h a t  t h e r e  be r e a s s u r i n g  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  t o  t h e  e f f e c t  t h a t  

"we always l o o k  a f t e r  ou r  b e s t  research  departments and researchers". 

(b) I t  must i n c l u d e  t ime,  as  opposed t o  o p e r a t i n g  funds,  wh ich  

means t h a t  i f  depar tments  A and B a r e  o f  t h e  same t y p e '  

and have t h e  same number o f  s t u d e n t s  b u t  t h e  r e s e a r c h  

a c t i v i t i e s  o f  A a r e  much s t r o n g e r  than those  o f  B, t hen  

department A should  g e t  more academic s t a f f  a c c o r d i n g  t o  

some documented p o l i c y .  

(c )  The s e l e c t i v e  suppor t  must r e p r e s e n t  a  n o n t r i v i a l  p o r t i o n  o f  

t h e  budget. An amount o f  say $50,000 - $60,000 i n  a  budget o f  

M$50 i s  t r i v i a l .  

(d)  Two systems, one f o r  departments o r  cen t res ,  and one f o r  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  

a r e  p r o b a b l y  r e q u i r e d .  



4.2 Summary 

You w i l l  see t h a t  my p h i l o s o p h y  i s  one o f  s u p p o r t i n g  t h e  s t rong ,  and l a r g e l y  

deny ing suppor t  t o  t h e  weak. To t h i s  I would add p r o v i d i n g  seed suppor t  t o  

t h e  unproved. My p e r c e p t i o n  i s  t h a t  u n i v e r s i t i e s  a r e  always ready t o  preach 

a l o n g  these  l i n e s ,  b u t  sometimes l e s s  ready t o  a c t .  Perhaps be ing  a 

researcher  and govern ing  a u n i v e r s i t y  have one t h i n g  i n  common. Success 

i n  t h e  endeavour depends on how much one screws one's w l l l  and menta l  energ ies  

t o  t h e  s t i c k i n g  p o i n t .  


