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grade, with no further support once the University ‘clips-the-ticket’ for a further 6 
years.  If PBRF were to continue, a better system might be aimed at assessment of 
whole groups or departments, i.e. considering the quality of research outputs 
overall, number of postgrad students, total research FTEs, staff to student ratios 
(students do better with more Postdoctoral Fellow in the research group), the 
amount and quality of collaborations outside of the department/institution/country 
etc. 

 

Q12: Aotearoa New Zealand is a cultural melting-pot, with a rich diversity of 
individuals who come here to study from all over the world. The challenge is to 
retaining this talent in NZ, after they graduate with their postgraduate and/or 
doctoral qualifications and not losing them to overseas opportunities due to lack of 
industry jobs in NZ, visa restrictions, and higher salaries overseas. Grant applications 
are also highly competitive and limited to the “lifespan” category you’re placed in as 
an early career researcher. The limited options for career progression, and the 
disheartening reality of poor job security, are major barriers to retaining a diverse 
array of talented researchers. 

The “publish or perish” problem breeds research practices that may lack robust, 
reproducible data just for the sake of getting a publication. Poor quality research 
directly undermines future follow-up research (often internationally), which wastes 
time and resources. This cycle self-perpetuates itself and is insidious of the system 
and how it currently rewards quantity over quality. This problem is certainly not 
unique to NZ, but should be considered in how we can potentially pioneer new ways 
of reward and support to our scientists and their contributions within the NZ system. 
There have been countless times where we have lost researchers with decades of 
world-class research experience who leave and take their knowledge and expertise 
with them, and these staff are invaluable towards mentoring and developing new 
talent here. The current system under recognises the benefits of continuity and 
knowledge transfer between Early to Mid-Career researchers. 

A modern day, diverse workforce encompassing those from different ethnic 
backgrounds and those with carer responsibilities (well known to hider women), will 
require several changes to our current systems: 

• Not just more flexible work hours (academia can often provide this) but a 
more flexible career path.  Allowances for those with family commitments to 
account for longer times to amass a CV with the hallmarks of attainment such 
as papers, students, and funding etc.  This could be reflected better in career 
development grants, which currently have time limits that don’t consider 
time actually spent as a full-time researcher (the recent changes to 
Rutherford Discovery Fellowship are a welcome change).  Also, recognition 
that people with carer responsibilities or cultural/community time 
commitments are not able to work 60h/week when working full time and 
therefore may be out-completed by someone who can.  NZ often lags in 
international trends, but flexible work hours, and flexible working locations 
(such as working from home when lab work isn’t the bulk of your work load) 
etc, are becoming more mainstream internationally, and should be adopted 
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in NZ more openly. This is also a strategy to reduce carbon emissions due to 
long commuting distances and times, particularly within urban locations such 
as Auckland. Flexibility could also be better worked into grants under HR 
considerations, e.g. contract time extensions for any extended period of 
leave (parental or otherwise) of key personnel.  The efforts of the RSNZ to 
allow an extra 2 years for each child for applying for career development 
grants is applauded as it recognises the impact of having children beyond just 
the time taken away from work on parental leave.  In fact, this model should 
be adopted by all funders and advertised more widely.   

• Mentoring is also key for improving diversity.  Providing career advice and 
day to day support to those who may not have a mentor or someone ‘like’ 
them as a role model in the industry is vital during the stressful early career 
stage.    Research shows that women who receive mentoring early in their 
career are more likely to be successful 
(https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1613117114) 

• The early career researchers in NZ already represent an increased diversity 
compared to the established mid-career and senior researchers.  Providing 
more support for existing researchers at all career levels to both reward 
excellence, provide opportunities to demonstrate excellence and support to 
allow development of excellence are all key (see Q 19). 

• The other obvious moves are to increase diversity in speaker line-ups, panel 
discussions, grant reviewers, grant awardees, committees, publications etc.  
Compulsory diversity education must also be mandatory for all grant review 
committees. Blinding of grant committees is also potential mechanism 
against bias, however in such a small research community where senior 
researchers often know all the other people working in and around their 
field, this may be ineffective. 

• As a funder, the MBIE can work requirements for measures that encourage 
diversity into its funding systems and enforce an expectation that funding 
recipient organisations also adhere to these measures.  An expectation that 
all funding recipient organisations adhere to minimum requirements such as 
diversity, discrimination and bullying education compulsory for all staff (new 
starters) with refreshers for anyone moving into a position of management or 
involved in hiring/career advancement decisions. 

• The entire Science and Education system needs to be more pragmatic in 
developing group-up approaches to encourage better inclusion of more 
diverse members of society. The positive impacts of community engagement 
and outreach initiative are often less valued than publications in ‘high-impact’ 
journals. Often researchers excel at one or other of these aspects. We need 
to develop team strategies to bridge these gaps.  

The major NZ universities currently have some policies surrounding diversity and 
gender bias; however, our membership sees, in general, that these policies are 
not well embedded in the university systems and therefore are ineffective. 

 

Q13: Research excellence in NZ should absolutely be assessed against the rest of the 
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world, whilst also recognising that we are a small nation with only a few research 
institutions.  However, that gives us the edge to do things differently, be more 
interconnected (especially industry and academia), and perhaps re-structure the 
research funding landscape in a way that isn’t possible for larger countries.  Research 
budget per capita in NZ (1.34 in 2017) is shamefully below OECD average (2.37 in 
2017).  If the MBIE wishes to see NZ to perform on the global stage, the government 
will have to provided substantially increased funding to realise the potential of its RSI 
workforce. We should be able to waste less time trying to obtain funding and more 
time researching and communicating knowledge.  

 

Q14:  There is a body of research looking at the value of collaboration; between 
institutes, between disciplines and also between countries.  Although difficult to 
measure, most studies have indicated collaboration improves quality of research.  It 
is also clear from many career advice sessions we have run over the years that senior 
academics believe collaboration helped to enhance their own work early in their 
career. This is a feature determining career excellence that we hear time and time 
again.  Attending conferences and networking events allows us to meet those 
outside our field and institutions and build the connections that will form the basis of 
new and future collaborations. For early career researchers these connections are 
independent of our supervisors and mentors and allow us to forge new independent 
research ideas. 

Building more conference/or networking opportunities into career development 
awards and fellowships can only be beneficial. 

Encouraging genuine collaborative research can be challenging. Too often ‘token’ 
collaborators are added to increase the changes of grant success. Additionally, many 
prolific collaborators, many with very successful careers, ultimately under-
contribute, due to lack of free time. Unfortunately, these cases can prevent more 
junior, perhaps equally capable, researchers from establishing new collaborations. 
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jobs for postdoctoral staff have generated a big hole in which investment is being 
lost.  Research has shown that Postdoctoral student in labs with more early career 
researchers (postdocs) become better scientists.   Revising funding systems to 
encourage better staff/student ratios and a more sensible number of PhD awards 
per year that will underpin our research workforce is absolutely key.  Universities 
should be in the business of training young people to be make useful 
contributions to society through their working life.  Wasting 3-4 years of highly 
specialised training on many individuals who will never use those skills is a 
massive waste of time and taxpayer’s money.  Not to mention the loss of these 
highly specific skills to a research team or the NZ RSI as a whole whenever a 
student or an early career researcher is forced to move out of research.  As 
discussed below doctoral training programmes that involve some industry training 
should also be encouraged. 

 

Training a research workforce for work outside of academia 

Postdoctoral training should work as the nation’s “stock” of STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and math) workforce, and as a gateway to the research 
enterprise. In New Zealand there is clearly a lack of outlet for the trained early 
career researchers. Academic institutes cannot provide enough permanent 
employment and tenure to scholars, and industry does not have positions that 
match the higher qualifications. Therefore, the country fails to sustainably retain 
talents, and investment spent in training young researchers cannot be converted 
to academic or economic output. 

In many other countries the university-industry linkage has become a popular and 
efficient way to enhance national and regional innovations. However, in NZ the 
connectivity between universities and industrial organisations are hinder by the 
absence of funding, insufficient channels of engagement, and lack of 
communication between the two sectors. The connectivity barrier may rise from 
the lack of an efficient platform to achieve characteristics necessary for 
collaboration, such as required skills, complementing knowledge and partner 
identification. MBIE’s National Science Challenge does provide a stand for large 
scale, collaborative research programmes in the country. But the collaboration 
seems to be restricted in existing institutional network and does not extend 
further. For example, most partners in the challenges are universities, so that it is 
not surprising that the research outcome cannot be effectively translated to 
policy making, industry innovation and economic growth. 

Similar barrier also exists in the connectivity between different research 
institutes. The current funding scheme doesn’t really encourage inter-institutional 
collaborations, technology/knowledge transfer and fund/facility sharing. 

 

Q20: New Zealand is already an attractive place to come and live/work.  
Navigating the systems from the outside might be streamlined by having a central 
resource/website for those seeking information on jobs, funding and visa 
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information. 

Q21:  Our comments in Q19 summarise the things that would enable career 
stability, however there are still far more postgrad and postdoctoral researchers 
than there are full time research positions.  Therefore, any strategy has to include 
components which attenuate the PhD machine, improve postgrad level training 
pathways for life ‘outside of’ or ‘in support of’ research, as well as improving 
career stability for existing and upcoming researchers.  A leaky pipeline may be 
plugged by providing ringfenced funding that supports specialist research staff 
with highly specialised methodological knowledge that can support a multitude of 
research projects regionally or nationwide.  For example, in statistics, mass spec, 
image analysis or genetic analysis, to mention just a few.    

These could be supported through CoREs, or within institutions on the proviso 
they can service in house and external research.  These sorts of skills take years to 
learn and require constantly updating knowledge with the latest 
methods/technology.  Universities are constantly losing people with these sorts of 
skills and knowledge and it is a shameful waste of public money.  This sort of 
support would also alleviate costs to universities for running expensive and highly 
specialist equipment and save grant awardees costs associated with training up a 
whole new student or staff member in a technology/methodology that they may 
only use once or twice.  They would also provide an alternative career path for NZ 
researchers which would be 100% research.  Also recognising that not all 
academic researchers want to move into a 40/40/20 (research/teaching/service) 
role. These sorts of roles exist, but are far and few between and not sufficient to 
prevent the loss of knowledge and skills that exists and also not enough to 
provide a viable alternative career path. 

Potentially, some portion of PBRF funding given to universities could come ‘ring-
fenced’ to support research staff, both permanent technical staff as well as 
providing bridging support for those between research contracts.  This activity 
already exists within the University of Auckland as an example; however, the 
bridging funding is not well advertised.  Forcing institutions to have a less opaque 
and better funded mechanism to support research staff salaries would be very 
helpful. 

 

Q22:  There was no detail available in the Strategy to provide comment on the 
initiatives you propose, however we and others are providing submissions that 
provide information on where we thing the issues are with the current system as 
well as some recommendations.  The MWC ECSGC and ECR groups around the 
country are open to further discussion and perhaps MBIE can look at a co-design 
approach for these initiatives with existing ECR groups. 

 
  

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 


