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The National Competitive Grants Program  

This evaluation is focused on the NCGP, which allocates research grant funding via a competitive peer review process through the 

Discovery Program and the Linkage Program. The Discovery Program plays a crucial role in funding blue-sky research in Australia, 

while the Linkage Program focuses on collaborative research that links universities, industry and other research users.  

Under these programs, the ARC funds a range of complementary schemes. The aim is to support researchers at different stages of their 

careers, build Australia’s research capability, expand and enhance research networks and collaborations, and develop centres of 

excellence. ARC funding ensures Australia can maximise the benefits of having a strong and vibrant research sector. 

The intended outcome of the Programs is to contribute to the growth of Australia’s research and innovation capacity, which 

generates new knowledge and results in the development of new technologies, products and ideas, the creation of jobs, economic 

growth, and an enhanced quality of life in Australia.  

This evaluation 

The ARC commissioned ACIL Allen to independently evaluate the outcomes and impacts of NCGP-funded research over the past 2 

decades and consider the potential future benefits delivered from the funding. In addition, ACIL Allen was asked to assess the 

effectiveness with which the ARC supports, monitors, and reports on research impact and identify opportunities for improvement.  

In assessing the outcomes and impact of NCGP-funded research, ACIL Allen has drawn on data provided by the ARC from 2002-2021. 

This includes funding data for 29,303 projects, 22,352 grant final reports, a survey of 3,361 researchers, and consultation with system 

leaders in Australia and international funding agencies. The evidence was analysed and synthesised using whole of economy modelling, 

impact case studies and qualitative and quantitative analysis.  

There are several challenges in assessing the impact of a research program such as the NCGP. These challenges include the large 

number of projects funded, the time lags to impact, the diverse range of research activities supported and impacts delivered, and the 

attribution of impact when there is more than one source of funding.  

Introduction 

The Australian Research Council (ARC) 

has a key role in Australia’s innovation 

and research system in supporting 

Australia's universities to produce high-

quality and impactful research through 

the delivery of the National Competitive 

Grants Program (NCGP). It achieves this 

by allocating funding on a competitive 

basis to universities undertaking world-

class research.  

The ARC also has the national 

responsibility for assessing the quality, 

engagement and impact of university 

research and working in partnership with 

the sector to safeguard research 

integrity. 
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Key findings  

 

 

This report demonstrates that ARC-funded research has 

delivered significant and diverse benefits to a broad range 

of end-users and beneficiaries in Australia and internationally 

that will continue into the future.  

Economic benefits of the NCGP 

The economic modelling undertaken for this study suggests 

that the NCGP generates $3.32 in additional economic 

output (Gross Domestic Product) for every $1 of funding 

(2002-21). This return on investment is comparable to a 2021 

CSIRO analysis that estimated $1 of research and development 

investment creates an average of $3.50 in benefits for 

Australia.  

NCGP funding awarded between 2002 and 2021 is projected to 

boost Australia’s economic output (GDP) by $184.3 billion 

over the life of benefits generated from 20 years of research 

funding. Over the same period, ARC funding will increase total 

employment, creating around 6,570 FTE jobs per year across 

Australia (page 3).  

These economic benefits are additional to a range of other non-

economic impacts and social goods, which are highly valuable 

but more challenging to quantify in monetary terms. 

Improved research capacity 

ARC-funded research has built Australia’s research capacity 

and capability. It has contributed to the stock of knowledge, 

enabled new research directions, supported training in world-

class environments and promoted new and ongoing 

collaborations between Australian universities and national and 

international partners (page 4). 

 

 

Social, cultural and environmental benefits  

ARC-funded research has produced broad and substantial 

social, cultural, and environmental benefits, as highlighted 

in the case studies developed for this evaluation. These 

benefits include research that has helped improve critical 

technology and communications, environmental sustainability, 

food supply chains, social policy and outcomes for First Nations 

peoples (pages 5-9). Many of the benefits identified align with 

Government’s strategic priorities. 

The ARC supports the effective delivery of research outcomes 

and impacts through a variety of mechanisms. Most 

researchers surveyed (82%) considered that the impacts 

delivered by their research would be unlikely to have occurred 

without the ARC’s support, highlighting the essential and 

unique role of ARC funding in supporting the delivery of impact 

from Australia’s innovation system.   

Opportunities for future improvements 

The ARC has systems for supporting, monitoring and 

communicating impact in place, but there are opportunities to 

improve these approaches in consultation with the research 

sector. While there is no ‘silver bullet’ solution to enhancing and 

assessing research impact, the ARC could consider developing 

a NCGP impact evaluation framework, strengthening NCGP 

impact data collection practices, exploring data-driven 

approaches to impact assessment and enhancing the 

communication and understanding of research impact 

(page 10).  
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Economic 
impacts of 
NCGP-funded 
research 

The impact of ARC-funded research 

from 2002-21 was estimated using a 

model of the Australian economy 

(Tasman Global). This model is a high-

level representation of the Australian 

economy that enables measurement of 

the wider effects of changes in 

economic activity in key industries and 

regions due to ARC-funded research.  

Economy-wide models like Tasman 

Global are widely known and have 

been used by the Productivity 

Commission, the Commonwealth 

Treasury and other government 

agencies to evaluate economy-wide 

impacts of industry and policy 

changes. 

Research funded by the ARC is 

varied and has a range of 

economic, social, 

environmental, cultural and 

research capacity impacts. 

Some of these impacts are very 

difficult to quantify and monetise. 

The economic analysis only 

captures the direct and indirect 

economic impacts of ARC-

funded research. Research 

capacity, social, environmental 

and cultural impacts associated 

with research projects funded by 

the ARC have been qualitatively 

assessed. Once these (and other) 

non-quantified impacts of ARC-

funded research are considered, 

the value of the NCGP is likely 

much higher than the estimates 

provided in this section.  

The key findings of the economic 

modelling are shown to the right 

and more details of the 

methodology used to estimate the 

impact of ARC-funded research 

are provided at the back of this 

document.  

 

ARC-FUNDED RESEARCH: LARGE GAINS FOR THE AUSTRALIAN ECONOMY 

 

RESEARCHER PERSPECTIVES ON ECONOMIC IMPACT 
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NCGP-funded research has increased Australia’s research capacity and capability by enabling new research directions, research 

training (e.g. researchers and graduates) and new partnerships (in Australia and internationally). This is helping to inform further 

excellent research, support a strong and sustainable research workforce and promote the adoption and translation of research by 

industry and others. 

ARC grants increase research capacity by supporting students and researchers to participate in excellent projects with world-class 

research leaders. These researchers go on to be employed in different sectors, boosting the capacity of Australia's innovation system. 

The Quantum Computation and Communication Technology case study (page 6) shows that hundreds of students and researchers 

have gained important skills for emerging industries through participation in ARC-supported quantum Centres of Excellence. 

The case studies (pages 6 to 9) highlight examples of ARC grants promoting collaboration between universities, industry and other 

research users, thus supporting the delivery of impact. The Return, reconcile, renew (RRR): Indigenous remains repatriation case study 

involved major multi-sector global partnerships between researchers, institutions, governments and community that expedited 

repatriation activities.  

NCGP DELIVERS STRONG RESEARCH CAPACITY AND CAPABILITY  

 

Building 
research 
capacity and 
capability  

Contribution to the stock of knowledge 

and the longer-term research capability 

of Australia are core purposes of the 

NCGP. This evaluation found that the 

Discovery and Linkage Programs have 

improved research capacity by enabling 

new research directions, research 

training (e.g. researchers and 

graduates) and new partnerships (in 

Australia and internationally), which in 

turn leads to improved understanding 

and new knowledge. NCGP-funded 

research projects across a number of 

publication types produced almost 

400,000 outputs. This is exemplified by 

the case studies in terms of 

publications, monitoring indicators and 

training materials. 
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Data on social, cultural and environmental impact  

It is challenging to quantify the aggregate social, cultural, environmental and other impacts of ARC-funded research, which have been 

delivered to a wide range of beneficiaries and end-users. However, the data collected in this evaluation illustrates the important role of 

ARC funding in the innovation ecosystem in terms of delivering impact. Over 80% of survey respondents considered that the impacts 

delivered by their research would be unlikely or very unlikely to have occurred without the ARC’s support. The proportion of researchers 

surveyed for this evaluation who report delivering social, cultural and environmental impact is shown below. 

Both Discovery and Linkage Program projects commonly reported social impacts, including contributing to improved health and 

wellbeing, informed decision-making, improved safety and security, and reduced social problems.  

NCGP-funded research has also improved cultural understanding and preservation, leading to improved social cohesion within and 

beyond Australia.  

Environmental impacts included contributing to better natural resource management and reduced environmental damage. 

Information on the broader impacts of ARC-funded research is more meaningful at the individual project level, as evidenced by the 

insights from the case studies on the following pages. 

 

Social, 
cultural and 
environmental 
impacts 

Contribution to society, culture and the 

environment is a core purpose of the 

NCGP and aligns with the intended 

outcome of enhancing the quality of 

life in Australia. NCGP-funded 

research has produced a broad range 

of impacts that have benefited many 

across Australia, including 

government, academic, industry, 

business and non-profit sectors as 

well as the general public, schools, 

hospitals and others.  
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The Quantum Computation and Communication Technology case study shows how 

Australia is delivering world-leading quantum research to develop full-scale quantum 

systems – encompassing ultra-fast computation and secure communication. Quantum 

technologies work by controlling the world at its smallest scale using principles of quantum 

mechanics. While the ARC has funded several quantum programs, this study focuses on 

the Centre of Excellence for Quantum Computation and Communications Technology 

(CQC2T). This has fundamentally shaped quantum research in Australia and 

internationally and will continue to deliver broad impacts across most economic sectors. 

Case studies of impact 

To illustrate the diverse nature of the impact delivered by NCGP-funded research, 7 

examples of exceptional impact were chosen for deeper analysis in the form of case 

studies. These case studies show major benefits for Australia, including for:  

— critical technology and communications (see the quantum computing case 

study)  

— environmental sustainability (see the aquifer reinjection and automated 

irrigation case studies)  

— food supply chains (see the onshore lobster aquaculture case study) 

— social policy (see the protecting survivors of domestic and family violence case 

study) 

— First Nations peoples (see the Indigenous persistence in formal learning and 

Indigenous remains repatriation case studies).  

The case studies demonstrate how the NCGP's support for curiosity-led, excellent 

research, across the spectrum of basic to applied research, can generate new 

knowledge that over time delivers substantial impacts. The case studies highlight 

how researchers have used different ARC schemes across their careers to progress 

research and deliver impact to a broad range of end-users and beneficiaries. They 

also exemplify excellent research that delivers on Australia’s Science and Research 

Priorities and other government priorities such as ending domestic and family 

violence and Closing the Gap. 

Where possible and appropriate, the economic impact of the case studies has been 

assessed by calculating the costs and benefits (present value, PV), along with the 

net present and anticipated economic impacts (NPV) and benefit cost-ratio (BCR). 
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The Aquifer Reinjection project led to Australia’s first full-scale groundwater 

replenishment scheme. The project demonstrated that treated wastewater can be 

reinjected into Perth’s aquifers (underground layers of groundwater-bearing, permeable 

rock). This water can then be extracted further downstream, creating additional safe 

water supplies that are essential for Perth’s communities, wetlands and lakes. 

 

 

The Irrigation automation case study focuses on a partnership developed between 

Rubicon Water Ltd and the University of Melbourne over 20 years, which involves research 

on irrigation automation and the efficiency of large-scale gravity-fed irrigation systems. This 

research has enabled the delivery of significant annual water savings to Victoria through 

the Goulburn-Murray Irrigation District Connections Project. 
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The Onshore Lobster Aquaculture research project demonstrated that it was possible 

to close the complex and protracted life cycle of spiny lobsters in captivity. The lobster 

aquaculture project developed and demonstrated the technology for hatching, raising and 

growing out lobsters in captivity. This technology is being commercialised through a start-

up company to create a new and more sustainable onshore lobster aquaculture industry. 

 

 

The following case study presents a body of research focused on domestic and family 
violence (DFV). Some information may be sensitive and confronting to some readers, caution 
is advised. 

The Changing the law to protect survivors of DFV case study focuses on women 

experiencing DFV and the legal and justice system responses to DFV. The research has 

significantly influenced state laws and culture around DFV across Australia, which aims to 

improve legal system responsiveness and efficiency, and outcomes for women.  
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The Indigenous persistence in formal learning case study focuses on better 

understanding how Indigenous students persist in higher education and developing 

models to support retention and graduation rates. This has had a profound impact on 

student engagement and completion rates at selected universities, which has the 

potential to be scaled across Australian universities, schools and other student cohorts. 

 

First Nations readers should be aware that the following case study contains information 
about the theft and return of ancestral remains that can be confronting and distressing. 

The Return, reconcile, renew (RRR): Indigenous remains repatriation case study 

focuses on developing and implementing a centralised archive of repatriation information to 

support repatriation of Indigenous remains. Repatriation is a declaration of respect for 

ancestors and cultural beliefs. This research has benefited Australian Indigenous 

Communities, First Nations Peoples in other countries, and supported a global network of 

repatriation practitioners and researchers. 
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Opportunities to better support and assess the impact of NCGP-funded research 

As part of this evaluation, ACIL Allen was asked to assess the effectiveness with which the ARC is supporting, monitoring and reporting 

on NCGP research impact and identify opportunities for how these activities could be improved in the future.  

The ARC’s approach to improving NCGP impact assessment and communication needs to be carefully considered and tailored to 

reflect the purpose of the impact assessment, reduce the burden on the sector and employ the best available tools and 

techniques to capture an understanding of the breadth of impact. Given there is no one-size-fits-all solution to impact assessment, 

ACIL Allen has identified a range of opportunities to enhance how the ARC supports, monitors and reports on the impact of the research 

it funds, which are summarised below. These opportunities are based on stakeholder feedback gained through this evaluation that there 

is a benefit in improving the assessment of impact in the future and an appetite to capture this benefit.  

The opportunities provide flexibility for ARC to design an NCGP impact assessment framework in consultation with the research 

community. They will need to be considered within the broader context of the independent review of the ARC and its enabling 

legislation, refresh of the National Science and Research Priorities and National Science Statement, the policy review of NCGP 

programs, the Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) transition plan, and data analytics capability building within the ARC. 

Opportunity Potential benefits 

1.  Develop an NCGP impact evaluation framework 

– Develop agreed metrics with stakeholders, drawing on existing 

research and innovation metrics  

– Align with the national research evaluations (such as ERA and 

Engagement and Impact)  

– Greater clarity and consistency on impact reporting requirements for 
the research sector 

2. Strengthen NCGP impact data collection and reporting 

– Capture case-studies of the impact of major projects  

– Capture impact data that can highlight trends for the ARC, researchers 

and the sector 

– Improved evidence base that can better support the delivery of 
impact across the spectrum of basic to applied research 

– Improved data and narratives for communicating research impact  
– Greater ability for universities and government to demonstrate the 

value of research funding for both basic and applied research  

3. Explore data-driven approaches to impact assessment 

– Connect to external data sources and metrics to supplement ARC 

impact data collection 

– Adapt approaches over time as metrics and data sources improve 

– Improved capabilities to develop deep insights into the impact 
delivered by ARC-funded research 

– Reduced burden on the research sector of manual data assembly 
associated with impact assessment 

4. Enhance the communication and understanding of 
research impact 

– Regularly communicate the impact of research in an engaging, and 

targeted way for audiences using data and case studies 

– Improved understanding of the value of research among all 
stakeholders, increasing social license for government investment 

– Improved early-stage extension, translation and adoption of 
excellent research, leading to increased collaboration and impact 

Source: ACIL Allen  

Future 
considerations 

Our analysis shows there is no ‘silver bullet’ 

solution to research impact analysis, as 

many countries around the world struggle to 

systematically understand all impacts 

generated by their research funding 

programs. However, international practices 

for supporting, monitoring and reporting on 

research impact could be explored, noting 

that consultation with the Australian sector 

to determine appropriateness is critical. 

Stakeholders consulted for this evaluation 

have expressed a desire for improved 

communication of impact, noting this is a 

shared responsibility across the sector 

(including ARC, universities and 

researchers). Further, most survey 

respondents reported that it was somewhat 

or very important that the ARC monitor and 

communicate the impact of funded research 

(71%), with a view to justifying the use of 

public funds and promoting the value of the 

investment. 
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Economy-wide impacts were estimated using ACIL Allen’s Computable General Equilibrium (CGE) model of the Australian economy, 

Tasman Global. This compares the Base Case scenario (where it is assumed that the NCGP does not exist) with the NCGP scenario 

(where the NCGP has been established and ARC grants and co-contributions have been awarded from 2002-21) to demonstrate these 

direct and indirect impacts.  

 

 

Economic 
Modelling 

The economic impact of ARC-funded 

research from 2002-21 includes: 

— Direct impacts of ARC-funded 

research, which refer to changes 

directly attributed to the research 

outputs. 

— Economy-wide impacts, which 

refer to the indirect impacts of 

ARC-funded research on the 

economy. As the direct impacts 

flow through the economy, this 

stimulates investment, jobs and 

economic growth. 

The analytical framework used to assess 

the impact of ARC-funded research on 

the Australian economy is summarised at 

right. This shows the main channels 

through which ARC-funded projects 

impact the Australian economy. It has 

been successfully used in many similar 

studies of research impact undertaken by 

ACIL Allen over the past decades. 
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Key parameters and assumptions underpinning the modelling are summarised in the 

table below. These are based on a combination of relevant literature, survey results, 

consultations with key stakeholders undertaken for the evaluation and discussions with 

the ARC.  

The figure at right illustrates how the benefits of a research project funded in one year are 

calculated over time. 

Key modelling parameters and assumptions 

Parameter Assumption 

Level and source of 

investment in R&D 

activities that generate a 

market return 

Proportion of ARC projects assumed to generate a quantifiable 

economic return was based on the survey results (responses where 

projects ‘have produced’, are ‘likely to’ and ‘may’ result in economic 

impact, by Field of Research (FOR)). 

72% of ARC funds invested from 2002-21 and corresponding co-

contributions are assumed to generate a market return and are 

included in the modelling 

Assumed rate of return 

on research investments 

Based on literature search and assumptions developed with ARC 

Industry sectors that 

benefit from research 

outputs 

Benefits were allocated to Australian and New Zealand Standard 

Industrial Classification divisions based on project Socio-Economic 

Objective (SEO) and FOR codes 

Time lags involved in 

accrual of returns on 

investments 

Assumed to be 6 years for Discovery and 4 years for Linkage based 

on survey results and consultation with sector leaders 

Useful life of research Assumed to be 15 years. Previous evaluations of research institutes 

conducted by ACIL Allen used the 20‑year standard for patent life 

generally recognised in patent legislation as the indicator of the useful 

economic life of research. However, not all the ARC-funded research 

projects produce commercial outputs and some research outcomes 

have a period of impact longer than 20-years. Given this, an 

assumption of 15-years was considered a reasonable average life for 

the outcomes from ARC-funded research. 

Geographic boundaries 

of returns from research 

Given the national nature of the ARC, the modelling assumes that all 

benefits are national. 

Source: ACIL Allen, various 

 

NCGP funding/payment timeframes 

 
a For illustrative projects with a duration of 3 years. The actual duration varies by project. b The maximum duration of grants 
awarded in 2002 is 11 years. c In reality, ARC grants have continued to be awarded after this date. d The maximum 
duration of grants awarded in 2021 is 5 years. e The maximum duration of grants awarded in 2020 is 7 years, so the last 
year of actual funding provided by ARC will be 2026 for these projects. 
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