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UNSW Submission — Australian University Graduates

UNSW welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Education and Employment References
Committee’s (Committee) inquiry on Australian university graduates. This submission presents a suite
of practical, nationally-focused recommendations aligned with the six focus areas of the inquiry'.

Executive Summary
The Committee should consider the following as part of its inquiry:
1. Purpose of higher education and implications of current policy settings

e Recommendation 1 (supports focus areas 1 and 2): The inquiry should recognise that higher
education plays a critical role in Australia’s long-term economic prosperity, national
competitiveness, and productivity.

e Recommendation 2 (supports focus areas 2 and 6): Government should fully fund
Commonwealth Supported Places (CSPs) for domestic undergraduate students at the actual
cost of delivery. Current funding arrangements leave higher education providers to absorb a
funding shortfall of approximately $3,000 per student per year, requiring institutions to cross-
subsidise teaching from other revenue sources. Fully funding domestic graduate education
would ensure that students receive the high-quality education needed to support Australia’s
research, innovation and workforce priorities.

e Recommendation 3 (supports focus areas 1, 2, 3 and 4): Student and Government
contribution settings should be rebalanced to support national attainment and skills priorities
through a fairer, more sustainable higher education funding model, including the replacement
of the Job-ready Graduates Package.

2. Implications of labour market structure and conditions

e Recommendation 4 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): The Government can support Work
Integrated Learning (WIL) efforts by:

o Continuing to play an important role in catalysing relationships between industry and
the higher education sector; and

o Providing support and incentives for industry to participate in WIL programs, including
supporting efforts to overcome challenges that may cause industry reluctance to
participate in these programs.

' Six focus areas: (1) the state of the entry-level job market for graduates; (2) the quality of university education in Australia; (3) whether
graduates of Australian universities are being taught the skills that employers are looking for; (4) the state of affairs in comparable
jurisdictions; (5) the economic, social and psychological effect that this experience has on graduates; and (6) any other related matters.
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e Recommendation 5 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): Remove financial barriers to
mandatory placements and research training by extending the Commonwealth Prac
Payment to all students undertaking mandatory placements to ensure equitable access to
critical workplace experience. This could be further strengthened by having the Government
administer these schemes directly, reducing the administrative burden on universities and
allowing institutional resources to remain focused on student support and education.
Reducing financial constraints would improve equity of access and support stronger
completion rates in professions requiring practical experience.

e Recommendation 6 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): Strengthen the research training
pipeline by lifting PhD stipends to a competitive, liveable level and increasing Government
investment in industry PhD programs. This will help to ensure Australia attracts and retains
high-quality research talent essential for innovation and future workforce capability.

e Recommendation 7 (supports focus areas 1, 4, and 5): Invest in clearer, real-time labour
market information that is publicly available to help students and education providers
understand demand by field and make informed study and career decisions. This could be
coordinated through the new Australian Tertiary Education Commission.

e Recommendation 8 (supports focus areas 2 and 3): Complement participation reforms with
targeted investment in student support, retention, and employability initiatives to ensure
increased participation translates into positive graduate outcomes.

e Recommendation 9 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): The Government has a critical role
to play in providing incentives for employers to invest in workforce upskilling, including
through initiatives that support graduates transitioning from higher education into the
workforce. Measures such as targeted grants, tax offsets, and funding for professional
development programs can strengthen productivity, build workforce capability, and ensure
Australia is well positioned to meet evolving labour market needs.

e Recommendation 10 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): Establish a more equitable funding
model for lifelong learning programs and micro credentials across areas of strategic
importance to empower workers to upskill and reskill in response to emerging industry
demands. This should include supporting a lifelong learning entitlement covering tuition and
living costs to ensure workers can continually upskill and reskill.

3. Employer recruitment behaviour and skills recognition gaps

e Recommendation 11 (supports focus areas 1, 3, and 4): The Government should invest in
successful, existing initiatives driven by higher education providers that help students
effectively demonstrate their skills and capabilities to employers. This can be further
supported by scaling at the national level, including through the National Credit
Recognition Framework, which can help systematically create a common currency for
recognition of skills and types of qualifications.
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1. Purpose of higher education and implications of current policy settings

Higher education plays a critical role in Australia’s long-term economic prosperity, national
competitiveness, and productivity, and requires stable, long-term policy settings and sustainable
funding to support certainty, strategic planning, and continued contribution to national priorities.

Jobs and Skills Australia projects that over 90 per cent of employment growth over the next decade
will occur in occupations requiring post-secondary qualifications, with at least half of that growth in
jobs requiring a university qualificationz. In parallel, the Australian Government has set a target for 80
per cent of the working-age population to hold a post-secondary qualification by 2050. These
projections make clear that higher education is foundational to meeting labour market demand, lifting
productivity, and supporting long-term economic growth.

The scale of projected workforce demand is particularly significant in strategically important sectors
experiencing major capability shortages. Australia is estimated to require around 100,000 digitally
skilled workers and 40,000 engineers over the next two years?, while Engineers Australia has called for
a national target of 60,000 additional engineering graduates by 2035. These shortages are emerging
alongside major structural shifts associated with the clean energy transition, advanced manufacturing,
Al-enabled industries, and digital infrastructure.

This context is critical when considering graduate outcomes. While this inquiry seeks to examine
whether graduates are job-ready, it risks understating both the strength of current outcomes and the
scale of future demand for university qualifications. Evidence consistently shows that higher education
expands opportunity, increases lifetime earnings, and supports more secure employment for
individuals. At a national level, it underpins workforce capability, drives innovation, and supports the
industries Australia will rely on in an increasingly complex and competitive global economy.

Recent data reinforces these outcomes. Australian Bureau of Statistics* highlights that:

o 80 per cent of Australians with a post-school qualification are employed, compared to 58 per
cent of those without; and

e 84 per cent of recent completers are employed within a year of finishing their qualification.

Graduate outcomes data from the Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT)s demonstrate
the strength of higher education pathways:

e 86.9 per cent of undergraduate graduates are employed and
e 74 per cent are in full-time employment, four to six months after completion.

Importantly, outcomes improve materially over time. Within three years of graduation, full-time
employment rises to 91.1 per cent, as graduates gain experience and transition into the workforce.
UNSW undergraduates achieve the best employment outcomes in Australia, with around 81% in full-
time work within four to six months after graduation and nearly 95% after three yearss.

2 Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (2025) Australian Jobs 2025:
https://www.dewr.gov.au/newsroom/articles/australian-jobs-2025-now-available; Jobs and Skills Australia (2025) Employment Projections
- Outlook by occupation: https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/employment-projections/occupation

3 Australian Academy of Technological Sciences & Engineering (2023) Boosting STEM careers essential to lifting Australian productivity:
https://atse.org.au/news/boosting-stem-careers-essential-to-lifting-australian-productivity/

4 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2025) Education and Work, Australia: https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/education/education-and-
work-australia/may-2025

5 Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT) (2024) 2024 Graduate Outcomes Survey — Longitudinal:
https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/2024-gos-I-national-report.pdf?sfvrsn=caed4e2_1

6 UNSW (2024) UNSW leads QILT Graduate Outcomes Surveys for salaries and employment: https://www.inside.unsw.edu.au/academic-
excellence/unsw-leads-qilt-graduate-outcomes-surveys-salaries-and-employment
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Higher education delivers a substantial earnings premium, both for the individual, and flowing through
to the wider population’. It is a pathway to better-paid and more secure employment over the long term.
Australians with higher levels of education earn significantly more, on average, than those without. In
2025, median weekly earnings for individuals with a bachelor degree were around 70 per cent higher
than for those with only a Year 12 qualifications. UNSW undergraduates have the highest median salary
among Go8 universities four to six months after graduation at $120,000 compared with $97,500
nationallye. Similarly, postgraduate coursework students had the highest median salaries three years
after graduation for the sixth consecutive year at $138,000%. Over a lifetime, this translates into a
substantial earnings premium, reflecting higher wages and stronger workforce participation.

The Productivity Commission reinforces this, finding that higher education builds human capital that
lifts individual productivity and earnings over time. These gains flow through to the broader economy
via higher workforce participation, stronger wages growth (and tax contributions) and improved
national productivity. Indeed, research commissioned by the Federal Government has shown that 55%
of the benefit to the economy from each graduate was a public benefit, compared to a 45% private
benefit'2. International evidence similarly shows that across OECD countries, tertiary-educated adults
have employment rates around 10 percentage points higher than those without upper secondary
education and consistently experience lower unemployment rates:.

Collectively, this demonstrates that higher education is not only an important pathway to employment,
but also a long-term driver of stable, higher-quality labour market outcomes, greater career mobility,
and national productivity. A highly skilled graduate workforce strengthens Australia’s economic
resilience, supports innovation and workforce adaptability, and underpins long-term growth and
competitiveness. These broader economic and social benefits should be recognised by the Committee
as part of its inquiry.

Higher education programs may not map precisely to individual occupations at the point of graduation,
except in some clear instances such as teaching or medical degrees. This is a strength of the system.
Given the diversity and rapid evolution of jobs, universities instead focus on developing transferable
capabilities, including critical thinking, problem-solving, adaptability, and lifelong learning, that enable
graduates to navigate changing labour market conditions over time.

However, achieving national workforce targets requires not only strong outcomes, but sustained and
expanded participation in higher education. Policy settings must therefore align with this objective.
This challenge is especially acute in sectors central to Australia’s energy transition and industrial
transformation ambitions. International Renewable Energy Agency' has identified skills shortages as a
major barrier to tripling global renewable energy capacity by 2030, while Australian Renewable Energy
Agency's estimated that Australia’s renewable energy transition could require an additional 59,300
workers by 2030.

7 Institute for Higher Education Policy (2025) Higher Education’s Economic Benefits to communities: https://www.ihep.org/higher-
educations-economic-benefits-to-communities/

8 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2025) Employee earnings: https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/earnings-and-working-
conditions/employee-earnings/latest-release

9 UNSW (2024) UNSW leads QILT Graduate Outcomes Surveys for salaries and employment: https://www.inside.unsw.edu.au/academic-
excellence/unsw-leads-qilt-graduate-outcomes-surveys-salaries-and-employment

0 Ibid.

" Productivity Commission (2023) 5-year Productivity Inquiry: From learning to growth — Inquiry Report — Volume 8:
https://assets.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/productivity/report/productivity-volume8-education-skills.pdf

"2 |bid; OECD (2018) Education at a Glance 2018: https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/education-at-a-glance-2018 _eag-2018-en.html

3 OECD (2025) Education at a Glance 2025: OECD Indicators:
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2025/09/education-at-a-glance-2025_c58fc9ae/1c0d9c79-en.pdf

4 International Renewable Energy Agency (2026) “It Takes a Village” to Meet the Skills Demands of the Energy Transition:
https://www.irena.org/News/articles/2026/Jan/It-Takes-a-Village-to-Meet-the-Skills-Demands-of-the-Energy-Transition

'S Australian Renewable Energy Agency (2023) Australian Industry Energy Transitions Initiative: https://arena.gov.au/assets/2023/02/skilling-
australian-industry-for-the-energy-transition-accenture-report-for-australian-industry-eti- phase-3.pdf
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Against this backdrop, policy settings play a critical role in shaping participation and completion. While
Australia has articulated an ambition to expand post-secondary attainment, the current Job-ready
Graduates Package increases the student cost burden in ways that may dampen participation,
particularly in disciplines aligned with future workforce needs, and does not match the costs of
teaching. The Government’s new Managed Growth policy does not, in its current form, achieve its
desired objective of increasing the overall number of graduates, though moves to reduce the unfunded
teaching gap are welcome.

However, current policy settings create potential tension with national attainment targets and risks
weakening the future graduate pipeline. This is critical given Australia’s ambitions for 82% renewable
electricity by 2030 and expanded sovereign manufacturing through initiatives such as Solar Sunshot
and the Battery Breakthrough Initiative, all of which depend on a strong supply of STEM graduates.

Recommendations

e Recommendation 1 (supports focus areas 1 and 2): The inquiry should recognise that higher
education plays a critical role in Australia’s long-term economic prosperity, national
competitiveness, and productivity.

e Recommendation 2 (supports focus areas 2 and 6): Government should fully fund
Commonwealth Supported Places (CSPs) for domestic undergraduate students at the actual
cost of delivery. Current funding arrangements leave higher education providers to absorb a
funding shortfall of approximately $3,000 per student per year, requiring institutions to cross-
subsidise teaching from other revenue sources. Fully funding domestic graduate education
would ensure that students receive the high-quality education needed to support Australia’s
research, innovation and workforce priorities.

e Recommendation 3 (supports focus areas 1, 2, 3 and 4): Student and Government contribution
settings should be rebalanced to support national attainment and skills priorities through a
fairer, more sustainable higher education funding model, including the replacement of the Job-
ready Graduates Package.

2. Implications of labour market structure and conditions

Australia’s labour market has recently transitioned from a period of tightness following the COVID-19
pandemic to a more stable state, with unemployment currently sitting at around 4.3 per cent's. Periods
of strong labour demand tend to lift outcomes for most jobseekers, including graduates. Conversely,
when conditions moderate — as they have more recently — entry-level hiring becomes more
competitive and transition into full-time work can take longer.

The graduate employment transition is therefore shaped by labour market structures, which
collectively can create a constrained and uneven pathway into work:

e Supply of formal entry pathways: In many sectors, traditional graduate pathways (such as
graduate programs and formal traineeships) have become increasingly competitive. This reduces
the number of accessible ‘on-ramps’ into professional employment. This is reflected in national
outcomes data which shows that full-time employment for domestic undergraduates declined from
79% in 2023 to 74% in 2024 (higher than the 2019 full time employment rate of 72.2%), alongside a

6 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2026) Labour Force, Australia: https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-
unemployment/labour-force-australia/latest-release
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drop in overall employment from 88.9% to 86.9%, indicating a softening labour market and fewer
successful initial transitions.

e Barriers within entry-level roles: At the same time, many roles labelled as entry-level implicitly
require prior experience. Recruitment practices are increasingly prioritising internships, workplace
exposure, or demonstrated experience, raising the threshold for initial entry. As a result, graduates
may be capable but unable to access opportunities. Longitudinal evidence shows that full-time
employment increases from 71.1% shortly after graduation to 91.1% three years later. This
indicates that many graduates eventually secure employment, but face delays at the point of initial
entry, consistent with a structural bottleneck.

¢ Distribution of opportunities across disciplines: Employment outcomes vary significantly by field
of study. Some disciplines benefit from strong and immediate labour demand, while others
experience weaker short-term outcomes but substantial longer-term value. This creates uneven
alignment between qualifications and early career opportunities. For example, the undergraduate
full-time employment rates can exceed 90% for Medicine and Teacher Education, while being
significantly lower in areas such as Communications (55.9%), demonstrating strong differences in
labour market demand by field or study area.

¢ Unequal access to opportunity: Access to opportunities is not evenly distributed across student
cohorts. Those without professional networks, including students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds and many international students, face reduced access to internships, informal hiring
channels, and employer connections. There are also workforce requirements, such as minimum
right to work evidence, and where the government is the main employer, permanent residency or
citizenship requirements. This reflects structural inequalities in access, rather than differences in
academic capability. For example, in nursing, where there is an acknowledged shortage of workers,
international graduates had a short-term undergraduate full-time employment rate of 44.5%
compared to 77.6% for domestic graduates, though this gap narrows over time2'.

Within this context, universities have adapted their approaches to support students, while recognising
that they cannot fully offset broader labour market constraints.

Creating more entry pathways through work-integrated learning (WIL)

Universities are expanding WIL programs to address the decline in structured graduate entry pathways.
At UNSW, WIL is embedded through credit-bearing components and structured industry engagement.
For UNSW engineering students, this includes Industrial Training requiring approved workplace
experience (60 days) as part of degree completion, providing significant industry exposurez.

These structured learning approaches are associated with strong graduate outcomes. UNSW
Engineering graduates demonstrate strong longer-term outcomes above the national average, with
approximately 90% in full-time employment four months after completing their course, reflecting the
value of structured industry experiencez,

7 Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT) (2024) 2024 Graduate Outcomes Survey — National Report September 2025:
https://qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/2024-gos-national-report.pdf?sfvrsn=9f40f76_2

'8 Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT) (2024) 2024 Graduate Outcomes Survey — Longitudinal:
https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/2024-gos-I-national-report.pdf?sfvrsn=caed4e2_1

19 1bid.

20 |bid.

21 |bid.

22 UNSW Employability and UNSW Engineering (2026): Industrial Training: https://www.unsw.edu.au/employability/grow/industrial-training

23 Compared (2024) UNSW - Engineering (Undergraduate): https://www.compared.edu.au/institution/university-of-new-south-wales/study-
area/engineering/undergraduate
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The Government can support this work by continuing to play an important role in catalysing
relationships between industry and the higher education sector; understanding and overcoming
barriers to participation; and providing assistance and incentives for industry to participate in work-
integrated programs, including supporting efforts to overcome challenges that may cause industry
reluctance to participate in these programs.

Jobs and Skills Australia projects that employment in clean energy “supply, demand and enabling”
sectors will be among the fastest growing in the economy over the next decade. Meeting this demand
will require stronger coordination between higher education and the VET sector, including expanded
higher and degree apprenticeships. Government has an important role in convening and supporting
this coordination to align skills development with national priorities such as the clean energy transition.

UNSW’s School of Photovoltaic and Renewable Energy Engineering (SPREE), for example, has
demonstrated the value of practical, industry-linked training through initiatives such as intensive solar
PV fabrication workshops where participants manufacture solar panels from silicon wafers through
hands-on learning. UNSW is also leading a bid to establish an ARC Industrial Transformation Training
Centre in Solar PV Manufacturing involving five universities and fourteen industry partners to deliver
coordinated graduate training across the manufacturing supply chain. These models demonstrate the
importance of coordinated, targeted training approaches in sectors experiencing urgent workforce
shortages and rapid technological change.

Strengthening work readiness within degree programs

Universities are embedding transferable skills (such as communication, teamwork, critical thinking,
and digital and Al literacy) into core curricula to ensure graduates meet employer expectations for job-
ready capability. At UNSW, this is implemented through the Integrated Curriculum Framework, which
integrates several core capabilities across all programs and assesses students through applied tasks
such as group projects, reflective assessments, and discipline-based problem solving designed to
mirror current workplace expectations.

Employers value these skills. The latest national Employer Satisfaction Survey found that more than 84
per cent of employers are satisfied with graduates overall, and employer satisfaction with graduates’
foundation skills exceeds 90 per cent. UNSW has been named the Australian Financial Review's Most
Employable University seven years running (2020, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024, 2025, 2026), and has
secured the highest number of students in the Top100 Future leaders list.

Expanding access to industry and professional networks

Universities are increasingly acting as important intermediaries between students and employers,
building structured pathways into professional networks. UNSW maintains partnerships with over
5,000 industry organisations globally, supporting sustained employer engagement and structured
access to professional networks that underpin enduring graduate recruitment outcomes.

Targeting inequities in graduate outcomes

Greater participation from diverse cohorts strengthens Australia’s talent pipeline, enhances workforce
adaptability, and fosters innovation. It also helps create a fairer society. Universities implement
targeted initiatives to address structural barriers that affect access to internships, professional
networks, and early career opportunities, particularly for equity cohorts and international students.
UNSW is committed to student equity, and we want to ensure that as many students as possible can

24 Jobs and Skills Australia (2025) Meeting the needs of the clean energy transformation:
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/publications/towards-national-jobs-and-skills-roadmap-summary/meeting-the-needs-of-the-clean-
energy-transformation
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access and succeed in higher education. This requires improving access and participation, and
providing the academic, financial and wellbeing assistance that enables students from equity cohorts
to progress, complete their studies, and transition successfully into employment. Supporting student
success throughout is critical to achieving meaningful and lasting equity outcomes.

UNSW'’s Faculty of Medicine & Health delivers nationally recognised initiatives such as the Nura Gili
Pathways Program and the Rural Clinical School, which demonstrate the importance of combining
access initiatives with culturally safe learning environments, mentoring, and sustained community
engagement to support student success and workforce participation. We encourage the Government
to make targeted investments in student support, retention, and initiatives to ensure that participation
translates into enduring achievement.

It is important to note that out-of-pocket costs associated with mandatory placements and research
training can also act as barriers to participation and completion, particularly for students from
underrepresented or lower socio-economic backgrounds. These frictions may reduce equity of access at
precisely the point where higher education is expected to expand to meet future labour market demand.

Extending support beyond graduation

Universities are extending employability support beyond graduation to reflect the reality that graduate
employment outcomes are delayed and non-linear, requiring ongoing assistance during early career
transitions. At UNSW, graduates retain access to the University’s employability services, including
career coaching, job search support, employer events, and a global alumni network exceeding 300,000
members, enabling continued professional development after the completion of their course.

23% of jobs are expected to change in the next five yearsz. Embedding lifelong learning as a social and
industry norm will ensure workers remain relevant and productive. Supporting equitable access to
lifelong learning programs and micro credentials across areas of strategic importance (including digital
skills, cybersecurity, renewable energy, and advanced manufacturing) will enable workers to upskill and
reskill in response to emerging industry demands. Industry investment and engagement is crucial.

Targeted programs should be designed in close partnership with employers to ensure training is
directly relevant to workforce needs and delivered flexibly to support participation by individuals at all
career stages. This could be funded through a HECS style scheme, extending FEE HELP to short
courses and micro credentials, providing vouchers, or issuing a lifetime learning levy for large
businesses, which would incentivise them to invest in upskilling their workforce and support the
expansion of existing programs and initiatives. A lifelong learning entitlement covering tuition and
living costs could also help to ensure workers can continually upskill and reskill, sustaining productivity
in a changing economy. At present upfront out-of-pocket costs create a strong disincentive to
individuals investing in enhancing their skills and capabilities.

Recommendations

e Recommendation 4 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): Government can support WIL efforts by:

o Continuing to play an important role in catalysing relationships between industry and
the higher education sector; and

o Providing support and incentives for industry to participate in WIL programs, including
supporting efforts to overcome challenges that may cause industry reluctance to
participate in these programs.

25 World Economic Forum (2023) Future of Jobs Report 2023: Up to a Quarter of Jobs Expected to Change in Next Five Years:
https://www.weforum.org/press/2023/04/future-of-jobs-report-2023-up-to-a-quarter-of-jobs-expected-to-change-in-next-five-years//
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e Recommendation 5 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): Remove financial barriers to mandatory
placements and research training by extending the Commonwealth Prac Payment to all
students undertaking mandatory placements to ensure equitable access to critical workplace
experience. This could be further strengthened by having the Government administer these
schemes directly, reducing the administrative burden on universities and allowing institutional
resources to remain focused on student support and education. Reducing financial constraints
would improve equity of access and support stronger completion rates in professions requiring
practical experience.

¢ Recommendation 6 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): Strengthen the research training pipeline
by lifting PhD stipends to a competitive, liveable level and increasing Government investment in
industry PhD programs. This will help to ensure Australia attracts and retains high-quality
research talent essential for innovation and future workforce capability.

¢ Recommendation 7 (supports focus areas 1, 4, and 5): Invest in clearer, real-time labour market
information that is publicly available to help students and education providers understand
demand by field and make informed study and career decisions. This could be coordinated
through the new Australian Tertiary Education Commission.

¢ Recommendation 8 (supports focus areas 2 and 3): Complement participation reforms with
targeted investment in student support, retention, and employability initiatives to ensure
increased participation translates into positive graduate outcomes.

e Recommendation 9 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): The Government has a critical role to
play in providing incentives for employers to invest in workforce upskilling, including through
initiatives that support graduates transitioning from higher education into the workforce.
Measures such as targeted grants, tax offsets, and funding for professional development
programs can strengthen productivity, build workforce capability, and ensure Australia is well
positioned to meet evolving labour market needs.

e Recommendation 10 (supports focus areas 2, 3 and 5): Establish a more equitable funding
model for lifelong learning programs and micro credentials across areas of strategic
importance to empower workers to upskill and reskill in response to emerging industry
demands. This should include supporting a lifelong learning entitlement covering tuition and
living costs to ensure workers can continually upskill and reskill.

3. Employer recruitment behaviour and skills recognition gaps

A separate issue is how employers set and enforce hiring criteria. These practices can create
structural barriers for Australian graduates seeking to transition from study into secure employment,
and include:

e Baseline requirements: In some sectors, entry-level roles that historically required a bachelor’s
degree may now favour candidates with postgraduate qualifications, certifications, or prior
professional experience. As a result, holding a degree may no longer be sufficient on its own to
remain competitive in graduate recruitment processes.

o ‘Work-ready / Job-ready’ expectations: Graduate recruitment programs in government and large
firms often seek candidates who are considered ‘job-ready’, including those with prior exposure to
professional environments, leadership experience, internships, or extracurricular involvement.
While these attributes may support workforce readiness, they can disadvantage capable graduates
who have strong technical or analytical skills but fewer opportunities to access these experiences.
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e Automated screening and keyword filtering: Employers are increasingly using applicant tracking
systems and automated screening tools to manage high application volumes. These systems may
prioritise candidates based on specific keywords, software proficiency, or prior job titles, which can
make it more difficult for graduates to demonstrate transferable skills gained through casual work,
volunteering, or non-traditional experiences.

¢ Assessment of employability and interpersonal capabilities: Australian employers increasingly
assess a broad range of capabilities alongside technical knowledge, including communication,
teamwork, interpersonal skills, resilience, self-management, initiative, leadership potential,
commercial awareness, and digital capability. These expectations reflect evolving workforce needs
but may also contribute to higher and less transparent hiring thresholds for graduates.

e Skills recognition gap: Graduates may have strong capabilities but these are not always visible or
‘legible’ in recruitment processes. For example, a graduate might develop strong analytical skills
through coursework, but if these are not expressed using the keywords, formats, or experience-
types employers expect, they may go unrecognised. As a result, the issue is often not a lack of skill,
but a lack of clear and credible signals of those skills in hiring contexts. This contributes to the
paradox where employers report skill shortages while graduates report difficulty securing work.

Universities engage directly with employers through co-designed curricula, advisory boards, and
industry input to align expectations more closely with graduate capabilities. Universities are also
embedding employability signals into assessment and learning outcomes, so graduates meet
employer selection criteria more directly.

UNSW believes it is key for Australian graduates to be able to not only secure the skills and experience
that will make them stand out in the recruitment process; but more importantly, be able to demonstrate
the skills and their value proposition for future employers. UNSW addresses this by making skills more
explicit, applied, and observable. Through project-based learning, industry tasks, and experiential
assessment, UNSW converts abstract capabilities into demonstrable outputs. This improves how
graduate skills are signalled to employers and reduces interpretation gaps in hiring.

UNSW regularly refreshes its graduate attributes and capabilities to highlight future focused skills that
align with industry needs. Faculty Advisory Councils and other forms of engagement with industry
professionals ensure that our degrees have articulated Program Learning Outcomes that reflect
contemporary workforce needs. We are currently exploring a single Skills Passport, with an initial
project through our Arts, Design & Architecture Faculty, to help students identify, track, and showcase
enduring human skills developed through their studiesz. Tools such as this provide a structured,
scalable, and interoperable model to better align education and workforce needs, better balance the
supply and demand of skills in Australia, and improve graduate access and success in the workforce,
leading to societal and economic productivity. We would welcome the opportunity to scale this project
in partnership with Government.

The Government should build on these efforts by driving efficiencies at the national level. It can do so
by building on the National Credit Recognition Framework, which aims to systematically create a
common currency for the recognition of skills and types of qualifications (through for example, formal
qualifications, courses, training, and micro credentials). It can make it easier to combine an individual’s
qualifications and to more effectively demonstrate their competencies to prospective employers
including recognised skills diversity and culturally reflective skills.

26 UNSW (2026) ADA Skills Passport - Helping you build skills for life: https://www.unsw.edu.au/arts-design-architecture/student-life/my-
skills-passport
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Recommendations

e Recommendation 11 (supports focus areas 1, 3, and 4): The Government should invest in
successful, existing initiatives driven by higher education providers that help students
effectively demonstrate their skills and capabilities to employers. This can be further supported
by scaling at the national level, including through the National Credit Recognition Framework,
which can help systematically create a common currency for recognition of skills and types of
qualifications.

Conclusion

We thank the Committee for the opportunity to contribute to this important inquiry and stand ready to
support the design and delivery of policies that build a stronger, more resilient and prosperous
Australia. Should you wish to discuss any issue raised in this submission, please do not hesitate to
contact Senior Manager of Government Relations & Policy, Ms Cassandra Switaj, on 02 9348 2246
or c.switaj@unsw.edu.au.
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