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In Confidence 

Office of the Minister for Universities 

Social Outcomes Committee 

 

Strengthening the university system 

Proposal 

1 This paper outlines my priorities to strengthen the university system and its contribution to 
New Zealand’s economic growth. It seeks Cabinet’s agreement to replace the 
Performance-Based Research Fund with a more streamlined and cost-effective Tertiary 
Research Excellence Fund.  

Relation to government priorities 

2 New Zealand’s universities and broader tertiary education system are central to our 
Government’s Going for Growth agenda, especially its Developing talent and Innovation, 
technology and science pillars. International education is a key export growth sector under 
the Promoting global trade and investment pillar. A responsive tertiary education system 
is essential for a skilled workforce to deliver the Infrastructure for Growth pillar. 

Executive Summary 

3 To strengthen the university system and to increase the contribution of our wider tertiary 
education system to economic growth and New Zealanders’ quality of life, I propose to: 

3.1 Issue a new Tertiary Education Strategy focussed on driving economic growth, by 
delivering the knowledge, skills and research New Zealand’s economy needs to 
drive growth through innovation and productivity,  

3.2 Strengthen strategic oversight and collaboration across the university system, with a 
new University Strategy Group to deliver on the Strategy and catalyse change, 

3.3 Replace the Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF) with a streamlined, more 
cost-effective Tertiary Research Excellence Fund,  

3.4 Improve quality, responsiveness and accountability with a stronger regulatory 
system for university quality assurance, programme approval and student mobility, 
and  

3.5 Improve institutional and academic governance to ensure universities are well-led 
and uphold academic standards.  

4 These actions will improve the performance and accountability of the university system, 
and better align research, teaching and investment decisions with national priorities. 

Background 

The University System is important to our Going for Growth agenda  

5 A skilled, adaptable workforce is essential to attract and complement capital investment, 
to boost productivity, and to enable New Zealand firms to compete globally and grow. We 
need a broad range of skills to create and diffuse new technologies across the economy, 
design and commercialise new products and services, and develop new markets. 
Universities and other tertiary education organisations (TEOs, including polytechnics and 
wānanga, and private education and training providers) must deliver the knowledge, skills 
and research New Zealanders need to apply in their work and their communities.  
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6 The Government is reforming the Science, Innovation and Technology (SI&T) system to 
deliver greater value and opportunity, drive new ideas to market, and ensure New Zealand 
competes and wins on the global stage. University research and research-led teaching are 
central to this system. Our universities must work better as a system, integrating their 
research effort with the broader SI&T system, improving commercialisation and 
knowledge transfer while sustaining fundamental research.  

Our universities have served New Zealand well…  

7 New Zealand’s universities have earned strong international reputations for teaching and 
research quality. They have delivered high rates of participation and achievement in 
higher education and are at the core of New Zealand’s international education industry, 
enrolling 65 percent of international students in 2024.  

8 The recently released 2026 QS World University Rankings placed all our universities in 
the top 30% of 1,500 institutions worldwide. The University of Auckland ranked 65th. Few 
nations’ university systems show such consistent performance. A QS spokesman noted: 
“The breadth of excellence shown across the country’s eight universities is testament to the 
work of students, outstanding staff and brilliant research carried out across New Zealand.” 

… but the university system faces challenges and can do more to drive economic growth 

9 New Zealand’s university system lacks clear national strategic direction. While preserving 
institutional autonomy and the benefits of competition, we need more focus and 
coordination on key issues facing the system. Universities must build deeper connections 
with industry, across the tertiary and SI&T systems, with schools, iwi and the 
communities they serve. This requires change not only by universities, but also in the 
regulatory and funding systems that largely incentivise competing for students and 
academic reputation. 

10 Issues requiring greater coordination and strategic direction include research infrastructure 
investment, building centres of excellence for key research and teaching specialties, 
meeting the challenges and opportunities of artificial intelligence, and scaling up effective 
research commercialisation. 

11 Our universities and wider tertiary education system face growing challenges. Economic 
and social change and rapid technology advances (especially in artificial intelligence) are 
opening new industries and markets while disrupting others, including higher education 
itself. This demands new skills and greater adaptability and resilience of students. More 
progress is needed to improve outcomes for students and trainees with diverse needs and 
circumstances. These challenges must be met while managing within fiscal constraints.  

12 To help drive economic growth through greater innovation and labour productivity, our 
universities must better align the knowledge and skills students gain with the changing 
needs of employers and industry. They must more effectively drive economic and social 
impact from their research, and pivot faster to meet industry needs and new opportunities 
such as in advanced technologies. We can learn from other small, advanced economies 
with more agile university systems that connect more effectively to their wider skills and 
science, innovation and technology systems. 

University Advisory Group recommendations 

13 In March 2024, Cabinet established the University Advisory Group (UAG) to advise the 
Ministry of Education on challenges and opportunities facing the university system. 
The UAG operated alongside the Science System Advisory Group [ECO-24-MIN-0030]. 
Both advisory groups were chaired by Sir Peter Gluckman. 

14 The UAG’s September 2024 interim report called for greater strategic oversight of the 
university system. It proposed a new separate, stand-alone Higher Education Council to 
take over the higher education policy, planning and funding functions of the Ministry of 
Education and the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC). Cabinet’s Economic Policy 
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Committee considered this report in November 2024 and agreed the UAG’s final report 
should focus on funding, quality assurance and governance issues [ECO-24-MIN-0263].  

15 The UAG delivered its final report to the Ministry in April 2025. It retained but modified 
the interim report’s structural change recommendation, as a New Zealand Universities 
Council to oversee a university system structurally and legislatively separated from the 
broader tertiary education system. The UAG also provided advice on reforms to the 
PBRF, broader funding settings, university quality assurance and university governance.  

16 Appendix 1 summarises the UAG’s proposals with Ministry of Education assessments. 

Priorities to strengthen the university system 

17 The UAG’s advice has been helpful in identifying the need for greater strategic oversight 
and coordination in the system, and in proposing specific changes including to the PBRF. 
I do not consider the UAG’s proposed machinery of government changes justify the 
disruption, delays, cost and uncertainty they would create. Separating universities from the 
broader tertiary education system would not serve the national interest or help to drive 
economic growth and better outcomes for students.  

18 I propose to address many of the UAG’s findings by driving stronger university system 
performance within existing organisational structures and legislation by: 

18.1 Issuing a new Tertiary Education Strategy focussed on driving economic growth, 

18.2 Establishing a new University Strategy Group to help drive a more strategic 
national system approach and catalyse change, 

18.3 Replacing the Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF) with more streamlined 
and cost-effective Tertiary Research Excellence Fund,  

18.4 Reviewing regulatory settings for quality assurance and student mobility to 
improve accountability, efficiency and responsiveness, and 

18.5 Strengthening institutional and academic governance in universities. 

19 I will also work with the Minister for Vocational Education to make ongoing 
improvements to the tertiary education system’s performance. This work includes:  

19.1 Strengthening the design and use of the TEC’s funding levers to drive more 
impactful teaching and research, with sharper incentives and requirements for 
providers to respond to students’ and employers’ changing needs.  

19.2 Refining policy settings for Centres of Research Excellence (CoREs) to ensure the 
next application round from 2028 encourages new activity areas and clusters, and  

19.3 Reviewing the budgeting approach to funding student and trainee numbers. This 
work, requested in Cabinet’s Budget 2025 decisions, is underway. We expect any 
changes to be considered through the Budget 2026 process [CAB-25-MIN-0126.69]. 

A new Tertiary Education Strategy 

20 With the Minister for Vocational Education, I am preparing a new Tertiary Education 
Strategy (TES), anchored on our Government’s Going for Growth agenda. The strategy 
will also address the Minister of Education’s International Education responsibilities.  

21 The TES is a key tool for the Government to set a clear direction for change and improved 
tertiary education system performance. It is a statutory strategy that must set out the 
Government’s expectations and priorities for government agencies and tertiary providers: 

21.1 The TEC must give effect to the TES through its investment and planning system 
and funding allocation decisions, and the TEC and NZ Qualifications Authority 
must have regard to the TES in performing all their statutory functions. 
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21.2 TEOs seeking TEC funding must describe in their proposed investment plans how 
they will give effect to TES priorities. 

22 The previous Government’s TES published in 2020 is not aligned with our Government’s 
priorities, especially our Going for Growth agenda. While it remains in force, it constrains 
the TEC’s ability to give effect to these priorities. The UAG concluded that the current 
TES is not fit for purpose. It lacks clarity, coherence, and fails to provide meaningful 
guidance on the changes needed in the university system to meet the evolving needs of 
learners, employers, and the economy.  

23 The 2020 TES was combined with priorities for early childhood education and schools. It 
fails to reflect the distinct needs and responsibilities of adult learners and offers little 
practical guidance for tertiary providers. Crucially, it lacks sufficient emphasis on 
employment outcomes, career development, and the skills and research capabilities needed 
to support a productive, future-focused economy.  

24 Our Government’s new TES will have five clear priorities for action, focussed on 
economic growth through innovation and productivity, with key performance shifts and 
success measures. Appendix 2 provides a summary ‘plan on a page’ of the draft TES.  

Table 1: Priorities of the draft Tertiary Education Strategy 

Achievement  

Ensure students and trainees achieve qualifications that lead to good careers and 
economic security, with a focus on strong pathways between school, tertiary 
education, and work.  

Economic Impact and Innovation  

Increase the economic impact of tertiary education by delivering relevant adaptable 
skills, and research that drives productivity, innovation, commercialisation and 
broader economic opportunities. 

Access and Participation  

Enable access to education and training for people from all backgrounds and regions, 
ensuring more people build relevant skills that contribute to a productive economy. 

Integration and Collaboration  

Deepen collaboration between education providers, employers, iwi, research 
institutions, and communities to align education with regional and national economic 
development. 

International Education  

Boost numbers of international students, supporting the sector to grow and increasing 
New Zealand’s international connectivity, as set out in the International Education 
Going for Growth Plan. 

25 The Minister for Vocational Education and I will undertake targeted consultation on the 
draft TES then to bring a final TES to Cabinet for approval in November. 

26 The new TES is a powerful lever to shape the investment plan guidance and assessment 
criteria the TEC will publish in early 2026, and its 2027 funding allocations to providers.   
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Strengthening strategic oversight and coordination across the university system  

27 I propose to strengthen strategic oversight and coordination across the university system. 
While this need was a key UAG finding, the UAG did not offer workable solutions that 
avoid costly, disruptive and risky structural change. My proposed approach aims to create 
a better way for our universities to work effectively together as a system on TES priorities.  

I will establish a new University Strategy Group  

28 I intend to establish and chair a new University Strategy Group (USG) to drive collective 
decision-taking, improved policy and regulatory settings and coordinated action to give 
effect to the TES priorities. It will ensure an ongoing focus on improving the performance 
of the university system, especially its contribution to economic growth. 

29 The USG will bring together independent experts, sector leaders and senior officials. It 
will operate in a similar way to the Prime Minister’s Science, Innovation and Technology 
Advisory Council. The USG will be comprised of:  

29.1 The Minister for Universities as Chair 

29.2 Up to three independent members, including one as Deputy Chair  

29.3 Up to three university Vice-Chancellors nominated by Universities New Zealand 
(UNZ) and a representative of the Public Research Organisations. 

29.4 The Chief Executives (or their nominees) of the Ministry of Education and MBIE, 
and the Chief Executive and a nominated Board member of the TEC.  

29.5 The Prime Minister’s Chief Science Advisor will be invited to join the group. 

30 Independent members will be appointed by the Minister for Universities following 
reference to the Cabinet Appointment and Honours Committee (APH). They will include 
at least one senior university academic (not currently in a senior management role) with a 
deep understanding of universities’ roles in human capital, research and innovation.  

Table 2: Likely initial priorities for the University Strategy Group 

International education: Better coordinating international student recruitment under 
the International Education Going for Growth Plan. 

Science, Innovation & Technology system connections: Strengthening coordination 
between universities, and with the SI&T system and business. 

Artificial Intelligence: Meeting AI challenges and opportunities for teaching and 
assessment practices, academic integrity, and research. 

Work-integrated learning: Improving work-integrated learning at all levels of the 
university system, and exploring new models such as degree apprenticeships. 

Differentiation in research and teaching specialisations and centres of excellence 
across the university system. 

31 The Ministry of Education will support the USG and draw on input from other agencies as 
appropriate. USG costs (including members’ fees, set under the revised Fees Framework 
[CO (25) 2]) will be funded from the Ministry of Education’s existing Stewardship and 
Oversight of the Tertiary Education System appropriation. Operational oversight of 
universities will remain the responsibility of the TEC and UNZ.  

32 The USG complements other initiatives, including work underway by Vice-Chancellors 
and Crown Research Institute CEOs to identify and act on collaboration opportunities.  

Reforming tertiary education research funding  

The Performance-Based Research Fund helped lift research performance, but it needs reform 
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33 Since 2003, the Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF) has supported universities and 
other tertiary providers to deliver the broad research capability and advanced skills needed 
for a dynamic economy and a healthy society. It complements mission-focussed science 
and research funds. Universities receive 97% of the PBRF’s $315 million annual funding. 
The balance supports research and research-led teaching in polytechnics, two wānanga and 
a small number of private training establishments (PTEs). 

34 PBRF funding is based on three measures of research and research-led teaching: research 
degree completions (RDC, 25%), external research income (ERI, 20%) and a quality 
evaluation process (QE, 55%). The RDC and ERI components are recalculated annually. 
The QE process, in which expert panels rate individual academics’ portfolios of research 
outputs, is conducted once every 6-8 years. In March 2024, the Government cancelled the 
2026 QE round, pending UAG advice on PBRF reform options.  

35 Significant gains in research quality followed the PBRF’s introduction, but improvements 
appear to have subsequently slowed. The QE process has served its original purpose and is 
now unduly time-consuming and costly. Each QE round involves tens of millions of 
dollars in compliance costs across the system. It has become a distraction from 
universities’ and academics’ core role of producing high-quality, impactful research. 

I propose to replace the PBRF with a Tertiary Research Excellence Fund…  

36 The UAG recommended the PBRF should be retained, but renamed, simplified, made 
exclusively for universities and focussed on incentivising research intensity. It proposed 
retaining and reinforcing the RDC and ERI components, while replacing the QE process 
with a system of metrics centred on citations. This would meet the PBRF’s core purpose, 
simplify it and reduce costs. Replacing the QE with metrics would allow funding to be 
more frequently reallocated, strengthening incentives for organisations to continuously 
improve their research culture and creating a forward focus.  

37 I agree we need a research capability funding system that more efficiently supports TEOs 
to deliver quality research and advanced research-led teaching. I support the UAG’s core 
proposal to replace the QE with metrics. This will cut compliance costs over time while 
maintaining incentives to deliver high-quality impactful research and enabling TEOs’ 
funding to respond faster to changes in their relative performance.  

38 I propose to replace the PBRF with a new Tertiary Research Excellence Fund (TREF): 
retaining the RDC component; redesigning the ERI component to create stronger 
incentives for user-led research that meets the needs of industry and other end-users; and 
replacing the QE with a new metrics-based approach centred on field-weighted citations. 
To balance the limitations of citation metrics, this will include a small number of 
supporting metrics to incentivise collaboration with end-users, commercialisation and 
applied research.  

… with improved research plans and performance monitoring. 

39 I also intend to introduce new research requirements for the investment plans providers 
must develop as part of the TEC’s investment process. These plans will need to set out 
how providers will build their research capability and achieve impact in response to the 
TES priorities. With this, a new research performance monitoring system for TEOs will 
give greater visibility of the research performance of TEOs and the sector as a whole. This 
aligns with the UAG’s advice to adopt a ‘dashboard’ approach to assess universities’ 
research using a wider range of measures than those used to allocate funding. 

40 Together, these changes will create a funding system that is more transparent, more 
outcomes-focused, and better supports high-quality, high-impact research. It will cut 
administration and compliance costs, especially for individual researchers. It will 
strengthen incentives for research that will contribute to economic growth, address 
national challenges and build research capability. The new system retains a strong focus 
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on research-led teaching and human capital development, while better supporting 
engagement with industry and research end-users. 

Approach to non-university tertiary providers 

41 The new TREF should continue to support non-university TEOs engaged in research, 
including polytechnics, wānanga and PTEs. While these providers account for only 3% of 
PBRF funding, this funding is important to support their statutory research functions and 
the requirement for degree-level and postgraduate teaching to be research-led.  

42 With the Minister for Vocational Education, I will consider how the TREF can best 
support these organisations’ research activity, including any modifications to the settings 
outlined above that may be required. These organisations’ published research volume is 
too low to reliably base their funding on a citations-based metric, and they tend to have a 
different research focus and output that citation metrics do not capture well.  

Table 3: Summary of changes from the PBRF to the new TREF 

Current PBRF Proposed Tertiary Research Excellence Fund 

Quality 
Evaluation  
(QE) 55% 

Research and knowledge exchange metrics <55% 

Centred on field-weighted citations for universities. Secondary metrics will 
capture research impact, non-citation research, and research by wānanga, ITPs and 
PTEs.  

Lower compliance-costs while allocating funding at an organisational level based 
on scale and quality published research and other research output and activity. 

Research degree 
completions  
(RDC) 25% 

Research degree completions (RDC)  >25% 

Retain focus on post-graduate research qualification completions. Rewards TEOs 
for building human capital and future research capability through advanced study. 

External 
research income  
(ERI) 20% 

 

External research income (ERI) >20% 

Adjusted to place greater weight on user-led, rather than investigator-led, research. 
This better rewards and incentivises research that meets the needs of end-users, 
rather than investigator-led research that attracts grant funding. 

A phased approach to implementing the Research Performance and Capability Fund 

43 I propose to progress these changes in two phases.  

43.1 Phase One: From 2027, I will modify the PBRF to implement the changes to the 
ERI component outlined above, including the weighting of this component, and will 
introduce the new research requirements for investment plans of providers seeking 
PBRF funding.  

43.2 Phase Two: From 2028, the new TREF will come into effect, replacing the PBRF. 
This includes the new metric component, final component weightings and other 
design changes.  

44 I seek Cabinet’s authorisation to determine the details of these Phase One changes. These 
will be implemented via changes to the PBRF funding determination and TEC investment 
plan guidance, both of which will be issued in 2026 and take effect in 2027.  

45 I will report back to Cabinet to seek final agreement to Phase Two changes by April 2026. 

46 Appendix 4 summarises the timeline and key steps in the transition to the new TREF. A 
substantial detailed design work and sector engagement is required to ensure these 
changes are sustainable, cost-efficient and aligned with ongoing SI&T system reforms. 
This work will be led by the Ministry of Education and the TEC, in consultation with 
MBIE, with the input of an expert Technical Advisory Group. Work will include 
establishing a monitoring and evaluation plan to assess the impact of this reform. 
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Improving university quality assurance, responsiveness and governance 

47 I propose to progress reforms in two other areas highlighted in the UAG’s advice: 

47.1 More effective regulatory settings for university quality assurance, and 
responsiveness to student needs, and 

47.2 Strengthening universities’ institutional and academic governance. 

48 This work will build on the UAG’s advice, noting that many of the UAG’s specific 
recommendations [Appendix 1, recommendations 10-21] are premised on broader 
machinery of government changes that I do not intend to pursue. Universities can 
separately or collective take some actions, including implementing some UAG 
recommendations, within existing legislative settings. Other options will require 
legislative change that can be considered in a possible Education and Training 
Amendment Bill, likely in the next parliamentary term.  

Improving quality assurance and responsiveness to student needs. 

49 The UAG proposed changes to the regulatory framework for universities to reduce 
compliance costs, delays and barriers to innovation in the current system. The UAG’s 
recommendations include devolving to individual universities (under national codes of 
practice), greater responsibility for quality assurance and for approving new or revised 
programmes and qualifications. Universities New Zealand (UNZ) currently has statutory 
responsibility for nearly all aspects of university quality assurance and programme 
approval. UNZ is in the process of reshaping the independent academic audit and quality 
assurance function conducted by its Academic Quality Agency. 

50 I agree our universities need a more agile regulatory approach to increase responsiveness 
to student and industry needs and to cut compliance burdens, while upholding quality and 
the system’s international standing. This is particularly important as AI and other trends 
drive rapid changes in the skills students need and in teaching and assessment practices.  

51 We also need to reduce barriers to student choice and mobility. Students need more and 
clearer options to dually enrol or to transfer between tertiary education providers without 
undue costs or requirements to repeat study, and they lack options to challenge 
universities’ policies and practices that restrict mobility. Universities currently lack 
sufficient accountability to improve student mobility, and have incentives to ‘capture and 
hold’ students to maximise the number of credits they undertake. 

Strengthening universities’ institutional and academic governance 

52 The UAG proposed changes to improve institutional governance by university councils, 
and the academic governance role of academic committees. UAG recommendations 
include a national code for university governance with a framework for monitoring and 
scaled interventions, measures to ensure chancellors’ and council members’ capability, 
and changes to council membership and academic committee constitutions. 

53 I agree university governance and academic governance must be strengthened to improve 
decision-making, education and research quality, and accountability. This becomes more 
important if greater responsibility is devolved to individual universities for quality 
assurance and with the removal of the external PBRF Quality Evaluation for individual 
researchers. I will explore change options, drawing on the UAG’s advice. 

54 I will direct officials to develop advice on quality assurance and governance, working with 
the University Strategy Group and in consultation with universities. I expect to report to 
Cabinet on progress, including legislative change options, in the first half of 2026. 

Cost-of-living Implications 

55 These proposals have no immediate or direct cost-of-living implications.  
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Financial Implications 

56 This paper’s proposals have no direct financial implications. Introducing the new TREF to 
replace the PBRF will be implemented within existing baselines, with any change to 
overall funding to be considered in future budgets. Costs of the proposed University 
Strategy Group will be met within the Ministry of Education’s existing tertiary education 
system stewardship appropriation.  

Legislative Implications 

57 This paper has no immediate legislative implications. Subject to further work, legislative 
amendments may be needed to reform university governance and regulatory settings.  

Impact Analysis 

58 Regulatory Impact Analysis requirements do not apply to this paper’s proposals. Where 
options to be further explored may require legislative and/or regulatory change, regulatory 
impact analysis will be undertaken as appropriate in developing these options.  

59 A Climate Implications of Policy Assessment (CIPA) is not required. 

Population Implications 

60 These reforms aim to improve the of New Zealand’s tertiary education system for all 
population groups. The new TES must by law include the development aspirations of 
Māori and other priority population groups. It will highlight the need to improve school-
study-work transitions, achievement of qualifications and employment outcomes for 
Māori, Pacific and disabled people.  

Use of External Resources 

61 The Ministry of Education and TEC funded UAG members’ remuneration and support to 
the UAG from Koi Tū, Centre for Informed Futures. To ensure timely delivery while 
meeting other work demands, the Ministry engaged external specialist expertise to support 
analysis of UAG advice, PBRF changes and preparation of a new TES.  

Human Rights 

62 This paper’s proposals do not have any human rights implications that require analysis of 
their consistency with the Bill of Rights Act 1990 and Human Rights Act 1993.  

Consultation 

63 The following agencies have been consulted: the Treasury; MBIE; TEC; NZQA; 
Education NZ; Ministry of Health and Health NZ; Ministry of Social Development; the 
Ministries for Pacific Peoples, Disabled People, Women, Ethnic Communities, Māori 
Development, Culture & Heritage, and Primary Industries. The Department of Prime 
Minister & Cabinet and Public Service Commission have been informed.  

Communications and Proactive Release 

64 Subject to Cabinet agreement, I intend to announce the initiatives set out in this paper and 
to release this paper with the UAG’s interim and final reports. The Minister for Vocational 
Education and I intend to release the draft TES for targeted consultation in August and 
September before Cabinet considers a final version in November 2025. Targeted 
consultation will focus on key stakeholders including industry groups and tertiary 
education sector leaders.  

Recommendations 

The Minister for Universities recommends that the Committee: 

1 note that the Minister for Universities, with the Minister for Vocational Education is 
preparing a new Tertiary Education Strategy, anchored in the Government’s Going for 
Growth agenda, with priorities focussed on delivering knowledge, skills and research with 
economic impact by driving innovation and productivity growth;  
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2 note the Ministers for Universities and Vocational Education will bring a new Tertiary 
Education Strategy to Cabinet in November 2025 for approval following targeted 
consultation; 

3 authorise the Minister for Universities to determine terms of reference and membership of 
a University Strategy Group to strengthen strategic oversight of the university system, 
with up to three independent members appointed following reference to the Appointments 
and Honours Committee; 

4 agree to replace the Performance-Based Research Fund with a new Tertiary Research 
Excellence Fund, with funding allocated based on three components:  

4.1 A metric-based assessment of research output, centred on field-weighted citations 
with secondary metrics to capture research impact and non-citation research; 

4.2 External Research Income, prioritising user-led research, and  

4.3 Research Degree Completions; 

5 agree to Phase One of the transition to the Tertiary Research Excellence Fund in 2027, 
increasing the priority on user-led research within the ERI component, increasing the 
overall weighting on this component, and introducing strengthened research requirements 
for investment plans of providers seeking PBRF 

6 authorise the Minister for Universities to determine the detailed settings for Phase One of 
the transition to the Tertiary Research Excellence Fund; 

7 invite the Minister for Universities, in consultation with the Minister for Vocational 
Education, to report back to Cabinet by April 2026 on the final design of the Tertiary 
Research Excellence Fund to be implemented from 2028, including citation and secondary 
metrics, and the approach to non-university tertiary education organisations; 

8 note that the Minister for Universities is advancing work on options to: 

8.1 improve the regulatory framework for university system quality assurance, 
programme and qualification approval, and student mobility, and 

8.2 strengthen institutional governance and academic governance in universities. 

9 note that the Minister for Universities intends to publish the University Advisory Group’s 
interim and final reports, and to proactively release this Cabinet paper and its appendices. 

 

 

 

Hon Dr Shane Reti 
Minister for Universities 
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Appendices 

1. Summary of the University Advisory Group’s final report recommendations and 
Ministry of Education assessments 

2. Draft Tertiary Education Strategy summary ‘plan on a page’ 

3. Tertiary Research Excellence Fund  development timeline  
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I N  C O N F I D E N C E
EXP-25-MIN-0088

Cabinet Expenditure and 
Regulatory Review 
Committee
Minute of Decision

This document contains information for the New Zealand Cabinet. It must be treated in confidence and 
handled in accordance with any security classification, or other endorsement. The information can only be 
released, including under the Official Information Act 1982, by persons with the appropriate authority.

Strengthening the University System

Portfolio Universities

On 19 August 2025, the Cabinet Expenditure and Regulatory Review Committee:

1 noted that the Minister for Universities, with the Minister for Vocational Education, is 
preparing a new Tertiary Education Strategy, anchored in the Government’s Going for 
Growth agenda, with priorities focussed on delivering knowledge, skills and research with 
economic impact by driving innovation and productivity growth;

2 noted that the Ministers for Universities and Vocational Education will bring a new Tertiary
Education Strategy to Cabinet in November 2025 for approval following targeted 
consultation; 

3 authorised the Minister for Universities to determine terms of reference and membership of
a University Strategy Group to strengthen strategic oversight of the university system, with 
up to three independent members appointed following reference to the Cabinet 
Appointments and Honours Committee; 

4 agreed to replace the Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF) with a new Tertiary 
Research Excellence Fund, with funding allocated based on three components: 

4.1 a metric-based assessment of research output, centred on field-weighted citations 
with secondary metrics to capture research impact and non-citation research;

4.2 External Research Income (ERI), prioritising user-led research; and 

4.3 Research Degree Completions; 

5 agreed to Phase One of the transition to the Tertiary Research Excellence Fund in 2027, 
increasing the priority on user-led research within the ERI component, increasing the overall
weighting on this component, and introducing strengthened research requirements for 
investment plans of providers seeking PBRF;

6 authorised the Minister for Universities to determine the detailed settings for Phase One of 
the transition to the Tertiary Research Excellence Fund; 

1
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7 invited the Minister for Universities, in consultation with the Minister for Vocational 
Education, to report back to Cabinet by April 2026 on the final design of the Tertiary 
Research Excellence Fund to be implemented from 2028, including citation and secondary 
metrics, and the approach to non-university tertiary education organisations; 

8 noted that the Minister for Universities is advancing work on options to: 

8.1 improve the regulatory framework for university system quality assurance, 
programme and qualification approval, and student mobility; and 

8.2 strengthen institutional governance and academic governance in universities;

9 noted that the Minister for Universities intends to publish the University Advisory Group’s 
interim and final reports.

Tom Kelly
Committee Secretary

Present: Officials present from:
Hon David Seymour (Chair)
Rt Hon Winston Peters
Hon Nicola Willis
Hon Chris Bishop
Hon Brooke van Velden
Hon Shane Jones
Hon Paul Goldsmith
Hon Louise Upston
Hon Judith Collins KC
Hon Shane Reti
Hon Casey Costello
Hon Penny Simmonds
Hon Andrew Hoggard
Hon Mark Patterson

Officials Committee for EXP
Office of the Minister for Space
Office of the Minister for Universities
Office of the Minister for Vocational Education
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