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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The current pandemic is unprecedented in scale and scope and has 
impacted all Australians, including higher degree by research (HDR) 
communities at our universities.  The government has responded 
rapidly to the dynamic COVID-19 crisis in a way that has considered 
the complex interplay of public health and national economy: a 
response that has, to date, kept Australia from following the path of 
some countries that are suffering more acutely.  Yet, this report shows 
that many HDRs feel forgotten in emergency responses by both 
governments and universities.  Unfortunately, HDRs have virtually no 
access to government support for managing the impact of the COVID-
19 crisis.  The findings here indicate that without rapid intervention by 
both universities and the Australian government, many of them will be 
forced to leave research and apply for welfare where they can.  The 
consequences of widespread disruption to the HDR community would 
likely have long-term impacts on Australia’s future research, 
innovation, and knowledge economy. 
  
In response to a rising tide of concerns from the HDR community, a 
student-led group at the University of Sydney named the HDR Liaison 
Committee, developed a rapid turn-around project to collect data from 
this community.  The authors sought to understand how, and to what 
extent, both direct and indirect impacts of the crisis have affected 
HDRs.  Direct impacts include changes to employment and teaching 
work, isolation measures, increased carer responsibilities, and loss of 
finances from cancelled research activities.  Indirect impacts include 
financial hardships such as inability to upkeep living arrangements or 
the need to change candidature, or even withdraw from studies. 
 
The authors developed a survey consisting of twenty questions 
including sections on: demographics, living situation, financial 
hardship, and candidature impact.  The survey link was distributed via 
multiple channels to the HDRs at the University of Sydney; there was 
no structured sampling and HDRs were free to self-select to 
participate.  An additional 56 HDRs from a range of other universities 
also engaged with the study.  The high response rate to the three-day 
survey indicates the desire of HDRs to tell their story, to have their 
voice heard.  In April 2020 there were approximately 4,300 HDRs: our 
verified data indicates a response rate of 24% of the entire University 
of Sydney HDR cohort. 
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The findings indicate that the HDRs of the University of Sydney are 
suffering deep financial hardship.  Three in four say they have already 
experienced, or expect to experience, financial hardship in the next 
few months.  Nearly a third have already, or expect to be soon, forced 
to change their living arrangements.  Disturbingly, 51 respondents 
(5%) have already experienced, or expect to experience, 
homelessness in the next few months as a result of the crisis. 
 
Even considering a normal attrition of some HDR students during their 
multi-year degrees, the findings that 38% of HDRs at a leading, Group 
of Eight university are considering withdrawing or suspending their 
research to join the ranks of the unemployed within a short time-
frame is unprecedented in scale.  Unlike university coursework 
students, HDRs have extremely limited access to emergency funds.  A 
fact that illuminates our findings indicating that the move away from 
research work is being undertaken reluctantly, but many believe they 
cannot sustain reliable living and financial arrangements through the 
crisis.  Such a dramatic down-turn in active HDRs will no doubt lead to 
a significant loss of talent to the research community. 
 
The authors recommend that the solution lies in a combined response 
between the university sector, and the state and federal governments.  
A significant proportion of funding for HDR programs comes from the 
government with supplementary shortfalls being made up by 
universities themselves and other scholarship funders.  As much of the 
funding comes from the government, it is incumbent on the university 
sector to discuss and arrange funding needs in these difficult times.  
Conversely, a lack of government support would hinder the capacity of 
universities to respond adequately.  Further, it is to a wide extent at 
the discretion of the universities how government funding is allocated 
within institutions, thus indicating responsibility of universities as well.  
It is apparent, therefore, that any solution to the current HDR crisis 
must involve all parties at the table, with local university strategies 
operating within a framework of robust government support. 
  
The HDR community contributes to a wealth of research and 
innovation clusters across our nation, including responses to COVID-19 
and modelling strategies for strong economic recoveries.  Without 
substantial and rapid intervention many HDRs will be forced to pursue 
other avenues for survival.  Swift action to protect our future 
researchers is essential if Australia wants to maintain a strong 
research pool for innovation, knowledge development, and national 
recovery.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The global pandemic caused by the Novel Coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) 
has impacted the lives of virtually everyone in Australia.  The crisis is 
unprecedented in scale with government and organisations in Australia 
rapidly mobilising to respond to what is a dynamic and complex event.  
The government and major organisations need to carefully balance the 
health of our community with long-term economic impacts of 
navigating the COVID-19 crisis.  Many members of our society are at 
risk; there is no doubt that frontline healthcare workers and those 
most vulnerable to the disease must be considered first in any 
emergency response to the crisis, but afterward, thought must be 
given to the many other parts of our society.  Whilst the authors in no 
way wish to draw attention from other groups at risk, this report has 
been created to highlight the impact of one valuable cohort of our 
society, Higher Degree by Researchers. 
 
Higher Degree by Researchers (HDRs) include doctoral and research 
master’s candidates at our universities.  Through major contributions 
to research outputs, HDRs have assisted lead researchers to build 
strong track records and thus directly underpin grant success and 
contribute to innovation and new knowledge.  Income from 
international students (largely coursework students) provides Australia 
with its third highest export: as such, it is reasonable to want to 
address this shortfall to the economy as a priority.  However, as with 
any major response to a complex crisis, it is often the unseen and 
unconsidered effects that can have far-reaching systemic impacts if 
not adequately addressed in a time critical manner.  Because HDRs 
provide only a small proportion of the international income into higher 
education they have not been the focus of assistance packages, 
despite being the engine room of research in Australia.  This 
demographic of our society appears to have been overlooked in 
emergency response planning by the government and has received 
minimal support from universities.  It is hoped that this report can help 
illuminate the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on these members of 
Australia’s research community and highlight their importance to our 
future research innovations. 
 
 “We are falling through the government cracks, are expected to teach extra 
hours for online courses unpaid, and have no way of finishing on time.” HDR 
candidate at the University of Sydney. 
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The executive leaders in universities’ research communities and the 
research education communities have been attempting to illustrate the 
severity of this particular site of impact to the Australian government 
for several weeks.  Specifically, the Group of Eight (Go8) – Australia’s 
leading universities – have been addressing the COVID-19 situation 
and the Australian Council for Graduate Research (ACGR) quickly 
strove to draw the attention of the government to the serious 
consequences of ignoring emerging researchers.  It was upon hearing 
of a call for data from the ACGR, communicated by the Director of 
Graduate Research at the University of Sydney, that the authors 
decided to act.   
 
The objective of the study was to better understand how, and to what 
extent, the COVID-19 crisis had impacted HDRs.  As the call for data 
from the ACGR was specifically in relation to financial hardship and 
employment, that was our central focus.  During our design 
discussions we felt that the living situation and changes to candidature 
were too closely inter-twined with financial hardship to not be 
considered.   
 
We noted at the outset that the impact on mental health would also 
likely be significant, and we had heard such comments from our 
community to that effect.  Poor mental health in HDRs has been widely 
studied (Nature Editorial, Anonymous, 2019) with one study indicating 
graduate research students are six times more likely than the general 
population to to experience moderate to severe depression (Evans, 
Bira, Gastelum, Weiss, & Vanderford, 2018).  We had heard informal 
feedback from fellow HDRs on increased mental health concerns as a 
result of the crisis and considered building questions are this into the 
study but felt we didn’t have the time or scope to adequately address 
the issue.  Nevertheless, the authors strongly recommend that a follow 
up study into the mental health impacts of the crisis on HDRs be 
undertaken as soon as possible. 
 
Having decided we would focus on living, financial, and candidature 
impacts, we broke our objectives down into three questions: 
 

• To what extent has the COVID-19 crisis impacted on the ability 
of HDR candidates to maintain and afford a stable living 
situation? 

• How has the COVID-19 crisis impacted employment stability and 
financial security for HDR candidates? 
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• To what extent has the COVID-19 crisis impacted on the 
candidature of HDRs? 

 
These questions guided us in understanding if HDRs felt they had been 
impacted by the crisis, the nature and extent of those impacts, and the 
future consequences for their candidature.  
 
The project – including survey design and deployment, data collection 
and analysis, and report creation – has been entirely conducted by 
HDR candidates at the University of Sydney.  Specifically, the authors 
of the report and their fellow candidates are all delegates of the 
candidate-led HDR Liaison Committee (HDR-LC).  The four primary 
authors of the report contributed their time voluntarily to run this 
project and produce the report.  The entire project was conducted via 
tele-conferencing and digital collaborative tools in accordance with 
social distancing rules.  It is difficult to think of such a large and 
complex project being undertaken in under two weeks without a single 
face to face meeting in pre-COVID times, but the pandemic has taught 
us all to improve our agility and adaptability to using collaborative 
technologies. 
 
What you will read in the data and statistics presented here is a very 
human story about the highly unstable situation of our HDRs and the 
deep financial impact that many of them are feeling and expect to 
experience in the next six-months.  The story should be taken as a 
strong warning to the government and universities of Australia that 
there is a very real risk of losing many of our researchers-in-training.  
People who support a multitude of current research projects including 
those focussed on navigating the COVID-19 crisis and planning for a 
strong society and economy on the other side of the pandemic.  The 
report highlights that research candidates have virtually no access to 
government support for managing the impact of the crisis, as such 
many of them will be forced to leave research and apply for welfare 
where they can.  We cannot afford to lose one of our most valuable 
assets for our future and must act swiftly to avert this quiet crisis of 
our HDRs. 
 
 
Rebecca Johnson Djuna Hallsworth 
Nicole Lee Emma Spencer 
 

The HDR Liaison Committee of the University of Sydney  
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
Access to government welfare. 

We recommend monetary support be provided to HDRs that addresses 
the scope and intensity of financial pressure experienced as a result of 
the COVID-19 crisis.  Candidates who presently have lost one or more 
sources of income due to loss of employment should be entitled to 
access government financial assistance without suspending their 
studies. 

Extensions to scholarship funding. 
The University has indicated that applications for a six-month 
extension of centrally funded scholarships will be approved for all that 
apply as long as satisfactory progress is being made.  This extension 
was already usually provided to HDRs who requested it, so it 
represents little change and most HDRs would have planned for a 
three and a half year timeframe.  We recommend an additional six 
months of funding on top of the usual six-month extension be 
available to scholarship holders. 

Extensions of candidature. 

We recommend that candidature extensions of six months be added 
automatically to the degree length of all currently enrolled candidates, 
with the option to opt-out for those who do not believe they will 
require additional time. We appreciate that the University has offered 
a one research period extension for all candidates that apply; 
however, research periods vary in length from two to four months 
resulting in an unequal allocation of extensions. 

Follow up study on mental health impacts. 
We noted both during design and analysis phase that we did not have 
the time or scope to adequately address mental health impacts of the 
COVID-19 crisis on HDRs.  The open-comment findings strongly 
indicate that mental health is a key area of concern for many HDRs. 
We recommend a study be conducted into this specific aspect of the 
crisis impact on HDRs whom are known to already experience 
significantly higher rates of anxiety and depression than the general 
population.  The living and financial security needs to be addressed 
immediately, but planning should be made now for unprecedented 
levels of anxiety and depression in the HDR community. 
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1. BACKGROUND 

The impact of the Novel Coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) has been felt by all 
Australians.  The Australian Government has shown unprecedented 
leadership and support of the citizens of Australia and the Australian 
economy by releasing over $330 billion emergency funds, including 
$130 billion in wage subsidy packages (Karp, 2020).  Whilst the 
magnitude of the impact of this cost to the Australian economy is 
appreciated, it is concerning that the government has, to date, shown 
limited support to the graduate research education sector. 
 
Graduate research education includes training of doctoral and research 
master’s candidates to both prepare new members of the research 
community and provide vital work to existing researchers.  Australia-
wide, there were 66,455 research candidates in 2018 comprised of 
65% domestic and 35% international candidates (Department of 
Education Skills and Employment, 2019).  In Australia, graduate 
research candidates are often called higher degree by research 
candidates or HDRs.  Australia’s HDR trained candidates, both 
domestic and international, feed into a world class research system 
from which Australia “continues to derive economic, social and 
environmental benefits” (Owens, 2017).  Many researchers rely on the 
contributions of their HDR candidates to accomplish large and complex 
projects, such as creating vaccines or modelling economic impacts of 
black swan events.  Researchers and research clusters have rapidly 
responded to assist in the scientific, medical, political, economic, 
sociological, education, economic, and psychological sectors to name 
just a few. 
 
Across the higher education sector, it has been well acknowledged that 
researchers and developing researchers such as HDRs play a vital role 
in both helping us navigate through this crisis and planning for 
recovery on the other side.  Professor Emeritus Frank Larkins of the 
University of Melbourne warns that unless universities and government 
bodies respond adequately to the impact on research candidates, the 
majority of candidates will have their progress disrupted and we will 
see “delays in resuming some nationally important research programs” 
(2020).  In a press release by the Australian Council of Graduate 
Research (ACGR), Professor Al McEwan noted that “Graduate research 
education programs are critical to our nation rebuilding both its 
economy and international linkages as we emerge from the COVID-19 
crisis” (The Australian Council of Graduate Research, 2020). 
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Despite their critical role within the research community, the HDR 
members of our society have been overlooked by current government 
efforts and have often received inadequate support from universities.  
It is understandable that the response to the unprecedented crisis has 
required governments and policymakers to think widely to prevent 
systemic collapse and it is difficult to address every aspect of our 
society in the first few weeks.  Nevertheless, as we are now months 
into the COVID-19 crisis, it is imperative to consider supporting the 
valuable HDR community in Australia.   
 
In response to the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on our future 
researchers, a group of HDRs based at the University of Sydney 
undertook to design and deploy a survey to collect and analyse data 
from their colleagues on this issue.  This report delivers the voice of 
over 1,076 HDRs in a project that spanned twelve days from inception 
to submission to the University of Sydney.  Due to time constraints, 
the vast majority of respondents are candidates enrolled at The 
University of Sydney.  The University of Sydney educates one of the 
largest cohorts of HDRs in Australia with 4,300 enrolled candidates in 
April 2020 and is a member of the Group of Eight (Go8) universities.1  
As such, it is reasonable to expect that the findings presented here 
could be extrapolated to the predicament of HDRs at other Australian 
universities.  
  
The guiding question for the project was:  
 
How has the COVID-19 crisis impacted the living and financial 
security of HDR candidates, and their ability to sustain research 
progress? 
 
The findings in this report indicate that we are at risk of losing too 
much of our HDR community due to financial hardship on candidates 
and a lack of support from universities and government.  Swift action 
to protect our future researchers is essential if Australia wants to 
maintain a strong research community. 
  

                                   
1 The Group of Eight includes Australia’s leading research universities and comprises 
The University of Sydney, The University of Melbourne, Australian National 
University, The University of Queensland, Monash University, The University of New 
South Wales, The University of Western Australia and The University of Adelaide. 
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1.1. Financial situation of HDRs prior to COVID-19. 

Even prior to the COVID-19 crisis, the financial situation of many HDRs 
was tenuous.  In 2019 the average median income for full-time adults 
in Australia was over $86,000 per annum (The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2020): a fact that contrasts sharply with the reported 
median annual income for HDR candidates in 2017 being $36,800 
(Universities Australia, 2018). 
  
Across the sector only about 36% of domestic HDRs receive a centrally 
funded scholarship (Bentley & Meek, 2018), which for candidates 
commencing prior to 2020 at the University of Sydney was 
approximately $27,000 per annum.  The centrally funded scholarship 
amount was increased to $35,000 per annum at the University of 
Sydney in 2020, but this was offset by reducing the total number of 
scholarships available.  Most HDRs do not receive any scholarship 
meaning they need to rely on alternative sources of income, and 
usually have at least one paid job in addition to what is often a heavy 
load of full-time research work. 
  
Income sources for domestic HDRs showed that the most common 
income was paid employment with 80% indicating this as a source of 
income; only 57% indicated income from scholarships, bursaries, or 
stipends (Universities Australia, 2018).  Part-time candidates earned a 
median of $50,000 from paid employment compared to $15,000 for 
full-time candidates (2018).  Unlike domestic candidates undertaking 
coursework degrees such as Master’s by Coursework, domestic HDRs 
are not eligible for Austudy, Youth Allowance, or Rent Assistance. 
  
Income sources for international HDRs showed that the most common 
income was scholarships or stipends with 88% indicating this as a 
source of income; 46% indicated income from paid employment 
(Universities Australia, 2018).  Only 11% of international HDRs paid 
their fees up front and 87% received a scholarship or sponsorship on 
fees (2018). 
  
The same Universities Australia 2018 report highlighted the financial 
concerns of HDR candidates; Table 1 below is information extracted 
from that report. 
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Table 1 Financial concerns of HDRs in 2017 as reported by Universities 
Australia (2018). 
 
Statement about financial concerns Domestic International 
My financial situation is often a source 
of worry for me. 

54.7% 52.9% 

I regularly go without food or 
necessities; I can’t afford them. 

9.5% 8.6% 

I feel in control of my financial 
situation. 

47.8% 50.7% 

Number of respondents 3208 2582 
      
I had to move house to be able to take 
my course 

18% 24.3% 

Number of respondents 3210 2581 
  
  
1.2. Australia’s investment into HDRs. 

Despite rapid global strides into knowledge economies, Industry 4.0, 
and the Fourth Industrial Revolution, where advanced education is 
essential for any nation desiring to stay competitive (Leopold, 
Ratcheva, & Zahidi, 2018; Molla & Cuthbert, 2019; Schwab, 2017),  
Australia’s public investment in higher education is well behind other 
OECD countries.  A Universities Australia (2019) report states that in 
2015, Australian public investment as a share of GDP ranks 24th out of 
34 OECD countries.  Despite this low investment rate by the 
government, in 2018 international education was Australia’s third 
largest export, higher education generating 70% of this, or over $25 
billion (Universities Australia, 2019). 
  
Direct income from fees is only the most obvious face of the 
contribution of higher education to the Australian economy and is 
primarily from coursework students.  Another contribution of our 
higher education system is that of research, product development, 
expert knowledge, and innovation to our society.  Our reputation for 
well cited science and research is world renowned (Bentley & Meek, 
2018).  Yet, despite the importance of research to our national 
development, government investment in university research is far 
outstripped by its investment in business (Universities Australia, 
2019).  Our Chief Scientist noted in two reports in 2016 that the 
contribution of advances in science to the Australian economy for more 
than two decades was equivalent to $330 billion per annum 
(Australia's Chief Scientist, 2016).  It is easy to tally the money 
coming in from Coursework students, it takes a little more thought to 
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consider the economic value of maintaining a robust research 
community that includes the work of HDRs and the development of 
new researchers through graduate research education. 
 
When focussed on just the Group of Eight (Go8) universities, a report 
from London Economics showed that these institutions contributed 
$66.4 billion per annum to our economy (Conlon, Halterbeck, & Julius, 
2018).  The report further states that for every dollar spent on 
research at universities, $10 is returned to the private sector (Conlon 
et al., 2018).  The London Economics report provides hard evidence 
that higher education research contributions to society, even when 
purely defined in financial terms, are punching far above their weight.  
Yet, in the period 2000 to 2019 the government increased funding to 
university research from $3 billion to $3.5 billion – a decline when 
viewed as share of GDP – whilst investment in business innovation 
more than doubled (Universities Australia, 2019). 
  
The story becomes bleaker when focussed on graduate research 
training.  The Australian Government does not cover the full cost of 
HDR training, including centrally funded scholarships and training 
overheads.  In 2011 it was reported that universities funded 27% of a 
full-time HDR candidate with total government funding per candidate 
declining year on year (Bentley & Meek, 2018).  Government 
investment in research training per candidate has reduced by 8% from 
2001 to 2017 (Universities Australia, 2019).  A trajectory that 
contrasts starkly with increased calls for nations to develop innovation 
and strong knowledge economies to keep pace with change (Leopold 
et al., 2018; OECD, 2019). 
 
The main centrally funded scholarships at Australian universities are 
derived from the Research Training Program (RTP).  Allocations from 
the government to universities for RTP scholarships are based on the 
institute’s performance; nation-wide allocations are published on the 
website of the Department of Education, Skills and Training CITE. 
  

Table 2 Government contributions to RTP scholarships. 
2020 RTP allocation $1.046 billion 
2019 RTP allocation $1.027 billion 
2018 RTP allocation $1.027 billion 

  

*Figures from yearly reports on “Research Block Grant Allocations” from The Department of 
Education, Skills and Employment website  
 
The analysis above is weighted toward financial considerations, 
however the authors also recognise that the intrinsic value of HDRs to 
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the development of a strong and ethical society cannot be overlooked.  
As changes are brought about by the fourth industrial revolution, and 
now an unprecedented global pandemic, we will need our 
philosophers, ethicists, sociologists, and artists more than ever.  
Professor Marginson, a professor of Higher Education at Oxford and 
Melbourne Universities, advocates for government support for the 
advancement of higher education to benefit “the common good” 
(Marginson, 2016).  At a time when we must consider if post-COVID 
we wish to rebuild just an economy or a society, such considerations 
have become paramount. 
 
1.3. The HDR Liaison Committee. 

The HDR Liaison Committee (HDR-LC) was founded in October 2019 
by HDR candidate Rebecca Johnson in collaboration with the Deputy 
Vice Chancellor, Education, Professor Pip Pattison and the Director, 
Graduate Research, Professor Ross Coleman.  The aim of the 
committee is to provide a communication link between the HDR cohort 
at the University of Sydney and senior leadership at the University 
charged with managing and developing HDR candidatures and their 
environment.   
 
Unlike traditional student unions which rely on democratic elections, 
the HDR-LC calls for expressions of interest from current HDR 
candidates then uses randomisation to fill a wide range of 
demographics such as faculty, age, identity, candidature mode, and 
background.  When the group was founded, the initial callout received 
116 applicants from which 40 HDRs were selected.  The committee 
meets formally four to five times a year with University leadership and 
discusses current issues affecting HDRs and upcoming policy changes 
planned by the University.  The group also runs social events for HDRs 
to connect, and facilitates HDR working groups to respond more 
deeply to specific issues, such as the University’s development of 
student experience journey maps.  As a result of the pandemic, the 
HDR-LC is launching a series of half hour lunchtime chat sessions to 
tackle increased feelings of isolation already prevalent in this 
community prior to and now exacerbated by COVID-19. 
 
The HDR-LC was set up specifically to provide another conduit of 
communication between candidates and the University.  As such, it 
was ideally placed to canvass the HDR community on the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis. 
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2. PROJECT TIMELINE 

From inception of this project to delivery of this report to the 
University, the entire study was conducted in less than 12 days.  All 
authors volunteered their time to work on each of those 12 days, 
including the Easter break, to ensure a rapid delivery of the HDR 
community’s voice to the University and ACGR. 
 
2.1. Initial advocacy to the University. 

On the 25th March the HDR-LC, in collaboration with the Sydney 
University Postgraduate Representative Association (SUPRA), 
presented an initial HDR response to the crisis to the University 
Executive Research Education Committee (UEREC).  The UEREC is 
chaired by the Deputy-Vice Chancellor Education and Deputy-Vice 
Chancellor Research and is comprised of University leaders in the HDR 
space, such as the Director of Graduate Research and the Associate 
Deans of Research Education from each faculty.  The six-page report 
outlined the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on HDR candidates grouped 
into five themes: time, money, health, communications, and workload.  
Due to the immediate turnaround of the report the main consultants 
were members of the HDR-LC and staff of SUPRA.  The report 
presented here provides a more rigorous analysis of data collected 
directly from the HDR cohort but the initial smaller report helped 
develop an broad understanding of some of the key issues HDRs were 
facing. 
 
2.2. ACGR call for data. 

On 2nd April, the Australian Council for Graduate Research (ACGR) 
connected with the Group of Eight (Go8) universities to request data 
on the financial impact of the COVID-19 crisis on HDR candidates.  The 
ACGR call for data was shared with the HDR-LC by the University of 
Sydney’s Director of Graduate Research.  The authors focussed on this 
request: 
  
“Numbers of domestic and international candidates who are experiencing 
financial hardship as a result of the virus.” 

Pers. comm., Executive Officer of ACGR via  
the Director of Graduate Research, University of Sydney. 
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A small working group from the HDR-LC formed in response and 
conducted their first emergency meeting later that day. 
 
2.3. Survey 

The survey was developed and tested between the 3rd and 5th April 
and deployed on the 6th April with a closing date of 9am on 9th April. 
 
2.4. Message from the Vice Chancellor. 

At 8pm on 7th April, while the survey was already in progress, a 
message was released from the University’s Vice Chancellor regarding 
support for HDRs during the COVID-19 crisis.  Table 3 gives a 
breakdown of the key elements of the message compared to what was 
the status quo prior to the crisis. 
 
2.5. Data analysis and report writing 

The data was cleaned by the authors who also sought the assistance of 
the University’s Student Experience Team who provided student 
number verification and faculty.  The data was analysed by the authors 
with the assistance of two additional HDR-LC delegates from 9th to 14th 
April.  Both quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted on 
the data.  The report was also situated within the context of other 
relevant reports and articles around the higher education sector. 
 
2.6. Submission 

The report was submitted to the Director of Graduate Research, the 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Research, and the Deputy Vice-Chancellor, 
Education at the University of Sydney on 15th April 2020.  The report is 
planned to be released to the HDR cohort via the HDR-LC social media 
intranet channel.  The authors will also ask the University to share the 
findings with the ACGR, the Go8 and any government bodies they feel 
appropriate when discussing the issue of the impact of COVID-19 on 
HDRs. 
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Table 3 Comparison of pre- and post-COVID 19 support to HDRs by the 
University of Sydney. 
 

Status quo prior to COVID-19 University response on 7th April 
2020 

RTP scholarships generally run for 
three years with the option to apply 
for a six-month extension to bring 
the total funded period to three and 
a half years.  Most scholarship 
holders are granted the six-month 
extension as long as they show 
satisfactory progress. 

All RTP scholarships may be funded 
for three and a half years.  
Application will still need to be 
made but all applications will be 
approved as long as the candidate 
shows satisfactory progress. 

HDR researchers can apply for an 
extension for candidature on a case 
by case basis.  This element is 
separate to scholarship funding. 

All HDR candidates impacted by 
COVID-19 will be permitted an 
extension of one research period if 
required.  Candidates will still need 
to apply.  It is important to note 
that some research periods are two 
months, and some are four 
months; thus, the length of 
extension will be different 
depending on when the candidate 
was due to submit. 

International HDR candidates that 
require an extension are normally 
subject to a fee liability. 

The University will waive the 
international fee liability for one 
research period. 
 

Domestic HDR candidates who are 
experiencing financial hardship may 
apply for a bursary.  Bursaries 
require candidates to submit 
comprehensive financial documents 
such as bank statements and 
household bills.  Applicants must be 
interviewed by the University.  The 
value is $1,000 and is a one-off 
payment 

Bursary conditions are unchanged 
except that International HDRs are 
now eligible to apply.  Additionally, 
increased travel costs from China to 
Australia due to travel bans and 
self-isolation may be claimed.  The 
maximum value including travel 
costs is $3,000.  The general 
bursary has been lifted from $1,000 
to $2,0002. 
 

Domestic HDRs may choose to 
suspend their studies and apply for 
government support. 

Domestic HDRs may choose to 
suspend their studies and apply for 
government support. 
 

                                   
2 The increased bursary amount was not found on the University website or formal 
communications by the authors: it was communicated to the authors by the Deputy Vice 
Chancellor, Education, in the April University Executive Research Education Committee when 
this report was presented. 
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3. SURVEY DEVELOPMENT & DESIGN 

On the evening of 2nd April, several HDR-LC delegates held their first 
emergency meeting to respond to the news that the ACGR was 
seeking data on the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on HDRs.  It was 
agreed that immediate action was critical to ensure that the HDR voice 
is heard during this crisis.  A survey was deemed the best method to 
gather data whilst maintaining anonymity of respondents.  Research 
Electronic Data Capture (REDCap) software was selected as the survey 
platform for privacy and security reasons.  REDCap is widely used in 
academic research for data collection (Harris et al., 2009) and is the 
preferred tool of the Human Research Ethics Committee of the 
University.  
  
The content of the survey questions (discussed below) was debated 
and agreed upon during this meeting.  Due to the time constraints, the 
delegates also agreed to prepare a draft survey for the University of 
Sydney’s Director of Graduate Research to review on Friday 3rd April 
4pm AEST.  Further work on refining the questions and testing the 
software occurred between 3rd and 5th April.  User testing was 
conducted by other HDR-LC delegates outside of the working group. 
  
The survey was mainly targeted at HDR candidates enrolled at the 
University of Sydney.  We permitted responses from HDR candidates 
currently enrolled at universities across Australia.  This enabled us to 
gather data that reflected the experiences of HDR candidates who 
chose to respond to the survey but who are not necessarily enrolled at 
the University of Sydney. 
  
3.1. Survey Questions 

3.1.1. Privacy and verification of participants 

The survey was designed to be  anonymous to protect the privacy of 
the participants.  We did, however, request that HDRs at the 
University of Sydney provide their student identity numbers (SIDs) to 
allow us to verify that participants were currently enrolled students.  
For candidates at other Australian universities, we requested that they 
provided the name of their university and their student email 
addresses so that feedback could be provided.  Access to student 
identifiers were strictly controlled and only the authors had access to 
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identifiable data.  The data is stored on the University of Sydney’s 
secure database. 
  
To ensure participant privacy and create a comfortable space to 
engage with this sensitive topic, many questions were not compulsory 
or included “prefer not to say” options.  For open-comment questions, 
we requested that participants avoid including any identifying material, 
such as name or faculty. If the participant included any identifying 
material in their answers, these were removed in data cleaning.  As 
the survey is HDR candidate-run, the HDR-LC provides a buffer 
between the candidates and the University. 
 

3.1.2. Questionnaire structure 

General demographic questions were used to assist with data analysis.  
With the intent of not making the survey too long and onerous, and 
thus risking a lower response rate, we decided to include only a few 
demographic questions.  Further demographics may have been useful 
but would lengthen the survey and decrease anonymity. 
 
We then divided the questions into three sections: living 
arrangements, financial hardship, and impact on candidature.  Firstly, 
questions regarding living arrangements were asked as we were 
particularly concerned with the possibility of candidates experiencing 
homelessness and/or being forced to change residency as a direct 
impact of the crisis. 
  
Secondly, financial hardship questions were asked based on examples 
from Service’s Australia.  We also incorporated additional 
interpretations of financial hardship that we perceived to be relevant to 
HDRs, such as internet accessibility.  Candidates were able to select 
whether or not they have experienced these hardships or expect they 
will experience them in the next six months.  Also included were 
questions about changes to income stability, employment stability and 
increases in unpaid university teaching workloads. 
  
Thirdly, questions regarding how the crisis has impacted candidature 
were asked.  We were interested in ascertaining whether candidates 
were struggling to maintain and continue their research or conduct 
remote research, and if they sustained any research-related financial 
losses from the crisis.   
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The authors feel that these three features of how an HDR candidate 
could be impacted by crisis are closely intertwined.  Lastly, an open 
comment box was provided at the end to allow respondents to provide 
a more detailed picture of their situation and add any other relevant 
comments. 
  

3.1.3. Scope 

It was noted at the start of the survey in the instructions that the 
impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the mental health of HDR candidates, 
including anxiety and depression, would likely be considerable.  The 
working group felt that, given the short timeframe, the report could 
not adequately address mental health in conjunction with the other 
factors.   
 
The survey focussed on financial and candidature impact as a first step 
to advocate for better financial and candidature support.  The authors 
and the HDR-LC strongly recommend the University conduct research 
into the state of mental health as a result of the crisis.  There is 
substantial literature evidencing the already-disproportionately high 
rate of mental health issues in research candidates (i.e. Levecque, 
Anseel, De Beuckelaer, Van Der Heyden, & Gisle, 2017); it is likely 
that the additional stressors mentioned in this report have negatively 
impacted already poor mental health conditions. 
  

3.1.4. Final survey 

See Appendices A and B for survey introduction and complete survey 
questionnaire.  
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4. SURVEY DISTRIBUTION 

The authors developed a statement outlining the survey’s purpose, 
privacy, and description.  The statement was distributed with a 
REDCap URL link and QR code to allow candidates to access the survey 
(Appendix A). 
 
On Monday 6th April, the survey was distributed through numerous 
internal HDR communication channels and external social media 
outlets.  The HDR-LC channel on the internal social media and 
Microsoft Teams network were used to distribute the survey to all 
committee members, who were then able to share and distribute the 
survey in their own faculties, the wider HDR community and through 
external social media (i.e. Facebook and WeChat). The Sydney 
University Postgraduate Representatives Association (SUPRA) sent out 
an email to all student members and advertised the survey on their 
various social media channels.  Members of the HDR community 
continued spreading the message about the survey through numerous 
social media groups in ad-hoc ways. 
  
The Director of Graduate Research distributed a message to the 
Associate Deans, Research Education for each faculty, to ask them to 
share the survey link with their HDR cohorts through their various 
communication channels, including the University’s online learning 
management system.  The HDR-LC directly contacted HDR student 
experience officers, as well as the University Executive Research 
Education Committee, to ask for their assistance in distributing the 
message.  The efforts of the University staff in distributing the survey 
and encouraging HDRs to engage with the survey are greatly 
appreciated by the HDR-LC, which recognises importance of the 
University’s support in successfully deploying the survey. 
 
All 4,300 currently enrolled HDR candidates were invited to take part 
and no organised sampling was conducted.  The HDR-LC invited the 
voice of any HDR candidate who wanted to express their opinions and 
contribute to the data collection.  We recognise there may be self-
selection bias, however the rapid and overwhelming response of over 
1,000 candidates representing all faculties in the first day indicates 
that there was wide engagement from the cohort.  
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5. DATA ANALYSIS 

5.1. Quantitative data  

We received 1,255 responses between 9am AEST on 6th April and 9am 
AEST on 9th April. Before analysing our results, all entries where 
respondents indicated that they were not HDR candidates were 
removed (n=24).  We then divided the data into entries associated 
with HDR candidates from the University of Sydney and entries from 
HDR candidates who identified themselves as being from other 
universities.   
  
For our analyses, we only considered entries associated with HDR 
candidates from the University of Sydney.  However, it is a point of 
interest that without any external promotion of the survey we received 
responses from people who indicated that they are HDRs at several 
other universities, including UNSW, Melbourne University, ANU, 
Monash University, University of South Australia, Curtin University, 
Macquarie University, Western Sydney University, Latrobe University, 
RMIT University, University of Technology Sydney, Flinders University, 
University of Tasmania, Queensland University of Technology, Griffith 
University, University of Southern Queensland and several 
international universities.  We were unable to verify the enrolment of 
these candidates but find it noteworthy that candidates from so many 
institutions responded to the survey in a short timeframe through only 
word-of-mouth promotion. 
  
For the data associated with HDR candidates from the University of 
Sydney, all entries that did not include a SID were removed (n=48).  
Further, for entries where duplicate SID numbers were present, the 
earlier entry(ies) only was removed (n=30).  Finally, following 
verification by the University, all entries where no enrolment status 
was provided (i.e. where the SID could not be verified) were removed 
(n=63).  In total, following data cleaning, we were left with 1,020 
responses from Sydney University HDR candidates.  We then sought to 
identify patterns among responses of different identity groups to 
different questions. In particular, we statistically compared responses 
between identity groups: domestic and international candidates, part-
time and full-time candidates, and candidates with and without carer 
responsibilities. We have not included results on candidates who 
identified as having a disability or who identified as Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) due to the lower response numbers. The 
authors are, however, happy to share de-identified, aggregate data 
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with the University of Sydney internal stakeholders on the impact of 
the crisis on these vulnerable groups. 
  
Associations between groups were tested using Pearson c2 tests in R 
v3.5.3 (R Core Team, 2019), with significance set to P<0.05.  Non-
responses (no answer or prefer not to answer) were removed from 
subjects being compared in each test. We added all “yes” responses 
together to perform statistical analyses and excluded responses 
indicating uncertainty to test the difference between “yes” and “no” 
responses. Uncertainty, however, is an important measure because it 
evidences the instability of HDRs perceptions.  As with other economic 
and financial surveys, uncertainty can be of itself informative (Abel, 
Rich, Song, & Tracey, 2015).  Therefore, we also tested for differences 
in terms of uncertainty by comparing “unsure” responses with “sure” 
responses (“sure” responses were determined by adding together all 
“yes” and “no” responses). 
 
It is important to note that we graphically represented all definitive 
responses and where appropriate did not include responses such as 
“prefer not to say” or non-selected options.  Additionally, some 
questions allowed respondents to select multiple answers, in which 
case the results may indicate a number (n), which is higher than the 
total number of survey responses collected. 
 
5.2. Qualitative data  

The open-ended responses were exported into a document made 
available to one author, who did not access the quantitative data.  This 
mitigated potential bias in the author’s processing of the responses.  
That author enlisted the help of two other HDR-LC delegates to 
develop a series of tags that reflected the general concerns cited in the 
responses.  These tags (Table 4) were amended throughout the 
process to ensure that they accurately reflected the trends in the data.  
Each response was tagged with as many phrases as needed.  
  
The responses were identifiable only by record number and any 
potentially identifiable information was replaced with [x] for numbers 
and […] for words.  Where a response included the name or student 
number of the respondent this was deleted from the set.  The cleaned 
data was then cross-checked with the survey figures and stripped of 
responses where no student number or an invalid student number was 
provided.  This cleaned set was then double-checked by an author to 
ensure the delegates were coding in a consistent manner.   
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Table 4 Tags for coding qualitative responses. 
 
Question Tags 
“Have you experienced another 
financial hardship due to the COVID 
crisis that you would like to specify?”  

• Financial loss     
• Reduced employment     
• Increased expenses   
• Unstable living situation       
• Research delays     
• Family impacted 
• Family overseas     
• Dependent on research 

scholarship     
• Mental/emotional strain     
• Future employability  

“Do you expect to experience another 
financial hardship due to the COVID 
crisis in the next six months that you 
would like to specify?”  

• Financial loss     
• Reduced employment     
• Increased expenses   
• Unstable living situation       
• Research delays     
• Family impacted 
• Family overseas     
• Dependent on research 

scholarship     
• Mental/emotional strain     
• Future employability 

“Would you like to provide any 
additional comments about the impact 
of the COVID crisis on you as an HDR 
student?” 

• Financial loss     
• Mental health impacts     
• Carer responsibilities      
• Parenting pressures     
• Teaching workloads     
• Loss of employment     
• Unstable living situation  
• Unable to focus     
• Future employability     
• Research integrity     
• Research delays  
• Physical health impact     
• Family impacted     
• New HDRs      
• Completing HDRs 
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6. SUMMARY OF RESPONDENTS 

Table 5 Breakdown of respondents after data cleaning and segregation into 
mode categories; mode of candidature, faculty, identifying groups and 
enrolment status. 

Groups n 
Total number of responses after data cleaning 1076 
Verified SIDs of HDRs at the University of Sydney 1020 
HDRs from other universities 56 
   
Mode of Candidature  
Full-time 843 
Part-time 177 
   
Faculty  
Humanities and Social Sciences based faculties   
Faculty of Arts and Social Science 308 
School of Business 25 
The Conservatorium of Music  19 
Sydney Law School 4 
Science Technology Engineering & Maths based faculties   
Science  239 
Engineering 175 
Faculty of Medicine and Health Science 219 
Sydney School of Architecture  30 
University wide  1 
   
Identifying Groups*  
Domestic candidate 713 
International candidate 300 
Parent or carer  123 
Disabilities 48 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 7 
LGBTQIA+ 68 
Work at the University of Sydney 465 
Other** 27 
   
Enrolment status  
Currently enrolled candidate 961 
Not Enrolled - Under Examination 13 
Suspended Candidature 45 
Withdrawn 1 

 
*Not all respondents selected identifying groups. 
**The option to indicate “other group” was provided to respondents. There was a variety of 
other groups that respondents opted to add, however there were no significant numbers of 
any other groups identified.  
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7. RESULTS 
7.1. Living situation 

7.1.1. Project question, living situation 

To what extent has the COVID-19 crisis impacted the ability of HDR 
candidates to maintain and afford a stable living situation? 

7.1.2. Quantitative analysis, living situation 

 

  
 

    
 

  
 

 
Figure 1. The different living arrangements of respondents prior to the 
crisis. Split into all respondents (n=966), domestic (n=672) / international (n=290), 
part-time (n=164) / full-time (n=802), and with carer responsibilities (n=119) / 
without carer responsibilities (n=847).   
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Figure 2. Percentile contributions of respondents who anticipate that the 
COVID-19 crisis will force them to change their residence arrangements. 
Split into all respondents (n=961), respondents who pay mortgages (n=142) / rent 
(n=676) / other financial contributions or free (n=143), domestic (n=704) / 
international (n=297), part-time (n=173) / full-time (n=835), and with carer 
responsibilities (n=123) / without carer responsibilities (n=885). 
 
The results show that 679 (70%) respondents pay rent, 143 (15%) pay 
a mortgage and 144 (15%) contribute financially in other ways or don’t 
pay for their accommodation (Figure 1).  International respondents 
primarily pay rent (97%, n=280), and more than three quarters of 
domestic respondents pay rent (59%, n=396) or make mortgage 
payments (21%, n= 139; Figure 1).  Results show 74 (75%) part-time 
respondents pay rent, 605 (45%) full-time respondents pay rent and 86 
(35%) make mortgage payments (Figure 1).  Of respondents with carer 
responsibilities 49 (41%) pay rent, and 59 (50%) pay a mortgage; 
respondents without carer responsibilities primarily pay rent (74%, 
n=630; Figure 1). 
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Figure 3. Percentile contributions of respondents who anticipate that the 
COVID-19 crisis may result in them experiencing homelessness in the next 
six months. Split into all respondents (n=291), respondents who pay mortgages 
(n=24) / rent (n=242) / other financial contributions or free (n=17), domestic 
(n=152) / international (n=139), part-time (n=34) / full-time (n=257), and with 
carer responsibilities (n=27) / without carer responsibilities (n=264). 
 
 
Some respondents (11%, n=113) have already had to change their 
residence arrangements due to the COVID-19 crisis (Figure 2). 
 Further, 186 (19%) respondents indicated that they expected their 
residence arrangements to change in the next six months while 304 
(30%) respondents expressed uncertainty around their future 
residency arrangements (Figure 2).  When asked about homelessness, 
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8 (1%) of respondents indicated that they are currently experiencing 
homelessness as a result of the COVID-19 crisis (Figure 3).  Further, 
43 (4%) respondents expect to experience homelessness in the next 
six months, and 240 (24%) indicate they are unsure if they will 
experience homelessness due to the crisis (Figure 3).  Note that Figure 
3 shows only “have experienced”, “expect to experience”, and 
“unsure” responses; we have not included “no” responses in the graph 
to better visually represent those at risk. 
 
Renters, mortgage owners, and other contributions 
Respondents who pay rent more frequently anticipated that the crisis 
would, or already has, impacted their residence arrangement, 
compared with those paying other financial contributions or not paying 
anything (Figure 2; c2=64.44, d.f.=1, n=574, P<0.001).  Similarly, those 
paying rent more frequently indicated that the crisis was likely to 
cause, or already had caused, homelessness compared with those who 
contribute other or no financial payments (Figure 3; c2=9.36, d.f.=1, 
n=590, P=0.002).   
 
More uncertainty around the stability of living arrangements was 
experienced by respondents who pay rent compared to respondents 
who contribute other or no financial payments (Figure 2; c2=21.90, d.f.=1, 
n=819, P<0.001).  Additionally, there was high uncertainty around 
expectations of homelessness for those who pay rent compared to 
respondents who contribute other or no financial payments (Figure 3; 
c2=20.76, d.f.=1, n=805, P<0.001). 
 
There were no differences between respondents who pay mortgages 
and those that contribute other or no financial payments, in terms of 
changes to residence arrangement (Figure 2; c2=0.002, d.f.=1, n=224, 
P=0.963) or anticipated homelessness (Figure 3; c2=2.52, d.f.=1, n=251, 
P=0.113).  More uncertainty around the stability of living arrangements 
was experienced by respondents who pay mortgages compared to 
respondents who contribute other or no financial payments (Figure 2; 
c2=10.29, d.f.=1, n=285, P=0.001).  In terms of differences in uncertainty 
around experiencing homelessness, there were no differences between 
respondents paying mortgages and those contributing other or no 
financial payments (Figure 3; c2=0.06, d.f.=1, n=285, P=0.804).   
 
Domestic and international candidates 
More international respondents anticipated that the crisis would impact 
or has already impacted their residence arrangement compared with 
domestic respondents (Figure 2; c2=29.67, d.f.=1, n=694, P<0.001).  
Similarly, more international respondents anticipated that the crisis 



 PROTECTING OUR FUTURE RESEARCHERS | The HDR Liaison Committee 
 
22 

would cause or already has caused homelessness compared with 
domestic respondents (Figure 3; c2=29.39, d.f.=1, n=738, P<0.001).  While 
there was no difference in the uncertainty experienced between each 
group in terms of changes to residential arrangements (Figure 2; 
c2=0.004, d.f.=1, n=1001, P=0.951), international respondents did express 
more uncertainty in terms of whether homelessness will be 
experienced, compared with domestic respondents (Figure 3; c2=43.41, 
d.f.=1, n=1001, P<0.001). 
 
Mode of candidature 
More full-time respondents anticipated that the crisis would impact or 
already has impacted their residence arrangement compared with 
part-time respondents (c2=10.63, d.f.=1, n=704, P<0.001), but there was 
no difference in the uncertainty experienced between each group 
(Figure 2; c2=1.07, d.f.=1, n=1008, P=0.302).  There was no difference 
between full-time and part-time respondents with regards to how 
many anticipated that the crisis would cause or already has caused 
homelessness (Figure 3; c2=0.77, n=743, P=0.382).  Full-time respondents 
expressed more uncertainty in terms of whether homelessness will be 
experienced, compared with part-time respondents (Figure 3; c2=7.79, 
d.f.=1, n=983, P=0.005). 
 
HDRs who are carers 
Respondents without carer responsibilities anticipated that the crisis 
would impact or already has impacted their residence arrangement 
more frequently than respondents with carer responsibilities (c2=16.31, 
d.f.=1, n=704, P<0.001), but there was no difference in the uncertainty 
experienced between each group (Figure 2; c2=0.86, d.f.=1, n=1008, 
P=0.356).  On the other hand, there was no difference between 
respondents with and without carer responsibilities with regards to 
how many respondents anticipated that the crisis would cause or 
already had caused homelessness (c2=3.21, d.f.=1, n=743, P=0.073) and 
the uncertainty around whether homelessness will be experienced 
(Figure 3; c2=0.93, d.f.=1, n=983, P=0.334). 
 

7.1.3. Qualitative findings, living situation 

Many HDR candidates referred to their living situation as unstable, 
distracting, or unsuited to conducting research.  Candidates who rent 
cited concerns in addition to the cost of rent.  Additional concerns 
included absorbing the cost of rent for housemates who have become 
unable to pay it; sharing with multiple people who are also working 
from home; having tenancy agreements terminated; and having slow 
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internet connections that hinder research.  Some respondents 
indicated that they now have to assist with the cost of living of their 
family members.  
 
“I often stay with a friend closer to the campus in order to reduce my travel 
expenses and this is now difficult.  Further, I live with my elderly parents and 
if I feel I pose an infection risk to them then I will need to find alternative 
accommodation.  As I have a dog, this is an additional complication.” 

 
Candidates who pay mortgages cited other pressures arising from the 
increased costs of childcare and groceries, and the fact that many 
candidates’ partners have lost their source of income.  
 
Several candidates have relocated to alternative accommodation to 
reduce the cost of living.  Many responses included the associated 
risks of residing with elderly or at-risk family members, and the 
subsequent impact on the respondent’s mental health and ability to 
focus.  For candidates with families overseas, particularly international 
candidates, this meant absorbing the cost of expensive plane tickets to 
return home upon the advice of the Australian government.  Some 
respondents who are currently abroad have been unable to return to 
Australia on account of the travel ban.  Candidates with unstable living 
situations mentioned having to suspend their candidature. 
 
“I have had to leave my home due to this crisis and am now couch-surfing." 
 

A small number of respondents mentioned that they had been required 
to move out of their University-owned accommodation into less 
desirable accommodation.  Phrases such as “forced”, “stress” and 
“homelessness” appear in the data. 
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Figure 4 Word cloud generated from open-comments tagged with codes 
relating to living situation. 
 

7.1.4. Summary, living situation 

HDR candidates who responded to the survey generally contribute 
financially to their accommodation, with 679 (70%) paying rent.  
Some respondents also contribute towards mortgage repayment, with 
full-time candidates and candidates with carer responsibilities 
displaying a high number of respondents who indicated that they were 
paying off a mortgage. Overall, 299 (30%) respondents have had to, 
or expect to, change their residence arrangements due to the crisis, 
and 51 (5%) respondents are currently experiencing or expect to 
experience homelessness.  Respondents also exhibited a high level of 
uncertainty regarding whether their residence arrangements would be 
impacted (30%; n=304) and if they would experience homelessness 
(24%; n=240) as a result of the COVID-19 crisis. 
 
Respondents who pay rent were more likely to have already 
experienced or anticipate experiencing changes to their 
accommodation arrangement due to the crisis.  International and full-
time respondents also figured highly in these categories.  The 
categories of renters, international respondents and full-time 
respondents all displayed more uncertainty with reference to the 
potential to experience homelessness as a result of the crisis.  



 PROTECTING OUR FUTURE RESEARCHERS | The HDR Liaison Committee 
 
25 

Respondents who pay rent were also more likely to have experienced 
or expect to experience homelessness.  Respondents who identify as 
carers were less likely than non-carers to have experienced or 
anticipate experiencing changes to their accommodation arrangement 
due to the crisis. 
 
Many respondents cited their living situation as unsuitable for working-
from-home arrangements.  Some respondents indicated that as a 
result of the crisis they have no stable housing arrangement, and 
many responses to the final open comment referred to the inadequacy 
of the current living situation.  Living arrangements and the necessity 
to work from home are reported by respondents to directly affect their 
productivity and research integrity.   
 
Respondents also report that their research progress is indirectly 
affected by the stress and anxiety of expected or experienced living 
disruptions.  In the written responses, an unstable living situation 
correlates to financial stress and distress associated with the reduced 
quality of research output.   
 
Many responses to the open-ended question concomitantly included 
themes of financial loss, mental health and unstable living situation.  
These responses vary from mentioning inconvenience and distractions 
to being unable to cover the cost of rent due to loss of employment.  
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7.2. Financial hardship 

7.2.1. Project question, financial hardship 

How has the COVID-19 crisis impacted employment stability and 
financial security for HDR candidates? 

7.2.2. Quantitative Analysis, Financial Hardship 

  
 

   
 

 
 

 
Figure 5. Percent of respondents that expect to experience financial 
hardship as a result of the COVID-19 crisis. Split into all respondents (n=888), 
respondents who pay mortgages (n=128) / rent (n=602) / other financial 
contributions or free (n=121), domestic (n=631) / international (n=254), part-time 
(n=159) / full-time (n=729), and with carer responsibilities (n=118) / without carer 
responsibilities (n=770). 
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Figure 6. Percent of respondents that expect to require financial assistance 
as a result of the COVID-19 crisis. Split into all respondents (n=889), 
respondents who pay mortgages (n=125) / rent (n=603) / other financial 
contributions or free (n=123), domestic (n=629) / international (n=255), part-time 
(n=156) / full-time (n=733), with carer responsibilities (n=114) / without carer 
responsibilities (n=775). 
 
The majority (75%, n=669) of respondents anticipate that the COVID-
19 crisis will cause them financial hardship (Figure 5).  There were no 
differences in these reported feelings between domestic and 
international respondents (c2=0.04, d.f.=1, n=885, P=0.831), part-time and 
full-time respondents (c2=0.76, d.f.=1, n=888, P=0.384) or respondents 
with and without carer responsibilities (Figure 5; c2= 2.29, d.f.=1, n=888, 
P=0.130).   
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More respondents who paid rent anticipated that they would 
experience financial hardship compared to those that contribute other 
or no financial payments (Figure 5; c2=5.72, d.f.=1, n=723, P=0.017). There 
were no differences in whether respondents who paid mortgages and 
those that contributed other or no financial payments anticipated that 
they would experience financial hardship (Figure 5; c2=0.024, d.f.= There 
were no differences in the financial hardship anticipated between 
respondents who paid mortgages and those that contributed other or 
no financial payments (Figure 5; c2=0.024, d.f.=1, n=249, P=0.876).   
 
Requiring and seeking financial assistance  
Almost half (44%, n=391) of respondents anticipate that they will 
require financial assistance as a result of the COVID-19 crisis, with 338 
(38%) respondents indicating they were unsure whether they would 
require assistance (Figure 6).   
 
More respondents who pay rent anticipated that they would require 
financial assistance compared to those who made other or no financial 
payments (Figure 6; c2=35.37, d.f.=1, n=448, P<0.001).  Similarly, more 
international respondents anticipated that they would require financial 
assistance compared with domestic respondents (Figure 6; c2=16.57, 
d.f.=1, n=548, P<0.001) and more part-time respondents anticipated that 
they would require financial assistance compared with full-time 
respondents (Figure 6; c2=13.01, d.f.=1, n=551, P<0.001).  Note that tests 
were run on a variety of other comparisons between different identity 
groups of respondents, but for the sake of brevity, only those that 
showed statistically significant differences were included here. 
 
Over a quarter of respondents indicated that they have already sought 
(7%, n=61) or expect to seek (21%, n=183) financial assistance from 
welfare or community organisations as a result of the COVID-19 crisis, 
with a further 205 (24%) respondents unsure as to whether they 
might need to seek financial assistance and 414 (48%) not expecting 
to seek assistance.  Survey results show that 16 (2%) respondents 
applied for support and were denied, 494 (50%) did not apply for 
support as they considered themselves ineligible, 158 (16%) were not 
aware of or unsure how to apply for any potential support and only 16 
(2%) were able to access emergency funds. In total, 192 (19%) 
respondents indicated that they do not need assistance and 62 (6%) 
of respondents were awaiting an outcome from Centrelink.  Table 6 
gives a breakdown of financial hardships experienced, or expected to 
be experienced, as a direct result of COVID-19.  Note that respondents 
were able to select multiple answers. 
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Table 6. Financial Hardships experienced by respondents as a result 
of COVID-19 crisis. Sample size (n) provided in brackets.  
 

Question Yes, have 
experienced 

Expect to in 
the next 6 

months 

Unsure No 

 
Basic necessities  

    

Unable to heat or cool 
your home. (899) 

4% (35) 9% (79) 17% (152) 71% (638) 

Go without meals (898) 4% (39) 7% (66) 16% (139) 74% (661) 

Unable to pay for 
medicines or health 
services. (894) 

4% (36) 14% (123) 23% (204) 60% (540) 

Unable to pay for stable 
internet connection. 
(902) 

5% (43) 12% (111) 25% (223) 59% (531) 

Unable to pay phone bills 
(903) 

3% (29) 11% (101) 24% (220) 62% (561) 

Unable to pay for pet care 
and food. (879) 

2% (15) 4% (31) 13% (114) 82% (722) 

Unable to pay other 
utilities such as water and 
electricity. (895) 

3% (23) 12% (103) 25% (226) 61% (549) 

 
Living situation 

    

Unable to pay mortgage 
or rent on time (907) 

5% (47) 23% (212) 27% (241) 46% (414) 

Homelessness (899) 1% (10) 3% (31) 18% (157) 79% (708) 

Need to find alternative 
accommodation (908) 

8% (75) 20% (177) 26% (238) 47% (426) 

Unable to meet parent or 
carer responsibilities 
(893) 

10% (93) 
 

8% (74) 
 

11% (97) 
 

71% (632) 
 

 
Financial instability 

    

Pawned or sold 
something to raise cash. 
(906) 

8% (75) 16 (148) 15% (135) 61% (554) 

Bankruptcy (890) 1% (5) 4% (37) 19% (168) 77% (685) 
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Employment impacts 
As a result of the COVID-19 crisis, 624 (62%) respondents reported 
experiencing changes to employment, including job losses (19%, 
n=186), job changes (1%, n=14) and workload changes (i.e. workload 
and income decreased, workload increased, and income didn’t change, 
workload increased but income decreased, or employers requested use 
of annual leave; 42%, n=424).  In total, 380 (38%) respondents 
reported no change to their job or workload (i.e. respondents were 
already unemployed or did not experience any changes in their work) 
as a result of the crisis.  
 

 
 

Figure 7. Percentage of respondents that indicate they have undertaken 
unpaid work at the University of Sydney to help it bring all courses online 
and conduct online learning (n=449). 
 
When considering respondents that indicated they were employed by 
the University of Sydney, 266 (59% of respondents to the question) 
indicated that since the 1st March, they have engaged in unpaid work 
to deliver teaching units online (Figure 7).  This included 36 (8% of 
respondents to the question) who indicated that they have engaged in 
more than 30 hours of unpaid teaching work, 91 (20%) respondents 
who indicated that they have engaged in 10 to 30 hours of unpaid 
teaching work and 139 (31%) respondents who indicated that they 
have engaged in 1 to 9 hours of unpaid teaching work (Figure 7). 
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7.2.3. Qualitative findings, financial hardship 

A substantial number of responses referenced a loss of, or reduction 
in, casual employment, including within and outside of the university. 
HDRs engaged in casual work for the University of Sydney frequently 
cited an increase of unpaid work associated with making courses 
available online. This was further associated with a reduction in hours 
allocated to thesis research. 
 
"I've lost jobs at the university that were judged to be non-essential […] I've 
lost multiple jobs outside of the university. I'm struggling to work from 
home. The university still expects me to engage in unpaid labour.” 

 
Many respondents cited reliance upon funding from casual University 
employment and/or their research scholarship. Those respondents who 
mentioned having casual tutoring contracts expressed concern about 
future employment due to decreased enrolments. Costs associated 
with casual tutoring, such as internet and equipment to enable 
working from home, were cited as financial burdens.  
 
“Had to use phone 4G to run a 2 x 3 hour tutorial, which led to severe 
overuse of data, leading to an almost $300 extra on my phone bill.”  

 
Many HDRs were engaged in casual employment outside of the 
University that has been reduced on account of the crisis. HDRs who 
are not Australian residents cited being unable to access government 
payments or find employment at this time.  A frequently occurring 
theme in the open comment section was the cost of fees for 
international candidates who are required to extend their candidature. 
 
Some HDRs operate self-run businesses and cited a decrease in 
income from these.  Financial burdens associated with a reduction in 
income from spouses/partners, flatmates or family members were 
frequently mentioned.  Several HDRs mentioned reliance upon their 
spouse’s income, or their spouse’s reliance upon their income.  Many 
candidates do not hold scholarships and have lost their primary source 
of income during the crisis.  Some respondents mentioned costs 
associated with purchasing materials that they could previously access 
through the University before the shutdown.  Some candidates have 
lost funding for research projects or encountered financial loss in 
association with cancelled or impacted research activities that had 
already been paid for.  Other concerns included the increased cost of 
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groceries, the cost of childcare while schools are closed, and 
ineligibility for government financial assistance. 
 
In response to the question: “Do you expect to experience another 
financial hardship due to the COVID crisis in the next six months that 
you would like to specify?” several HDRs cited dependence upon their 
research scholarship and concerns about financial hardship upon 
scholarship expiration.  Across all three questions inviting written 
responses, more than 300 answers referred to financial loss or impact.  
The phrase “difficult” occurred repeatedly, alongside the frequent 
occurrence of “forced”, “severe” and “uncertain”. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 8 Word cloud generated from open-comments tagged with codes 
relating to financial hardship. 
 

7.2.4. Summary, financial hardship 

In total, 669 (75%) respondents anticipated that the COVID-19 crisis 
will cause them financial hardship.  Greatest financial hardship was 
anticipated by respondents who pay rent, as well as part-time and 
domestic respondents. 
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Almost half (44%, n=391) of respondents anticipate that they will 
require financial assistance as a result of the crisis.  respondents who 
rent, who are international, and who have carer responsibilities more 
frequently indicated that they will require financial assistance as a 
result of the crisis.  The majority of written responses from 
respondents indicated that they have lost employment and have had 
their income reduced during the crisis.  This is supported by the data 
demonstrating that many respondents are employed casually and have 
had this employment reduced or terminated as a result of the crisis.  
 
From the respondents who indicated that they are employed at the 
University of Sydney, 266 (59%) indicated that they had engaged in 
unpaid work to deliver teaching units online. This included 36 (8%) 
respondents who indicated that they had engaged with over 30 hours 
of unpaid work at the University. Many respondents also responded 
that they anticipate losing their casual contracts in semester two.  The 
qualitative responses indicated that this additional unpaid work is 
impacting on research capacity which, in turn, lengthens candidature 
duration, leading to further financial pressure.   
 
Respondents in possession of scholarships expressed concern and 
anxiety over their scholarship ceasing before research is complete, 
while respondents who do not have a Commonwealth-supported 
position were concerned about the financial impact of extending their 
candidature.  
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7.3. Candidature impact 

7.3.1. Project question, candidature impact 

To what extent has the COVID-19 crisis impacted on the candidature 
of HDRs? 

7.3.2. Quantitative analysis, candidature impact 

 

 
   

 
 

 
Figure 9. Percent of respondents who believe that the COVID-19 crisis will 
impact their candidature. Split into all faculties and University schools (n=899), 
and into the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (n=274), the Business School 
(n=22), the Faculty of Engineering (n=149), the Faculty of Medicine and Health 
(n=193), the Faculty of Science (n=214), Sydney Conservatorium of Music (n=15), 
Sydney Law School (n=3), and Sydney School of Architecture, Design and Planning 
(n=28). We excluded “University-wide” as only 1 HDR respondent was included in 
this group.  
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Table 7. Number of responses indicating where HDR candidates were expecting or already had withdrawn, suspended, 
applied for leave or deferred from their candidature. 
  

All 
faculties 

Arts & Social 
Sciences 

Business  Engineering Medicine 
& Health 

Science Music Law  Architecture  

Withdraw from candidature 
Already have 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 
Thinking of doing  63 18 1 11 13 15 3 0 2 
Expect to 117 29 1 29 31 20 2 0 4 
      Total 181 47 2 40 44 36 5 0 6 
Apply for suspension 
Already have 39 9 1 8 9 9 3 0 0 
Thinking of doing  152 68 4 29 41 5 0 5 0 
Expect to 193 51 3 41 52 34 3 0 8 
      Total 384 128 8 78 102 48 6 5 8 
Apply for leave of absence 
Already have 11 5 1 0 2 2 0 0 1 
Thinking of doing  129 38 3 25 33 24 3 0 3 
Expect to 154 38 2 31 43 30 3 0 6 
      Total 294 81 6 56 78 56 6 0 10 
Defer commencement 
Already have 4 1 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 
Thinking of doing  48 13 3 8 9 11 3 0 1 
Expect to 100 25 0 21 31 17 2 0 3 
      Total 152 39 4 29 40 30 5 0 4 
Combined withdrawal, suspension, leave and deferrals 
Already have 55 15 3 8 11 14 3 0 1 
Thinking of doing  392 137 11 73 96 55 9 5 6 
Expect to 564 143 6 122 157 101 10 0 21 
      Total 1011 295 20 203 264 170 22 5 28 
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Figure 10. Percent of respondents on a scholarship deciding to suspend or 
defer due to worries related to loss of income. Split into all faculties and 
University schools (n=628), and into the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences 
(n=177), the Business School (n=20), the Faculty of Engineering (n=98), the Faculty 
of Medicine and Health (n=140), the Faculty of Science (n=160), Sydney 
Conservatorium of Music (n=8), Sydney Law School (n=3), and Sydney School of 
Architecture, Design and Planning (n=22). 
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Table 8. Percent of respondents expecting to submit in the next 6 months and percent of respondents expecting that 
the COVID-19 crisis will impact on their ability to submit in the next 6 months. Total numbers (n) indicated in brackets.  
 
 

 Combined 
faculties 

Arts & Social 
Sciences Business Engineering 

Medicine & 
Health Science 

Conservator-
ium of Music Law  Architecture 

 
Expecting to submit within six months 
Don’t expect 68% (614) 69% (189) 74% (17) 62% (90) 65% (128) 70% (152) 82% (14) 100% (3) 71% (2) 

Unsure 5% (43) 3% (8) 4% (1) 6% (8) 8% (15) 5% (10) 6% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 

Expect 27% (246) 28% (76) 22% (5) 33% (48) 27% (53) 25% (54) 12% (2) 0% (0) 29% (8) 

 
COVID-19 will impact ability to submit within six months 

Will not impact 10% (25) 5% (4) 0% (0) 15% (7) 13% (7) 11% (6) 0% (0) NA NA 

Unsure 25% (61) 36% (27) 0% (0) 13% (6) 28% (15) 21% (11) 0% (0) NA NA 

Will impact 65% (159) 59% (45) 100% (5) 73% (35) 59% (31) 68% (36) 100% (2) NA NA 
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Figure 11. Percent of respondents requiring an extension of two, four, six or 
greater than six months. Split into all faculties and University schools (n=452), 
and into the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (n=184), the Business School 
(n=16), the Faculty of Engineering (n=89), the Faculty of Medicine and Health 
(n=133), the Faculty of Science (n=141), Sydney Conservatorium of Music (n=10), 
Sydney Law School (n=2), and Sydney School of Architecture, Design and Planning 
(n=20). 
 
Overall, 734 (82%) respondents believe that the COVID-19 crisis will 
impact their candidature (Figure 9).  Across different faculties and 
schools, between 79% and 85% of respondents believe that the crisis 
will impact their candidature, although for the School of Law 67% 
(n=3) of respondents believe that the crisis will impact their 
candidature (Figure 9).   
 
Question 18, about expected impact to candidature, was presented as 
a matrix and participants were able to select multiple choices.  For 
example, one respondent could select both “forced to withdraw” and 
“forced to suspend”.  In total, there were 1,011 responses that 
indicated that HDR candidates have already or expect to be forced to 
withdraw (n=118), suspend (n=384), apply for a leave of absence 
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(n=294), or defer (n=152) in the next six months due to the crisis 
(Table 7).  In total, 493 respondents with scholarships indicated that 
they would make the decision to suspend or defer as a result of 
worries around the loss of income, with 81 unsure whether income loss 
would influence their decision to suspend or defer (Figure 10).  
 
Before the COVID-19 crisis, 614 (68%) respondents indicated that 
their expected submission date fell within the next six months (Table 
8). Of these respondents expecting to submit in the next six months, 
however, 159 (65%) indicated that the crisis would impact their ability 
to submit within this timeframe (Table 8). The survey also showed that 
595 (65%) respondents will likely require candidature extensions of 
between two and six months (Figure 11).  
 

7.3.3. Qualitative findings, Candidature Impact 

The self-isolation measures and university shutdown have reportedly 
impacted opportunities for HDRs to attend academic conferences and 
complete visiting scholar positions, undertake fieldwork, access 
archives and other resources, and complete laboratory-based work. 
These reductions in access and opportunities are cited as delaying the 
research process. Some respondents indicated that they may not be in 
a position to submit an examinable thesis on account of this impact.  
 
“Data collection for my final project of my PhD had to be postponed 
indefinitely." 

 
Many respondents cited reduced productivity on account of working 
from home as a cause of research delays. Many respondents either do 
not have access to a reliable internet connection, do not a space in 
which to study from home, or are experiencing adverse health effects 
in association with working from work. Some respondents mentioned 
being unable to afford a living situation that enables working from 
home or were forced to move to more expensive accommodation to 
work from home.  
 
“The increased teaching load brought on by Covid-19 has significantly 
impacted my ability to complete my postgraduate studies effectively. This is 
not helped by my limited internet access at home, significantly lengthening 
the amount of time taken to complete any task.” 
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Several HDRs discussed home-schooling their children or keeping their 
pre-school-aged children at home to mitigate health problems during 
the crisis. Some respondents also referenced caring for other 
dependents including elderly parents. Inability to complete any 
research since the crisis was often mentioned in association with carer 
and parent responsibilities.  
 
A decrease in the quality of research output and in supervisor 
relationships was frequently referenced, often in concert with concerns 
about attaining related employment upon candidature completion. 
Several respondents mentioned being unable to undertake any 
research during this period but avoided suspension of candidature on 
account of reliance upon scholarship funds. 
 
“I started my PhD just before the Covid crisis became serious, and 
subsequently have not received any face to face inductions, or had the 
opportunity to develop professional research relationships with members of 
the university outside of my direct supervisor.” 

 
In the final open-comment section, more than 300 responses referred 
to current or expected research delays or concerns about research 
integrity. Phrases such as “extremely difficult”, “impossible”, 
“significant delays” and “deeply impacted” appear in the data. 
 

 
Figure 12 Word cloud generated from open-comments tagged with codes 
relating to candidature impact. 
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7.3.4. Summary, Candidature Impact 

The COVID-19 crisis is having substantial impacts on the candidature 
of HDR candidates, with 734 (82%) respondents believing that the 
crisis will impact their candidature.  Further, there were 1,011 
responses that indicated that HDR candidates have already, or expect 
to be, forced to withdraw, suspend, apply for a leave of absence, or 
defer in the next six months due to the crisis.  For respondents on a 
scholarship, 493 indicated that they would make the decision to 
suspend or defer as a result of worries around the loss of income. 
  
The crisis will also impact completion rates, with 159 (65%) 
respondents who originally intended to submit their thesis within the 
next six months indicating that their submission will be delayed.  HDR 
candidates will likely require candidature extensions of between two 
and six months, as indicated by 595 (65%) respondents.  
 
The COVID crisis is seen to affect both commencing and completing 
HDR candidates.  Some responses indicate that upon commencing 
HDR studies, no inductions or introductions were provided by the 
University.  Many responses expressed concerns about submitting on 
time due to reduced ability to conduct research and access essential 
resources.  Candidates across various stages of degree cited a 
breakdown in the supervisor-candidate relationship. 
 
Candidates who have submitted cited delays in receiving examination 
reports, finding employment and accessing government welfare 
payments.  Some candidates mentioned that their theses have been 
under examination for several months and they cannot progress 
professionally as a consequence. 
 
Many candidates are concerned about their future employability, both 
within academia and in fields in which candidates were previously 
employed.  The impact of the crisis on professional development and 
further research opportunities was also expressed. Research delays 
and decreased output were seen to coexist with financial loss in the 
written responses.  Several comments in the open-comment section 
included concerns about research integrity, and the inability to focus 
correlated to parenting pressures and mental health impacts.  
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7.4. Other notable results 

7.4.1. Mental Health 

The qualitative data indicates high levels of stress and anxiety in HDRs 
as a result of the COVID-19 crisis.  Stress is frequently cited in relation 
to uncertainty surrounding employment and living situation, as well as 
candidature progress.  Many respondents also indicated concerns 
around other family members who have been directly or indirectly 
impacted by the crisis.  Many HDRs expressed worry regarding the 
health of their family and friends.  
 
“I don’t have time to work on my PhD as I am constantly under pressure 
from increased workloads (with reduced pay) and trying to find paid work. 
Increased anxiety (crying once a day) doesn’t help and trying to support 
family and friends who are doing it worse than me.” 

 
Many HDRs cited pre-existing mental health conditions that have been 
exacerbated by uncertainty surrounding their research, financial 
situation and living situation. Some responses noted being unable to 
access psychological services during the crisis.  
 
“The covid crisis has had an EXTREMELY negative impact upon me as an HDR 
student. It may mean that I am unable to submit at all, let alone on time […] 
The mental load of the crisis and its impact on my immediate family, in 
addition to the unpaid tutoring work and stress of the transition online (all 
without any real support from the University) has meant that I am unable to 
concentrate on my research.” 

 
A substantial proportion of responses in the open comment section 
cited mental health concerns, which are correlated to research delays 
and financial loss.  Specifically, many respondents cited the 
combination of increased carer and/or financial responsibilities 
alongside reduced research capacity as a source of stress.  
 
The phrases “stress”, “anxiety”, “panic attacks”, and “mental health” 
occur frequently throughout the data.  
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7.4.2. Carers 

Many candidates mentioned their increased care responsibilities arising 
from school closures, increased vulnerability to both physical and 
psychological health conditions, and limited access to auxiliary 
services.  Financial pressure associated with decreased employment 
and increased expenses is cited as impacting carers’ abilities to afford 
to support their dependants. Many parents with childcare duties 
indicated that they are unable to conduct research at this time. 
 
“The obvious effect of now full-time caring [for] and homeschooling 2 
children (4 and 7yo) on my studies is undeniable, yet barely acknowledged 
[...] I feel marginalised by a society that pays a pittance to us and does not 
acknowledge that we are worthy of the same financial supports as others. 
The University attitude that my studies should be "business as usual" is 
upsetting.” 

 
Of the respondents that discussed their parenting duties in the open-
comment section, many cited being unable to concentrate.  Several 
also indicated that their family is experiencing financial pressure on 
account of lost income and/or employment.  Some respondents 
mentioned that they are reliant upon their scholarship to support their 
family. 
 
“Home schooling medically vulnerable young children, plus caring remotely 
for elderly parents is a full-time job, emotionally exhausting and highly 
stressful. Even just shopping for essentials can take half a day. We can't 
work on our PhDs in the margins of the day and do valuable work.” 

 
Phrases such as “difficult”, “hard”, “stress” and “lost” appear 
throughout the data.  
 

7.4.3. Feelings of uncertainty 

Throughout the written responses, themes of indefinite research 
delays and concerns about how expenses will be covered are 
prevalent.  HDRs frequently indicated that their studies are unable to 
continue on account of university shutdowns and resource 
inaccessibility but cannot predict how long this situation will endure.  
The impossibility of planning future research and adhering to a 
candidature timeline was often cited.  
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“There are no guidelines on how to manage loss of time for data collection, 
projects will have to be extended but most scholarships will not be extended 
and it puts student in a precarious position of trying to find ways to finish on 
time. There is force from supervisors on getting student to adapt their 
project and we still have no idea how long we will be in the current situation” 

 
Many respondents indicated that they do not know where their income 
will come from when they exhaust their savings or their scholarship 
expires. Future employability was cited as a concern for candidates in 
various stages of degree.  In the open-comment section, several 
respondents indicated that they do not feel that they will be able to 
submit on time and are unsure when they will complete their degree.    
 
“My supervisor has become almost completely unavailable to me due to his 
circumstances during COVID-19 which means I am working in the dark/ 
doing guess work.” 

 
Some respondents expressed the desire for another survey in a few 
months once they can judge their circumstances more accurately, as 
they did not feel they could provide adequate feedback at this time.  
 
The phrases “uncertain”, “unsure”, “impossible” and “anxiety” feature 
prevalently in the data.  
 

  



 

 PROTECTING OUR FUTURE RESEARCHERS | The HDR Liaison Committee 
 
45 

8. DISCUSSION 

8.1. Living situation 

The results demonstrate that living situations for HDR candidates have 
become increasingly unstable due to the COVID-19 crisis.  Only ~40% 
of respondents do not expect to have to change their residence in the 
next six-months (Figure 2.).  Loss of income combined with the new 
social distancing and travel ban rules, have placed candidates in 
precarious living situations.  Often, they have been forced to move out 
of their homes as they can no longer pay rent, or they have seen rent 
and expenses increase as partners, family, and roommates lose 
income streams due to the crisis.  International HDR candidates were 
found to be among those most vulnerable to changes in residency 
arrangements; however, across all demographics there was a high 
expectation of change of living situations. 
 
We found that some HDR candidates have already started to 
experience homelessness, and more expect to experience 
homelessness in the next six-months as a direct impact of the COVID-
19 crisis.  Whilst the percentage of respondents that indicate they 
expect to experience homelessness does not appear substantial in 
relation to the over-all number of respondents, the actual figures are 
unacceptably high.  There are 51 respondents who have experienced, 
or believe that they will experience, homelessness in the next six-
months, and 240 are unsure (Figure 3.).  Ten respondents indicate 
that they are already experiencing homelessness as a direct result of 
the crisis. 
 
The disruption to living arrangements and high uncertainty about 
residence security over the next six-months has likely contributed to 
the frequently reported anxiety and negative mental health.  The 
open-comment responses strongly indicate that the anxiety around 
living arrangements has greatly impacted on candidates’ ability to 
focus on their research and adhere to their project timelines.  Again 
indicating how inter-twined all of these factors are and supporting the 
argument for a study into the mental health impacts of the crisis on 
HDRs as soon as possible. 
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8.2. Financial Hardship 

Many candidates receive stipends for a minimum of three years to 
enable them to undertake research.  It is common for these three year 
stipends to be extended to three and a half years, as such most HDRs 
rely on this timeframe and plan accordingly.  The results indicate that 
many candidates are experiencing long-term delays to their projects 
and are deeply concerned that they will be able to finish within three 
and a half years.  The consequence would be HDRs attempting to 
finish the final part of their degree, a time that often sees people 
suffering even higher levels of stress and pressure, without any 
financial support.   
 
In the immediate term, the majority of candidates who were expected 
to finish in the next six months, and who rely upon their research 
scholarship, are now extremely vulnerable.  The end of their 
scholarship before the end of their candidature is the loss of a major – 
and possibly only – source of income that supported their studies.  In 
addition, these candidates should expect delays in the examination of 
their thesis and will be entering the job market during a time where 
there are hiring freezes in many research institutions and universities.  
 
Government welfare programs such as Austudy, Youth Allowance, and 
Rental Assistance are generally not available to HDR candidates, 
regardless of scholarship status, financial circumstances, or 
citizenship.  As job losses are widespread across multiple sectors, 
candidates who do not hold scholarships have had their capacity to 
earn an income severely reduced.  The survey responses reflect that 
many candidates are considering withdrawing (18%; n=181), 
suspending (38%; n=384), or taking a leave of absence (48%; 
n=492) from their studies and applying for Jobseeker payments, an 
option that the University appears to support in its communications to 
HDRs.  Even then, eligibility for HDRs is not guaranteed as factors such 
as household income testing, asset testing, and citizenship may inhibit 
access to welfare. 
 
For those candidates who indicated they have maintained employment 
as casual teachers and tutors at the University more than half (n=266) 
reported increased workloads without increased pay (Figure 7-7).  The 
University’s overnight decision to move and conduct courses online in 
response to COVID-19 has severely impacted candidates’ ability to 
research.  The University relies heavily on HDRs to work as teachers 
on casual contracts, providing the University with financial flexibility.  
Many HDRs have allowed their own research work to be severely 
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impacted so they can hold onto their teaching jobs in a shrinking job 
market – even when that requires numerous unpaid hours to ensure 
the University can continue to offer units to fee paying students. 
 
As with the responses to homelessness, the percentage of respondents 
expecting to go without meals in the next six-months due to the 
impact of COVID-19 is not high but the actual numbers are 
concerning.  Already, 39 HDR candidates indicate they have gone 
without meals as a direct result of the crisis, 66 expect to experience 
this in the next six-months, and 139 are unsure (Table 6).  Similarly, 
when considering the impact of the crisis on a candidate’s ability to 
pay for medicine or health services we see 40% expecting to 
experience this or are at least uncertain about the possibility.  
Appalling figures when we consider these are people who have 
dedicated their time to contribute to our nation’s knowledge, 
innovation, and development. 
 
Perhaps one of the starkest results from the survey is that 75.2% 
(n=669) of respondents expect to experience financial hardship as a 
direct result of the COVID-19 crisis (Figure 5.).  Additionally, even 
though 44% (n=391) expect to require financial assistance and 38% 
(n=338) are unsure if they will need financial assistance, more than 
half already know they are ineligible to apply (Figure 5).  These 
responses clearly show that HDRs are falling through the cracks of 
government and university financial support. 
 
8.3. Candidature Impact 

The results show the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on HDR 
candidature is clearly widespread and dramatic.  As mentioned above, 
nearly half of all candidates are expecting to make some change to 
their candidature within the next six months: an unprecedented shift 
in HDR candidature enrolment within one or two research periods. 
 
Nearly 4% (n=39) have already applied for a suspension of studies as 
a result of the crisis, 15% (n=152) expect to do this soon, and 19% 
(n=193) expect to be forced to do this within the next six-months 
Table 7.  Results show similar figures for Leave of Absence and 
deferment of commencement of studies.  Only 18% (n=165) do not 
think that the crisis will have any impact on their candidature (Figure 
9.). 
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Remaining enrolled without progressing at the expected rate results in 
prolonged candidature and impacts candidates’ sense of achievement 
and reputation as researchers. Many candidates feel pressure to 
submit on time but are hindered from doing so, with few solutions 
other than to suspend or withdraw their studies and apply for 
government welfare payments. To the question “If you are on a 
scholarship, would your decision to suspend or defer be influenced by 
worries of the loss of income?” 493 respondents replied “yes” and 81 
indicated they are “unsure”.  From the survey results, it is clear that 
HDR candidates are experiencing mass disruption in conducting their 
research.   
 
Additional findings indicate that candidates are experiencing a number 
of impacts on their research work including disruptions to field work, 
access to laboratory equipment, access to reliable computer 
equipment, access to study spaces, and even reduced access to their 
supervisors.  Unpaid increasing workloads for those teaching and 
helping to pivot the University’s units to be run online is causing 
severe impact to research work and pushing out timelines.  Many 
respondents indicate that they feel their increased pressures on their 
candidature are not being adequately considered by the University. 
 
 
8.4. Recommendations 

Access to government welfare. 

We recommend monetary support be provided to HDRs that addresses 
the scope and intensity of financial pressure experienced as a result of 
the COVID-19 crisis.  Candidates who presently have lost one or more 
sources of income due to loss of employment should be entitled to 
access government financial assistance without suspending their 
studies. 
 
Enabling candidates to cover their cost of living at this time is 
paramount of ensuring both the wellbeing of the research community 
and to sending the message that research candidates are valued 
members of society entitled to the same support as coursework 
candidates. 

Extensions to scholarship funding. 

The University has indicated that applications for a six-month 
extension of centrally funded scholarships will be approved for all that 
apply as long as satisfactory progress is being made.  This extension 
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was already usually provided to HDRs who requested it, so it 
represents little change and most HDRs would have planned for a 
three and a half year timeframe.  We recommend an additional six 
months of funding on top of the usual six-month extension be 
available to scholarship holders. 
 
For candidates who are already in their six-month scholarship 
extension period, we believe it is vital for them to receive an additional 
scholarship extension during this critical time. 

Extensions of candidature. 
We recommend that candidature extensions of six months be added 
automatically to the degree length of all currently enrolled candidates, 
with the option to opt-out for those who do not believe they will 
require additional time. We appreciate that the University has offered 
a one research period extension for all candidates that apply; 
however, research periods vary in length from two to four months 
resulting in an unequal allocation of extensions. 
 
The results of this study show that many candidates will require an 
extension of at least six-months.  We recommend that these 
candidature extensions be added automatically, with the option to opt-
out for candidates who do not believe they will require additional time.  
We recognise that the University has requested that candidates who 
are in the early stages of their degrees, wait until they are able to 
ascertain the impact of COVID-19 on their progress.  Yet, regardless of 
degree stage, our survey indicates that the vast majority of research 
candidates are extensively impacted and experiencing delays to their 
projects.  Assessing extension applications on a case by case basis 
adds additional labour to candidates, university administrative staff, 
and research supervisors; a blanket extension is an efficient and 
equitable measure. 
 

Follow up study on mental health impacts. 
We noted both during design and analysis phase that we did not have 
the time or scope to adequately address mental health impacts of the 
COVID-19 crisis on HDRs.  The open-comment findings strongly 
indicate that mental health is a key area of concern for many HDRs. 
We recommend a study be conducted into this specific aspect of the 
crisis impact on HDRs whom are known to already experience 
significantly higher rates of anxiety and depression than the general 
population.  The living and financial security needs to be addressed 
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immediately, but planning should be made now for unprecedented 
levels of anxiety and depression in the HDR community. 
 
8.5. Conclusion 

The findings of this project demonstrate the high levels of stress, 
anxiety, financial pressure and other associated impacts that the 
COVID-19 crisis has had on HDR candidates.  Large numbers of 
candidates are in jeopardy of needing to abandon their studies to 
apply for unemployment welfare as there are few options left to them.   
 
The COVID-19 crisis is an unprecedented event in world history. As we 
can see from the data in 2017 (Universities Australia, 2018) before the 
crisis, HDR candidates were already reported to be struggling 
financially.  The current circumstances have exacerbated the financial 
instability and employment precarity for HDRs, with many now facing 
extreme financial hardship.  Intervention from universities and the 
government is essential to support the future research community of 
Australia.  As we enter an era of increased globalisation with the 
likelihood of more pandemics occurring, the need to rebuild decimated 
economies, and the many other wicked problems we still face such as 
climate change and food security, we must protect our research 
future.  If we don’t act now, the disruption to research will take many 
years to recover from and weaken our societal, public health, and 
economic recovery. 
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APPENDIX A 
EMAIL DISTRIBUTION STATEMENT 

 
URGENT- SURVEY ON THE IMPACT OF COVID CRISIS ON HDR STUDENTS 

  

HDR students we need your help! 
  

SURVEY CLOSES  9am AEST, Thursday 9th April. 
  

Survey link: https://bit.ly/2yAl1fK 
  

The Australian Government has released additional emergency funds in response to the Covid 

Crisis which are unallocated. The Australian Council of Graduate Research asked Go8 universities 

for data on the financial impact of the crisis on HDR students to lobby the government to 

allocate these funds to HDRs. 

  

As the University does not collect financial data on students, the student-run HDR-Liaison 

Committee (HDR-LC) at the University of Sydney is reaching out to all HDR students. We need 

your help! The more data we can provide, the stronger the case for critical funds for HDRs to 

ensure Australia’s future research community stays afloat!  

  

The survey is aimed at University of Sydney HDRs, but graduate research students enrolled at 

any Australian University are welcome to participate, so please share widely. The survey is 

anonymous and the HDR-LC provides a buffer between you and the University. Estimated time 

of completion 10 minutes. 

  
Due to time constraints, the survey will close 9am AEST, Thursday 9th April. 
  

The survey asks questions about: 

• Possible or experienced financial losses and hardship. 
• Income instability and job loss. 
• Unpaid teaching work and increased teaching loads.  
• Research put on hold or unable to be completed. 

  

Again, we would really appreciate your help, please share this survey with your fellow HDRs! 

  
Stay safe, and stay at home when you can. 
  
Warmest 
  
The HDR Liaison Committee at the University of Sydney 
  

Questions may be directed to the HDR Liaison Committee on the Yammer page: 
 

https://www.yammer.com/sydney.edu.au/#/threads/inGroup?type=in_group&feedId=1488863

2320 



 

 PROTECTING OUR FUTURE RESEARCHERS | The HDR Liaison Committee 
 
56 

APPENDIX B 
FULL SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Please note the following regarding answer choices:  

o = respondent could only choose one statement or was optional.   
� = respondent could select multiple statements that applied to them.  

  
  Question  Choices  
1   Are you a higher degree by 

research (HDR) student at 
the University of Sydney? 
(E.g. PhD, MPhil, Masters by 
research). 

o Yes, I am currently enrolled 
HDR student at Sydney. 

o I have been offered a HDR 
place at Sydney 

o No, I am an HDR student 
enrolled at another university. 

o I am not a HDR student. (END 
SURVEY.) 

1b   Please enter your student ID 
number. This will not be used 
to identify your responses 
only to verify that you are a 
currently enrolled HDR 
student at Sydney. It is also 
to ensure that only one 
response per student is 
received. 
 
What is your enrolment 
status? 

Textbox provided.  
 
(Student IDs will be confirmed with 
the University but not associated 
with any data or responses. If you 
enter a non-HDR student number 
your response will be discarded. 
Enter your number carefully.) 
 

o Currently enrolled student 
o Not enrolled – under 

examination 
o Suspended Candidature 
o Withdrawn  

1c  At which university are you 
enrolled as a graduate 
research or HDR student? 
 
 
 
As you have identified as an 
HDR outside of Sydney 
University, please provide 
your university allocated 
email address.  

 Textbox provided. 
(We are happy to collect data from 
any HDR students and provide it as 
supplementary information to the 
Australian Council of Graduate 
Research.)  
 
Textbox provided.  
 
(Use your university email, not your 
personal email.) 

1d  What Faculty and School do 
you belong to? 

o Faculty of Arts and Social 
Science 

o Faculty of Science 
o Faculty of Medicine and 

Health 
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o Sydney School of 
Architecture, Design and 
Planning 

o Sydney Conservatorium of 
Music 

o Sydney Law School 
o University of Sydney Business 

School 
o Faculty of Engineering  

2  Are you a part-time or full-
time student?  

o Part Time  
o Full Time   

3   Please select all the groups 
you identify with.  

� Domestic  
� International  
� Parent or carer 

responsibilities  
� Identify as a student with 

disabilities  
� Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander  
� LGBTQIA+  
� Other (please specify) 

(optional)   
3b  Please specify other group 

(s) you identify with.   
Textbox provided (optional).  

4  What is your 
funding status?   
We ask only to match these 
responses with the financial 
hardship responses.  

o 2020 RTP scholarship - 
$35,000  
o Pre-2020 scholarship $28,000 
& supplementary $5,000 top-up  
o Pre-2020 scholarship $28,000  
o Other funding or scholarship  
o No funding or scholarship  
o Prefer not to say  

(Your privacy is assured.)   
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 Impact of the covid crisis on your residence arrangements.   
5  What was your residence 

arrangement immediately 
prior to the covid crisis?  

o I pay rent.  
o I pay a mortgage.  
o I pay some other financial 
contribution/s.  
o My accommodation is free  
o Prefer not to say.   

6  Do 
you anticipate the covid crisis 
will force you to change your 
residence arrangement?  

o No  
o Yes, it already has  
o Yes, I expect it will within six 
months.   
o Unsure  
o Prefer not to say  

7  Do you think the impact of 
the covid crisis may result in 
you experiencing 
homelessness in the next 
six months.  

o No  
o Yes  
o I am already experiencing 
homelessness  
o Unsure  
o Prefer not to say  

 
Impact of covid crisis on your financial situation   
8  Have you experienced 

financial losses due to the 
cancellation of research 
related activities?  

o Yes  
o No  
o Unsure  
o Prefer not to say  

(For example; Failing to receive 
refunds on monies paid for travel 
and accommodation for field work. 
Failing to receive refunds on 
cancelled conference registrations. 
Purchased equipment that can no 
longer be used.)  

9  How has the covid crisis 
affected your employment?  
 
Please do not count 
any scholarship funding as 
employment.  

� I was forced to change jobs.  
� I have lost a job/s.  
� I am seeking new 

employment.  
� My workload increased to earn 

the same amount of money.  
� My workload increased but I’m 

earning less money.   
� My workload and income have 

decreased.  
� My employer requested that I 

use annual leave.  
� There has been no change to 

my employment.  
� I was unemployed prior to 

the covid crisis.  
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� Prefer no to say.  
(Select all that apply.)  

10  If you are employed as a 
university teacher or tutor 
has your unpaid workload 
increased to assist the unit 
to move online and conduct 
online classes?  

o Yes, more than 30 hours 
unpaid time since 1st March.  

o Yes, between 10-30 hours 
unpaid work.  

o Yes, between 1-9 hours 
unpaid work.  

o No  
o Prefer not to say  
o Not applicable  

11  What financial hardships 
have you, or do you expect 
to, experience as a result of 
the covid crisis? Select all 
that apply. You may skip this 
question.  
  

1. Sought financial 
assistance from welfare of 
a community 
organisation.   
2. Pawned or sold 
something to raise cash.  
3. Unable to heat or cool 
your home.  
4. Go without meals.  
5. Unable to pay 
mortgage or rent on 
time.  
6. Homelessness  
7. Unable to meet parent 
or carer responsibilities.  
8. Need to find 
alternative 
accommodation  
9. Bankruptcy  
10.Unable to pay for 
medicines or health 
service  
11.Unable to pay for 
stable internet 
connection.  
12.Unable to pay 
phone bills.  
13.Unable to pay for pet 
care and food.  

o Have experienced as a result 
of covid crisis.  
o Expect to experience within 
six months.  
o Unsure  
o Do not expect to experience 
as a result of covid.  
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14.Unable to pay for 
other utilities such as 
water and electricity.   

11b  Have you experienced 
another financial hardship 
due to the covid crisis that 
you would like to specify?   

Text box provided (Optional).  

11c Do you expect to experience 
another financial hardship 
due to the covid crisis in the 
next six months that you 
would like to specify?  

Text box provided (Optional).   

11d I do not expect to experience 
any financial hardship as a 
result of the covid crisis.  

o True   
o False  

11e  As a result of the covid crisis, 
do you expect that you will 
require financial assistance 
to avoid hardship in the next 
six months?  

o Yes  
o No  
o Unsure  
o Prefer not to say  

12  Have you been able to 
access any emergency 
Covid-19 financial assistance 
provided by the government? 
(Eg. Centrelink options 
of Austudy, Newstart, 
Jobseeker)  

o I intend to submit an 
application with centrelink.  
o I am awaiting an outcome 
from centrelink.  
o Yes, I have received 
emergency funds.   
o No my application was 
denied.  
o No I didn’t apply as I believe I 
am ineligible.   
o No, as I am unsure how to do 
this.  
o No. As I don’t know about 
these government schemes.   
o No, I don’t need to.  
o Prefer not to say.   
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Impact of the covid crisis on your candidature.   
13 Before the covid crisis, were 

you expecting to submit 
within the next six months?  

o Yes  
o No  
o Unsure   
o Prefer not to say   

14 Do you believe the covid 
crisis will impact your ability 
to submit within the next six 
months? 

o Yes 
o No 
o Unsure 
o Prefer not to say  

(Optional) 
 

15 Do you think you will require 
an extension of your 
candidature due to the 
impact of the covid crisis? 
If so, how long would you 
require? 

o 2 months 
o 4 months 
o 6 months  
o More than 6 months 
o Unsure  
o I do not think I will require an 

extension 
(Optional) 
 

16 If you do think you will 
require an extension, would 
you also require an extension 
of your scholarship or 
funding beyond the standard 
six month extension?  
 

o Yes  
o No  
o Unsure 

(Optional) 

17 If you are on a scholarship, 
would your decision to 
suspend or defer be 
influenced by worries of the 
loss of income? 
 

o Yes 
o No 
o Unsure 
o Not applicable  

(Optional) 

18 Has covid-19 impacted your 
candidature? 
 

1. Withdrawn from 
candidature 

2. Applied for suspension 
of studies 

3. Applied for leave of 
absence 

4. Deferred 
commencement 

� I have already done this as a 
result of covid crisis impact.  

� I am thinking of doing this 
soon as a result of the covid 
crisis. 

� I expect to be forced to do 
this in the next six months as 
a result of the covid crisis. 

19 I do not belive that the covid 
crisis will have any impact on 
my candidature. 

o True 
o False 
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20 Would you like to provide 

any additional comments 
about the impact of the covid 
crisis on you as an HDR 
student?  
Please try to not identify 
yourself as we will not be 
able to use comments that 
included identifiable markers. 
 

Textbox provided.  
 
(Limit 250 words.) 
 
Optional. 
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APPENDIX C 
QUALITATIVE DATA 

Comments with identifiers have been removed. 
 

 
 
Research Question: Living Situation 
 
Survey Question Response 
Have you 
experienced 
another financial 
hardship due to 
the COVID crisis 
that you would 
like to specify? 

Covid crisis has caused me to pay double rent as both myself and my 
housemate had to try and work from home but it didn't work out and i 
moved to another place to work. 
No but we live on a farm in Rural NSW and we are just coming out of a 3 
year drought 
Scholarship applications being cancelled so unable to apply for funding. 
Increased expenses due to having to change accommodation and not 
being able to access university study areas as normal.  
I returned home from research related activities which cost around $2000 
in cancellations and flight changes.  I was not able to move back to my 
rental accomodation straight away (needing to self-isolate and someone 
else self-isolating my apartment), which has meant needing to find 
alternate accomodation 
Inadequate arrangements for work from home 
Forces to move back to home country (can hardly afford plane ticket with 
HDR stipend) 

Do you expect 
to experience 
another financial 
hardship due to 
the COVID crisis 
in the next six 
months that you 
would like to 
specify? 

It depends on the level of isolation kept up. If my partner can find work 
before my extra scholarship ends in July, we will be fine. If not, we will 
have to move to a new apartment or reduce our rent. 
I will have no income and will be expected to submit my thesis. It is 
absolutely ridiculous to think that I will have a PhD and will likely be 
HOMELESS and the university is not offering any help. As a HDR 
student you are INELIGIBLE for any of the government funding schemes, 
unless you had a job outside of the university (like cafe job) that was 
unaffected.  
Loss accommodation 
Housing stress worried people might move out 
I have applied for a student visa on [x] February but it hasn’t been issued 
yet.  
Because my uni housing depends on my scholarship, I am fearful of 
losing housing and having cost of moving house. 

Final Open 
Comment  

As a single-parent I had to relocate to family house for assistance with 
home-schooling while I try to complete my thesis. Unable to access 
resources from overseas that I wanted to obtain this year. Prospect of six 
months extension from June and hope of tutoring is extremely bleak now. 
All research deadlines and funding must be extended across all fields.  
1. My greatest inconvenience has been regarding accommodation. I used 
to rent accommodation from the university, was relocated once in 
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February, and again in March. Subsequently, we were encouraged to 
move out of university accommodation altogether; I did that and am now 
putting up at a friend's place. (I'm an international student and my family 
is in my home country.)     2. Research work has slowed down because 
of living arrangements, which made it less convenient to travel to 
university, and because of increased time spent on teaching duties.    3. I 
want to return to my home country for better living arrangements and for 
greater access to healthcare should the need arise, but am prevented 
from doing so for financial reasons: my candidature is due to end soon 
and if I leave Sydney, it is likely that travel restrictions will not allow me to 
take up teaching in the second half of the year, which will be my only 
potential source of income after my candidature ends. 
The university's response to this has frankly been disgusting. I received 
and email from HDR reminding me to submit in three months. I'm about 
to be homeless and the university is placing undue and tone deaf stress 
in the face of these extraordinary times. Do more and actually help us in 
a meaningful way.  
I am an current HDR international student. We cannot suspend our study 
because if we do our visa term will be changed. Please consider that too. 
And also I do not want to go back to my home country.  
My study requires research regarding student activities, which has been 
entirely halted due to the virus. I am financially reliant upon the 
scholarship for food, rent and bills, so I cannot suspend my funds and 
risk homelessness. Once the crisis is over, I will be left without any more 
funding, and will require at least a 6 month extension on my scholarship. 
This is exacerbated by a previous illness. I have been told informally by 
HDR and my PhD coordinator that this extension would not be granted. 
This is despite the need for an extension already being flagged before 
the covid-19 crisis due to illness.  
My only option to study is in a busy share house of six people with one 
room to all work/study from. Very difficult circumstances to be productive. 
I had been using library facilities including the more ergonomic chairs and 
computers. Very difficult to concentrate. Also very anxiety inducing 
The increased teaching load brought on by Covid-19 has significantly 
impacted my ability to complete my postgraduate studies effectively. This 
is not helped by my limited internet access at home, significantly 
lengthening the amount of time taken to complete any task. My mental 
health has also suffered from the crisis, as has my ability to access 
mental health services, to the detriment of my studies.    I worry about the 
long-term impact of this on my studies. I am almost certain that I will need 
an extension of my studies and will also need an extension of my RTP 
scholarship. I am greatly worried about the long-term impacts of Covid on 
my financial situation - I have moved out of my rental accommodation yet 
I am still required to pay rent, and forsee being unable to keep up with 
these payments if I need to keep studying beyond my current due date. 
As an international student I cannot defer or suspend my candidature 
without loosing my visa and the work visa for my husband, so I am a bit 
worried that if I will not be able to submit within the time limit and I do not 
get an extension I will not only loose my scholarship but I will also have to 
pay tuition fees for the remaining time. In addition, I have experienced 
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unexpected expenses as I had to set up a work station in my home (buy 
a desk, chair, monitor etc.) and it is uncertain if I will be able to get that 
covered by any of the funding schemes available. I also had to cancel a 
research visit to the US which I had already paid for and for which I 
cannot get a refund. Given the restrictions to PRSS and RTSS it is 
unclear if I can get the expenses covered. So cash flow-wise it has been 
difficult.  
The recent pronouncement that International students should go home if 
they cannot support themselves is very worrying because it sends out a 
message that we will be left to fend for ourselves. We have already 
invested so much of time, resources, and emotions to our studies only to 
be told to go home. The lack of support in such uncertain times adds to 
the anxieties and precariousness of the situation that many international 
students find themselves in. 
I believe I am able to complete my candidature in time, however, due to 
loss of partial income I am finding it difficult to pay off debt and potentially 
rent! If that continues, I might suspend my enrolment to be able to work 
extra hours.  
I moved to Sydney from [x] to do my PhD and have lived paycheck to 
paycheck on the RTP stipend since 2018. On my scholarship I cannot 
afford a living arrangement in which I can work from home. This has 
severely disrupted my productivity, and I worry that this will impact my 
capacity to submit in a timely manner. This is a problem, as once my 
RTP stipend runs out, I have no savings to support an extension of 
candidature and I worry about homelessness.     
The Australian government has opened its door to international students 
who also pay various taxes such as GST, or casual work. Now, the PM 
simply announced to kick the poor international students out of the 
country in a press conference two days ago. Many of us are under 
financial hardship for paying rent and food that could be subsided from 
part-time or casual work before the crisis. We deem for the government 
support as we also make significant contribution to Australian's economy 
and society.  
I am a full-time student on a RTP scholarship. I had arranged on starting 
a part time job which has been postponed/ delayed due to COVID-19. To 
keep costs down, I am sleeping in my van outside my mother's house. I 
am not eligible for Austudy, but have been required to seek Jobseeker 
support as I have to find a way of supporting myself.  
The risk of COVID-19 and starting WFH forced me to find a single room 
which is much more expensive than what I pay for my rent now as I live 
in a shared room with a roommate. 
I received a minor scholarship from a sponsor of my home country, 
however this is only enough for my accommodation cost. My living 
expenses, besides accommodation, are supported by my family, but right 
now the exchange rate between my local currency and the AUD has 
affected me seriously, cause my family budget can not adjust to that new 
exchange rate. You can't imagine how stressful is to be checking the 
exchange currency rates waiting that everything comes back to normal  
The COVID-19 pandemic will and has impacted my candidature. We 
unfortunately have to move to a new apartment during this period. The 
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stress of having to find a new place during this climate and maintain a 
high level of productivity has been difficult. I have worked extremely hard 
to be productive but some things are out of my control (my experiments 
being delayed & lack of data). Thank you for this survey and addressing 
this issue.  
One of the areas that has been overlooked when it comes to effects of 
COVID is the mental health issue. Particularly with international students 
who have their family back in their home countries regardless of the 
financial hardship. There is uncertainty of being neglected due to their 
residential status or may not given an adequate support in the near future 
if the situation is getting worst. Due to the nature of the research, there 
are various type of works that student can't simply suspend their study or 
work from home, so returning home is not the best option for many of 
students despite these hardship. 
I suppose the direct impact of the COVID crisis, such as the uncertainty 
of income and the change of living environment has been appearing in 
my life. I hope it wouldn't last a long time.  
I was living on campus in a studio owned by USyd. I was living alone with 
my own bathroom and kitchen, then I was forced to change my 
accommodation by uni as a result of COVID-19 to a shared 
accommodation where I'm sharing the bathroom and kitchen with heaps 
of people! 
Extend the PhD period more than 3/5 years for experimental thesis.    All 
of us have not a good efficiency at home. Coming by train to uni is risky. 
Let us just to have the stress for Covid 19 and not for the lab 
experiments. 
I have had to leave my home as a result of this crisis - I am now couch-
surfing making it difficult to focus on my work 
My rental accommodation in Sydney was unsuitable for working from 
home productively long-term. So I decided to move back in with my 
parents who live interstate (reduced financial strain as not needing to pay 
food/bills - while still paying my rent in Sydney). 
My only income comes from casual teaching, so the end of year holiday 
break was a struggle but I just managed to pull through knowing I had 
financial stability this semester to look forward to. I have now lost most of 
my teaching hours, had to move in with family (a process that meant I 
had no time to work on my thesis), had to borrow money from family to 
cover expenses, and through all this not been eligible for any government 
assistance. The stress of all this has severely impacted on my ability to 
do my research. My supervisors have been very helpful and 
understanding but that doesn't fix the impact this crisis has had on my 
financial stability and thesis progress. We as a group have been hit hard 
but the government is doing nothing to help. We are a very fragile 
population in terms of mental health, we don't need to add severe 
financial stress to our already full plates of stressors. 
I live in a small shared apartment, which is common for HDR students. 
My research is largely computer-based at this point, however I am 
concerned because my productivity is badly lagging due to constant 
distractions of staying in a shared home and having no proper desk or 
private room to work in. I have already gotten the standard 6-month 
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extension due to other factors which delayed my PhD, but now I will likely 
go beyond that time, unpaid, because I just can't get the work done at the 
correct pace at home. But I have no alternatives of places to work. 
PHD requires a certain mind frame to work. Stress and worry of 
accommodation and food and visa requirements does not provide a mind 
frame for PhD. Add to that, 2 children under [x] years of age. Luckily, as 
of today, childcare will be gap free for a short time to relieve the stress. 
However, I would prefer to keep them home. But cannot keep them home 
and get any form of productive work done.  
When I work from home, I can't use the software and can't download my 
simulation results since they are too large.  
I was working from an office where I was supplied with a computer, 2 
screens and statistical analysis software, but the office was locked down 
so I am now working from home on a single laptop screen. I had to 
purchase the software myself. This slows down my thesis writing and 
was an expense I couldn't really afford. There is also now more pressure 
on me to find work before my scholarship runs out as there will be more 
competition for fewer jobs. Additionally, the mental health impact of the 
pandemic has interfered with my ability to work due to anxiety, so my 
progress is slowed by that as well. I am not eligible for Centrelink as I 
have retirement savings instead of superannuation, but those retirement 
savings are viewed as regular savings - so I will be forced to live off my 
retirement money instead of being able to apply for welfare payments. 
This has a further impact on my mental health. 
I often stay with a friend closer to the campus in order to reduce my travel 
expenses and this is now difficult.  Further, I live with my elderly parents 
and if I feel I pose an infection risk to them then I will need to find 
alternative accommodation.  As I have a dog, this is an additional 
complication.  The uncertainty surrounding my potential future living 
arrangements makes me anxious and is a potential trigger for my clinical 
depression 
Work from home is not much effective compared to work in place.   
The crisis has fundamentally changed the approach of my research. It is 
unclear whether any of the events I'm looking at will happen at this point, 
and if they do take place I will need to extend my candidature in order to 
undertake research there. Without a university subsidy it is unclear if I will 
have the funds to finish studying. This is of course an immensely 
stressful proposition. Not to mention the difficulties I went through last 
year just to get to this point while trying to simultaneously study and set 
up a life far away from home. 
Most of us are international students and we rent a room with other 
people. This can be very vulnerable since we are not sure how they other 
people feel. So we need mask, disinfectant, gloves to protect ourselves. 
Productivity has reduced considerably as hours for paid work have 
increased (to earn the same amount, or less) and internet connectivity is 
very unreliable making it hard to connect on any online services and have 
meetings etc. 
We pay expensive tuition, but we cannot use all the infrastructure these 
days such as office desk. We can just stay at home, but it's really hard to 
concentrate. 
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Closure of [x] School Research Centre. I am not able to work remotely. 
Do you expect 
to experience 
another financial 
hardship due to 
the COVID crisis 
in the next six 
months that you 
would like to 
specify? 

The impact from inability to return to Australia and the uncertainty 
surrounds it put a lot of pressure on research and financial planning.  
Lost my entire home as unable to pay rent and landlord unwilling to 
negotiate - currently paying rent to take a room in a cheaper place 
(sharehouse). Stressful as landlord asserting I will lose bond and 
advance rent, unable to recover these funds at present. May impact my 
submission date in June.  
As a result of remote work arrangements, a significant breakdown has 
resulted between my supervisor and I. I have not asked for extension of 
stipend (paid from my supervisors funds) and current working unpaid to 
submit by thesis in the last research quarter. Getting feedback from post-
docs in my group has been delayed due to COVID. I am substantially 
distressed about my candidature and my financial position. Alternative 
employment has not been fruitful. As a [x] Citizen, I am not a resident in 
Australia for social security purposes and thus there is no recourse to 
Centerlink or Austudy.  Meanwhile, going home to [x] would put me in 
financial debt, further endanger submission, and expose my family to a 
health risk.    
International students are in a massive disadvantage. The government is 
not considering the following:   a) there are travel bans around the world 
(i.e. no way of going back).   b) International students do not have a 
strong support network in Australia (i.e. family or close friends)  c) 
Spouses and partners who rely on casual jobs lost their employment and 
are not eligible for JobSeeker and JobKeeper programs. This means that 
households which received money from a scholarship and a casual job 
are now only receiving money from a scholarship (which is already way 
lower than a minimum wage).  
I am very worried about the impact covid will have on my candidature. I 
am relying on my scholarship to support me financially but I am very 
limited in the research activities I can perform. This will severely impact 
on my capacity to finish on time and I am aware of the university's policy 
limiting extensions for submitting. If I suspend I lose my scholarship and 
have limited options for alternate employment due to covid 19. It feels like 
I am between a rock and a hard place.  
My [x] was born at the end of Feb and now my wife, [x] and I live 
altogether in a small unit. The new situation will impact my study and 
financial stability.  I spent most of my research time in Uni or NSW state 
library to, first, do research and, second, have access to the Internet. But 
these days, I was forced to stay at home which makes it very hard to 
progress steadily in my research, analyze data, write my papers and 
reports. So, I expect it would be hard for me to finish my study before the 
due date.  In financial term, my scholarship is not enough for three 
people (one a newborn baby) to live without stress in Sydney. Due to the 
Covid-19 outbreak, many job positions have been lost while I need to find 
a secure job and make more money than before in order to survive in this 
tough position. 
I have a respiratory condition. Due to this I have been really concerned, 
anxious and very afraid. I needed to adopt some changes in my life, 
since the place where I live, through my whole life style. It wasn't easy to 
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find other places. People is afraid for the virus. It also took a good 
amount of time but I believe I took good desitions on time and I hope I 
have  decreased the risk of a big impact to my health during winter (time 
in which the virus could have a very bad impact).   Adapting is not easy 
and many difficulties happened in the path but unfortunately health is a 
priority over the candidature. 
While I'm not on scholarship, the fact that I have a student 
accommodation contract makes submitting an individual suspension of 
my enrolment complicated, as I'm unsure if my housing contract will also 
be suspended (preventing my return to Sydney, and being able to look 
for a job until October, when my savings will have run out) if I suspend 
enrolment. 

*NB. While effort has been made to ensure comments appear do not appear 
more than once, some comments may appear more than once if they fall into 
several categories.  
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Research Question: Financial Hardship 
 
Survey 
Question 

Response 

Have you 
experienced 
another 
financial 
hardship due 
to the COVID 
crisis that you 
would like to 
specify? 

Fortunately my partner's work as a public servant is secure, 
so he is going to help me with living expenses so we both 
need to be careful with funds. I am living off some savings 
(I'm in the last 6 months of my PhD) but I have lost some 
money due to the economy situation so I have less than I had 
planned for this period. Also, the casual employment eg. 
teaching that I was hoping to get after I finish is now 
unknown. 
Yes, extra tutor hours unpaid, no relief from my mortgage 
and finding it hard to make ends meet. 
I am supporting my single parent who has lost her business 
due to covid. 
I lost a big amount of money ($2800) due to flight loss 
because of Australia's travel ban. My family could not come to 
Australia as a result of this. 
I've lost one third of my income - approx $600 a fortnight 
Loss of penalty rates and extra hours in part time job.  
Although I have had to moved house, I continue to pay rent 
to my previous accomodation under the terms of my contract. 
I am a retiree and my sources of income to support myself, a 
superannuation pension and some  shares have lsot much 
value, making it harder to continue to support myself without 
other support 
I have been giving my partner money as he has lost his job 
Decrease in weekly income of between $300-600 
I lost almost all of my paid work overnight so I'm doing 
unpaid work to at least get experience but with zero 
compensation 
Have lost all contract work until further notice which has 
destabilises my financial position significantly  
I have had to stop work as I'm a […]  and was working from 
home. This is not an option at the moment. My husband's 
company (which we have grown from nothing) has just lost 
over $4mil which was in the pipeline for this year. We are 
going to need to be very careful to ensure our one income 
remains stable during this time and may have to lay people 
off or put people on half pay. Definitely requiring very careful 
management of personal funds. 
My funding for international conference has been recalled. 
And my return flight ticket to Sydney has been canceled, 
which has caused financial loss.  
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Spouse has lost job, so greater financial burden on me and 
inability to secure additional work in the current climate 
Had to use phone 4G to run a 2x 3h tutorials which led to 
severe overuse of data leading to almost $300 extra on my 
phone bill 
1, I have been to [x] due to the Australian government's 
travel ban to China so I have to pay the travel fee on myself; 
2, I have payed the isolation fee on myself which is asked by 
China's government. 
My 3 yr scholarship (commenced September 2017) was 
suspended in January 2020, being told that was due to my 
scholarship only being valid until my 3yr candidature date 
(January 2020). As a result I had to drop to part-time and 
commence work 3 days per week. I have lost majority of my 
work, and will apply for tutoring in semester 2. However, 
being without a scholarship is extremely difficult. I am 
intending to submit my thesis between Dec-Feb 2021.  
Partner has lost job and cannot find another one as his 
industry has stopped hiring. Am partially financially 
dependent on him as I struggle to finish my thesis. I no 
longer have a stipend and my tutoring income is miserably 
low when averaged out over the year (since obviously I am 
only paid during the semester, not during semester breaks). I 
identify as disabled due to chronic health conditions so my 
ability to pick up additional work - even if there WAS work to 
get - is limited. I am also struggling to finish my thesis. It is 
my understanding that I am still not eligible for any benefits 
despite recent changes, also that my partner is not due to 
being on a temporary visa. I do not have the mental energy 
to research this because I am so overworked and 
overstretched in my role as a tutor and with all the unpaid 
work resulting from this online transition. The greatest irony 
is that if I got fired I might actually be eligible to get 
Newstart, and then I would be better off on two levels in the 
short-term - I would have more income than I get from my 
miserable tutoring pay (averaged out throughout the year 
inclusive of semester breaks when I have no income) AND I 
would have more time to work on my thesis. I would also 
have much lower stress levels which would possibly improve 
my health. 
As a self-funded student, struggling to manage finances to 
pay tuition fee.  
Increased personal rent due to new housemate no longer able 
to move in, and impossible to find replacement at the 
moment. 
Loss of value in superannuation by at least $70,000.00.  
Lower interest rates on any money in the bank, and therefore 
inability to earn any money that way.  Increased carer 
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responsibilities and costs, as I must provide for elderly family 
members who cannot go out to purchase their own groceries, 
medicines, etc. 
Reduced income from my part time job (seperate from 
studies) 
Many grant opportunities were cancelled 
My family and relatives support each other and there's loss of 
income for everyone now - so will impact me and my 
immediate family. 
I had established a [x] centre for children which was funded 
by my training and consultancy work. This has all stopped so 
I am facing emptying my bank account of its remaining funds 
to try and move some of the work online and keep paying 
staff, but I don't know how long I can keep doing this or fi I 
will be able to reopen the center when the crisis is averted. 
Difficulty making repayments on debts 
Scholarship applications being cancelled so unable to apply for 
funding. Increased expenses due to having to change 
accommodation and not being able to access university study 
areas as normal.  
Partner owns business which has been severely impacted. No 
revenue expected over 6-12 months 
Providing financial support to my parents who run a home 
business and will expect to continue loaning money as the 
lock down continues. 
My partner lost his job which leaves us with no choice but to 
use our savings while he finds another job 
I returned home from research related activites which cost 
around $2000 in cancellations and flight changes.  I was not 
able to move back to my rental accomodation straight away 
(needing to self-isolate and someone else self-isolating my 
apartment), which has meant needing to find alternate 
accomodation 
Before COVID-19 crisis, I have been in the fortunate position 
to have some financial support from my family (healthcare 
workers/doctors). RTP stipend scholarship helps with the 
majority of my financial needs and I am very grateful for this. 
However, I would not be able to live comfortably in Sydney 
without assistance from my family. At this time, I have 
needed to rely on them more than ever financially as well as 
for other personal concerns. The other, more significantly 
impacted side is finances for my current research. I am 
performing animal studies […]. I have had to suspend 
surgeries and long-term projects due to COVID-19 measures 
(understandably). My current study has been suspended mid-
project. This has impacted study finances as my animals will 
be too old when we recommence and so need to be culled. 



 

 PROTECTING OUR FUTURE RESEARCHERS | The HDR Liaison Committee 
 
73 

Their breeding, housing and husbandry has consumed 
finances up to this point that supposedly will not be 
considered. On top of this, finances for the breeding, 
husbandry and housing of new animals are needed for when 
our study can recommence. My current grant will not cover 
this. On top of this, finances to replace out-of-date 
medications, items that may expire etc. will be needed. This is 
MAJOR (~$1000 from our $3000 grant may be lost to this). 
The time lost in this pandemic is also a major factor. I will 
probably need to extend my candidature to complete my 
studies. I suppose there will be a specific question for this, 
but I will bring it up as much as possible. Universities in 
Australia (namely ANU) and around the world have provided 
automatic extensions of candidature (6 months for ANU). Why 
has USyd not done the same? 
paperwork for my employment through the USyd has been 
delayed due to COVID so I have had no income for 2 months 
I had planned to take a study leave for physical and mental 
health issues and my flight to [x] was cancelled (which I have 
not been reimbursed for) and I have been forced to resume 
my PhD for the scholarship payments to meet my rent/living 
financial requirements 
Fellowship opportunities that came with generous funding 
cancelled 
the rental market has reduced the price but my land owner 
refused to cut down the price 
I have had to quit my job that has a high contact with people. 
I was only able to work one day a week to earn a tiny bit of 
money, but I can't risk getting sick due to needing to do 
research. I now have no money coming in as I wasn't able to 
get the RTP scholarship as I missed out by one mark. Travel 
has been another annoyance as I live an hour and a half away 
from university and I can't take public transport anymore so 
have had to get a parking permit to get here safely which 
means paying for tolls and petrol as well. It all adds up. 
Have had to defer studies to care for my young child, which 
means losing the scholarship money (which is the primary 
earnings for me and my family). 
Due to the travel ban, I can't go back Australia while still 
paying for tuition fees and the rent in Sydney. It's a huge 
burden for me.   
Having lost two jobs (one has been replaced by 1.5 hours a 
week of work) i have lost income 
Job opportunities through current research projects that 
needed casual research assistant work have all been put on 
hold, so I have fewer income opportunities. My husband runs 
a [x] practice and had to close it for the duration, depriving us 
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of key income at least until the government's projected 
support kicks in in May 
I paid more money to come back to Sydney and then all my 
labs were closed and I can not continue my experiment so 
that I have to pay more living fees. 
My spouse's [x] school has had a massive decline in student 
numbers which will make life challenging for our family.  
I'm financially supporting my [x] in [x]. Needed to send more 
money than usual since she lost her job/no more income. 
Includes her tuition fees, rent, and daily spending. So more 
spending with the same amount of my scholarship/tutoring 
money. Every fortnight I'd have less than $100 left in the 
bank.  
I am a sole trader due to COVID-19 crisis I have chosen to 
kept my child at home. Thus I have been made to choose 
between the PhD (scholarship funded which is minimal) over 
extra income required to live to meet PhD outcomes. 
General difficulty keeping up with bills as income has been 
significantly decreased 
I have had to suspend my PhD due to this situation as I have 
not received orders necessary to perform experiments in the 
lab. These ship from US/UK, but the borders are shut. I wish 
to use my scholarship when I am actually doing work in the 
lab to assist me financially, so I have currently paused it. 
However, due to that, I am currently bankrupt desperately 
looking for any source of income.  
I was overseas in preparation for a conference which was 
cancelled due to the outbreak - I had to cancel 
accommodations, flights, and book more expensive 
alternative flights  
Partner has lost their job, and I am currently financially 
supporting them. 
I lost much money on my cancelled air tickets and paid much 
rent even though I did not live in the property. 
Investment savings have been affected by the market crash. I 
am more likely to have to withdraw this investment to use as 
cash, meaning it has completely wiped out any contributions 
made within the last 6-8 months.  
Sudden need to move countries (I am an [x] student, and 
was advised by accommodation services to return to my 
home country if possible, so I did) 

Do you expect 
to experience 
another 
financial 
hardship due 
to the COVID 

If I am forced to suspend my candidature due to lost access 
to libraries and research facilities (as seems likely), I will lose 
my UPA stipend for the duration of my suspension. My part 
time employment is on a contract and will not allow me to 
increase hours worked. Therefore, I anticipate a substantial 
financial shortfall this year. 
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crisis in the 
next six 
months that 
you would 
like to 
specify? 

My scholarship ends in July. USYD has not listed my degree, 
Master of [x], as eligible for Centrelink payments. Due to the 
COVID19 crisis I cannot seek alternative employment as I am 
the primary care for my two young children. I have no options 
for income once my scholarship ends, in addition to increased 
HECS debt as I will be forced to extend candidature. 
Yes, this is for a flight that I need to pay for as I need to fly 
back home to join my family. 
At the moment, I am still fully funded through a scholarship. 
But because of the covid-19 crisis, my work has been severely 
disrupted, I am unable to work on my thesis because I have 
carer responsibilities at home. If I am delayed, then I lose 
funding in the next few months. And I don't know how my 
family can survive as a single-income household in Sydney 
(my husband is still thankfully employed) 
I am suspending my candiditure because I was close the due 
date and there was been significant disruption. I wont have 
my scholarship for the semester and will have to live on 
tutoring income. 
Loss of scholarship which is my only income 
fees payment  
Once I submit my PhD I will not have scholarship funding and 
the RA position will most likely be but on hold. So I will be 
short ~$27,500 net 
Because I am suspending, I will not earn my scholarship 
which will make it difficult to pay my rent.  
I will preface my response to this question by saying that as a 
recently commenced USYD HDR full-time student (D.[x]), I 
have already applied, unsuccessfully, for a HDR scholarship 
through the University. I am / was hoping to reapply again 
soon but I suspect, due to the Covid-19 crisis, that my 
chances of receiving a scholarship will be further reduced on 
my second attempt as there will now be even less funds to go 
around. 
Possible extension of my candidature, which I have to pay 
extra tuition fee that I couldn't afford for next few months. 
I expect to experience financial hardship as I am no longer 
able to work/study at 100% capacity as crucial university 
resources are closed or no longer functioning as normal. I am 
still being paid at a rate (RTP stipend) that assumes full 
working capacity, however I cannot fulfil this, and as such, 
when I come close to submitting I worry very much about 
time lost that has not been financially or temporally 
compensated. I worry that this may lead to homelessness, as 
once my scholarship ends, which I live on paycheck to 
paycheck, I will no longer have any means to support myself. 



 

 PROTECTING OUR FUTURE RESEARCHERS | The HDR Liaison Committee 
 
76 

We expect my husbands business to continue to decline in 
revenue further, it was already at over 40% down from the 
summer bushfire crisis before the coronavirus 
Unemployment of partner 
Because my uni housing depends on my scholarship, I am 
fearful of losing housing and having cost of moving house. 
I really don't know what's going to happen. I definitely 
anticipate more financial hardships of some form. With the 
current situation, I may not be able to get tutoring next 
semester. I also may not be able to get tutoring work because 
I have dared to speak out about the lack of support for tutors 
and the incompetence of the coordinator in the subject I am 
tutoring for. This is not done in my academic area. I don't 
know if my partner will be able to get any secure work. We 
don't know if we will be eligible for any benefits or if they will 
even continue to be available. I don't know if I will be able to 
pay my rent in six months. 
My partners will be out of work for a long time and when his 
industry returns it may still have long standing financial 
difficulties. 
I am now unable to purchase the home which I was intending 
to purchase, as I have lost a job and am now unable to get a 
loan. 
My scholarship ends in a week. That means that I will be 
doing my PhD, with no pay for the next 6 months. I am 
unsure if that is doable at this stage. 
My partner may decrease workload and income if construction 
sites are closed which will severely impact us both 
Many travel grants for the whole year were cancelled, 
however I will still have to travel once it is possible again to 
successfully complete the last year of my PhD. I will likely pay 
large parts of the travel costs from my own pocket. 
probably due to the decrease in my total income 
Our financial resources have decreased significantly because 
my partner has been stood down from her work. We are now 
relying on our savings to augment my scholarship stipend. We 
expect that it will be harder for two people to subsist on my 
scholarship stipend as the crisis becomes protracted. We 
might be able to get by for the next six months but will likely 
experience some financial hardship if the crisis drags on for a 
longer period. 
Once my maternity leave ends, I will have no income and 
potentially no work for months 
Potential loss of funding opportunities to support travel and 
attendance at conferences 
I expect I'll need to support my parents too since business is 
not doing good, and I'd be the breadwinner in the family.   
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I'm eating into my savings and I'm not sure how long I can 
keep doing that if this pandemic extends beyond 6 months 
Study-related finances are unknown at the moment. If we 
require to cull animals currently in our study, this will strain 
our study's (already broken) budget even more. Please can 
USyd provide assistance for suspended studies, whether this 
be financial OR (probably more appropriately) in the form of 
letters to granting bodies for financial assistance and 
consideration at this time. 
Yes. I will be having [x] surgery again and must pay for 
insurance, physiotherapy, mental health consultations etc. 
due to COVID, the timing is uncertain and interferes with job 
planning and searching  
No money coming in at all as I am unable to receive any 
benefits from Centrelink. 
Prior to covid, I was working two casual jobs, but last week i 
received a call from one of my employers letting me know 
that she will be unable to give me shifts for the remainder of 
the year. Whilst I still work one day a week for my other job, 
they are a small business, and I will not be surprised if they 
need to cut my hours or stand me down altogether in the face 
of their own financial hardship. This will significantly effect the 
amount that I earn - the scholarship itself is already not very 
much to live off of and put towards savings. I was hoping to 
move out within the next year or two, but the loss of both of 
my jobs would render me unable to do so. 
Yes, My scholarship will be terminated in 2 month 
Unable to pay mortgage for investment property, use up all 
savings intended for other purposes 
I will be unable to make my monthly car repayments and may 
also be unable to pay for daily transport meaning I will not be 
able to travel to my workplace to complete my research.  

Final Open 
Comment 

As a result of remote work arrangements, a significant 
breakdown has resulted between my supervisor and I. I have 
not asked for extension of stipend (paid from my supervisors 
funds) and current working unpaid to submit by thesis in the 
last research quarter. Getting feedback from post-docs in my 
group has been delayed due to COVID. I am substantially 
distressed about my candidature and my financial position. 
Alternative employment has not been fruitful. As a [x] Citizen, 
I am not a resident in Australia for social security purposes 
and thus there is no recourse to Centerlink or Austudy.  
Meanwhile, going home to [x] would put me in financial debt, 
further endanger submission, and expose my family to a 
health risk.    
Many HDRs on scholarships have noted that their payments 
are currently below the Jobseeker rate. This is creating 
peverse incentives, to suspend candidature, so as to get onto 
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the increased payment, and to give ourselves more time to 
submit (as the university is yet to announce an extension for 
HDRs). Considering that the scholarship payment was already 
very low, and most have to seek further employment to 
suppliment it anyway, now with the onset of the crisis, the 
loss of casual employment, and the disruption to studies 
(access to resources on campus, etc), the only sensible policy 
response would be a payment to ALL HDRs, and a blanket six-
month extension.  
I believe that HDR's who have lost income due to casual 
teaching roles being affected by COVID-19 should be 
compensated with what was expected to be earned. In 
addition, the statements that the university will not accet RTP 
stipend extensions, where other Australian universities (ANU, 
UNSW) have stated that they will is a complete lack of 
acknowledgement of the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has 
on the university community as a whole and not just at the 
levels of those 'above' HDR students. 
 As a domestic student with no scholarship, but who is still 
expected to commit 35hr weeks to my candidature, the 
coronavirus outbreak has caused me immense financial 
hardship due to the loss of my part-time job. If I am granted 
an extenuation of my candidature, that will only result in an 
additional six-months of financial difficulty for me as I need to 
submit and graduate as soon as possible in order to start 
earning a full-time wage.    Any financial assistance granted 
to HDR students needs to cover ALL students, including 
international and those without scholarships. Otherwise we 
are abandoning a significant portion of our research 
community, who are already often neglected.  
as a casual tutor, I am only employed during semester time, 
so normally i would not get paid during mid semester break 
for tutoring. I would however usually have other work at the 
uni with programs that involve schools, as that is now not 
possible, it makes it hard to work out who to ask for financial 
assistance. Or if i am entitled to financial support as 
technically I am a contract worker not 'fully employed' by the 
uni. 
I am a [x] citizen on RTP. As such, I am ineligible for all 
financial schemes and benefits supplied by the government.    
RTP itself is already at the bare minimum to support Sydney's 
high cost of living.     I had to take on multiple casual jobs to 
sustain myself, but due to COVID, I have lost all of these 
casual jobs. I don't see new job offers being available anytime 
soon. 
I have lost TA work as a result of this and am unable to pay 
for the basics. Additionally, I can't afford to take leave 
because I depend on my small stipend payments. But I know 
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this will effect the quality of the PhD I graduate with because 
this is taken out of my candidature time. 
I can't conduct field or labwork due to shut downs of 
museums and uni labs. I've lost jobs at the university that 
were judged to be non-essential, discretionary funding. I've 
lost multiple jobs outside of the university. I'm struggling to 
work from home. The university still expects me to engage in 
unpaid labour. 
I have had to care for my unwell partner in isolation for three 
weeks so have been unable to work on my HDR.  We have 
also both lost our employment as a direct result of Covid-19, 
so I expect a significant amount of time to be allocated to 
finding alternative work. 
Financially, I've lost some teaching jobs so it's been hard to 
pay back my mortgage. My data collection has been 
suspended because of closures and I expect this to impact on 
my submission date which will also lead to furthur financial 
strains. It's a difficult time to be a FT student. 
 had a retail job over the past 2 years. Last month, they 
made us redundant with one week notice. My scholarship has 
ended and I was relying on the retail job more than ever now. 
Besides that I'm involved with a workshop program at the 
University. We had two workshops each and they have been 
cut down to one because of the pandemic and low student 
attendance. I also work as a professional staff at USYD and 
those hours are basically gone because there's no work on 
campus. When you're hired as a casual staff, as most 
international students are, there is no job security. I'm 
struggling a lot with money right now.   
I am not sure where I fit financially as I don't receive a 
scholarship or stipend from the university, even though I'm 
eligible technically I've always been denied, so I'm not sure 
why the university would start to invest in me now.   Because 
I have been denied stipends/scholarships, I live on very little 
money in a very expensive city that I moved to in order to 
complete my PhD - prior to starting this HDR candidature I 
saved money so that I could live off those savings in part.  
However, my productivity and output have been impacted in 
many ways and I fear I will not meet milestones like I hoped 
to, and so I would also appreciate an extension to my 
candidature despite everything.   Also worried about the job 
market after completing due to the pandemic!  I have lost 
casual/contract work and don't expect to be able to replace it 
now.  Because I am a full time HDR student I don't think I'm 
eligible for AusStudy, but I also don't think I'd be a candidate 
for Newstart etc because I can only apply for jobs that work 
around HDR/tutoring and because I have those savings/family 
in another city so I'm not at risk of homelessness.  I don't 
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want to sound selfish, I recognise my privilege being able to 
do a PhD, but it is stressful and disheartening and isolating, 
and I've had nowhere to talk about this, it feels 
shameful/scary/too personal to talk about.  
firstly, I intend to participate a very important conference 
held in [x], but this year's international conference are nearly-
all cancelled. that is very terrible to me because this year I 
should attend some of them and get information about my 
research. and there also has no travel fee from my 
department this year.  secondly, as goods price increasing, 
my living expense is 2 times more than normal,  which is a 
big deal to me as I pay my tuition by myself.  thirdly, this 
crisis cause me tense mental health, I am afraid of no money 
in the following 6 months to pay my rent or others  Fourth, I 
lost time and chance to have part-time job for earn money  
I believe I will be impacted in the following ways:   1. I think 
over the next week,  I will be asked to reduce my working 
hours - because of Covid-19 there are tasks I cannot 
complete until our society gets back to face to face interaction 
etc.   2. I am just about to go into data collection which I 
don't think i will be able to do until NSW lifts its restrictions.    
3. It is highly likely that I will need to pause my studies, 
which means that my scholarship will have to be stopped - so 
with the loss of income and scholarship this will have an 
impact on ability to pay for everything.   4. Also due to the 
downturn in the economy my superannuation account has 
already lost about $70,000.00, which as a mature age student 
has devastating consequences.  
I have run out of scholarship and was financially prepared to 
manage on my partner's incomes for the remaining 3-4 
months for financial support. however, their loss of income 
puts us in a very financially difficult position.  
This has completely unsettled my regular work routine and 
also made teaching much more difficult with the move online. 
I am putting im far too many unpaid hours into teaching and 
not enough into my thesis but am unable to strike a balance 
due to persistent anxiety about where im living and how I can 
provide for my partner who is jobless. 
Many are now under the impression that HDR candidature 
should be easy, as I have nothing to "distract" me from 
analysing my data and writing up my results.  This is not the 
case.  I have people in my household who I must now spend 
extra time caring for.  Elderly relatives in other households 
cannot leave their homes, and so I must run errands for them 
too.  This requires time and money.  Even the stress alone is 
immense - there is so much uncertainty about what will 
happen in regards to university and my studies, that I have 
experienced intense anxiety in the last few weeks.  The stress 
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of losing my job on top of this only adds to this anxiety, and 
this makes it even more difficult to sit down and concentrate 
on data analysis when I do get the chance to study.  I have 
applied to Centrelink for financial assistance, but have been 
waiting for 2.5 weeks without any response or any indication 
whether I will be successful - in fact, I am still waiting for my 
Centrelink identifier number.  This only increases the pressure 
and anxiety around my job loss.  As HDR students, we need 
help. 
many hdr students were contracted on for specified hours as 
a laboratory demonstrating / academic tutor. we were unable 
to work there hours, and couldn't help much with the online 
progression for our units of studies. as a result, we are not 
earning money that we were initially contracted for. further, 
our research stipend is not a lot (approx $27k), and there is 
no support from the university for casual employed staff 
unless there university officially "shuts down", which they will 
not plan to do. $27k is not enough to live on and as phd 
students we are not eligible for many centrelink payments 
and cannot even receive government support.  
The rate of pay that the RTP scholarship offers is still lower 
than what the government is offering for unemployed people. 
A large amount of students heavily rely on casual 
employment in order to make ends meet. The government 
should take this into consideration when allocating funds. 
I was at the point in my HDR when I was ready to interview 
participants. This obviously cannot proceed. In addition 
because this is anonymous I think it is important for the less 
obvious impact of COVID to be seen. So for me that means 
that the emotional impact of having to close my [...] center 
[...], support staff through their fears and worries on top of 
not be able to return to my country of birth while my father is 
dying, is massive. I suspect there are many people like me or 
who are experiencing worse and I wonder what the 
ramifications of this will be when the eye of the storm that is 
COVID has passed 
The current pandemic has added considerable a financial and 
mental burden to my PhD experience. Due to it, I have had to 
reduce my final thesis by one paper as a final few samples 
were unable to be analysed, have lost valuable teaching 
money and experience, and am now paying a Sydney 
mortgage off of scholarship money as my partner has 
similarly lost his source of income due to Covid-19. 
I am an international PhD student and my latest completion 
date is end of this year i.e. [x] December, 2020. I was on 
scholarship but my scholarship ended last year. Since then, I 
was dependent on the income from my casual work at the 
[...], Sydney University and financial support from my wife to 
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meet my living expense. Unfortunately I lost my casual job at 
the university on January 2020 due to infrastructural change 
with [...]. After that I was seeking for other jobs at the 
University actively. However, with corona virus situation I 
don't see any possibility of getting a new job. My wife's work 
hours have also been reduced significantly due to corona virus 
crisis. Being an international student, I'm not eligible for any 
government benefit. Collectively, these circumstances are 
affecting my candidature significantly. Without getting any 
financial support from the university or the Government  I 
don't see myself getting through this crisis and finishing my 
PhD on time.  
My only income comes from casual teaching, so the end of 
year holiday break was a struggle but I just managed to pull 
through knowing I had financial stability this semester to look 
forward to. I have now lost most of my teaching hours, had to 
move in with family (a process that meant I had no time to 
work on my thesis), had to borrow money from family to 
cover expenses, and through all this not been eligible for any 
government assistance. The stress of all this has severely 
impacted on my ability to do my research. My supervisors 
have been very helpful and understanding but that doesn't fix 
the impact this crisis has had on my financial stability and 
thesis progress. We as a group have been hit hard but the 
government is doing nothing to help. We are a very fragile 
population in terms of mental health, we don't need to add 
severe financial stress to our already full plates of stressors. 
I am currently working a minimum of 70 hrs a week in the 
hopes to finish by 4 years, which is still under six months of 
no-funding. This is a direct result of the covid crisis affecting 
both wet and dry lab work and the ability to work with others. 
Additionally, I lost the additional income I was trying to 
accumulate due to my demonstrating role for the University of 
Sydney and […] being terminated with no notice, instead of 
being kept on in an online capacity.  
I have lost one teaching job and I will 100% need to extend 
my studies as a result of covid and this extension will have 
financial repercussions both from the extension and the plain 
fact that I will have to postpone starting my courier. For now 
this crises has impacted both my wet lab work (will need at 
least an extra month once things get back to normal for my 
final chapter) and in my overall ability to work towards 
finalizing my thesis (writing and data analysis). My 
productivity and focus have been substantially reduced not to 
mention anxiety and an overload of news that distracts. 
Furthermore, for me working from home is problematic 
because of construction outside of my apartment making it far 
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from a good working environment.  Lastly I am worried I will 
not get enough teaching opportunities next semester.  
I am thankful that I submitted my thesis for examination at 
the start of the crisis. My scholarship had ended a month prior 
to this. I don't know how or if the crisis will impact the 
examination and outcome nor how or if that will subsequently 
impact me. It will certainly affect my earning capability as my 
Research Assistant work has ceased and the length to 
graduation and future work is now an unknown. 
Loss of access to library and office resources previously 
provided for free, no recourse to funds to buy these. 
Scholarship too low for cost of living in major cities. Rent is 
400/week, scholarship 1070 [sic]. Tutoring likely to be 
cancelled next semester as a result of covid so employment 
income will be halved for this year.  
As someone undertaking employed work at USYD as a [...]I 
have lost income from that revenue and are self reliant on 
only my scholarship (which is 20% less than APA/RPT levels). 
This has made it extremely difficult for me to sustain my rent. 
As a [x] Citizen i am inelgible for any centrelink schemes and 
JobKeeper is the only option I have for survival although now 
Unis are apparently inelgible.  
I am very worried that fewer classes will be available next 
semester due to the crisis, thereby reducing the amount of 
casual tutoring needed, which has been my only source of 
income since my scholarship expired. Supervisory 
arrangements also have to be changed because of the current 
crisis.  

*NB. While effort has been made to ensure comments appear do not appear 
more than once, some comments may appear more than once if they fall into 
several categories.  
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Research Question: Candidature and Research Delays 
 
Survey 
Question 

Response 

Have you 
experienced 
another 
financial 
hardship due 
to the COVID 
crisis that you 
would like to 
specify? 

Partner and I struggling to fulfil employment and study 
obligations while caring for our child as we are no longer 
accessing childcare. 
Home-schooling children so unable to work 
Have had to now support my partner who is out of work and 
relied on him previously. It has now impacted my ability to 
study/research as I've had to commit to more hours working to 
earn an income 
Unpaid labour of home-schooling detracting from employment 
and study time available 
I have kept my children out of school and day-care which 
makes it impossible to study 

Do you expect 
to experience 
another 
financial 
hardship due 
to the COVID 
crisis in the 
next six 
months that 
you would 
like to 
specify? 

My scholarship ends in august and I can't work in the lab. 
I saved money to stop working and return to university for 
postgraduate studies. I will not go hungry or be homeless, but 
this pushes back my schedule and I now have much less time 
to focus on my research due to increased parenting duties. I 
will likely need to extend my PhD for 6+months which will mean 
further expenses and longer until i can start making a wage 
again.  
As stated in the previous question, I was relying on being able 
to do casual teaching and RA work once I finish my PhD. I don't 
know if this will be possible now depending on the impact of 
COVID on university hiring, also my supervisor is unlikely to be 
able to continue the empirical research she has been working 
on up until now so the potential RA work she said I could do for 
her won't be possible. Finally, the stress and general worry 
about COVID and impact on my family members living overseas 
means I'm less productive on my thesis writing which may 
effect my submission date. I'm currently using my first and 
presumed only requested extension, I'm worried the university 
won't let me have another one if I need it due to this crisis. 
Initially, even though this was my first extension, they tried to 
get me to go to part-time or suspend my candidature. 
If I am forced to suspend my candidature due to lost access to 
libraries and research facilities (as seems likely), I will lose my 
UPA stipend for the duration of my suspension. My part time 
employment is on a contract and will not allow me to increase 
hours worked. Therefore, I anticipate a substantial financial 
shortfall this year. 
My scholarship ends in July. USYD has not listed my degree, 
Master of [x], as eligible for Centrelink payments. Due to the 
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COVID19 crisis I cannot seek alternative employment as I am 
the primary care for my two young children. I have no options 
for income once my scholarship ends, in addition to increased 
HECS debt as I will be forced to extend candidature.  
Likely extension of PhD time to complete postponed research, 
meaning a delay to beginning paid employment 
At the moment, I am still fully funded through a scholarship. 
But because of the covid-19 crisis, my work has been severely 
disrupted, I am unable to work on my thesis because I have 
carer responsibilities at home. If I am delayed, then I lose 
funding in the next few months. And I don't know how my 
family can survive as a single-income household in Sydney (my 
husband is still thankfully employed) 
I am suspending my candidature because I was close the due 
date and there was been significant disruption. I won’t have my 
scholarship for the semester and will have to live on tutoring 
income. 
Possible extension of my candidature, which I have to pay extra 
tuition fee that I couldn't afford for next few months. 
I am expecting my candidature extension, thereby causing me 
to spend a lot more money on this. 
I expect to experience financial hardship as I am no longer able 
to work/study at 100% capacity as crucial university resources 
are closed or no longer functioning as normal. I am still being 
paid at a rate (RTP stipend) that assumes full working capacity, 
however I cannot fulfil this, and as such, when I come close to 
submitting, I worry very much about time lost that has not 
been financially or temporally compensated. I worry that this 
may lead to homelessness, as once my scholarship ends, which 
I live on paycheck to paycheck, I will no longer have any means 
to support myself. 
Yes my scholarship may expire before I could write my thesis if 
the situation gets worse. 
Some technical resources that I was counting on using might 
have to be replicated at home, resulting in increased costs 
If my PhD work gets delayed the RTP will run out before I'm 
able to complete. 
In these 2-3 months I have some health procedures and 
without work and scholarship will be difficult to maintain 
continuing the PhD without a scholarship and work.  
Will need to take either unpaid leave now because of 
impossibility to do research full-time, or be left without 
scholarship in 8 months time and might find it impossible to get 
extra work and am ineligible to all Australian welfare support 
schemes as a foreign citizen. 
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Potential further loss of PhD funding resulting in having to 
cancel the PhD half-way through or to work clinically - all 
uncertain and complex 
Not having a job would put a strain on my finances and ability 
to do research 
My scholarship will finish but my project will not as I am unable 
to conduct qualitative interviews in the current environment  
Not sure about travel interstate to attend uni activities and 
research 
Could not use volunteers to help with work so need to do 
double the predicted work, which will put an extra 6 months on 
completion date under no scholarship payments 
Unable to finance equipment that would assist in completing 
PhD at home. Decreased options to apply for funding to attempt 
to find financial assistance through other means.  
My scholarship ends in 3 months, I have expected not to finish 
at the 3.5 mark however I was planning on increasing my 
teaching loud during the second semester, but now it is unclear 
if I will be able to teach and if I do if it will be enough. Also the 
covid crisis has an impact on the time it will take me to finish 
increasing my financial concern of finding myself with no 
income at all 
I may have to pay for my own University fees as an 
International student, because I may not be able to submit on 
time as expected! Please, do consider this aspect on your 
survey. 
Unable to finish the thesis on time due to extreme anxiety and 
distress. My scholarship will be cut in June and I need to extend 
for six months. 
I have to work from home. I have 2 kids: 1 school-age --> 
have to guide [x] through online learning (PhD risk to be 
delayed --> no more income); second [x] has to be kept at 
home since risk of COVID contraction 
Study-related finances are unknown at the moment. If we 
require to cull animals currently in our study, this will strain our 
study's (already broken) budget even more. Please can USyd 
provide assistance for suspended studies, whether this be 
financial OR (probably more appropriately) in the form of letters 
to granting bodies for financial assistance and consideration at 
this time. 
Keeping my [x] home due to covid from daycare, I am unable 
to work from home with 3 year old  and earn money  
Have had to now support my partner who is out of work and 
relied on him previously. It has now impacted my ability to 
study/research as I've had to commit to more hours working to 
earn an income 
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My RTP stipend will end in 5 months (totalling 3.5 years - I 
have already received an extension due to medical issues). All 
my lab experiments, which are critical to finishing my thesis, 
have been indefinitely postponed due to covid. This means I will 
likely have to work unfunded for several months come 
September due to the covid crisis, unless current max stipend 
limits of 3.5 years are revised, and I can receive a stipend 
extension. This will result in obvious and wide-ranging financial 
hardship. It will be a direct result of covid, but likely to fall 
outside the considered 6 month window.  
I am currently in [...] for 1 year of anthropology fieldwork. I am 
in lockdown and it is likely that even when the lockdown ends it 
will be difficult for foreigners to move about easily and thus I 
may be unable to resume my fieldwork. I believe I will need to 
extend my fieldwork due to the time lost and may need to 
return to Australia for some months and then return to [x]. I'm 
not sure if the costs for delays/extra travel will be covered by 
the university.  
The situation might affect my degree completion date. This 
would make unable to pay the tuition fees. 
Depends whether I will need to suspend studies to meet other 
responsibilities 
I have not found a job and do not have any income. The 
examination of my PhD thesis has been significantly delayed. 

Final Open 
Comment 

Working from home is much less productive than having access 
to the equipment in a lab 
I asked for 6 months extension, which was granted this year in 
Feb. Nevertheless, due to the covid-19 crisis, I don't have 
access to the equipment needed to speed up my research, I 
managed to move my computer to home but It is not enough to 
write and submit my thesis. My scholarship extension ends in 
August this year, I don't see this situation ending soon. I'm an 
international student so I don't have any benefit from the 
government. 
The COVID crisis has not seriously impacted my candidature yet 
as my research project is still at the initial stage, however, if 
the current situation continues then it will affect my research 
fieldwork. If it happens, my candidature seems highly likely to 
be delayed. 
I was about to submit my proposal for reseach, but now I will 
need to reconsider my focus and my methodology due to recent 
changes and the uncertainty of unit delivery mode. I think I will 
still be able to conduct my research, but the focus will need to 
change just to be lractical. 
A bit of an impact being unable, as a[FASS] HDR, to access 
sources. Impact on candidature depends on how long crisis 
goes on. 
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It is hard to have regular meetings and contact with supervisors 
that I would normally have and hard without support of peers 
I started my PhD just before the Covid crisis became serious, 
and subsequently have not received any face to face inductions, 
or had the opportunity to develop professional research 
relationships with members of the university outside of my 
direct supervisor. The crisis has affected my potential to find 
future work, as I had to give up my full-time job to commence 
the PhD (a week before the Covid crisis started), subsequently I 
am expecting to be out of work for the next 6 months without 
any support as I am a [x] citizen. 
My supervisors are greatly impacted by the covid crisis due to 
moving their courses online, not being able to continue 
empirical research as planned and because of childcare 
arrangements (not to mention the general stress of it all of 
course). They are supportive of me and are wonderful but it's 
very clear they now have a limited capacity to review my 
writing (I'm in the final months of my PhD). Selfishly, I'm really 
worried about the impact this will have on my progress, on the 
quality of my work overall and on my ability to submit in 
September. I can't pester them with emails during this time 
when I know they are struggling. I feel more alone, and as 
great as my relationship is with them, I do not feel comfortable 
raising this with them or the university because covid is 
impacting everyone; it's out of our control. I cannot add to the 
pressure they are under. 
Alongside the financial stress, there is a lot of emotional energy 
that needs to be spent during this time, which affects the 
candidature. This includes concern for friends and family (for 
their health and their financial security), as well as an 
adjustment in working arrangements and routine. Working from 
home is not tenable in many cases, or is much more difficult in 
some. 
Although I am fortunate to be only in early stages of my 
research, which is also largely reading-based, the covid crisis 
has made it extremely difficult for me to conduct this research. 
It has impacted not only on my ability to access resources 
physically, it has also impacted negatively on my mental health 
and ability to concentrate on my work. 
Staying motivated. My research involves ethnographic fieldwork 
which will need to put on hold. Also, the changing landscape of 
(my two areas of study) has changed dramatically recently and 
I believe I may have to rethink my thesis question. 
Thank you for sending this survey and hearing us. Many PhDs 
already struggle to meet ends meet on the stipend prior to 
COVID19 and rely on teaching/other casual employment.     An 
automatic extension for all HDR students enrolled during the 
COVID19 and inclusion in the government stimulus package 
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would be deeply welcomed and greatly improve our financial 
and mental well being to continue producing the best research 
possible.     I worry for all HDR students. But those that are 
particularly vulnerable are students that are finalising their 
research and no longer receive the stipend.  
The Covid crisis had forced me to rethink how to proceed with 
my research interviews, both within Australia and overseas. The 
crisis has impacted some of the participants that I wish to 
interview with, which impacts my ability to do data collection. I 
may have to request an extension to complete my interviews as 
what I have may not be sufficient for my research.  
The closure of institutions I rely on for research materials which 
exist only in non-electronic form is impacting checking and 
sourcing records 
The cumulative narrative from politicians and universities about 
international students is doubly harmful when COVID-19 has 
already resulted in more overt racism towards East Asians. I'm 
often mistaken for an international student or otherwise a 
foreigner and I deliberately don't seek out news or commentary 
about COVID-19 because I know there will be misinformed and 
racist comments about China and yellow peril.     My 
supervisors' work has also been impacted and they have been 
returning my drafts later than planned, which is the main factor 
in slowing down my progress.  
It is 6th April 2020. I submitted my 'intention to submit' on [x] 
March 2020 to submit my PhD thesis on [x] June. I worked on a 
clinical trials protocol for ~1.5 years and was due to collect data 
on at least 6 participants over the final 4 months of my 
candidature for my final study in the thesis. We shut the lab 
due to covid-19 so I can include the clinical trial in my thesis. 
Now I'm writing a perspectives paper instead of collecting the 
clinical trial data. I wrote a lot of the thesis around that clinical 
trial and now I have to amend my literature review and forsake 
all the work done for that clinical trial. This late change has 
caused an immense amount of stress. 
I need to interview groups of people. I cannot do that with 
social restrictions 
My research is largely based on archival and other records held 
in public art galleries, reference libraries, public records offices 
and museums, both in Australia and overseas. All of these 
institutions are presently closed indefinitely.  I am unable to 
access the material I require. As a consequence, I have sought 
and been granted a suspension of three months. I will review 
the situation at the end of June 2020. 
I am unable to travel to present at overseas conferences where 
my paper has been accepted. This delays my ability to network 
with peers and receive feedback on my study, which was 
intended to inform my further research.  
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I had the bulk of my experiments planned in the upcoming 6 
months - 1 year. As such it is almost definite that I will need to 
extend my candidature beyond 3.5 years in order to finish my 
PhD. In this case, I would absolutely need to be able to extend 
my scholarship as well to pay for rent and living. If measures 
are in place to ensure the long-term stability of our scholarships 
to lessen the impact of COVID on our candidature, that would 
be extremely comforting.    Thanks for you work to support 
HDRs! 
I am supported by my partner who continues to have full time 
employment so we are very fortunate. What this survey didn't 
ask about is what impact this will have on my research - I am 
unable to contact key partners and may have to submit with 
incomplete research, possibly weakening my potential for future 
opportunities such as professional positions, publications and 
conferences. I will likely have to go back to a public service job 
rather than pursue academia.  
I'm nearing the end of my thesis and the virus has forced me to 
cancel some archival research. However, this is not a major 
problem. As a mature-age student, the impact on me is far less 
than for others such as those with young families to support, 
the HDR homeless, and international cohort without proper 
access to facilities. Thank you for doing this survey. 
Due to the closure of the libraries, I can't use the libraries or 
borrow books, which is impacting writing. Due to the closure of 
lab facility, I can't conduct experiments, which is the core of my 
research.  
Unable to conduct required trials and continue my research in 
the lab. Required to change research direction due to these 
constraints 
Suspended students should continue to receive university 
communications regarding COVID-19.  I suspended my 
candidature to do an internship. Internships overlap with 2 
research periods, which means I have 2.5 months (of 7 months 
suspended) where I'm not officially enrolled at university or 
doing an internship and therefore not receiving any income. 
During this time I received no communication from the 
university regarding COVID-19 (last newsletter was March 4), in 
particular regarding new cases, working from home and the 
closedown. I was only informed of the university responses to 
COVID-19 from friends, news and social media. I think students 
that have suspended should continue to receive updates from 
the university regarding COVID-19. 
I couldn't use the uni's support equipment due to the cover-
crisis. And I have to work remotely . 
I think the University should consider the HDR students 
graduating in 2020 and 2021, if their research activities are 



 

 PROTECTING OUR FUTURE RESEARCHERS | The HDR Liaison Committee 
 
91 

impacted by covid. The requirements of their thesis should be 
changed accordingly.  
I do not want to go to school because of the infection risk, and 
that I want to follow the order to stay at home to practice social 
distancing of the goverment. My study is also heavily affected 
because my supervisor was encouraged to work from home as 
university's advice. Now, basic settings for HDR with supervison 
and working facility seem to be broken down as a consequences 
of Covid-19. 
I was offered a teaching contract next semester and am unsure 
whether this will be honoured. The situation has also affected 
the responsiveness of my supervisor, who does not have as 
much time for me as they are fielding a lot of emails. 
Communication with HDRs has been lacking from the start of 
the crisis, i was seeing faculty and school emails talking about 
what i had supposedly been informed of, without actualy 
knowing for sure if it was correct or not. 
The COVID-19 pandemic will and has impacted my candidature. 
We unfortunately have to move to a new apartment during this 
period. The stress of having to find a new place during this 
climate and maintain a high level of productivity has been 
difficult. I have worked extremely hard to be productive but 
some things are out of my control (my experiments being 
delayed & lack of data). Thank you for this survey and 
addressing this issue.  
My project requires sample collection from patients which is 
currently suspended. Depending on this crisis I may or may not 
have to extend my candidature and therefore scholarship. But I 
also have other projects to work on so the impact this has could 
be minimal. I am not currently sure at this stage.  
As of today, I'm still going to the lab to continue my 
experiments. I am however trying to work from home as much 
as possible. Having a scholarship I don't think I'll go through 
financial hardness. I also work as a tutor, but the situation 
seems to be almost settled with online tutorials (week 6). 
More difficulty obtaining necessary services, ordering required 
consumables and reagents, the inability to present work to 
conferences/seminars etc. have reduced research output and 
requirements significantly.    HDR students should not be 
expected to meet previous guidelines and should have 
shcolarship funds extended. 
We need to be assured we will be able to have extentions as a 
student in the sciences I rely on laboratory work to gather data 
and complete my research and as that is not possible until the 
end of this COVID19 crisis O need to know I will be able to get 
an extension, with an extension of a scholarship  
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I am worried about doing my field work because of the COVID-
19 crisis and how it will affect my chances of being able to do 
the research as I had hoped for.  
The physical supervision has been reduced as a result of social 
distancing. 
As international HDR student, the covid crisis do effect our 
study and daily life as we are far from our family who are our 
main supports. Self-quarantine has significantly slowed down 
our study and effect our part-time job.  
I am now working four days a week from home, studying part-
time, and am parenting three children with individual needs – 
[…]. I'm not sure how I'll do it all (alongside my husband, who 
is also working full time from home).    It has been great to see 
the explosion of online and virtual offerings, and it is 
bittersweet, as I'm too busy to engage much with them.    I will 
likely miss out on the conference I was planning to present my 
work at, which was to be held in July, at the end of my 
candidature. I would likely have to self fund to attend a future 
conference, which puts it out of my reach. It was a key strategy 
in disseminating my Master's thesis findings, but I probably 
won't be able to achieve that now.    I know others have it a lot 
worse than me. I am fortunate to have been at the end of my 
candidature. Being an external candidate, I was already quite 
used to teleworking, and asynchronous communication with the 
university.    I just hope I can get to have a face to face 
graduation in September! 
HDR students conducting research within NSW […] s are 
impacted more as their research progress is dictated by [x] 
rather than internal factors. This research is more likely to be 
translational with high impact compared to research conducted 
with USYD jurisdiction.  Unfunded students are still impacted 
greatly, as they may not have capacity to increase work hours 
during suspension.  As a parent, the added complication of 
children at home and responsibility for teaching them impacts 
both the ability to work and study. 
As a student close to the submission date the COVID crisis has 
become an additional burden on my mental state in terms of 
stress due to the uncertainty this situation during this critical 
time. I am unable to plan experiments properly and we are also 
being highly encouraged to work from home, which limits time 
in the lab. 
I am doing qualitative interviews with health professionals and 
it will lengthen the period of time needed to do interviews as 
they are very busy. Also all all interviews via zoom or skype 
now rather than in person  
At this stage I am unsure how my research will be affected as I 
only commenced the PhD this year. But a large portion of my 
research will need to be done face to face, depending how long 
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the social distance limits are in place, will determine how much 
I am affected.  
no more face to face meeting with my supervisor 
I cannot access resources. Public libraries with no borrowing 
policies have closed meaning I cannot access some sources 
necessary for my research.  
The push to suspend studies by the University was quite 
inconsiderate given that it comes with a loss of income and 
consequently a loss of livelihood. Furthermore, the University's 
lack of empathy in their refusal to extend the census date for 
suspension was concerning given that this is a difficult and 
harrowing decision that requires extensive planning and 
thought. The proposed alternative of "conducting short 
experiments" is not always feasible for HDR students working in 
wet-lab conditions. A lot of the time, there isn't an abundance 
of this kind of work, and many experiments take time (for e.g. 
culturing patient-derived cell lines takes weeks of ongoing 
work). Additionally, for me personally, the anxiety of planning 
and starting experiments not knowing if they will be disrupted is 
disheartening especially given that quite a lot of time, money 
and vulnerable samples are required. Furthermore, having 
heard that the University will be 'difficult' in offering extensions 
at the end of candidature is disappointing. All around, this is 
has been a disappointing and anxiety-ridden time for a lot of us.  
As a mature aged PhD I also have family responsibilities. With 
my mother living in the same household and her being [x], the 
risk of her contracting the virus is high and we have taken 
measures to limit our travel to a minimum.    The University 
was considered to high risk to attend, given the current 
government recommendations, therefore this has affected my 
candidature, particularly my ability to do lab work. 
There is direct and indirect impact on my ability to continue my 
studies. Although there is alot of desktop work I can (and am 
doing), I am unable to complete lab work due to travel 
restrictions and all the uncertainty due to covid19 is a little 
stressful at the moment 
Blanket Intl travel ban will affect some much more than others. 
Clearly ban during health crisis, but ongoing ban due to funding 
could damage collaborations. 
Productivity has reduced considerably as hours for paid work 
have increased (to earn the same amount, or less) and internet 
connectivity is very unreliable making it hard to connect on any 
online services and have meetings etc. 
Not being able to access university facilities will have a drastic 
impact on my PhD studies. Even now, restrictions are in place 
that essentially are forcing me to work from home.  
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Unsure about whether or not the campus will close entirely, 
blocking access to labs, so we cannot commence any new 
(long-term) projects.  
As a result of remote work arrangements, a significant 
breakdown has resulted between my supervisor and I. I have 
not asked for extension of stipend (paid from my supervisors 
funds) and current working unpaid to submit by thesis in the 
last research quarter. Getting feedback from post-docs in my 
group has been delayed due to COVID. I am substantially 
distressed about my candidature and my financial position. 
Alternative employment has not been fruitful. As a [x] Citizen, I 
am not a resident in Australia for social security purposes and 
thus there is no recourse to Centerlink or Austudy.  Meanwhile, 
going home to [x] would put me in financial debt, further 
endanger submission, and expose my family to a health risk.    
As an experimental post graduate student it's super difficult to 
complete experimental work with the limitations induced by 
covid 
it is a frightening time and my research has been deeply 
impacted as has my mental health 
I have less access almost nil access to library printers and 
books and face to face discussions with the supervisor.    
I'm concerned that my supervisors do not have the time or 
mental load to devote to providing substantive feedback to my 
work, or to provide guidance on the alternative directions my 
PhD may need to take if I am unable to collect adequate data 
due to COVID-19.  
General uncertainty and disruptions to normal work and study 
routines has definitely impacted on my research, but 
quantifying this is difficult. 
The main impact I am facing is the inability to perform lab work 
while the uni is still open. I have to use public transport to 
commute to uni which I feel is unsafe. I would like the uni 
(specifically School of […]) to make a decision on whether the 
campus will be open or not rather than functioning as an after-
hours schedule. This leaves a lot of room for confusion 
Lack of a working office environment - harder to focus for 
longer periods of time.  Inability to build components for project 
without access to university services  Lack of direct face-to-face 
communication with supervisor  
The covid-19 crisis has impeded on my fieldwork and will 
potentially waste a few months of previous data collection for 
one of my chapters. 
Lab work has been hit very hard. 
I am primarily impacted by the closure of the library and the 
suspension of document delivery services. 
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Disruption to data collection, even without a financial impact, is 
still a great difficulty in terms of progressing with analysis and 
writing. Not knowing when or whether planned data collection 
will be completed may mean significant rewriting. The 
uncertainty effects motivation and also capacity to plan ahead 
both in terms of progression and the finances behind progress. 
Connection with supervisors is obviously more limited as well as 
participation in collegial events which maintain connections with 
a range of staff and other HDRs. 
I am expecting to submit my master thesis by August but 
unable to access sufficient sources.  
I lost all the opportunities to do my research/field-work 
overseas (as a compulsory part of my thesis) and really I don't 
know what to do right now, no one has discussed this with me 
and I am still seeking to discuss this with my supervisor or 
others  
The closure of the library and inability to travel will hamper data 
collection and may delay research. Also the nature of online vs 
in person supervisor meetings is likely to slow progress. 
Having my children at home as a result of school closures due 
to Covid 19 whilst trying to study has been very difficult. 
Depending on how much longer lockdown lasts, it will also 
affect the timing of empirical research I was planning to do as a 
part of my PhD. 
Yes - I am now full-time carer to my two [x] children, for 
forseeable future (6 months?) and University expectation is full-
time research students continue to work at home full time. 
Massive change, difficult to find hours, submission timeline in 
doubt 
I cannot approach seminars and lectures frequently. Working at 
home reduces my working efficiency a lot. I urgently need an 
extension of my candidature and scholarship. 
I think that as a primary caregiver that this will impact my 
writing and research, delaying it by at least one term 
Working from home is affecting my research, I have 3 children 
at my home aged [x]. Working from home with them is not a 
feasible solution. This forces me to come to work at University 
every day.  Given that i have financial obligations i cannot 
cancel suspend my candidature until I find another source of 
income. 

*NB. While effort has been made to ensure comments appear do not appear 
more than once, some comments may appear more than once if they fall into 
several categories.  
 

 


