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1 Introduction 
 

South Africa aspires towards a transformed higher education system that is of high quality, that is 

demographically representative, that provides students and staff with good opportunities for access and 

success, that is diverse, differentiated and articulated, and that is relevant and responsive to local and 

regional contexts whilst at the same time able to hold its own in international contexts in terms of its core 

mandates of teaching, research and community engagement. This vision underpins the Department of 

Higher Education and Training‟s efforts to support and strengthen the higher education sector. 

 

The Department of Higher Education and Training (and its predecessor, the former Department of 

Education) has worked to advance and/or monitor higher education transformation with respect to access, 

success, resourcing and researching  in a variety of ways including through: 

 Securing greater levels of financial support through the fiscus for higher education; 

 Enabling greater levels of financial support for students from poor families through the National 

Student Financial Aid Scheme; 

 More direct steering of enrolments at universities to meet transformation imperatives; 
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 Enhancing student success through support for Foundation Programmes and a variety of teaching 

and learning development activities; 

 Enhancing research development and research productivity through research development and 

research output funding; 

 Provision of dedicated funding for infrastructure developments at universities, including 

substantial investments in student housing and in infrastructure developments to support growth 

in critical and scarce skill areas. 

 

More recently, new initiatives to further advance higher education transformation include: 

 Introduction of the „Staffing South Africa‟s Universities‟ Framework and the immediate 

implementation of one of its components – the New Generation of Academics Programme- with 

other components to be introduced this year and next year. 

 The introduction of an HDI Grant specifically to support historically disadvantaged universities to 

decisively overcome historical backlogs. 

 A review of the university funding framework to enable it to better respond to sector needs. 

 

This discussion paper draws on latest available audited data
1
 to reflect on whether progress is being made 

as a result of these and other sector initiatives. A secondary purpose of the paper is to provide factual data 

to underpin debate and discussion at the second national higher education transformation summit. 

 

Section 2 of the paper describes how government funding allocations for universities have changed over 

the last 10-20 years.  

 

Section 3 of the paper reflects on the higher education size and shape targets that were set by the National 

Plan for Higher Education (2001) to improve student access. 

 

Section 4 reviews progress made with addressing issues of undergraduate student success. 

 

Section 5 of the paper reviews progress made with addressing issues of postgraduate student success. 

 

Section 6 provides information on various staffing issues and initiatives. 

 

Section 7 shows the growth that has taken place with respect to the research outputs of universities. 

 

Section 8 concludes with a frank reflection on the gaps that still exist with respect to access, success, 

resourcing and researching and some thoughts on how we need to move forward in these areas.  

 

Specifically, the Minister of Higher Education and Training has called for the Summit to identify 

indicators that can be used to measure the extent and pace of transformation and the paper concludes with 

                                                           
1
 Unless otherwise specified, all the data presented in this discussion document is audited data drawn from the 

Department of Higher Education and Training‟s Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS) 
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some recommendations in this regard- specifically data indicators that can possibly be used to measure 

progress with respect to structural transformation. 

2 Funding of Universities 
 

An appropriate level of funding is probably the most important requirement to achieve a transformed 

university sector that is able to overcome the historical legacy of inequality and that is able to successfully 

carry out its triple mandate of teaching, research and engagement. The extent to which this is the case in 

South Africa has been a question that has been the focus of a range of analyses over the last few years, 

including the work done by the recent Ministerial task team on university funding.  

 

2.1 What is the extent of DHET funding for universities, how has it changed over the last ten years, 

and is it adequate? 

 

On average, DHET funding is estimated to account for 40% of the universities‟ income. Other funding 

sources for universities include sources such as tuition fees, accommodation fees, research income and 

donor funding. The Department of Higher Education and Training‟s (DHET) budget for universities has 

increased from R9,879 billion in 2004/05 when the existing funding framework was introduced, to 

R30,338 billion in 2015/16. These amounts include funding for the National Student Financial Aid 

Scheme (NSFAS) which increased from R578.,2 million in 2004/05 to R4,095 billion in 2015/16 for the 

universities only (NSFAS also allocates a significant amount of funds to TVET College students), but do 

not include other sources of state funding, such as funds allocated from the National Skills Fund and other 

government Departments such the Department of Science and Technology.  

 

In 2011, South Africa‟s state budget for universities, including funding for NSFAS
2
, as a percentage of 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was 0.75%, which was just less than Africa as a whole (0.78%).  In 

2015/16, South Africa‟s state budget for universities, including funding for NSFAS, is 0.72% of the GDP, 

lower than it was in 2011.  

 

When compared to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries 

(1.21%) and the rest of the world (0.84%), South Africa lags behind. Higher education expenditure as a 

percentage of education expenditure for Africa was 20%; for OECD countries it was 23.4%; and for the 

world 19.8% in 2006 (or closest year). However, in 2011, South Africa‟s estimated higher education 

expenditure as a percentage of education was approximately 12%.  

 

If South Africa in 2011 spent the same percentage on higher education as the world did in 2006, the state 

budget for universities would have been R37 422 million (+- R189 billion multiplied by 19.8%), which is 

R15 425 million more than the amount that was actually set aside (2011: R21 997 million).  

                                                           
2
 Strictly speaking the NSFAS funds should not be included in the analysis of state funding for higher education, 

because they are for student funding (i.e. second stream funding for tuition, accommodation etc.). If these funds are 

excluded, the % would be lower, 
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Although South Africa spends a considerable amount on education, its expenditure on higher education is 

lower than desirable, as the current financial stresses that are being felt in the sector show, both at the 

level of university operations and at the level of student funding. 

 

Given the current economic climate, and other needs within government for the post-school education and 

training system, for example the development and expansion of technical and vocational education and 

training (TVET) colleges, and the establishment of the Community Education and Training College 

system, it has proven extremely difficult to secure sufficient increased funding for universities. However, 

within the past Medium Term Expenditure Funding (MTEF) budget cycles, DHET has managed to 

prevent budget cuts on the universities‟ budget allocation.  

 

2.2 The shape of DHET funding for universities 

 

The DHET funding framework for universities is made up of a block grant subsidy which amounts to 

R20, 538 billion in 2015/16 and a range of earmarked grants, including NSFAS, which amounted to R9,8 

billion in 2015/16. Block grants funds are Council controlled funds mainly used to fund operational and 

teaching and learning activities. Earmarked grants include the infrastructure grant, clinical training grant, 

teaching development grant, research development grant, historically disadvantaged institutions (HDI) 

development grant, veterinary sciences grant, and a grant for the development of the two newly 

established universities, Sol Plaatje University and the University of Mpumalanga. 

 

2.3 The block grant 

 

The table below shows how the DHET block grant allocation to universities has changed over the last ten 

years, in nominal terms and in real terms. To transform budgets in nominal terms to budgets in real terms, 

the annual GDP deflator was used, as required by National Treasury, instead of using standard consumer 

price indices. 

 

Table 2.1: Block grant allocations to universities from 2004/5 to 2014/15 

Year Block grant 

for 

universities in 

nominal 

terms (R 

'million)  

(A) 

Growth 

in 

nominal 

terms 

(%) 

Inflation 

(CPI)* 

deflator 

(B) 

Block grant 

for 

universities 

in real terms 

(R 'million) 

( C) = (A/B) 

Growth 

in real 

terms 

(%) 

HEMIS 

Student 

FTEs 

(D) 

Per capita 

in real 

terms using 

FTE 

students 

(Rands) 

(C/D) 

Per 

capita 

growth 

in real 

terms 

(%) 

2004/05 8568 - 2.0% 1.00 8568 - 505473 16950 - 

2005/06 9145 6.7% 3.6% 1.02 8966 4.6% 500931 17899 5.6% 

2006/07 9956 8.9% 5.2% 1.06 9421 5.1% 497772 18926 5.7% 

2007/08 10234 2.8% 8.1% 1.11 9205 -2.3% 518560 17751 -6.2% 

2008/09 11550 12.9% 11.2% 1.20 9614 4.4% 538457 17854 -0.6% 

2009/10 12701 10% 6.9% 1.34 9511 -1.1% 569708 16694 -6.5% 

2010/11 14533 14.4% 3.8% 1.43 10176 7.0% 600002 16960 1.6% 

2011/12 16387 12.8% 5.6% 1.48 11051 8.6% 628409 17586 3.7% 
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Year Block grant 

for 

universities in 

nominal 

terms (R 

'million)  

(A) 

Growth 

in 

nominal 

terms 

(%) 

Inflation 

(CPI)* 

deflator 

(B) 

Block grant 

for 

universities 

in real terms 

(R 'million) 

( C) = (A/B) 

Growth 

in real 

terms 

(%) 

HEMIS 

Student 

FTEs 

(D) 

Per capita 

in real 

terms using 

FTE 

students 

(Rands) 

(C/D) 

Per 

capita 

growth 

in real 

terms 

(%) 

2012/13 17434 6.4% 5.6% 1.57 11134 0.7% 634548 17546 -0.2% 

2013/14 18439 5.8% 5.8% 1.65 11151 0.2% 665856 16747 -4.6% 

2014/15 19561 6.1% 5.6% 1.75 11181 0.3% 668705 16721 -0.2% 

Net % change in nominal 

terms in block grant from 

2004/5 to 2014/15 

128.3% Net real change in block grant 30.5% Net change in per 

capita FTE student 

allocation 

-1.35% 

*Source: StatsSA, using CPI values for the state's financial years (1 Apr - 31 Mar), not academic years. 

 

The shaded columns are illuminating. They show that: 

 The block grant allocation to universities increased by 128% between 2004/5 and 2014/15 in 

nominal terms. 

 However, the eroding effect of inflation of inflation meant that this only translated into an 

increase of 30.5% in real terms. 

 The effect of inflation, and substantial student growth in universities over the last ten years 

actually resulted in a net decrease in the per capita FTE student allocation in real terms of -1.35% 

over the ten years under consideration. Should teaching input units be used in the analyses instead 

of unweighted FTE students, the net decrease in the per capita in real terms over the 10 year 

period is -0.81%. 

 

Clearly, the block grant allocation to universities is not keeping pace with inflation and with student 

growth and is a matter that needs urgent attention. 

 

2.4 Earmarked grants 

 

Earmarked grants are seen as an important mechanism to address transformation imperatives in the 

university sector, since they are ring-fenced funds that must be used for the purpose for which they are 

intended. These are audited in order to endure that they are used for the purposes intended. 

 

These purposes include: 

 Improving access: NSFAS plays an important role here to enable poor students to access higher 

education. The new universities grant enabled the establishment of two new universities and 

contributed to the expansion of the system. It should be noted that the new universities grant is 

funded through the re-prioritisation of funds from other areas of government where there was 

under-spending. 

 Improving student success: foundation provisioning grant, teaching development grant, clinical 

training grant. 

 Development of academics: teaching development grant, research development grant. 

 Well-founded infrastructure including student housing: infrastructure and efficiency grant. 

 Developing the HDIs: HDI development grant. 
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The importance of the earmarked grants as a steering mechanism to achieve systemic objectives can be 

seen in the extent in which the share of university funding allocated to earmarked grants have increased 

over recent years. For the 7-year period 1997/98-2003/04, the earmarked component of the state budgets 

for the university sector fluctuated between 10% and 12%. The earmarked component then increased for 

the 3-year period 2004/05-2006/07 to about 15%, mainly as a result of increases in the allocation to the 

National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS). For the 4-year period 2007/08-2010/11 the earmarked 

share increased to about 24%, mainly as a result of earmarked grants for development purposes and for 

infrastructure. Thus, for the period of 14 years, from 1997/98 to 2010/11, the earmarked share more than 

doubled from around 11% to about 24%. After 2010/11, the earmarked share of the university budget kept 

on increasing, namely 2011/12 (25,5%), 2012/13 (28,2%), 2013/14 (29,3%), 2014/15 (30,3%) and 

2015/16 (32,3%). The main reasons for these increases in the share of earmarked grants from 2011/12 to 

2015/16 were the NSFAS in 2011/12, the NSFAS and development grants (research and teaching) in 

2012/13, infrastructure funds for new universities in 2013/14 and 2014/15, and, the Historically 

Disadvantaged Institutions grant in 2015/16. In each case these funds were additional funds that the 

DHET was able to secure in the baseline in order to develop and improve the system. 

 

To summarise, the share of all earmarked grants, as a % of the total funds provided from the vote by the 

DHET to support higher education institutions, increased from 10% in 1997/98 to 32,3% in 2015/16. In a 

context where overall funding for universities is not growing meaningfully in real terms, the further 

erosion of the block grant for earmarked purposes poses a threat to overall functioning of universities. On 

the other hand, the inability of the system to cater for earmarked grants that can be directed to specific 

purposes will undermine the transformation agenda. The answer lies in a suitable level of state funding 

for universities that adequately addresses the purposes met by the block grants and the purposes served by 

the earmarked grants.  

 

2.5 The National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) 

 

The NSFAS is the largest earmarked grant, whose share of the university state budget increased from 

3,7% in 1997/98 to 13,5% in 2015/16. These annual state budgeted amounts for the NSFAS exclude 

funding income for the NSFAS from funds recovered from previous beneficiaries of NSFAS and from 

private donors. 

 

The National Student Financial Aid Scheme has its roots in the Tertiary Education Fund of South Africa 

(TEFSA), which was established in 1991 by the Independent Development Trust as a not-for-profit 

company to provide loans to university students. TEFSA was contracted by the then Minister of 

Education to administer NSFAS. The National Student Financial Aid Scheme Act was promulgated on 19 

December 1999 to give real effect to government‟s commitment to redress the inequities of the past and 

to address the rising student debt problem in higher education institutions. NSFAS has awarded R50.5 

billion to approximately 1.5 million students in loans and bursaries from 1991 to 2014 at 25 public higher 

education institutions and 50 TVET colleges.  

Table 1.1 provides a breakdown of the number of students studying at public higher education institutions 

that received financial support, as well as the amount that was paid out in NSFAS awards, between 1991 

and 2014. 
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Table 2.2 : NSFAS Data:  Public Higher Education Institutions: 1991 – 2014 
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R'000 000 

 1991  22   22             7 240  53% 47% 81% 11,3% 4,2% 3,5% 0,2% 

 1992  41   41             14 160  50% 50% 84% 9,6% 5,4% 0,2% 0,8% 

 1993  55   55             20 811  49% 51% 82% 7,6% 4,4% 0,2% 5,4% 

 1994  71   71             28 260  49% 51% 86% 7,3% 3,7% 0,2% 3,1% 

 1995  154     40       94     43 876  52% 48% 89% 5,8% 3,2% 0,5% 1,7% 

 1996  333     300       33     72 788  53% 47% 90% 5,2% 2,5% 1,7% 0,6% 

 1997  351     200       151     70 574  54% 46% 91% 4,1% 2,4% 1,9% 0,1% 

 1998  395     296       98     75 764  56% 44% 93% 3,2% 2,0% 2,2% 0,1% 

 1999  441     385   14     42     75 344  56% 44% 91% 3,0% 2,0% 2,4% 1,3% 

 2000  511     437   9     65     83 251  56% 44% 90% 3,4% 2,2% 2,7% 1,2% 

 2001  761     440   149     172     80 603  55% 45% 90% 3,5% 2,2% 3,4% 0,9% 

 2002  733     489   150     94     86 147  55% 45% 90% 3,5% 2,2% 3,9% 0,4% 

 2003  894     533   169     90  102  96 552  54% 46% 91% 3,6% 2,3% 3,5% 0,0% 

 2004  985     578   247     88  73  98 813  54% 46% 91% 3,7% 2,3% 2,8% 0,0% 

 2005  1 217     864   261     65  27  106 852  55% 45% 92% 3,7% 1,9% 2,4% 0,0% 

2006  1 382     926   296     129  31  108 416  55% 45% 93% 3,6% 1,7% 2,1% 0,0% 

2007  1 693    1 095   295   111   42  30  113 616  56% 44% 92% 3,9% 1,3% 2,5% 0,0% 

2008  2 375     1 502   397   154   286   36   117 766  57% 43% 92% 4,4% 1,0% 2,6% 0,0% 

2009  2 818     1 419   580   181   600  38  135 202  58% 42% 92% 4,2% 0,9% 3,0% 0,0% 

2010  3 344     1 561   704   462   531  86  148 387  59% 41% 92% 4,0% 0,9% 3,1% 0,0% 

2011  4 835     2 644   719   443   519  510  144 757  60% 40% 93% 3,9% 0,8% 2,6% 0,0% 

2012  5 871     3 378   296   667   672  858  194 504  60% 40% 93% 3,7% 0,7% 2,4% 0,7% 

2013  6 729     3 693   477   890   866  803  194 923  60% 40% 87% 4,2% 0,9% 2,8% 5,0% 

2014  6 970     3 915   446   941   868  800  186 150  59% 41% 90% 4,4% 0,8% 2,8% 1,5% 
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The table shows that: 

 funds to support students increased from R22 million in 1991 to R6.6 billion in 2014. Funds have 

doubled in the 5 years between 2010 and 2014, from R3.3 billion to R6.9 billion; 

 the number of students supported has increased from 7,240 in 1991to 186 150 in 2014; and 

 the majority of students supported are African students (90% in 2014) followed by coloured 

students (4.4% in 2014). 

 

NSFAS recoveries 
 

NSFAS recovers student loans repayments to replenish available funds for future generations of poor 

students. NSFAS loans are income contingent and recipients become liable to start repaying their loans 

once they are employed and earning in excess of R30,000 per annum. At an annual salary of R30,000 a 

debtor will be paying 3% of his or her gross annual salary (equal to monthly repayments of R75). Table 1 

provides for an overview of amounts recovered between 1999 and 2014. 

 

Table 2.3: Amounts recovered and re-injected by NSFAS from 1999 to 2014 

Years Recovered 

Money 

Re-injected 

funds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Years Recovered 

Money 

Re-injected 

funds 

R'000 000 R'000 000 

1998/1999 32  2007/2008 479 295 

1999/2000 68 14 2008/2009 556 397 

2000/2001 92 9 2009/2010 636 580 

2001/2002 111 149 2010/2011 638 704 

2002/2003 157 150 2011/2012 539 719 

2003/2004 210 169 2012/2013 423 296 

2004/2005 244 247 2013/2014 339 477 

2005/2006 329 261 2014/2015 248 446 

2006/2007 392 296 TOTAL 5 493 5 209 

 

The table shows that: 5.4 billion has been recovered from 1999 to 2014.This represents about a 10.9% 

recovery rate. Whilst it must be borne in mind that some of the funds are allocated as or converted to 

bursaries, it must be asked whether efficiency of recovery could be improved. 

 

NSFAS allocations by race and gender 
 

The tables below show how NSFAS allocations were allocated by race and gender in 2013 and 2014. 
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Table 2.4: NSFAS allocations by race 

Race 2014 2013 

Number of students % Number of students % 

African 168 351 90.4 169 741 87 

Coloured 8 139 4.3 8 270 4.2 

Indian 1 527 1 1 657 1.1 

White 5 255 2.8 5 538 2.8 

Other* 2 833 1.5 9 717 4.9 

Total 186 150  194 924  

*NSFAS was unable to provide these data 

 

The table shows that African students are by far the largest beneficiaries of NSFAS allocations, 

accounting for 90.4% of the 2014 awards, followed by Coloured students at 4.3%. 
 

Table 2.5: NSFAS allocations by gender 

Gender 2014 % 2013 % 

Female 110 096 59.1 116 001 59.5 

Male 76 054 41.9 78 922 40.5 

Total 186 150  194 922  

 

The table shows that female students receive a higher share of the awards (59.1%). 

 

2.6 Fee-free university education for the poor 
 

The National Student Financial Aid Scheme aspires to support access and success of all eligible students 

at public TVET colleges and public higher education institutions who would otherwise not be able to 

afford to study. However, it is acknowledged that NSFAS is currently unable to support all the students 

that meet its means criteria. It is also clear that many of the students who are supported are not 

sufficiently supported to enable them to succeed; specifically the issue of full cost of study (to include 

tuition, accommodation, food and books) has been highlighted. In addition, the challenge of the „missing 

middle‟ has also been highlighted by the Minister of Higher Education and Training, clearly evident in 

the inability of, for example, a high number of public servants, who earn more than that required to 

qualify for NSFAS consideration, but far less than what is needed for them to support their children 

through university studies. 

 

The table below shows the shortfall between the number of students that NSFAS was able to support in 

2013 and 2014 and the number that applied and met the criteria for support. Of the total number of 

students that applied and qualified in 2014, 18.7% could not be assisted. 

 

Table 2.6: NSFAS shortfall 2013 and 2014 

  2014 2013 

Number of applicants who applied for NSFAS awards 289 105 339 665 

Number of successful NSFAS applicants 186 150 194 923 

Number of unfunded registered students who qualified but could not be assisted  53 987 46 050  

% that could not be supported 18.7% 13.6%  
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The DHET has recently undertaken an exercise to understand what would be needed to provide a higher 

quality level of support to a much wider student base, and has explored this in terms of four scenarios for 

the MTEF period up to 2018/19: 

 

Scenario 1 is based on the following assumptions: 

 maintaining the family income qualifying threshold at R122 000; 

 continuing to fund the current proportion of 16% of the total undergraduate headcount 

enrolments
3
; and 

 maintaining an average NSFAS award (estimated to be R40 827 in 2016/17) escalating at 9.8
4
%  

over the period.  

 

This analysis showed that over the MTEF, additional funds amounting to R3,05 billion would be needed, 

over and above the MTEF baseline allocation and what could be re-injected thorough recoveries.  

 

Scenario 2 is based on the following assumptions: 

 maintaining the family income qualifying threshold at R122 000; 

 continuing to fund the current proportion of 16% of the total undergraduate headcount 

enrolments; and 

 providing an average full cost of study award (estimated to be R73 786 in 2016/17) escalating at 

9.8% % over the period.  

 

This analysis showed that over the MTEF, additional funds amounting to R17,6 billion would be needed, 

over and above the MTEF baseline allocation and what could be re-injected thorough recoveries. 

 

Scenario 3 is based on the following assumptions: 

 increasing the family income qualifying threshold to R217 000; 

 providing support to 25.5% of the total undergraduate headcount enrolments; and 

 maintaining an average NSFAS 2014/15 award (estimated to be R40 827 in 2016/17) escalating 

at 9.8% % over the period.  

 

This analysis showed that over the MTEF, additional funds amounting to R12 billion would be needed, 

over and above the MTEF baseline allocation and what could be re-injected thorough recoveries. 

 

Scenario 4 is based on the following assumptions: 

 increasing the family income qualifying threshold to R217 000; 

 providing support to 25.5% of the total undergraduate headcount enrolments; and 

 providing an average full cost of study award (estimated to be R73 786 in 2016/17) escalating at 

9.8% % over the period.  

 

                                                           
3
 projections are based on the national student enrolment plan (2014/15 to 2019/20) 

4
 9.8% is the actual average increase in student fees across the university sector over the last five year period. 
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This analysis showed that over the MTEF, additional funds amounting to R37 billion would be needed, 

over and above the MTEF baseline allocation and what could be re-injected thorough recoveries. 

 

Scenario 4 is probably closest to the notion of providing fee-free university education for the poor. The 

question must be asked, however, whether a 25.5% student coverage sufficiently estimates the number of 

students that would qualify under these conditions. The figure could be significantly higher. What is clear 

is that a substantially greater allocation from the fiscus is needed to enable fee-free education for the poor. 

 

It may be that the country also has to explore a range of other mechanisms to secure greater levels of 

student funding. Some ideas that have been proposed and that may warrant further exploration include: 

 a graduate tax; 

 greater contributions from the private sector; and 

 using the NSFAS grant as collateral to bring national banks and investment corporations (e.g. the 

Public Investment Corporation) on board to support students. 

 

In addition, there are concerns that NSFAS funds may not all be reaching the targeted group of students 

and the possibility of misdirection of funds exists. A forensic investigation into fund allocation is planned. 

Increasing the efficiency of NSFAS allocations to ensure that the right students receive the allocation at 

the right time will go a long way to improving the effectiveness of student support. 

 

These are issues that are high on the agenda of the Department. 

 

2.7 Under-developed universities 

 

The key structural variables responsible for several of the challenges experienced by Historically 

Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs) include, among others, funding approaches that were inimical to the 

establishment of a viable intellectual enterprise, remote geographic locations, and insufficient 

infrastructure. In addition to structural constraints, it has been argued that “agential variables” (mainly 

poor governance and management) have conspired in the case of some HDIs against any meaningful 

prospect of their overcoming structural constraints. Acknowledging this dialectical interplay of structural 

and agential variables is crucial in devising properly targeted funding interventions. The very difficult 

issue to address is whether the government would be willing to provide additional funding to address the 

under-development of the HDIs and, if not, what the implications would be if the redistribution of 

existing funds would have to be considered as a means of addressing this problem in the system. Once all 

institutions are on a par at undergraduate level, there should be no reason why those institutions could not 

generate adequate funds to make them financially viable.  

 

Some have argued that these institutions have been further disadvantaged by the DHET funding 

framework for universities which was introduced in 2004/05. However, statistics show that funding for 

HDIs for the period 2004/05 to 2014/15 has increased at a higher rate than the average for all universities. 

The HDI universities include: University of Fort Hare; University of Limpopo; Mangosuthu University of 
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Technology; Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University
5

; University of Venda; Walter Sisulu 

University; University of the Western Cape; and University of Zululand. Amongst these universities, the 

block grant subsidy increased between 263,2% and 330,2% while the average percentage increase for all 

universities was 244,4% for the period mentioned. Furthermore, for these 8 universities the infrastructure 

grant allocation for the period 2012/13 to 2014/15 was 42% of the total infrastructure grant of R6 billion, 

while these 8 universities only make up 15% of the teaching input units (using FTE enrolments) funded in 

the block grant.  

 

In 2015/16 the Minister approved the introduction of the HDI Development Grant of R410 million per 

annum, totalling R2,050 billion over five years. HDI grants are development funds to help these 

universities to put in place systems to develop and ensure the sustainability of a financially healthy 

situation at the university, and to enable the university to strengthen its academic enterprise and fully 

realise its potential, taking up a sustainable position within a differentiated higher education system. 

Universities are finalising their five year development plans, which the Department will assess and then 

allocate funds with the Minister‟s approval. The funding for the HDI was additional funding allocated by 

the vote through a national treasury bid in 2012/13.  

 

2.8 Funding framework review 

 

The overall purpose of the Ministerial Committee on the Review of the Funding of Universities was to 

review the effect and impact of the current funding framework for universities since its introduction in the 

2004/05 financial year. The Committee analysed the current funding framework to determine whether it 

has functioned effectively in achieving the goals set for it at its inception, and in particular, whether it has 

functioned effectively as a transformation-oriented steering mechanism. 

 

It was found that the funding framework has certainly contributed towards the achievements of these 

goals for a relatively short period of full implementation from 2007/08 onwards. Improvements have been 

made with regard to achieving a more representative student body, showing a higher growth rate in 

graduates than enrolments, increasing research publication units, channelling more funds towards 

universities that have a higher share of students from disadvantaged students, increasing access to higher 

education students through increased NSFAS funding, et cetera.  

 

However, disappointments included the persistence of under-development in respect of the majority of 

Historically Disadvantaged Universities, the lower than expected growth in the science, engineering and 

technology fields, and low increases in masters and doctoral graduates. 

 

The Report of the Ministerial Committee for the Review of the Funding of Universities, October 2013 

was published in February 2014.  

 

                                                           
5
 Although Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University is a newly established university, it has incorporated the 

Medunsa campus of UL, and therefore has been included as an HDI. 
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Based on the report of the Funding Review Committee, a Reference Group, supported by a Technical 

Team, consisting of members from the university sector and the Department, have developed proposals 

for changes to the existing funding framework.  

 

One of the main outcomes was already to set aside R410,743 million in 2015/16 for an Historically 

Disadvantaged Institution (HDI) development grant. 

 

A revised funding framework has been developed and a draft will be gazetted for public comment later in 

October 2015, once the Minister has approved it. 

3   Enhancing student access through addressing the size and shape of 

higher education enrolments 
 

The National Plan on Higher Education (2001) sought to address the need to produce the number and type 

of graduates needed for social and economic development in South Africa. To this end, the Plan set out to 

achieve specific outcomes/ targets with respect to: 

 increased participation rate/ national gross enrolment ratio  in higher education, in ways that 

reflected the demographic composition of South African society; and 

 steering the shape of enrolments in higher education with respect to fields of study in order to 

better align with the needs of society and the economy. 

 

3.1 Increased participation rate 

 

The National Plan on Higher Education (2001) stated that a participation rate of 20% should be achieved 

over the following 10-15 years to supply the human resources needed for the country‟s social and 

economic development.  

 

The participation rate/ gross enrolment ratio is calculated by dividing the number of 20-24 year olds in the 

general South African population by the number of students enrolled in the higher education system. The 

following graph indicates the national gross enrolment ratio from 2003 to 2013.
6
 

                                                           
6
 2013 is the latest audited data year contained in the Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS). 
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Figure 3.1: Gross enrolment ratio in higher education 2003-2013 

 

Nationally it can be noted that there has been a steady increase in the gross enrolment ratio over the 

eleven year period from 2003 to 2013. The participation rate increased by 4.6% from 15.4% to 19.5% in 

2013, and the system is on track to achieve the 20% target within the time frame set by the National Plan 

on Higher Education. 

 

Focusing on student headcount enrolments, the higher education system has been expanding rapidly and 

student enrolment at universities has increased significantly from705,255 in 2003 to 983,698 in 2013. 

 

Table 3.1 shows how the participation rate between 2003 has changed by race and gender. 

 

Table 3.1: Participation rate by race and gender, 2003-2013 

Race Gender 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

African Male 10.1 10.6 10.4 10.3 10.8 11.3 11.3 11.8 12.9 13.1 13.4 

Female 12.2 13 12.9 13 13.8 14.6 15.3 16.5 18.4 19.1 19.5 

Total 11.1 11.8 11.6 11.7 12.3 13 13.3 14.1 15.6 16 16.5 

Coloured Male 10.2 11 10.9 11.2 11.2 11.2 11.6 12.4 12 11.1 11.2 

Female 11.9 13.1 13.9 15.1 15.6 15.8 17 18.5 18.4 17.4 17.9 

Total 11.1 12.1 12.4 13.2 13.4 13.5 14.3 15.5 15.2 14.2 14.5 

Indian Male 45 46.2 45.1 44.1 42.3 37.9 37.4 37.4 39.8 38.2 39 

Female 52.8 55.5 56.1 57.2 54.7 51.8 52.8 54.2 56.9 56.8 59.2 

Total 48.9 50.9 50.6 50.7 48.5 44.7 44.9 45.6 48.4 47.4 48.9 

White Male 61.1 60.7 57.5 55.4 53 51.6 53.1 52.1 51.3 48.8 48.3 

Female 66 66.6 63.6 63 61.5 61.5 64 62.8 63.7 60.8 61.3 

Total 63.5 63.6 60.6 59.2 57.2 56.5 58.5 57.4 57.4 54.7 54.7 

Total Male 14.2 14.7 14.4 14.3 14.4 14.7 14.6 15 15.9 15.9 16 

Female 16.6 17.5 17.4 17.6 18.1 18.6 19.3 20.4 22.1 22.6 22.8 

Total 15.4 16.1 15.9 15.9 16.3 16.7 17 17.7 19 19.2 19.5 
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The table shows that:  

 African students participation rate increased from 11.1% (423,366 students ) in 2003 to 16.5% 

(689,503 students) in 2013; 

 Coloured students participation rate increased from 11.1% (42,780 students) in 2003 to 14.5% 

(61,034 students) in 2013; 

 Indian students participation rate in 2003 was 48.9% (51,651 students) and in 2013 it was also 

48.9% (53,787 students);  

 White students participation rate decreased from 63.5% (185,227 students) in 2003 to 54.7% 

(171,927 students) in 2013; and 

 for all groups, the participation rate of females is greater than the male participation rate. 

 

Whilst the participation rate of African and Coloured students has increased from 2013, these groups still 

fall some way short of the 20% target. Conversely, the participation rates of Indian and White students are 

substantially above the 20% target. Continued attention will need to be paid to this area. 

 

3.2 Enrolments by fields of study 

 

The National Plan on Higher Education (2001) indicated that the Ministry will intentionally steer 

enrolments in the major fields of study to better align them to the human resource needs of the country, 

and that the Plan would seek, over the next five to ten years to „shift the balance in enrolments between 

the humanities, business and commerce and science, engineering and technology from the current ratio of 

49%: 26%: 25% to a ratio of 40%: 30%: 30% respectively‟.(National Plan on Higher Education, 2001, p 

26.) 

 

Figure 3.2: Proportion of enrolments by major field of study from 2003 to 2013 
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In terms of attaining the proportions of enrolments of 40% Humanities (a combination of education and 

other humanities); 30% SET and 30% Business and management,  

 the proportion of humanities enrolments increased from 42% in 2003 to 43% in 2013; 

 the proportion of business and commerce enrolments decreased from 30% in 2003 to 28% in 

2013; and 

 the proportion of science, engineering and technology enrolments increased from 27% in 2003 to 

29% in 2013. 

 

Actual enrolments by major field of study indicate the following from 2003 to 2013: 

 science, engineering and technology enrolments have increased from 193,864 in 2003 to 283,622 

in 2013; 

 business and management enrolments have increased from 215,065 in 2003 to 279,954 in 2013; 

 education enrolments have increased from 105,598 in 2003 to 172,991 in 2013; and 

 other humanities enrolments have increased from 190,723 in 2003 to 247,131 in 2013. 

 

The growth in SET and Education is necessary to support the country‟s scarce skills areas. During the 

enrolment planning cycle for 2011/12-2013/14, a focus was placed on certain scarce skill areas that were 

listed as part of the Minister‟s Performance, Monitoring and Evaluation (PME) targets, namely: 

engineering sciences; human and animal health; natural and physical sciences; and initial teacher 

education. Focusing on the enrolments by major field of study, the SET growth supports the increase in 

scarce skills areas in professions such as engineering, animal and human health and natural and physical 

sciences; and education which supports the initial teacher education scarce skill area.  

In 2013, the number of enrolments by scarce skill area was as follows: 

 73,518 enrolments in engineering; 

 42,811 enrolments in life and physical sciences; 

 39,671 enrolments in human health; 

 1,719 enrolments in animal sciences; 

 1,045 enrolments in veterinary sciences; and 

 103,917 enrolments in initial teacher education 

 

3.3 Enrolments in Science, Engineering and Technology by race and gender 

 

There has been a conscious intention in South Africa to increase headcount enrolments in Science, 

Engineering and Technology (SET) through increasing its share of the total headcount enrolments across 

all fields of study. Likewise, efforts have also been made to increase Black and women participation in 

SET. The table below compares SET enrolments in 2003 and 2013.  

Table 3.2: SET enrolments in 2003 and 2013 
Year African Colour-

ed 

Indian White Unkno

wn 

Female Male Unkn

own 

Total 

SET  

Total 

Enrol 

2003 107,277 

(55.3%) 

11,002 

(5.7%) 

16,954 

(8.7%) 

58,405 

(30.1%) 

226 

(0.1%)  

87,060 

(44.9%) 

106,804 

(55.1%) 

0 193,864 

(27.5%) 

705,255 

2013 188,810 

(66.6%) 

16,158 

(5.7%)  

16,958 

(6%) 

59,193 

(20.9%) 

2,513 

(0.9) 

129,009 

(45.5%) 

154,612 

(54.5%) 

2 283,622 

(28.8%) 

983,698 
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The table shows that: 

 SET headcount enrolments enjoyed a 27.5% share of total headcount enrolments across all fields 

of study (705,255) in 2003. By 2013 this had increased only marginally to a 28.8% share of the 

total headcount enrolments (983,698); 

 the % of African headcount enrolments in SET increased from 55.3% in 2003 to 66.6% in 2013 – 

an increase of 11.3%; 

 the % share of SET headcount enrolments of Indian and White students decreased from 2003 to 

2013, with the share of Indian students decreasing by 1.7% and that of White students decreasing 

by 9.2%; 

 the % share of headcount enrolments in SET increased marginally by 0.6% between 2003 and 

2013; 

 while the overall share of headcount enrolments across all fields of study for female students is 

greater than that of male students, female students continue to have a smaller share of enrolments 

in SET; and  

 increasing numbers of students are, as is their constitutional right, not declaring their population 

group. They are identified in the HEMIS data as „unknown‟. It is noted that the number of 

students of „unknown‟ populations group increased tenfold from 226 to 2513 from 2003 to 2015.  

 

Therefore, whilst good progress has been made in increasing the share of African student SET headcount 

enrolments to 66.6%, the total SET share has not grown in the same proportion as the overall increase of 

African students in universities, which was 72% in 2013. The participation of female students has also not 

grown in any meaningful way compared to the overall proportion of females in higher education, which 

was 58% in 2013. 

4 Undergraduate student success 
 

4.1 Tracking undergraduate student success through cohort studies 

 

Cohort studies enable throughput and dropout rates for specific cohorts of students to be determined and 

these provide the most reliable indication of student success in the higher education system.  

 

Cohort studies are the study of first time entering undergraduate students, who in the data presented here, 

have been tracked over a 10 year period to determine the percentages who have dropped out from their 

studies or who have completed their studies.  The purpose of extending the study over a 10 year period is 

to take cognizance of the distance education method of educational provisioning. 

 

The DHET now has the ability to regularly and reliably conduct cohort studies and has recently conducted 

2000-2012 cohort studies, focused on university 3 and 4 year undergraduate programmes from which the 

data in the tables below have been drawn. 
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The three and four year undergraduate programmes included in the cohort study are the National 

Diploma, Bachelor of Technology, undergraduate diplomas and certificates and professional 1
st
 bachelor 

degrees. 

 

In terms of the methodology used for the DHET cohort studies: 

 only South African students are considered and the student‟s identity number is used to track 

progress; 

 if a student drops out from one university and enters another institution, the student is not treated 

as a dropout; 

 students who change courses are not treated as dropouts; and 

 students who dropout and return at a later stage are accounted for.     

           

4.2 Is overall success in the university system improving?  

 

Attrition (dropout %) is one side of the success coin. The other side is throughput (graduate %).  

An effective and efficient system is one that retains the students it admits and enables as many students 

as possible to complete their studies in regulation time
7
 or as close to it as possible, obviously without 

compromising quality.  

 

Table 4.1 shows the cumulative percentage of students that dropout after successive years of study, for the 

student cohorts that entered 3 and 4 year university programmes from 2000 to 2012. 

 

Table 4.1: Cumulative national dropout % by year (contact and distance programmes) 

Intake year Number DROPOUTS (%) 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 

2000 98095 31.5 36.9 41.3 44.3 45.5 46.7 47.3 47.0 47.1 

2001 110279 29.6 38.4 41.8 44.4 47.0 48.0 47.8 47.9 47.3 

2002 122945 30.9 37.7 39.7 44.3 46.2 46.5 46.6 45.8 45.4 

2003 127507 26.4 34.8 39.1 42.9 44.3 44.5 43.7 43.2 42.9 

2004 125823 26.9 35.3 38.7 41.7 42.7 42.3 42.1 41.9 41.0 

2005 115311 25.1 33.4 35.6 37.9 38.5 38.8 38.7 37.8  

2006 119467 27.5 34.0 35.6 37.4 38.0 38.4 37.6   

2007 130150 26.3 32.1 33.3 35.7 36.6 36.3    

2008 129976 24.5 30.1 31.4 33.6 34.0     

2009 144035 21.1 27.0 28.7 29.9      

2010 147887 20.0 26.8 27.1       

2011 156929 21.3 26.4        

2012 150012 19.1         

 

                                                           
7
 For a 3 year contact programme, 3 years would be regulation time, and for a four year programme it would be four 

years. The data presented here is for 3 and 4 year programmes combined. Graduate % after 5 years is selected as a 

point of comparison. 
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The table shows that: 

 after 1 year of study, 31.5% of the student cohort that entered in 2000 had dropped out. For the 

student cohort that entered in 2012, this figure had reduced to 19.1%; 

 after 5 years of study, 44.3% of the student cohort that entered in 2000 had dropped out.   For the 

student cohort that entered in 2009, this had decreased to 29.9%; and 

 after 10 years of study, 47.1% of the student cohort that entered in 2000 had dropped out. For the 

student cohort that entered in 2004, this had decreased to 41%. 

 

Clearly the system is becoming more successful in retaining students. This is despite the greatly increased 

numbers of student enrolments, and the reported increase in the number of learners entering higher 

education who are unprepared or underprepared for higher education studies. 

 

Earlier cohort studies and other analyses highlighted the major problem of first year attrition, and the 

DHET and other role-players have implemented a range of initiatives to specifically address this problem 

including increased NSFAS funding, significant investment in student housing, foundation provision and 

teaching development grant activities such as first year experience programmes, academic development 

programmes, tutorial and mentoring programmes. These and other strategies implemented by universities 

and other role-players appear to be making a positive difference and the first year attrition is steadily 

decreasing as shown above. 

 

The improvement becomes more apparent when only the contact programmes are considered, given that 

one university of the 23 under consideration was largely responsible for distance enrolments during this 

time. 

 

Table 4.2: Cumulative national dropout % by year (contact programmes) 

Intake  

Year 

Number DROPOUTS (%) 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 

2000 70994 23.6 29.6 34.9 39.0 40.2 41.7 42.1 42.1 42.0 

2001 81303 22.6 32.4 36.6 39.5 42.5 43.4 43.7 43.6 43.6 

2002 90365 25.6 32.9 34.1 39.8 42.0 42.8 42.8 42.6 42.5 

2003 96243 20.3 28.1 32.9 37.6 39.5 39.9 39.9 39.9 39.8 

2004 94891 20.1 28.9 32.4 36.6 37.7 38.0 38.2 38.2 37.9 

2005 85408 19.1 26.2 28.9 31.5 32.9 33.6 33.8 33.5  

2006 83518 18.1 24.7 25.7 28.5 30.0 30.5 30.5   

2007 88523 17.5 22.9 23.8 27.2 28.5 29.2    

2008 92387 16.6 22.0 23.4 26.2 27.5     

2009 109869 17.4 22.6 24.1 26.5      

2010 108055 15.4 21.1 21.4       

2011 104393 14.8 19.2        

2012 104723 14.4         
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The table shows that: 

 after 1 year of study, 23.6% of the student cohort that entered in 2000 had dropped out. For the 

student cohort that entered in 2012, this figure had reduced to 14.4%; 

 after 5 years of study, 39% of the student cohort that entered in 2000 had dropped out.   For the 

student cohort that entered in 2009, this had decreased to 26.5%; and 

 after 10 years of study, 42% of the student cohort that entered in 2000 had dropped out. For the 

student cohort that entered in 2004, this had decreased to 37.9%. 

 

The dropout rate for 3 and 4 year programmes is improving and can be improved even further. The 

dropout rate in distance programmes has a significant negative impact on the overall national dropout rate 

and particular attention should be paid to this. 

 

Graduate % 

For 3 and 4 year contact programmes in an efficient system, one would expect by year 5, the majority of 

students would have graduated. Table 4.3 shows the cumulative graduate % for 3 and 4 year contact 

programmes. 

 

Table 4.3: Cumulative national graduate % by year (contact programmes) 

Intake  

Year 

Number GRADUATES (%) 

Year 1 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 

2000 70994 18.8 35.1 44.2 49.3 51.9 53.4 54.4 55.2 

2001 81303 18.3 34.3 42.9 48.2 50.6 52.0 53.0 53.7 

2002 90365 18.4 34.5 44.2 49.2 51.6 53.0 54.0 54.7 

2003 96243 18.6 36.9 46.5 51.7 54.1 55.6 56.6 57.3 

2004 94891 18.7 37.1 47.5 52.9 55.5 57.2 58.2 59.0 

2005 85408 19.8 40.0 51.3 57.1 60.0 61.6 62.7  

2006 83518 20.6 41.9 53.5 59.7 62.7 64.5   

2007 88523 19.5 41.3 53.9 60.4 63.7    

2008 92387 19.3 41.8 54.6 61.4     

2009 109869 17.5 40.4 53.5      

2010 108055 19.9 44.0       

2011 104393 20.0        

2012 104723         

 

The table shows that for the 2000 cohort, 44.2% had graduated after 5 years, whilst for the 2009 cohort, 

53.5% had graduated after 5 years – an increase of 9.3%. Whilst the increase does point to an improving 

system, it can be argued that a 53.5% graduation percentage after 5 years for 3 and 4 year contact 

programmes is not good enough. 

 

The throughput is improving for 3 and 4 year programmes, but is still relatively low. The system is 

getting substantially better at retaining students, but needs to more effectively convert retention into 

graduation in regulation time or as close as possible thereto. 
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What strategies do we need to put in place to increase the regulation time graduate %, and so enable 

students to exit the system more efficiently? This will create capacity for the system to accommodate 

greater numbers of students. 

 

4.3 Is success differentiated by race and gender? 

 

The South African higher education system must provide all students with reasonable and equitable 

opportunities for success regardless of race, class, gender, language, disability and cultural background. 

HEMIS data enables an analysis of student success (in terms of dropout % and graduate %) based on race 

and gender background. Is the system addressing the historical legacy of inequality with respect to these 

two areas? 

 

The figure below illustrates dropout % for 3 and 4 year university programmes (contact and distance) 

after 1 year of study for the 2000 cohort and the 2012 cohort, by race and by gender. 

 

 
Figure 4.1: % national dropout after 1 year of study by race and gender for the 2000 and 2012 cohorts into 3 

and 4 year university undergraduate programmes 

 

Figure 1 shows that: 

 in keeping with the overall national trend, the first year dropout rate has substantially decreased 

from 2000 to 2012 for all the groups depicted above; 

 within each race group, for both years, females enjoy a lower dropout rate than males; 

 Coloured males are the group at most risk of dropout after the first year, followed by African 

males, then African females, then coloured females. This is true for 2000 and for 2012; 
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 White females are the group that are best retained after 1
st
 year, followed by Indian females, then 

white males, then Indian males; and 

 Whilst the retention rate is increasing for all groups, disaggregated data still demonstrate 

apartheid –era patterns of inequality. 

 

The figure below illustrates graduation % for 3 and 4 year university programmes (contact) after 5 years 

of study for the 2000 cohort and the 2009 cohort, by race and by gender. 

 

 

 
Figure 4.2: % national graduates after 5 year of study by race and gender for the 2000 and 2009 cohorts into 

3 and 4 year university undergraduate programmes 

 

Figure 4.2 shows that: 

 despite a small decrease in graduate % after 5 years for the 2009 cohort compared to the 2000 

cohort, white females have the best chance (61.4%) of graduating in regulation time or close 

thereto; 

 the graduate % for the 2009 cohort for all other groups increased when compared to the 2000 

cohort, with the change being greatest for African females (13.2% increase) and African males 

(12.7% increase); 

 besides white females and white males, by 2009 all other groups had a 50% or less chance of 

completing in regulation time or close thereto; 

 Coloured males (36.1%) and African males (36.2%) had, by 2009, the smallest chance of 

graduating in regulation time or close thereto; and 

 while the graduation % is increasing for all the groups shown, disaggregated data still 

demonstrate apartheid –era patterns of inequality 
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Do we need to develop more nuanced strategies and targeted approaches to improve the chance of greater 

numbers of students from „at risk‟ groups graduating in regulation time or closer to it? 

 

4.4 How is success differentiated by institution? 

 

National averages regarding student success are useful because they allow us to identify systemic 

challenges and put systemic responses to these in place. However national averages hide performance at 

individual institutions, both excellent and poor performance. Increasingly there are calls for frank 

acknowledgement that performance across the system is highly differentiated and that approaches are 

needed which take into account what the situation at individual institutions is, and which puts in place 

differentiated strategies to strengthen performance where it needs strengthening. 

 

The table and figure below is based on data drawn from a cohort study on the 2005 intake into 3 and 4 

year undergraduate programmes at individual universities. For each university, the drop-out % after 1 

year (2006) and the graduate % after 5 years of study (2009) and after 9 years of study (2013) is shown. 

To enable comparison, the national figures for the same years are also shown. 

 

The institutions are ordered from highest to lowest in terms of first-time entry enrolment share. 

 

The table and figure show that: 

 

 universities that are better able to retain students after the first year, and that have less than 15% 

first year dropout included UP (11.3%); UKZN (12.3%); NWU (12.7%); UL (13.8%); WITS 

(13.2%) and UCT (8.6%); 

 universities that are within 5 percentage points below, or that are above the national average for 

1
st
 year dropout % by 2006 include UNISA (44.9%); TUT (26.5%); CPUT (21.8%); WSU 

(23.8%); VUT (21.2%); NMMU (21.3%); UNIVEN 27%; and UZ (23%).  As indicated 

previously the UNISA dropout rate is particularly alarming; and 

 2009 represents completion of five years of study for the 2005 student cohort, and it could 

reasonably be expected that the majority of students in full-time programmes would have 

completed by then. This is only true for less than half (11) of the universities:  UJ (52.8%); CPUT 

(52.5%); UP (62.9%); UKZN (65.3%); NWU (63.4%); UL (56.5%); SUN (67.3%); WITS 

(60.3%); UCT (70.6%); CUT (55.9%) and RU (75.6%). Three universities have a 2009 graduate 

% less than 40%: TUT (37.9%); WSU (37.2%) and VUT (35.9%).  Clearly, much effort is needed 

across the majority of universities to improve the throughput rate. 
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Table 4.4:  2005 First-time entry enrolments, 2006 dropout %; and 2009 and 2013 graduate % for public universities. 

 
NAT UNISA TUT UJ CPUT UP DUT WSU* UKZN NWU UL* VUT UFS SUN WITS NMMU UCT UNIVEN* UWC* UZ* MUT* CUT UFH* RU 

FTEN 100 25 9.3 6.5 5 5 4.8 4.3 4.2 3.7 3.6 3.3 2.9 2.9 2.7 2.6 2.5 2.2 2 2 1.8 1.3 1.3 0.8 

2006 D/O 25.2 44.9 26.5 19.6 21.8 11.3 19.8 23.8 12.3 12.7 13.8 21.2 15.6 12.5 13.2 21.3 8.6 27 18.3 23 17 18.7 17 12.5 

2009 Grad% 40.7 8.7 37.9 52.8 52.5 62.9 46.1 37.2 65.3 63.4 56.5 35.9 47.3 67.3 60.3 49.7 70.6 41.7 48.4 44.7 47.5 55.9 47.7 75.6 

2013 Grad% 52.5 18.6 51.3 64.7 63.9 78.6 60.5 47.2 78.6 71.8 68.6 49.9 59.4 80.8 79.5 61.7 86 51.8 58.8 50.8 55.7 67 60.1 83.9 

 

 
Figure 4.3:  2005 First-time entry enrolments, 2006 dropout %; and 2009 and 2013 graduate % for public universities.
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 the large majority of UNISA students study part-time and it is expected that there would be low 

graduate numbers after 5 years of study. However, this should increase substantially after 9 years 

of study, but is not the case, as only 18.6% of the 2005 cohort had graduated after 9 years. 

 

These data clearly show that we have a highly varied public higher education system with respect to 

student success. There are universities that have a low first year dropout rate and a high completion rate to 

graduation in regulation time or close thereto. Generally but not exclusively, these are the historically 

advantaged universities. We need targeted strategies to address the higher dropout rate and lower 

graduation rate at institutions where this is the case. These should be based on a clear understanding of 

the factors impacting on student success at each university. Data analytic capacity at institutional level 

should be strengthened across the system so that individual institutions can identify and understand 

prevailing patterns and put strategies in place to address them. 

 

4.5 Is success differentiated by field of study? 

 

National averages for programmes also mask performance differences that may exist with respect to field 

of study. 

 

The figure below shows the dropout % for two cohorts of students after 1 year of study in different fields. 

 

 
Figure 4.4: % national dropout after 1 year of study in different fields for the 2000 and 2012 cohorts into 3 

and 4 year university undergraduate programmes 

 

The figure shows that: 

 between 2000 and 2012 the first year dropout rate has decreased significantly across all fields of 

study with business studies and humanities showing the greatest decrease; and 
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 the SET field shows the lowest dropout rate (16.1%) for the 2012 cohort. 

 

The figure below shows the graduate % for two cohorts of students (3 and 4 years contact and distance 

programmes) after 5 years of study in different fields. 

 

 
Figure 4.5: % national graduates after 5 year of study in different fields for the 2000 and 2009 cohorts into 3 

and 4 year university undergraduate programmes 

 

The figure shows that: 

 for both the 2000 cohort and the 2009 cohort, the graduate % after 5 years of study has increased 

in all the fields and 

 for both cohorts, the business studies group has the least graduate % after 5 years, whilst the 

education group has the highest. The education group is the only group that has a graduate 

percentage greater than 50% for the 2009 cohort. 

 

Clearly, efforts to decrease dropout rates and increase graduation rates are having a positive impact across 

all study fields. There appears to be greater convergence across fields with respect to the dropout rate 

around the 20% mark. It is probably unreasonable to expect a zero dropout rate. However we do need to 

define what would be a reasonable dropout rate in our context, and to put in place strategies to achieve 

such. International comparative studies need to be done to set the benchmarks. 

 

Graduation rates show greater variation across fields of study, and there is clearly room for improvement 

across all, but particularly in the business studies field. 

 

We do need to drill down to more differentiated levels in this type of analysis and to identify what the 

success patterns are within disciplinary and subject areas in each of these broad fields. This will enable 
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more targeted improvement strategies to be implemented. This level of analysis is probably best done at 

the institutional level, and in fact is already been done by some institutions. Data analytic capacity to 

carry out this level of analysis and to develop and implement productive strategies to address the issues 

that such analyses may highlight, needs to be built consistently across the system. 

5 Postgraduate student success 
 

5.1 Introduction 

 

The National Development Plan (NDP) published in 2013 stresses that: “Higher education is the major 

driver of information and knowledge systems that contribute to economic development” (p 317). The 

importance of the growth of the research and innovation sector cannot be overemphasized. This is 

dependent on a successful and productive post-graduate sector within our universities.  

 

Post-graduate programmes include honours level degrees and post-graduate diploma programmes which 

articulate to Master's degree programmes. The main focus in this section is on the growth in and nature of 

Masters and Doctoral graduates from 2003 to 2014,  

 

The National Plan for Higher Education (NPHE, 2001) identified a number of targets and indicators, 

which will be used in this analysis to consider the extent to which transformation at the postgraduate level 

has taken place. 

 The indictors that are considered here are: 

 The growth of PG outputs at the Masters and Doctoral level; 

 Growth in research Masters as opposed to non-research Masters;  

 Demographic profile of graduates, especially of blacks and women;  

 Fields of study (to shift from humanities towards SET and Business and Management);  

 Improving throughput of Masters and Doctoral students 

 Increased recruitment of international students, particularly from the South African Development 

Community (SADC) (the SADC protocol on education suggests 5% of spaces) 

 

In what follows, data on Masters and Doctoral graduates over the twelve-year period from the 2003 

academic year through to the 2014 academic year, for which reliable HEMIS audited data are available 

are considered. This is followed by a discussion on the throughput of students in Doctoral programmes. 

The analyses is then utilised to answer/pose some questions, including: 

 to what extent has the system has transformed over this period? 

 what are the critical policy and considerations given this analysis? and, 

 How should we reimagine transformation at the PG level in the South African public higher 

education system?  
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5.2 Changes in the proportions of research and non-research Masters (2003 – 2014) 

 

HEMIS distinguishes between research Masters, which represent the thesis based proportion of Masters 

programmes, and non-research Masters, which represent the coursework proportion of Masters 

programmes. The research portion of a single Masters may vary from about 25% through to 100%, 

depending on the particular programme, its focus and curriculum design.   

 

Figure 5.1 shows the comparative growth of research Masters against non-research Masters.  

 

 
Figure 5.1: Number of research and non-research Masters graduates, 2003 to 2014 

 

Figure 5.1 shows that the focus has moved towards a greater proportion of research masters over the 

years, likely driven by the funding framework, which rewards research outputs. The proportion of 

research overtook coursework elements in 2008. While this can be seen as a positive change in terms of 

improved research productivity, questions could be asked about the impact it had on the quality, depth 

and breadth of learning and knowledge acquisition as a result of less coursework.  

 

 

5.3 Growth in Masters graduates overall and by field of study (2000 – 2013) 

 

The total number of Masters graduates as well as the number of graduates in the various fields of study 

over the period are shown in Figure 5.2.  
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Figure 5.2: Number of Masters Graduates by field of study, 2003 to 2014 

 

Figure 5.2 shows that: 

 the output of M graduates from 2003 to 2014 grew at an average annual rate of 4.5% per annum. 

While there was a dip in the number of graduates from 2005 to 2008 (-2.1% growth), there has 

been a steady growth since 2008 at an average annual rate of 7.8% per annum;  

 the majority of graduates are in the SET fields, followed by the humanities (excluding education) 

and Business and Management;  

 the growth of M graduates in each of these fields over the years is as follows: SET, an annual 

average growth of 4.2% per annum (from 3346 M graduates in 2003 to 5037 in 2013); Other 

Humanities, an average annual growth of 4.8% per annum (from 2102 M graduates in 2003 to 

3305 in 2013); Business and Management, an average annual growth of 5.1% per annum (from 

1608 M graduates in 2003 to 2594 in 2013); Education, an average annual growth of 4.8% per 

annum (from 524 M graduates in 2003 to 691 in 2013); and  

 the greatest average annual growth in M graduates has been in Business and Management fields, 

and the lowest in Education, 

 

Figure 5.3 shows that in general the proportion of graduates across the fields have remained more or less 

the same over the years.  

 

7
5

2
4

 

7
8

9
6

 

8
0

2
2

 

7
8

8
3

 

7
5

1
3

 

7
5

1
4

 

8
1

1
2

 

8
6

3
3

 

9
6

9
0

 

1
0

3
3

4
 

1
0

8
0

9
 

1
1

6
2

7
 

0

5000

10000

15000

SET

Business and Management

Education

Other Humanities

TOTAL



30 
 

 
Figure 5.3: Fields of Masters graduates: 2003 to 2014 

 

The National Plan for Higher Education (DoE, 2001) sought to change the focus of studies from the 

humanities towards the sciences and business and management. This has happened in undergraduate 

programmes, but it is clear from figure 5.3 that there has been no significant shift at the Masters level. 

The proportion of Masters graduates in SET needs to increase to over 50% if NDP targets are to be met.  

 

5.4 Race profile of Masters graduates (2003-2014) 

 

The 2014 mid-year population estimates released by Statistics South Africa show that Black Africans 

constitute approximately 80% of the total South African population, followed by Coloureds at 8.8%, 

Whites at 8.4%, and the Indians/Asians at 2.5%. In a truly transformed system it may be expected that we 

would have similar proportions of graduates at all levels in the system.  

 

However a critical consideration in setting targets against the general population is the state of the Basic 

Education System. The pool of students coming into the university system is skewed towards those who 

have experienced a better quality of schooling, and therefore the pool does not match the general 

population. Therefore in this analysis comparisons need to be on the basis of the higher education 

population at undergraduate level, rather than on the general population statistics. These proportions, in 

2014, were: 72% African; 16% White; 6% coloured; and 5% Indian (as compared with the proportions in 

2003 of: 62% African; 25% white; 6% Coloured; and 7% Indian).  It can immediately be noted that 

Africans and Coloureds are under-represented and Whites and Indians over represented when compared 

with the general population.  

 

Figure 5.4 shows the demographic profile of M graduates according to South African population groups.  
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Figure 5.4: Masters Graduates by population group; 2003 to 2014 

 

Figure 5.4 shows that: 

 

 the number of African Masters graduates has more than doubled, increasing from 2 333 in 2003 

to 5471 in 2014, an average annual growth of 11.2% per annum over the period. At the same time 

the number of white M graduates has increased very marginally from 4061 in 2003 to 4286 in 

2014, that is an average annual growth of 0.5% per annum. Likewise the number of Indian and 

Coloured M graduates also increased at a much slower rate than African M graduates (Indian M 

graduates at an average rate of 1.3% per annum, and Coloured M graduates at 4.2% per annum);  

 the proportion of African Masters graduates has increased from 31% in 2003 to 47% of in 2014, 

which is good news, however this is far cry from the general population statistic of 80%, or the 

overall higher education population enrolment at undergraduate level of 72% black African in 

2014; and 

 when the proportions of Coloured (5.5 % in 2003; 5.3% in 2014), Indian (9.5% in 2003; 7.1 in 

2014) and White (54% in 2003; 36.9% in 2014) Masters graduates are compared with 2014 

undergraduate enrolment proportions, it is seen that Indians (2.5% of UG) and Whites (25% of 

UG) are over represented and Coloureds are marginally under represented (7% of UG). 

 

It is also interesting to note that over the years the number of students choosing to not disclose their 

population group has increased (from 3 in 2003 to 428 in 2014). 

  

5.5 Profile of Masters graduates by race and field of study (2003-2014) 

 

The NPHE (2001) highlighted the need to shift towards the SET and business and management fields. 

Table 5.1 compares the proportion of Masters graduates by race and field of study in 2003 and 2014. 
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Table 5.1: Proportion of M graduates in each population group across different fields of study: 2003 and 2014 

Year TOTAL SET Business and 

Management 

Education Other humanities 

African  

2003 2333 32.2% 16.1% 10.5% 41.3% 

2014 5471 41.6% 22.7% 6.9% 28.7% 

Coloured 

2003 413 28.8% 17.4% 10.9% 43.1% 

2004 620 38.1% 22.6% 10.2% 29.2% 

Indian 

2003 714 30.4% 30% 9.1% 30.5% 

2004 822 46.8% 28.7% 5.6% 18.9% 

White 

2003 4061 38.1% 23.3% 4.2% 34.4% 

2004 4286 45.7% 21% 4.6% 28.7% 

 

The table shows that for every population group there has been a marked shift towards SET fields, and in 

the case of Africans and Coloureds also a shift towards Business and Management fields. This was in line 

with the imperatives of White paper 3, and in line with the NPHE. However individually and collectively 

the proportion of SET graduates remains below 50%, the „at least‟ target set in the NDP.  

 

5.6 Gender profile of Masters graduates (2003-2014) 

 

Figure 5.5 shows the gender profile of Masters graduates from 2003 to 2014. 

 

 

Figure 5.5: Number of Masters graduates by gender, 2003 to 2014 

 

Figure 5.5 shows that: 

 the majority of Masters graduates in 2003 were male (55.9%); and 

 by 2014, this had shifted to a greater proportion of female M graduates (49.5%);  
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This is a significant move towards gender parity. However if one considers that in terms of the overall 

enrolment in universities, 58% (in the 2014 academic year) were female, then the M degree outputs are 

still skewed towards males, when compared to the general population in higher education. The Minister 

of Science and Technology (DST) has set a 55% target for women in PG programmes. We still have some 

way to go to reach this target.  

 

5.7 Profile of Masters graduates with respect to gender and field of study (2003-2014) 

 

Data with respect to the fields of study show that there has also been a shift from the humanities and 

education towards SET fields and Business and Management with respect to female graduates, as shown 

in Table 5.2 below.  

 

Table 5.2: Proportion (number) of female Masters graduates in different fields of study: 2003 and 2014 

Year SET Business and 

Management 

Education Other humanities 

2003 33.9% (1126) 14.8% (493) 9.5% (314) 41.8% (1387) 

2014 40.7% (2348) 18.7% (1081) 7.8% (447) 32.8% (1893) 

 

5.8 Profile of Masters graduates by nationality (2003-2014) 

 

One issue that is often raised in various quarters is the number of foreign post-graduate students studying 

in South Africa. While the inclusion of international students at our universities should be welcomed, is in 

line with one of the imperatives of the NPHE (DoE, 2002),  and is required from  South Africa in terms of 

a SADC protocol to which it is a signatory, it can be the case that if large numbers of successful graduates 

come from other African countries, then the data already examined above would not be a good reflection 

of the extent to which transformation imperatives are being achieved for South African students. 

 

Table 5.3 shows the disaggregated numbers of Masters graduates that are South African nationals and 

foreign nationals (i.e. international graduates), separated into SADC graduates, graduates from other 

African countries and graduates from beyond Africa.  

 

Table 5.3: Nationality of Masters graduates in 2003 and 2014 

 No. of M Grads 

in 2003 

% of M Grads 

in 2014 

No. of M 

Grads in 2003 

% of M Grads 

in 2014 

SADC 482 6.4% 1505 12.9% 

Other African 324 4.3% 795 6.8% 

Other International 399 5.3% 307 2.6% 

South African 6319 84% 9020 77.6% 

Total 7524  11627  
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The table shows that: 

 

 the number of South African Masters graduates as a % of the total Masters graduates, was 84% in 

2003 compared to 77% in 2014. This means that while the total number of South African M 

graduates grew, their proportion of all graduates decreased, while the proportion of international 

M graduates grew. This is a worrying trend; and 

 the proportion of graduates from SADC countries doubled between 2003 and 2014, the 

proportion of graduates from other African countries also increased, whilst the proportion of 

graduates from countries beyond Africa decreased.  

 

This implies that the overall increase in black African M students (shown in figure 5.4) to almost 50% of 

the total M graduates, is boosted significantly by foreign African nationals. Overall 22.4 % of all Masters 

graduates were foreign nationals in 2014.  

 

5.9 Growth in doctoral graduates overall and by field of study (2003 – 2014) 

 

The National Plan for Higher Education in South Africa (DoE, 2001) highlighted the importance of the 

growth in doctoral programmes, and noting that in 2001, approximately 0.8% of the total graduates from 

the public higher education system were doctoral graduates, set a target that at least 1% of graduates 

should be doctoral graduates by 2006. This target was achieved and by 2005, the percentage of doctoral 

graduates reached 1%. By 2014, the percentage is 1.2%.  

 

Figure 5.6 below shows the growth in Doctoral graduates from 2003 to 2014, overall and by field of 

study.  

 

 
Figure 5.6: Number of doctoral graduates by field of study, 2003 to 2014 

 

 

 

 



35 
 

Figure 5.6 shows that: 

 

 the number of doctoral graduates per annum increased from 1052 in 2003 to 2258 in 2014;  

 between 2003 and 2008 the growth in graduates was small, at an average annual growth of 2.06% 

per annum. From 2008 to 2014, the numbers of Doctoral graduates almost doubled, from 1182 

graduates in 2008 to 2258 graduates in 2014, an average annual growth of 13% per annum. This 

increase in the number of doctoral graduates coincides with the introduction of the Research 

Outputs policy in 2003, as well as other incentives in the system to support the growth of doctoral 

outputs put into place by the Department of Science and Technology; and 

 the highest proportion of doctoral graduates is in the Science, Engineering and Technology fields, 

and this has consistently, since 2003 though to 2014, made up approximately fifty percent of 

doctoral graduates [in 2003, 51.6% (543 of 1052 doctoral graduates) and in 2014, 50.0% (1130 of 

2258)] 

 

While there has been significant growth in the output of doctoral graduates over the last seven years, this 

is still far short of the doctoral output per annum from the higher education system proposed in the NDP, 

an output of more than 5000 doctoral graduates per annum by 2030. To reach this output over the next 

fifteen years will require an average annual growth in doctoral graduates of 11% per annum. The current 

enrolment planning statement, which projects the public institutions growth in graduates up to the 2019 

academic year, suggests an average annual growth of 6% per annum from 2014 to 2019.  This projection 

is based on institutions analysis of the current fiscal situation. If the system is to grow to reach the NDP 

target for the growth in Doctoral graduates, significant additional funding will be required. 

 

5.10 Race profile of Doctoral graduates (2003-2014) 

 

Figure 5.7 shows the number of Doctoral graduates per population group from 2003 to 2014.  

 

 
Figure 5.7: Number of doctoral graduates in public higher education institutions, by population group, from 

2003 to 2014 
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The figure shows that: 

 in 2003, the majority of doctoral graduates (62.6%) where White compared to 23% Black 

African, 9.4% Indian and 4.8% Coloured. By 2014 this had changed considerably with the 

majority of Doctoral graduates (48.3%) being Black African, compared to 37.5% White, 7.1% 

Indian and 2.3% Coloured;  

 the greatest growth in doctoral graduates occurred in the Black African population (from 242 

doctoral graduates in 2003 to 1091 in 20014, an average annual growth of 29,2%), while the 

growth in graduates of other race groups was much lower (average annual growth of 8.8% for 

Coloureds, 5.2% for Indians, and 2.4% for Whites) and  

 the greatest movement occurred from 2008 onwards. This is a similar pattern to the Masters 

graduates. 

 

If the system were perfectly balanced, one could expect the profile of doctoral graduates to reflect the 

general demographic profile of the higher education population, which it clearly does not. The system is 

still clearly biased towards White doctoral graduates, with the most under-represented being Coloured 

followed by African graduates.  

 

5.11 Profile of doctoral graduates by race and field of study (2003 and 2014) 

 

Table 5.4 shows the profile of doctoral graduates by race and field of study. 

 

Table 5.4: Proportion of doctoral graduates in each population group across different fields of study; 2003 

and 2014 

Year TOTAL SET Business and 

Management 

Education Other humanities 

African 

2003 242 46.7% 4.5% 14.5% 34.3% 

2014 1091 48.1%  8% 12.9% 31% 

Coloured 

2003 51 54.9 2% 17.6% 25.5% 

2004 106 48.1% 8.5% 17% 26.4% 

Indian 

2003 99 39.4 12.1 18.2 30.3 

2004 161 52.8 10.6 13.7 23 

White 

2003 659 51.9 6.4 8.3 33.4 

2004 848 51.5 9.1 5.4 34 

 

The table shows that: 

 

 there has been a significant shift towards SET for Indian students, a marginal shift by African 

students, a significant shift away from SET for Coloured students and a marginal shift away from 

SET for White students; and 
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 there has also been a proportional shift towards Business and Management for each group except 

Indian students. 

 

5.12 Gender profile of doctoral graduates (2003-2014) 

 

Figure 5.8 below shows the number of doctoral graduates by gender from 2003 through to 2014.  

 

 
Figure 5.8: Number of doctoral graduates in public higher education institutions, by gender, from 2003 to 

2014 

 

The figure shows that whilst the outputs have increased over time, the proportion of female to male 

graduates has remained more or less static. While the percentage of females in the general population is 

approximately 54%, and overall, by the 2014 academic year the proportion of female student enrolments 

in higher education stood at 58%, the proportion of female doctoral graduates has remained fairly static 

over time, at around 40% of the graduates. This is a cause for concern. The system needs to grow the 

number and proportion of female doctoral graduates. 

 

5.13 Profile of doctoral graduates by gender and field of study (2003 and 2014) 

 

Data with respect to the fields of study show that there has also been a shift from the humanities and 

education towards SET fields and Business and Management with respect to female graduates, as shown 

in Table 5.5 below.  

 

Table 5.5: Proportion (number) of female Doctoral graduates in different fields of study; 2003 and 2014 

Year Number SET Business and 

Management 

Education Other humanities 

2003 3320 33.9% 14.9% 9.5%  41.8% 

2014 5768 40.7% 18.7% 7.8 32.8% 
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5.14 Profile of doctoral graduates by nationality (2003 and 2014) 

 

We also have to consider another variable before making any conclusions about the transformation of the 

system towards Black African doctoral graduates. To what extent is the profile a result of increased 

foreign doctoral students, particularly from the rest of Africa? Table 5.6 compares South African and 

Foreign doctoral graduates from 2003 to 2014. 

 

Table 5.6: Nationality of doctoral graduates in 2003 and 2014 

 No. of Doctoral 

Grads in 2003 

% of Doctoral 

Grads in 2003 

No. of Doctoral 

Grads in 2014 

% of Doctoral 

Grads in 2014 

Other foreign 114 10.8% 150 6.6% 

Other African 75 7.1% 388 17.2% 

SADC 40 3.8% 376 16.7% 

South African 823 78% 1328 58.8% 

Unknown - - 16 0.7% 

Total 1052  2258  

 

The table shows that: 

 

 in 2003 the proportion of doctoral graduates that were South African was 78%. By 2014, the 

South African proportion had decreased to 58,8%;  

 the proportion of doctoral graduates from SADC countries increased from 3.8% in 2003, to 

16.7% on 2014;  

 the proportion of doctoral graduates from the rest of Africa increased from 7.1% to 17.2%; and 

 the proportion of doctoral graduates from beyond Africa decreased from 10.8% to 6.6%. 

 

A number of issues can be highlighted when considering this data. First, it is clear that the growth of 

black African South African doctoral graduates has been slow, and this is also why the pool of South 

African black academic staff, particularly at senior levels, remains small. Second, the profile of 

international doctoral graduates has changed from a more diverse global group towards the African 

continent. South Africa is therefore playing a greater role in the development of high-level African 

experts than ever before. Third, if we wish to transform our system so that it meets the development goals 

of the country, and specifically the contribution to research and innovation needed to boost our economic 

outlook and the demographic transformation of our academic staff, we have to find ways of ensuring that 

more South African Black African candidates are enrolled in and succeed in doctoral studies, especially in 

the SET sectors. It is a matter of concern that the demographic transformation of the profile of all doctoral 

graduates, is predominantly due to the increase in doctoral graduates from the rest of Africa.  

 

5.15 Profile of doctoral graduates by institution (2003 and 2014) 

 

How is the range of public universities performing with respect to the production of doctoral graduates?  
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Table 5.7 contains data that show the number of doctoral graduates produced by each university in 2003 

and 2014, disaggregated by race. 

 

Table 5.7: Number of doctoral graduates in 2003 and 2014, disaggregated by university and by race 

  African Coloured Indian White Total 

Cape Peninsula University of 
Technology 

2003 0 1 0 1 2 

2014 2 4 0 2 8 

Central University of 
Technology 

2003 1 0 0 4 5 

2014 7 0 0 3 10 

Durban University of 
Technology 

2003 0 0 2 0 2 

2014 2 6 0 0 8 

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University 

2003 4 5 1 21 31 

2014 13 11 3 23 50 

North West University 2003 11 3 1 64 79 

2014 28 0 2 94 124 

Rhodes University 2003 0 2 2 23 27 

2014 12 0 3 25 40 

Tshwane University of 
Technology 

2003 4 0 0 5 9 

2014 15 1 0 13 29 

University of Cape Town 2003 10 4 5 44 63 

2014 11 15 9 81 116 

University of Fort Hare 2003 0 0 0 0 0 

2014 16 0 0 3 19 

University of Johannesburg 2003 19 2 5 65 91 

2014 18 4 7 43 72 

University of KwaZulu-Natal 2003 18 1 29 23 71 

2014 41 2 41 47 131 

University of Limpopo 2003 13 0 0 6 19 

2014 18 0 0 0 18 

University of Pretoria 2003 26 1 7 112 146 

2014 36 2 7 108 153 

University of South Africa 2003 15 1 7 43 66 

2014 55 5 8 46 114 

University of Stellenbosch 2003 7 8 3 79 97 

2014 12 23 3 120 158 

University of the Free State 2003 9 6 0 30 45 

2014 26 2 1 54 83 

University of Venda 2003 0 0 1 0 1 

2014 1 0 0 0 1 

University of the Western Cape 2003 2 6 0 5 13 

2014 12 20 6 10 48 
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  African Coloured Indian White Total 

University of the Witwatersrand 2003 9 1 3 48 61 

2014 26 3 21 65 115 

University of Zululand 2003 19 0 9 2 30 

2014 15 0 1 1 17 

Vaal University of Technology 2003 0 0 0 2 2 

2014 0 0 0 0 0 

Walter Sisulu University 2003 0 0 0 0 0 

2014 4 0 0 0 4 

 

The table shows that: 

 

 most universities have shown an increase in doctoral production when doctoral output in 2003 is 

compared with doctoral output in 2014;  

 the university system is highly differentiated with respect to the production of doctoral graduates; 

 there are a number of universities that produce high numbers of doctoral graduates. Eleven 

universities produced 40 or more graduates in 2014 including Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 

University; North-West University; Rhodes University; University of Cape Town; University of 

Johannesburg; University of KwaZulu-Natal; University of South Africa; University of 

Stellenbosch; University of Free State; University of the Western Cape and University of the 

Witwatersrand. With the exception of the University of the Western Cape, the rest are historically 

advantaged universities; 

 it can also been seen that, with the exception of the University of KwaZulu-Natal, the historically 

advantaged universities each produce greater numbers of white doctoral graduates than any other 

group; 

 the University of the Western Cape, a university considered to be historically disadvantaged, 

stands out for the significant gains it has made with respect to doctoral outputs over the period; 

and 

 Rhodes University stands out as a small university which is able to produce high numbers of 

doctoral graduates. 

 

In a differentiated higher education system, we need to understand what the role of each university must 

be with respect to the production of doctoral graduates, and support the universities towards fulfilling 

their role. 

 

The glaring imbalances in doctoral graduates with respect to race at the historically advantaged 

universities is an issue that needs further attention.  

 

5.16 Is doctoral throughput in the system improving? What do cohort studies show? 

 

In considering the issue of the throughput of post graduate students, since there is no marker currently for 

first time entries into programmes, it is therefore not possible to undertake national cohort studies with the 
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same accuracy as the undergraduate cohort studies for the system. Assumptions have to be made as to 

identify students who are first time entries into the programme. If a student is not present in the dataset 

the year before, s/he is considered a first time entry. However it is possible that some of the students 

counted in the cohort may have been registered in a cohort a few years earlier, have dropped out and then 

returned.  

 

Comprehensive cohort analyses of Masters and Doctoral students have been undertaken for the 2006 to 

2008, but have not as yet been updated with 2013 and 2014 audited HEMIS data, and therefore are 

limited. These cohort studies were undertaken by Charles Sheppard for the DHET and CHET. Studies 

were also undertaken on the 2003 to 2005 data for Doctoral degrees only. But these studies did not 

consider demographics, gender or nationality and therefore have limited value here in a paper that is 

focussed on assessing progress with respect to transformation imperatives. In what follows the data is 

considered first as the full set, and then differentiated with respect to South African students and 

international students. Thereafter the data is considered by gender and race. Only doctoral cohorts are 

considered. 

 

The minimum time for a doctoral programme taken full time would be 3 years. However, the recent study 

undertaken for the DST by Johann Mouton has shown that the majority of students work while 

completing their Doctorates, and are therefore part time. Therefore the year of comparison in the 

following data is taken at 5 years.  

 

Table 5.8: Doctoral graduate cohorts for 2006 to 2008: all graduates 

Cohort number 

registered in 

Year 1 

%   graduated 

within 3 years 

% 

graduated 

within 4 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 5 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 6 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 7 

years 

2006  3,175  15.7% 26.6% 35.7% 42.6% 47.5% 

2007  2,913  16.1% 27.1% 36.4% 43.2%  

2008  2,877  16.4% 27.9% 38.5%   

 

It is noted that there is a steady improvement of the throughput of Doctoral graduates within the five-year 

period, from 35.7% in 2006 to 38.5% in 2008.  Considering the data for the 2006 and 2007 cohorts, it is 

clear that after the five year period, significant numbers of Doctoral candidates continue to graduate – by 

year 7 of the 2006 cohort, 47.5% of the cohort has graduated.  

 

The cohort analysis has been broken down to reveal gender differences, as shown in Table 5.9. There is 

very little difference in the throughput rate between males and females. 
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Table 5.9: Doctoral graduate cohorts for 2006 to 2008 by gender 

Cohort number 

registered in 

Year 1 

% 

graduated 

within 3 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 4 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 5 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 6 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 7 

years 

Female 

2006  1,339  15.2% 25.9% 36.0% 42.7% 47.8% 

2007  1,193  15.9% 26.4% 35.3% 43.5%  

2008  1,169  15.1% 26.8% 38.8%   

Male 

2006  1,836  16.0% 27.0% 35.6% 42.6% 47.3% 

2007  1,720  16.2% 27.5% 37.2% 42.9%  

2008  1,708  17.3% 28.7% 38.3%   

 

Table 5.10 provides a cohort analysis for doctoral students based on race. 

 

Table 5.10: Doctoral cohorts 2006 to 2008, disaggregated by race 

Cohort number 

registered in 

Year 1 

% 

graduated 

within 3 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 4 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 5 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 6 

years 

% 

graduated 

within 7 

years 

African 

2006  1,362  11.5% 22.4% 31.0% 37.4% 42.0% 

2007  1,364  13.1% 24.0% 33.7% 39.7%  

2008  1,289  14.0% 25.2% 34.6%   

Coloured 

2006  143  11.9% 21.0% 32.9% 37.8% 44.8% 

2007  138  13.8% 26.8% 37.7% 45.7%  

2008  164  12.8% 22.6% 34.8%   

Indian 

2006  252  17.1% 25.4% 32.9% 41.7% 46.8% 

2007  192  10.9% 19.8% 26.0% 36.5%  

2008  211  16.1% 27.5% 38.4%   

White 

2006  1,418  19.7% 31.3% 41.1% 48.4% 53.2% 

2007  1,219  20.4% 31.7% 40.9% 47.8%  

2008  1,213  19.4% 31.7% 43.3%   

ALL graduates 

2006  3,175  15.7% 26.6% 35.7% 42.6% 47.5% 

2007  2,913  16.1% 27.1% 36.4% 43.2%  

2008  2,877  16.4% 27.9% 38.5%   
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Looking at year 5 as the comparison year, it can be seen that African and Coloured students have the 

poorest throughputs followed by those of Indian origin, with white student throughput being just above 

that of international students (see Table 5.11 below). 

 

In general however comparing the 2006 and 2008 cohorts there is improvement across all groups.  

 

Table 5.11 and Table 5.12 provide a cohort study that disaggregates data with respect to SA graduates and 

international graduates. 

 

Table 5.11: Doctoral graduate cohorts for 2006 to 2008: South African graduates only 

Cohort number 

registered in 

Year 1 

% graduated 

within 3 

years 

% graduated 

within 4 

years 

% graduated 

within 5 

years 

% graduated 

within 6 

years 

% graduated 

within 7 

years 

2006  2,256  15.2% 25.1% 33.7% 41.0% 46.4% 

2007  2,029  15.6% 25.2% 33.8% 40.9%  

2008  1,949  15.0% 26.3% 37.0%   

 

Table 5.12: Doctoral graduate cohorts for 2006 to 2008:  international graduates only 

Cohort number 

registered in 

Year 1 

% graduated 

within 3 

years 

% graduated 

within 4 

years 

% graduated 

within 5 

years 

% graduated 

within 6 

years 

% graduated 

within 7 

years 

2006  919  16.8% 30.1% 40.7% 46.8% 50.3% 

2007  884  17.1% 31.3% 42.5% 48.4%  

2008  928  19.2% 31.5% 41.8%   

 

The throughput of international students is higher than of South African students. By the end of year five, 

41.8% of the 2008 international Doctoral cohort had graduated as compared with 37% of the South 

African Doctoral cohort. However, it is noted that the throughput of South African Doctoral cohorts has 

improved over the three cohorts, from 33.7% in 2006 to 37% in 2008, whereas the throughput of the 

international cohort has fluctuated. 

 

5.17 Some concluding remarks on the production of Post Graduates in South African universities 

 

We have to address the issue of the high proportion of international graduates from public institutions. 

Policy decisions will have to be considered as to whether/ how we differentially subsidize foreign and 

South African students. Currently all PG students across the system are funded at the same level, and 

substantial output subsidy is paid to institutions that produce greater numbers of research Masters and 

Doctoral graduates.  

 

The question of funding of Masters and Doctoral studies is a critical one. Firstly, the output subsidy 

funding for research M and Doctoral candidates is significant, and is provided by government regardless 

of the nationality of the graduate. Institutions have no incentive to ensure that they are supporting South 

African doctoral candidates, and because foreign candidates can pay for their studies (often supported by 
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their governments), there has been a significant increase in the proportion of foreign graduates at both 

Masters and Doctoral level.  

 

Should we be paying output subsidy funds for all foreign M and D candidates? While we need to 

recognise the role that South Africa plays in Africa with respect to higher education, and therefore need to 

ensure that we do support an internationalisation agenda and ensure that we support some foreign post-

graduate students, we also need to be cognisant of the need to ensure that institutions are incentivised to 

support South African black candidates to success. Setting quotas for subsidisation purposes of foreign 

students may be one way to do this.  

 

However there is another critical funding concern and that is the lack of student funding for post-graduate 

studies more generally. The NSFAS currently supports approximate 23% of the total undergraduate 

student population through loans (approximately 16% of the students though the DHET fund) and various 

bursaries (including Funza Lushaka, NRF scarce skills fund, and various SETAs). The NRF supports 

approximately 8% of the postgraduate students through various funding mechanisms (at Honours, 

Masters and Doctoral level. The NRF funding is spread across all categories of students and is not steered 

towards poor and working class youth who have completed an undergraduate degree.  

 

This provides insight into one of the key challenges facing the transformation agenda with respect to post-

graduate studies: lack of scholarships. We are increasing the enrolment of young black poor students in 

undergraduate programmes and opening up access into higher education by providing loans and bursaries, 

but after graduating there is no mechanism to assist young scholars to continue with their studies into 

postgraduate programmes. 

 

Insufficient financial support is a key factor determining whether students continue or drop out in their 

PG studies.  Moreover, this factor is correlated with race; in other words, insufficient public funding is 

hampering transformation of the postgraduate cohort by comparison to the undergraduate cohort. 

 

The funding squeeze at the PG level has been identified as one of the major barriers to young black 

African South Africans advancing into the postgraduate space, and therefore a barrier to entering the 

academic profession. 

 

We need to consider how to enable sustainable scholarship/ loan programmes for honours, Masters and 

Doctorate students, especially South Africans, and especially successful NSFAS graduates who are 

academic high flyers.  

 

On a more data-related matter, it is suggested that as we move forward, a marker is put in place to 

indicate the first time a person is registered for any post graduate programme at Masters/ Doctoral level. 

This will enable reliable national Doctoral cohort studies over time. 
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The data shared in this section do show that the system has transformed significantly over the twelve 

years considered. However, the data also show that there is still a long way to go, both in terms of gender 

and race profiles as well as in the focus and fields of study. 

6 Staffing South Africa’s Universities 
 

Table 6.1 below shows the numbers of university staff in permanent posts, and reveals several trends as 

well as underscoring the serious deterioration in staff numbers. The numbers of temporary staff are not 

included in the table as this category includes large numbers of staff who are appointed on a part-time 

basis, as well as tutors.  

Table 6.1: Permanent staff 1994 - 2014 

Personnel Category 1994 2004 2014 Growth/ 

reduction  

1994 - 2014 

% Growth/ 

reduction 

1994 to 

2014 

            

Professional Staff: Sub-Total 16,047 20,267 24,803 8,756 54.6 

Instruction/Research Professional  12,852 15,422 18,250 5,398 42.0 

Executive/ Administrative/ Managerial Professionals 1,055 1,492 1,941 886 84.0 

Specialist/ Support Professionals  2,140 3,353 4,612 2,472 115.5 

            

Non-Professional Staff: Sub-Total 25,919 23,297 25,287 -632 -2.4 

Technical Employees 2,527 2,681 2,901 374 14.8 

Administrative Employees 8,974 12,981 17,171 8,197 91.3 

Craft/ Trades Employees 957 804 738 -219 -22.9 

Service Employees 13,461 6,831 4,477 -8,984 -66.7 

            

TOTAL 41,966 43,564 50,090 8,124 19.4 

 

The data in this table need to be viewed against the backdrop of a dramatic rise in student numbers. Since 

1994, headcount enrolments have approximately doubled: from 495,356 in 1994 to 983,698 in 2013.  

The table shows: 

  a 42% rise in permanent instruction/research professionals which is clearly out of line with 

student growth; 

 that the category of „specialist/support professionals‟ has more than doubled, reflecting the 

increasingly complex management needs of modern universities which are required to play 

increasingly diverse roles in society, and to account closely for the use of public funds. It is worth 

noting that universities themselves make the choices and decisions about what posts to fund 

within budgets; 

 that there has been a very big reduction in the category of „service employees‟, possibly reflecting 

the widespread use of outsourcing in respect of such staff to service providers. 
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Table 6.2 shows the proportion of permanent and temporary instructional staff at universities, 

differentiating between South Africans and foreign nationals. 

Table 6.2: SA and foreign instructional staff in 2004 and 2014  

 

2004 [N=41,172] 2014 [N=50,491] 

 

Perm Temp Perm Temp 

SA % 94.9 93.7 86.6 83.9 

N 14,637 24,129 15,811 27,703 

Foreign % 5.1 6.3 13.4 14.1 

Number 785 1,621 2,439 4,538 

 

As can be seen, considerable change has taken place in the proportions of SA and foreign staff in 

permanent and temporary positions.  

The table shows that: 

 overall, the numbers of temporary staff have grown from 25,750 in 2004 to 32,241 in 2014 (at 

least partly as a result of the increased funding for tutorial programmes through the Teaching 

Development Grant); and 

 in 2004, 94.9% of permanent staff were SA citizens, as were 93.7% of temporary staff, but in 

2014 this had dropped to 86.6% and 83.9% respectively
8
. This suggests that growth in the system 

in terms of staffing was achieved largely though the employment of foreign nationals, particularly 

in respect of permanent posts (1,654 of the additional 2,828 permanent posts, and 2,917 of the 

additional 6,491 temporary posts). 

Table 6.3 below shows the substantial changes in population group for permanent academic and senior 

professional staff over the period 1994 – 2014.  

  

                                                           
8
 Note that in 1994 the foreign/SA data were not disaggregated. 
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Table 6.3: Permanent professional staff by population group: 1994 - 2014 

Personnel Category 1994 2004 2014 

Growth/ 

reduction 1994 

to 2014 

% Growth/ 

reduction 1994 

to 2014 

Instruction/ Research Professional           

White 10699 9831 9121 -1578 -14.7 

Coloured 431 756 1165 734 170.3 

Indian 535 1233 1533 998 186.5 

African  1129 3563 6018 4889 433.0 

All other 58 39 413 355 612.1 

Executive/ Administrative/ 

Managerial Professionals 
  

White 907 933 875 -32 -3.5 

Coloured 71 139 267 196 276.1 

Indian 17 98 143 126 741.2 

African  56 321 640 584 1042.9 

All other 4 1 16 12 300.0 

Specialist support professionals    

White 1711 2010 1924 213 12.4 

Coloured 100 220 632 532 532.0 

Indian 145 195 351 206 142.1 

African  174 921 1678 1504 864.4 

All other 10 7 27 17 170.0 

 
       

Total for all groups 16047 24803 20267 8124 19.4 

 

The table shows that: 

 White staff have decreased in actual numbers, not only as a proportion of academic staff; 

 African staff have experienced the greatest growth.  In 2014, just over a third (33.6%) of the 

professional instructional staff at universities was African. While this is up from 23.7% in 2004 

and 8.5% in 1994, it still demonstrates serious disproportionality in terms of national 

demographics; and  

 White and Indian staff are over-represented and Coloured and Black staff severely under-

represented in the university workforce in these categories. 

In 2014, 45.6% per cent of academic staff were women. However, women hold less than a third (31.6%) 

of senior academic positions (professor or associate professor levels).  

42.9% (7,825) of the permanent instructional staff at universities had a doctoral degree in 2014. This is a 

considerable improvement on the percentage in 2012 (35.5%) but is still far too low to allow the sector to 

realise its ambitions and responsibilities.   
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In summary, the data show that the South African university system as a whole is currently experiencing 

severe challenges in relation to the size, composition and capacity of its academic staff. 

In an initiative to boost the academic profession, the DHET developed the „Staffing South African 

Universities‟ Framework (SSAUF), approved in January 2015.  

The SSAUF takes as its starting point the urgent imperative to ensure that staffing capacity in our 

universities is fit for purpose, in size as well as expertise. At the same time, it takes very seriously the 

need to recruit, support and retain black academic staff to address their very serious under-representation 

at all levels in the sector. It also recognizes the need for more explicit attention to be paid to creating 

much wider awareness of academic work as a career that is both attractive and attainable for those with 

ability, and sets out ways through which staff at all levels can be effectively recruited, developed and 

inducted into an academic career. This should lead to greater retention of academics in the system, and to 

promotion opportunities for well developed, capable staff. 

The SSAUF includes programmes designed to create opportunities for existing staff to enhance their 

research and teaching skills, improve their qualifications, and expand, build and exploit international 

networks. It also emphasizes the importance of forging closer links between industry, work and academia, 

of retaining, in appropriate ways, the knowledge and expertise of retiring academics, and of actively 

identifying and encouraging experienced senior staff outside of South Africa to take up positions (contract 

or permanent) at our universities to help provide and build capacity.  

One of the five programmes in the framework, the „New Generation of Academics‟ Programme (nGAP), 

aims to identify and nurture academic talent early in the academic development trajectory, at senior 

undergraduate level or early post-graduate level; and support newly recruited academics to acquire 

doctoral degrees (or Master‟s Degrees in selected fields); develop teaching expertise; and develop 

research skills, including scientific publication skills. In 2015, 125 posts were allocated, spread across all 

26 universities, and the process for the 2016 next nGAP intake will begin in October 2015. It is envisaged 

that 400 posts could be supported across the sector, per annum, once the scheme is fully operational. An 

aligned development programme supports nGAP appointees to develop strong teaching and research 

competencies. 

The nGAP programme is based on a funding model that sees the Department providing full funding (for 

salary and all development activities) for three years, and continuing to provide 50% of the funding 

needed for a further three years, after which institutions will provide full support. In other words, the 

nGAP initiative provides six years of funding to devote to effective development of highly functioning 

staff.  

It should be noted that the SSAUF is not limited to recruiting and developing staff at the entry level: the 

nGAP initiative is one of several programmes. Its implementation as Phase 1 of the SSAUF has perhaps 

contributed to the perception that the recruitment and development of new young staff can address the 

challenge of loss of expertise of retiring staff. This is not the case: the Framework is intended to provide 

stronger support along the entire academic career pipeline.  
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7 Research output of universities 
 

7.1 Background 

 

In 2003, the then Department of Education published the Policy and Procedures for the Measurement of 

Research Output of Public Higher Education Institutions (Research Output Policy) (2003). The policy 

aims to “encourage research productivity by rewarding quality research output at public higher education 

institutions”. The policy required that all public Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) must submit their 

subsidy claims for research outputs in the form of publications to the Department of Higher Education 

and Training (DHET), on an annual basis. The DHET allocates research subsidy based on unit 

calculations for approved publications. The policy recognises the major types of research output in the 

form of journals, books and conference proceedings which meet the specified criteria outlined in this 

policy. 

 

This report contains an analysis of the number of units awarded to institutions for subsidy-earning 

research outputs in accredited journals, books, and published conference proceedings published from 

2004 to 2013. This is to demonstrate the impact of the policy and the investment made by government 

towards funding research in the higher education sector. Whilst the Department‟s Research Output Policy 

has contributed greatly to the increase in research productivity over the 10 years, growth must also be 

attributed to the contributions of a number of other role players such as the Department of Science and 

Technology (DST) and the National Research Foundation (NRF), the National Institute of Health (NIH), 

European Union Framework Programmes, the Centre for Disease Control (CDC), etc. These 

organisations play a significant role through creating an enabling environment for research to be 

conducted, through provision of research grants to researchers and or institutions. It is this multi-

stakeholder contribution that has resulted in improved research productivity and improved quality of 

research emanating from South Africa in general and universities in particular. 

 

7.2 Journal publications 

 

Publications in approved journals have shown a steady growth over the years (2004-2013), as shown in 

Figure 7.1 below. Between 2004 and 2013, journal publication output units have increased from 5790.3 to 

11 997.38, a 107% growth; thus an average annual growth of 10.7%.  
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Figure 7.1: Research output units for Journals (2004-2013) 

 

Publications in journals listed on the approved international indices, which are the Thomson Reuters ISI 

Web of Science Indices and the ProQuestIBSS index, remain relatively high, at around 60% and 10%, 

respectively (approximately 70% combined) (see Figure 7.2). The overall proportion of publications in 

journals listed on the two international indices can be taken as a measure of quality and impact of the 

South African research.  

 

 

Figure 7.2: Proportion of Journal outputs per Index (2010-2013) 

 

7.3 Book publications 

 

There has been a significant increase in book publications between 2004 and 2013, as shown in Figure 

7.3. Research publications in scholarly books for 2013 amounted to 774.37 units, up from 196 units in 

2004, representing a 295% growth. This equates to approximately a 30% average annual growth. 

Although this is massive growth, book publications continue to constitute the least produced research 

output, accounting for approximately 6% of the overall annual output units. This lower productivity in 
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books could be mainly due to the fact that it takes longer to produce books publications compared to the 

other types of outputs recognised by the Policy. 

 

 

Figure 7.3: Research output units for Books and book chapters (2004-2013) 

 

7.4 Conference Proceedings 

 

Publications in conference proceedings accounted for 8% of the overall annual research publications 

outputs. Between 2004 and 2013, conference proceedings increased from 287.4 to 1236.92, respectively 

(see Figure 7.4). This is a staggering 330% growth, thus equating to an average annual growth of 33%. 

However, whilst conference proceedings play an essential and important role in some fields e.g. 

engineering, questions have been raised as to the impact of conference proceedings in the overall research 

sphere. Nonetheless, this type of productivity as recognised by the policy, has shown a dramatic increase 

over the years. 

 

 

Figure 7.4: Research output units for conference proceedings (2004-2013) 
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7.5 Overall Publication Output Units by Broad Field of Study 
 

Analysis of the 2013 output units by broad scientific field of study shows that more than half (53.4%) of 

all output units are produced by researchers in the Science, Engineering and Technology (SET) fields, 

followed by Humanities (32.6%), Business and Commerce (8%), and Education 6% (Figure 7.5). This 

distribution is not significantly different in years prior to 2013. 

 

 

Figure 7.5: Total publication output units by broad field (2013) 

 

7.6 Per Capita Output units 
 

Figure 7.6 below shows the publication output units per permanent academic staff member from 2004 to 

2013. The total publication output units per permanent academic staff member (or per capita output) for 

all institutions for 2013 was 0.79 units, a slight increase from 0.71 units in 2012, and 0.66 units in 2011. 

Generally, the per capita output across institutions has been on the increase since 2004, albeit at a slow 

pace for some institutions. This could be due to the very few numbers of active researchers out of total 

academic staff. Nonetheless, this however does reflect a slight improvement in research publication 

productivity rate across the system.   

 

 

Figure 7.6: Per capita output units (2004-2013) 
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The per capita output units have shown a 107% increase between 2004 and 2013. This reflects an average 

annual growth of 10.7%. It must also be recognised that not all higher education institutions in SA are 

research intensive and hence the growth for the sector seem to be slow, but when comparing institutional 

data there are huge differences in performance among institutions. 

 

7.7 Research outputs per institution 

 

A list of all the institutions with their respective research publications outputs for 2013 is presented in 

Table 1. Institutions have been listed according to their volume of publications output units, from highest 

to lowest number of units. 

 

Table 7.1: Publication Research Output Units per Institution, 2013 

Institution 

  

Book Units 
Conference 

Proceedings Units 
Journal Units     

Actual 

Units 

% of total 

institutional 

outputs 

Actual 

Units 

% of total 

institutional 

outputs 

Actual 

Units 

% of total 

institutional 

outputs 

Overall 

Units in 

2013 

% Overall 

Sector 

Units 

UKZN 79.09 4.9% 58.34 3.6% 1489.78 91.6% 1627.21 11.6% 

UP 80.7 5.0% 119.64 7.4% 1415 87.6% 1615.34 11.5% 

UCT* 111.61 7.2% 122.48 7.9% 1315.03 84.9% 1549.12 11.1% 

SU* 105.41 7.1% 126.74 8.6% 1244.86 84.3% 1477.01 10.5% 

WITS 109.45 8.4% 68.46 5.3% 1122.38 86.3% 1300.29 9.3% 

NWU* 39.88 3.4% 119.98 10.3% 1009.68 86.3% 1169.54 8.3% 

UNISA 38.21 3.7% 68.13 6.6% 923.7 89.7% 1030.04 7.4% 

UJ 58.83 6.6% 182.5 20.3% 656.09 73.1% 897.42 6.4% 

UFS 58.19 8.7% 33.02 4.9% 577.42 86.4% 668.63 4.8% 

RU 20.17 4.4% 28.69 6.3% 405.49 89.2% 454.35 3.2% 

UWC 29.62 7.3% 16.73 4.1% 360.02 88.6% 406.37 2.9% 

NMMU 5.12 1.5% 84.16 24.6% 252.81 73.9% 342.09 2.4% 

TUT 2.31 0.8% 65.37 23.5% 210.53 75.7% 278.21 2.0% 

UFH 8.64 3.7% 11.26 4.8% 215.03 91.5% 234.93 1.7% 

UL 0 0.0% 23.83 14.0% 146.19 86.0% 170.02 1.2% 

UNIVEN 7.59 5.1% 9.15 6.2% 132.03 88.7% 148.77 1.1% 

CPUT 2.54 1.7% 41.79 28.4% 102.98 69.9% 147.31 1.1% 

DUT* 11.8 9.2% 17.37 13.6% 98.98 77.2% 128.15 0.9% 

UNIZULU 0 0.0% 7.00 7.9% 82.08 92.1% 89.08 0.6% 

VUT 0 0.0% 13.01 15.7% 69.88 84.3% 82.89 0.6% 

CUT 0.44 0.6% 13.02 19.0% 55.02 80.3% 68.48 0.5% 

SMU 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 57.00 100.0% 57.00 0.4% 

WSU 4.31 8.9% 4.00 8.3% 40.1 82.8% 48.41 0.3% 

MUT 0.46 2.6% 2.25 12.5% 15.3 85.0% 18.01 0.1% 

TOTAL 774.37 6% 1236.92 9% 11997.38 85% 14008.67 100% 

* = includes journal units owed from previous year. UCT = 3 units; SU = 3 units; NWU = 0.5 unit; and DUT = 2 

units. 
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Out of the 24 universities listed about, 5 institutions (UKZN, UP, UCT, SU and Wits) receive 

approximately 55% of the total subsidy and the rest share the remaining 45%.   

 

A direct correlation between institutional productivity and number of academics with Doctoral degrees  

has been noted. Table 2 below shows the total weighted research outputs (sum of publications units, 

research masters and Doctoral graduates) by universities in 2013. Not surprisingly, institutions with a 

higher number of staff with Doctoral degrees are more research active and generally show a higher 

weighted per capita output.   

 

Table 7.2: Total weighted research output per university (2013) 

Institution Headcount of 

permanently 

employed academics 

Headcount of 

Academics with 

Doctorate as Highest 

Qualifications 

% of total staff with 

Doctorate 

Total weighted 

research outputs 

UP 1300 663 51% 3119.34 

SU 1006 616 61% 2992.01 

UKZN 1376 688 50% 2862.21 

UCT 1093 725 66% 2806.12 

WITS 1093 639 58% 2532.29 

NWU 1288 640 52% 2180.54 

UNISA 1631 629 39% 1947.04 

UJ 1024 451 44% 1467.42 

UFS 962 400 42% 1219.63 

UWC 574 301 50% 1006.37 

RU 351 198 56% 874.35 

NMMU 327 163 38% 840.09 

TUT 917 116 34% 526.21 

UL* 884 194 21% 479.02 

UFH 606 124 43% 449.93 

CPUT 768 88 30% 331.31 

DUT 579 131 17% 230.15 

UV 337 139 16% 193.77 

UZ 299 92 31% 159.08 

CUT 291 47 13% 141.48 

VUT 361 97 17% 126.89 

WSU 576 80 14% 69.41 

MUT 195 18 9% 18.01 

OVERALL 

TOTALS/ 

AVERAGE 

 

17838 

 

7239 

 

37% 

 

26572.67 
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From the data presented in the table it can be deduced that institutions in the lower part of the table may 

benefit from increasing the % of staff that hold Doctoral degrees, as one strategy to increase their research 

output. 

 

Overall, the performance of the South African Higher education sector in terms of research productivity 

and quality is among the top in the world considering its size and financial resource. If anything, SA is 

punching above its weight. The Department will be implementing a revised policy to ensure further 

improvement in the quality of publications. Along with the policy various other interventions will be 

instituted to ensure sustainability and further growth in the system. The quality of publications will be of 

great focus as we need to gear towards research that can be translated to products, practices, policy that 

have social and/or commercial benefits. 

 

The DHET does not currently collect data that provides race, gender and nationality profiles in respect of 

research output. This is an issue under discussion and it may be something that should be considered if 

targeted strategies to address equity issues with respect to research output and knowledge generation are 

to be implemented. This may be an issue that the summit wishes to grapple with, for example with regard 

to who is doing the research in South Africa, what choices are being made about research that is 

conducted, what knowledge is being generated, and what knowledge is not. 

 

 

8 Conclusion 
 

The data and analyses presented in this paper highlights that some gains have been made in growing and 

transforming the university sector over the last ten to twenty years. However, there are clearly significant 

challenges that still remain: 

 

 Whilst DHET funding to universities has increased in nominal terms, in real terms it has 

decreased. 

 The ability of the DHET to steer the system through the use of earmarked grants to address 

transformation imperatives has increased. 

 DHET funding for universities is weighted in favour of support for the historically-disadvantaged 

universities. 

 The magnitude of state funding to support poor students through the NSFAS has increased 

dramatically. However, we are still a long way short of achieving fee-free education for the poor. 

 Enrolments at universities have increased, especially enrolments of students from previously 

disadvantaged groups, and the DHET target of a 20% participation rate is close to being achieved. 

However, the participation rates still strongly reflect apartheid-era patterns. The participation rate 

of African and coloured students in undergraduate programmes must be increased. It is gratifying 

that the participation rate of females is high in the system. 
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 Overall, the first-year dropout rate in undergraduate programmes is decreasing, and the ability of 

students to graduate in regulation time or close thereto is increasing. However, drop-out rates and 

throughput rates still reflect apartheid-era patterns with respect to race. The drop-out rates and 

throughput rates in the undergraduate distance programmes are a matter of extreme concern. 

 Postgraduate enrolments are increasing as are the number of masters and Doctoral graduates but 

there is still a big need for further growth. Specifically, the enrolment and graduate share of Black 

South Africans has been on the decline and is an issue that must be attended to. 

 Whilst academic staff numbers have increased, they have not kept pace with growth in student 

numbers, leading to increasingly unfavourable student-staff ratios. 

 There is increasing reliance in the system on the use of temporary staff and foreign staff. 

 Whilst the numbers of African and coloured professional instructional staff has substantially 

increased, serious disproportionality in terms of national demographics still remains. 

 The research output of universities has dramatically increased, but the number of academic staff 

holding Doctoal degrees must still be significantly increased. 

 

The purpose of the summit is to reflect on the achievements and on the challenges that remain, and to 

propose concrete actions which can be implemented to address the transformation challenges that persist. 

 

This analysis suggests that we need to keep track of progress made in specific areas such as the following:  

 

 The % of GDP allocated to higher education. 

 Higher education expenditure as a percentage of education expenditure. 

 % of poor students who benefit from fee-free higher education. 

 % of loan funds recovered by NSFAS and reinvested back to support eligible students. 

 Participation rate of Africans and coloureds in higher education. 

 First year average dropout % in undergraduate programmes. 

 First year dropout % in undergraduate distance programmes. 

 First year dropout rate in undergraduate distance programmesfor African and coloured students. 

 Overall graduate % in regulation time in undergraduate programmes. 

 Graduate % in regulation time for undergraduate distance programmes. 

 Graduate % in regulation time for African and coloured students in undergraduate progammes. 

 % of South African Black and coloured students that achieve Masters and Doctoral degrees. 

 Proportion of South African Black students enrolled for Masters and Doctoral programmes. 

 Throughput rate of South African black students in postgraduate programmes. 

 % of South African black academics at universities. 

 % of South African black academics at universities that hold Doctoral degrees. 

 % of academics at HDIs that hold Doctoral degrees. 

 Ratio of permanent instructional staff to temporary instructional staff. 

 Ratio of Black South African instructional staff.  

 % of South African black academics in the professoriate. 

 % of research output units produces by black academics. 
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 % of blacks occupying management and leadership positions at universities. 

 

How do we ensure that we can keep track of progress in these areas through a set of sophisticated, robust, 

reliable high-level indicators that are put in place for the sector and which also serve to measure progress 

in transforming the sector. Much work in this regard is currently underway, for example: 

 

 The DHET is developing indicators that relate to financial health, governance and overall 

performance of the university sector. 

 The DST has recently published a Research and Innovation Performance Framework which 

proposes a performance measurement system for research and innovation in the country. The 

Framework contains a wide range of indicators. 

  

It is expected that the summit will also propose indicators that could be used to monitor progress towards 

higher education transformation goals. 

 

As a system, we would collectively need to decide what the actual indicators and targets should be, and 

the time frames for their achievement. We would also need to collectively decide on actions that will 

enable the set targets to be met. These actions, targets and timeframes could be part of the National Plan 

for Post-School Education and Training that is currently being developed and could also be a part of 

institutional strategic plans. Whilst government will need to make a strong contribution to the effective 

roll-out of such actions, all role players and stakeholders would need to contribute. For example: 

 

 In a severely constrained national fiscal context, how can resources be levered from other sources, 

including private business to support student financial access to universities, and higher education 

development in ways that address transformation imperatives, and are mutually beneficial? 

 Is there a possibility of creating better efficiencies in the system in ways that will lead to more 

effective use of resources but which do not compromise quality and the essential nature of higher 

education?  

 How can an appropriate portion of the resources that are available in the Sector Education and 

Training Authorities and the National Skills Fund be more coherently and effectively directed to 

support higher education transformation imperatives? 

 Can we create a more coherent and coordinated system of national scholarships that more effectively 

manages the scholarships that other government departments and international partners avail for 

higher education, in ways that will build the higher education system and advance its transformation. 

 With respect to greater representation of black academics and professors in the sector, what 

representation must be afforded to South Africans, without obviously excluding international 

participation which is essential for a vibrant university sector? 

 

These are just some of the questions that could be considered: no doubt there are many more.  

 


