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Production of Academics and Strengthening of Higher Education 

Partnerships with Industry (PASHEPI) 

Executive Summary   

Recommendations of the Technical Task Team appointed to review the supply of 

Academics in Higher Education in South Africa 

 

 

Abstract 

The Technical Task Team (TTT) has compiled a draft report containing recommendations for 

stakeholders to consider. The report focuses on two key areas: 1) the production of academics to meet 

the high-level skills and knowledge development needs of South Africa; and 2) the strengthening of 

university partnerships with industry to support the commercialisation of innovation and research, and 

through this process to help build a more productive economy, to compete effectively on the global 

stage and to create employment opportunities.  

Significant research and data has been generated since 2011 about the state of Higher Education (HE) 

in South Africa, in the context of significant change to the global HE landscape and the transformation 

imperative in South Africa, combined with the need to address shortages in the supply of academics to 

meet an exponentially increasing demand for access to Higher Education. 

A meta analysis of this research and its outcomes provides the basis of the Technical Task Team’s 

proposal. Key findings and challenges facing HE are documented. Issues of lack of sufficient funding 

and quality of education need to be addressed, as well as the role of technology as an enabler to 

facilitate research, teaching and learning. Recommendations are put forward as part of a proposed 

National Programme, initially recommended by Higher Education South Africa (HESA) in 2011, to 

support capacity building of HE in line with the Government’s National Development Plan (NDP) goals.  

Recommendations include the commercialisation of research outputs (knowledge and technology 

transfer) of universities, the development of stronger collaborative partnerships between HE and 

Industry and linkages across all facets of the HE supply chain are examined. 

In conclusion, the TTT wishes to engage with Government, Higher Education and Industry stakeholders 

on its draft recommendations, in crafting the way forward.  
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1. Context   

 

1.1 The global economy and implications for South Africa 

The classic higher education university institution model of the 20th Century is no longer relevant to 

the learning and development needs of the 21st Century. Higher Education (HE) is becoming more 

accessible to people worldwide, highlighting the need to transform traditional education institutions to 

align themselves with the new paradigm. Increasingly, predicting the future of HE based on past 

trends is a risky strategy, due to the advent of technology, e-learning and increasing access to 

information in the new global knowledge economy.  

 

1.2 Transformation in Industry   

Business and Industry are undergoing rapid transformation in many forms, driven by increasing 

uncertainty in new and global markets; more complexity in business processes; and the need for rapid 

change and the mobilisation of people to achieve key objectives in a globally competitive 

marketplace. Advances in technology are changing paradigms for doing business, making old 

methodologies redundant and creating opportunities for new and innovative systems and methods. 

The typical profile and traits inherent in entrepreneurs, such as creativity, innovation, problem solving, 

decision making, self-efficacy and resilience, are the competencies commonly cited as most sought 

after by organisations across industry. 

The perceived disconnect between HE and Industry is partly due to the lack of sufficiently trained 

graduates for industry, particularly those with quantitative skills in Science, Technology, Engineering 

and Maths (STEM) subjects. This remains a key concern to business. There is also a perceived lack 

of diffusion of knowledge between academia and industry, including technology transfer and patenting 

of new ideas and innovation. 

 

2. Problem Statement  

2.1 South Africa faces the challenge of a current academic labour force that is not representative of 

the country’s racial and gender demographics and is, in essence, largely white, male and ageing. 

According to a report by Higher Education South Africa (HESA) on the Next Generation of Academics 

(May 2011), about one fifth of academics, including half of the professoriate, will retire in less than a 

decade. 

2.2 With regard to partnerships between industry and higher education, there is an increasing need 

for universities worldwide to contribute towards the economic development of their countries through 

the development of a knowledge economy that is agile, competitive, productive and open to 

innovation, adding value to the technological capabilities in industry. At the same time, higher 

education institutions can largely benefit from collaboration and partnership agreements with industry. 
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2.3 Objectives 

The Technical Task Team adopted the objectives listed below in March 2013. 

2.3.1 Investigate the current academic landscape. 

2.3.2 Identify critical success factors for supporting and retaining academics. 

2.3.3. Develop a best practice sustainable model(s), based on local and international 

experiences. 

2.3.4 Identify the disciplines that are most affected by academic shortages. 

2.3.5 Develop a system that measures the progress of academics into academia and the 

state research agencies.  

2.3.6 Identify industry sectors that should be selected for prioritisation, regarding the 

promotion of industry-higher education partnerships. 

2.3.7 Propose strategies to promote interaction and alignment with national and regional 

priority sectors. 

2.3.8 Propose a funding model for the allocation of bursaries. 

 

3. National Development Plan (NDP) Goals  

The NDP lays down significant and measurable proposals for the HE sector, including the need to 

improve the qualifications of academic staff and to more than double the percentage of qualified 

doctoral staff in the HE sector from 34 percent to over 75 percent by 2030; the need to increase the 

participation rate at universities by at least 70 percent by 2030 so that enrolments increase to about 

1.62 million from 50 000 in 2010; the need to increase the number of Masters and PhD students, so 

that by 2030 over 25 percent of university enrolments should be at postgraduate level; and the need 

to produce more than 100 doctoral graduates per million per year by 2030 (currently 34 graduates per 

million per year). 

The following proposals and targets are noted, and the NDP is a guiding reference for the desired 

higher education landscape (see Appendix 3): 

 Improve the qualifications of academic staff 

 Increase the participation rate at universities 

 Increase the throughput undergraduate rate 

 Increase the number of Masters and PhD students  

 Produce more than 100 doctoral graduates per million per year by 2030 

 Nurture and coordinate research capacity in higher education 

 Develop a few world-class centres and programmes within both the national system of 

innovation and the higher education sector over the next 18 years.  
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 Partnerships are important for drawing together the capabilities, interests, and resources of 

different stakeholders.  

 

4. Bridging the Gap: Mechanisms to Support Transformation 

4.1 Identification of critical success factors and a sustainable model for attracting academics and 

potential academics into Higher Education 

A career in HE competes with a wide variety of sectors and professional institutions, both locally and 

internationally. Well qualified academics are sought after by organisations that reward them financially 

for their skills and knowledge and provide them with substantial opportunities to contribute to and 

have an impact on the organisation. The need has been identified to raise the profile of HE as a 

preferred career path, particularly for the development of innovation and research-lead knowledge  

across all fields of academic endeavour, and particularly the sciences.   

4.2 Building workable partnerships between HE, Industry and Government entities 

Partnerships between industry and academia can produce synergies and ‘win-win’ relationship 

building scenarios, particularly in regional and local areas, where graduates are viewed as a key 

human resource. Large multinational companies have been offering work experience, and learning 

and development programmes for decades. The link between academic success, signalled through 

graduation, and employability, signalled through the job offer, needs to be analysed. Universities, 

through the alumni relationship of their graduates, will benefit from increased employment rates of 

graduates. The throughput quality of learners is also a factor: high potential ‘in’ ensures quality 

through and out of the institution, but not at the risk of exclusion of deserving candidates. 

 

4.3 Role of research output in entrepreneurship and job creation 

 

Exploring how best universities can engage with the broader business community with a strong 

commercial focus, through technology and knowledge transfer and by consulting to industry in solving 

the challenges faced across key areas of research and innovation (e.g. bio and nano technology, 

engineering and medical science). 

 

5. Key Findings  

5.1 Low Throughput Rate 

5.1.1 Low overall throughput rates in basic education pipeline 

The throughput rate within South Africa’s education pipeline is too low to support the needs of a 

developing economy and ultimately a knowledge economy. The following section gives a glance at 

the throughput rates from Basic Education through to doctorate level. 
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National Senior Certificate 20131 
 
Item        No/%   
 

Learners starting Grade 1 in 2002 1,261,827 

Learners writing Grade 12 exams in 2013 562,112 

Learners writing Mathematics in 2013 241,509 

Learners who passed NSC exams in 2013 (%) 78.2 

 
 
5.1.2 Low throughput rate for undergraduate students2 
 
South Africa’s high first-year university attrition rate has been a long-standing problem, with very little 

improvement since 2000.3 The actual first-year loss to the system in 2006 was nearly 42,000 students 

out of the first-time entering total of about 127,000, or one in every three students who entered. 

 

Table 1: First-year attrition, overall and by population group (%): 2006 first-time entering cohort of 

students. 

 

Category African Coloured Indian White Total (%) 

 
Contact 3-year degrees 

 
24 

 
34 

 
26 

 
22 

 
24 

 
Contact 4-year degrees 

 
22 

 
23 

 
27 

 
19 

 
21 

 
Contact 3-year diplomas 

 
24 

 
29 

 
23 

 
23 

 
25 

All 3- and 4-year 
qualifications 
(including UNISA) 
 

 
34 

 
39 

 
34 

 
29 

 
33 

 

 

5.1.3 Throughput rates for Undergraduate and Postgraduate students4 

 

The 2006 first-year attrition rates indicate a continuation of racial disparities: African 34%; Coloured 

39%; Indian 34%; and White 29%. First-year attrition is a global challenge in Higher Education, 

associated with increasing levels of access.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Reference: http://africacheck.org/reports/why-the-matric-pass-rate-is-not-a-reliable-benchmark-of-quality-
education/#sthash.NrmaLt5s.dpuf 
2 Council on Higher Education, A proposal for undergraduate curriculum reform in South Africa: 
The case for a flexible curriculum structure, August 2013, p.44 
3 Ibid 
4 Council on Higher Education, A proposal for undergraduate curriculum reform in South Africa: 
The case for a flexible curriculum structure, August 2013, p.44 
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Table 2: 2005 Cohort Study excluding UNISA (Source: HEMIS Cohort Study) 

 

 

 

5.1.4 Throughput rates for Doctoral students in South Africa5 

 

The attrition rate for doctoral students in South Africa is significantly higher than that for 

Undergraduate students with 11 out of every 100 doctoral students completing the degree. 

 

These findings are underpinned by the following key research papers:   

In 2012, a research report was published by SAYAS6 into the experience of science students. The 

following statistics highlight the attrition in the number of students passing through degree categories 

(see Table 3):  

 

Table 3: Students per Degree Qualification Category  

CATEGORY TOTAL HONS. MASTERS DOCTORATE POST- 

DOCORATE 

Number of registered 

students in SA in 2011 

938 200 60 506 48 873 12 832 - 

Number of Survey 

Respondents 

1021 127 467 331 88 

 

Five gaps were identified in the Higher Education system: (1) lack of information on scholarships and 

bursaries; (2) lack of funding for transition from Masters to Doctoral status; (3) lack of apppropriate 

institutional support  for Postgraduate students; (4) lack of mentorship programme to support 

Postgraduate students; and (5) lack of courses in writing for scientific/academic research publication. 

 

Key findings from the research are highlighted: 

                                                           
5 The SA PhD Project leaflet, National Research Foundation 
6 South African Young Academy of Science (SAYA), The Research Experience of Young Scientists In South Africa, 
2012 

  Year 1 Year 3 Year 5 Total 

Three Year 

Diploma  

Graduated - 16% 19% 35% 

Dropped Out 33% 18% 5% 56% 

Undergraduate 

Degree 

Graduated - 27% 21% 48% 

Dropped Out 30% 12% 4% 46% 

Master’s 

Degree 

Graduated 6% 25% 12% 33% 

Dropped Out 28% 15% 13% 57% 

Doctorate Graduated 1% 14% 20% 35% 

Dropped Out 22% 15% 4% 41% 
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1. 43% of respondents to the survey said that the desire to move into an academic career had 

motivated the pursuit of their post-graduate studies 

2. The majority of students who responded to the survey preferred to attend a tertiary institution 

that provides high-quality teaching and research and a supervisor who is an expert in their 

particular field of study 

3. Post-graduate students with mentors were more likely to report “good” or “excellent” progress 

regarding their studies than those without mentors 

4. More than half of the students surveyed rated courses in writing-for-publication as a key 

concern for their development as young scientists, showing a desire for institutional support in 

this area 

5. 64% of post-graduate students surveyed paid for their postgraduate studies exclusively or in 

part with bursaries. These respondents placed great emphasis on the need for sufficient 

financial support at all levels 

6. Respondents to the survey listed their top three priorities as: (1) funding of current and future 

postgraduate studies; (2) career opportunities following completion of studies: (3) need for 

mentorship, career guidance and financial support 

7. The survey indicated an over-representation of white students and an under-representation of 

black students based on national enrolment figures of 19% and 59% respectively 

8. Representation of female (56%) and Masters students (46%) in the survey corresponded 

accurately to national enrolment statistics 

 

5.2 Declining Student Registrations for Postgraduate Degree Qualifications. 

 

This is trend is aligned to 5.1, but is exacerbated at Masters and Doctorate levels. In 2012, of 938 200  

students in Higher Education, only 60 000 were at Honours study level, 49 000 at Masters level, and  

12 800 at Doctorate level. The total postgraduate population is only 13% of the student populations. 

 

In five years, an additional 3 683 Doctoral graduates will be required to meet increasing student  

demand, as well as a further 3 553 academics to replace retirees from Academia. Therefore, at least  

1 400 academics need to be supplied per annum in the country to meet rising demand. 

 

5.3 Doctoral Graduation Rate below Comparative Countries  

 

Comparison confirm that South Africa is producing significantly fewer Doctoral graduates 

than similar countries in dynamic markets, such as Brazil and South Korea. 
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The rate for South Africa in 2013 has increased to 337 Doctorates per million of the population, a  

substantial improvement since 2008. 

 

5.4 High Age of Entry Level Doctoral Students  

 

There are complex reasons why graduates in South Africa do not continue with postgraduate 

degree study, including financial restraints and the lack of support for furthering careers in Academia. 

In Europe and the USA, high potential graduates are strongly supported and encouraged to progress 

their studies, with typical Doctorate completion ages in the late twenties and early thirties. In South 

Africa, average Doctorate completion ages are ten years older.   

 

5.5 Lack of Adequate Funding for Full-time Postgraduate studies 

 

This need is being addressed as a priority, with proposals by the Department of Higher Education and  

Training (DHET) at an advance stage of development. In terms of the proposals, high potential  

graduates will be supported through funding for the duration of their studies towards completion  of  

Doctorate, within a maximum of five years, at the HE institution of their choice. This new graduates 

academic programme (nGAP) will increase the country’s academic capacity significantly, by 400 

Doctoral candidates per year.  

 

5.6 Constrained academic capacity for Doctorate research supervision 

 

Only one third of academic staff hold a doctoral qualification. 

 

The need for research supervision at postgraduate level is critical to the success of the student. This  

is a time intensive process, and by definition is not easy to apply at scale. Doctoral support groups  

have been piloted with success at various HE institutions, whereby academics maximise the exposure  

of students to research writing for publication and other forms of research best practice. 

 

In the short term, encouraging retired professorial and other academics to return on contract to  

support Doctoral students througb mentoring and coaching would be expedient.  

 

                                                           
7 National Research Foundation, 2013 

Country (Per Million of Population) Total/Population

South Africa 26 1300/50 000 000

Brazil 52 10400/200 000 000

South Korea 187 9350/50 000 000

* SK=620% vs. SA

      PhD Growth Rate
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Developing exchange programmes for postgraduate students to study at international institutions 

would also fast track this process, as would encouraging diaspora working in academia globally,  

many of whom are postgraduates from South African universities, to return to South Africa during  

sabbatical leave periods, for example, and to support their alma mater in this way. 

 

5.7 Academic Careers not Prestigious  

 

There is significant evidence that careers in Academia are not regarded as highly as those in other  

sectors, which typically offer greater compensation and rewards for the competencies required,  

particularly at postgraduate level. 

 

Skills which are most sought after, typically for graduates across quantitative sciences, including 

Information technology and communication, engineering, accounting and health sciences, are in short 

supply, which maintains ongoing high levels of compensation from a demand point of view.  

A number of opportunities to build the supply of academics through various career oriented initiatives, 

include: 

 

5.7.1 Crossover of academically qualified professionals  to research and teach at Universities. 

 

5.7.2 Building a marketing and advertising capability to attract students into careers in Academia,  

         starting at high school level, through careers departments. 

 

5.7.3 Attracting and encouraging role models from Academia to influence potential graduates to 

pursue careers in research and innovation aligned to their fields of interest. 

 

A national marketing campaign to encourage careers in Academia is proposed, based on the 

conceptual frameworks for Higher Education developed by countries including Singapore and South 

Korea. 

 

 

5.8 Need for Greater Collaborative Partnerships between Higher Education Institutions  

 

There is substantial evidence of collaboration between the twenty five Higher Education institutions,  

including the support provided to the two new universities over the past two years. However, there  

is a unique autonomy and differentiation that exists between universities, based on their respective 

legacies and brands, and the need to protect the objective pursuit of academic enquiry, research and  

learning. . 

 

Higher Education South Africa (HESA), the Council for Higher Education (CHE) and other 

organisations have been instrumental in supporting the collaboration that exists. However, from a  

national viewpoint, the strategic imperative to support the economic growth of the country requires a  

greater form of partnership to achieve stated targets. This will require a national forum and consensus  
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between all stakeholders. 

 

 

5.9 Need for Mutually Beneficial Partnerships between Higher Education and Industry  

 

The need is significant for upgrading the research capability within Industry organisations and 

attracting skilled graduates and postgraduates into research careers. The European Commission has 

successfully implemented an initiative to offer a joint Doctoral training project between companies and 

universities. In terms of the project, Doctoral researchers have to spend at least 50% of their time in 

the company, which serves to strengthen the capacity of universities to commercialise their research. 

 

The National Education Collaboration Trust (NECT) is a good example of a framework that can be 

used by all stakeholders to improve education outcomes. A similar collaborative organisation is 

proposed for Higher Education and Industry. In terms of the proposal, the new collaborative entity 

would have close linkages to NECT and other similar organisations. 

 

The initiatives for working with employers, contained on the Department of Higher Education’s White 

Paper for Post School Education and Training, approved by the Cabinet on 20th November 2013, will 

serve as a reference point for engagement with stakeholders. 

 

Encouraging and nurturing innovation and the commercialisation of research would be best enabled 

through the development of a host of ‘Incubator’ environments, supported by Industry and Higher 

Education, where students can trial the development of new business ventures within a low risk 

climate. This supports the national agenda to encourage the growth of the Small, Micro Medium 

Business Enterprise (SMME) sector.  

 

6. Recommendations to Address Findings 

Premise of the draft recommendations 

The necessity of a quantum change in higher education is noted, to ensure that South Africa further 

develops its knowledge economy. This will take place through the implementation of a National 

Programme to implement a strategic framework and structure with the aims to: 

a) improve the overall pipeline process for the production of academics; 

b) increase the actual number of academics;  

c) change the diversity, representation and quality of the pool of academics and industry 

researchers to reflect the demographics of South Africa: 

d) compete more effectively through research and innovation, to grow the economy and 

employment.  

It is noted that each University has its own history, legacy, traditions, branding and unique dynamics.  
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A number of important initiatives are being undertaken by a range of stakeholders, including: the 

‘Staffing of South African Universities’ project of the Department of Higher Education (DHET); 

Department of Science and Technology (DST)’s allocation of R800 million for human resource 

development initiatives in the three-year period 2013 to 2015 (Medium Term Expenditure 

Framework); National Research Foundation (NRF)’s disbursement of bursaries and funding for 

postgraduate research; and SAVUSA’s SKILL.UP Pre-Doctoral Programme.  

It is in this spirit of acknowledgment that the TTT puts forward the following recommendations for 

consideration.  

6.1 Challenge: Lower throughput rate for African and Coloured students  

 

Recommendations:  

 

6.1.1 University holiday periods to be used as Winter and Summer Schools to provide revision 

classes for Grad 12 learners before final exams. The Summer Schools and for preparation for re-

writing exams for undergraduate students to facilitate a higher throughput rate. 

Champions: DHET, HESA, HE Institutions. 

 

6.1.2 Key stakeholders to continue to provide financial support for students, to include fees, 

accommodation, access to health services and subsistence and travel. Funding of Postgraduate 

students to receive priority. 

Champions: DHET, HESA & NSFAS. 

 

6.2 Challenge: Rate of student registrations declines significantly with progression through HE 

qualifications to doctorate level.  

Recommendations:  

 

6.2.1 Create a National Post-Graduate Programme for all stakeholders (government, industry and 

higher education) to increase and encourage a diverse, demographically representative pipeline of 

doctoral graduates, with a focus on the Sciences and Humanities. 

 

6.2.2 Clearly defined support to be provided to Postgraduate students to ensure high propensity for   

successful throughput towards Doctoral graduation. Fees to offset tuition, accommodation, 

subsistence and travel costs. 

 

Champions: NSFAS, DHET, HESA, HE Institutions 
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6.3 Challenge: 1 out of 11 Doctoral students who register, graduates. The attrition rate is too 

high.  

 

Recommendations: 

 

6.3.1 Recruit retired academics on contracts to supervise postgraduate students. 

6.3.2 Implement an exchange programme for Postgraduate students to study internationally to fast-

track the development of the next generation of academics. 

6.3.3 Create a centralised HE marketing entity to raise awareness of careers in academia, focusing 

on the importance of research and innovation and their benefits to society. This will include promoting 

post graduate studies and academia as a profession.  

Champions: DHET, HESA, CHET, NRF & SAQA. 

 

6.4 Challenge: South Africa has generally older level doctoral students than other countries 

Recommendation:  

 

6.4.1 Create a centralised HE marketing entity to raise awareness of careers in academia, focusing 

on the importance of research and innovation and their benefits to society. This will include promoting 

post graduate studies and academia as a profession.  

 

Champions: DHET, HESA, DST, CHET & NRF 

 

6.5 Challenge: lack of adequate funding for full-time Postgraduate studies 

 

Recommendations: 

 

6.5.1 Implement the DHET proposed nGAP funding model for Postgraduate students, which provides 

for employment aligned to Doctoral graduation and post-Doctoral research and teaching. Funding of  

400 Postgraduate students per annum at 25 universities is proposed. 

 

Champions: DHET, NRF, HE Institutions 
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6.6 Challenge: Lack of Doctoral research supervisory capacity (only one-third of academic 

staff have a doctorate). 

 

Recommendations:  

 

6.6.1 Increase current supervisory capacity by offering retired academics temporary/flexible fixed term 

employment contracts as mentors and coaches to less experienced academics.  

Increase Research Supervision Capacity 

 

6.6.2 Invite international academics and diaspora to assist with the supervision of Postgraduate 

students. 

 

6.6.3 Establish a National Monitoring and Evaluation Programme on the status of University 

Academic staff. The programme shall review, support and monitor progress on a five year basis for all 

institutions in respect of academic staff and capacity building in teaching, research and community 

engagement; reflective competencies; scholarly communication and publishing; diversity sensitivity; 

career paths and employment contracts. 

 

Champions: HE Institutions, DHET, HESA 

 

6.7 Challenge: a career in Academia is not regarded as prestigious or lucrative 

 

Recommendation: 

 

6.7.1 Create a centralised HE marketing entity to raise awareness of careers in Academia, focusing 

on the importance of research and innovation and their benefits to the common good and society.  

  

Champions: DHET, HE Institutions 

 

6.8 Challenge: need for greater collaboration and partnership between Higher Education 

institutions in pursuing a common national purpose. 

 

Recommendations: 

 

6.8.1 It is recommended that all universities share resources such as access to electronic libraries, 

access to specialisation courses and supervisory capacity, on a provincial and a national basis. 

 

6.8.2 Resources should be allocated amongst Universities for optimal support for research lead 

initiatives, as well as for capacity building initiatives. 
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6.9 Challenge: need to increase mutually beneficial partnerships between Higher Education 

and Industry 

 

Recommendations: 

 

6.9.1 Create a ‘National Industry Doctoral Programme’ (NIDP) to provide a framework for companies 

and universities to partner for doctoral research and development. In terms of the programme, 

doctoral students would be employees of a company, and would spend part of their time pursuing 

research objectives within the company, aligned to a doctoral research programme, approved by a 

university, and supported by a university research supervisor.  

 

6.9.2 Create and strengthen strategic industry/sector research and innovation clusters/hubs. 

 

6.9.3 Facilitate the development of ‘Incubator’ start-up new businesses to encourage entrepreneurial 

growth of new businesses in a low risk environment.   

 

6.9.4 HE to partner with industry to investigate the optimal use of technology as an enabler for 

learning.  

 

6.9.5 Technology and knowledge transfer of products and services is to be incentivised between 

Industry and partnering Universities. 

 

Champions: Chambers of Business and Industry, Sector Hubs, HE Institutions, DST, NRF, strategic 

organisations across public and private sectors. 

 

The PASHEPI TTT welcomes feedback and comments from all stakeholders. 

The TTT recommends the development of strong mutually beneficial collaboration and partnerships 

with and between all University and Industry stakeholders, to ensure that South Africa grows a 

diverse, representative and quality pool of academics and industry researchers through a more 

centralised approach to knowledge skills development dissemination.  
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Appendix 1 

Key Statistics: National Research Foundation 

 

1. South Africa produced 1 274 doctoral graduates in 2007 (or 26 [27] doctorates per million of the 
country’s total population). This has now increased to 33 per million of SA’s population.8  

 
2. Most of the doctoral graduate class of 2007 were white South African men in their 30s. The vast 

majority of doctoral graduates are 30 years of age or older.  
 
3. Most doctoral graduates are produced in the social sciences, with the headcount figure for these 

graduates being almost five times that for engineering sciences, materials and technologies.  
 
4. Education, economic and management sciences, and religion produce the largest share of all 

doctoral graduates. 
 
5. In 2007, 80% of all graduates were produced by Traditional Universities (as opposed to 

Universities of Technology and Comprehensive Universities). 
 
6. The top nine South African public higher education institutions in terms of PhD production were 

responsible for 83% of the doctoral graduates in 2007. 

 

7. Half of doctoral students select a particular PhD programme or institution based on the research 

focus of a department or programme. 

 
8. About a third of all permanent academic staff members at public higher education institutions in 

South Africa hold a doctoral qualification. 

 

9. The average ratio of doctoral students to supervisors in 2007 was about 2:1 across all South 

African higher education institutions. 

 
10. It is evident that the traditional apprenticeship model may not be an efficient approach for the 

purpose of rapidly increasing the production of doctoral graduates in South Africa.  

 

11. Major blockages along the educational route towards the doctorate severely limit the pool of 

potential PhD graduates. 

 
12. From 2000 to 2006, the average conversion rate from Masters to doctoral degrees is estimated 

to have been 37%. 

 
13. Risk factors for non-completion (attrition) of doctoral candidates in South Africa are reported as: 

(i) the age of the student at the time of enrolment, coupled with professional and family 

commitments; (ii) inadequate socialisation experiences; (iii) poor student-supervisor 

relationships; and (iv) insufficient funding. 

 

14. There seems to be a balance between those students who portray their experience of doctoral 

education as positive and those who portray it as negative. 

 

15. Employers note that the salient weaknesses in the skills and abilities of doctoral graduates from 

public higher education institutions in South Africa, are a lack of: (i) exposure to international 

expertise, theories and debates; (ii)  methodological competence; and (iii) ‘real world’ relevance. 

 

                                                           
8 Dr Thandi Mgwebi, PhD Project, NRF, October 2013 
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16. The average time-to-degree completion for doctoral students was 4.8 years in 2007, up from 4.6 

years in 2000. 

 

17. More than half of doctoral graduates in South Africa are employed in the higher education sector. 

 

18. A third of non-South African doctoral students studying in South Africa intend to stay in the 

country after graduation, while a relatively small number of South African-born graduates 

(undergrads and postgrads?) migrate to other countries. 

 

19. The primary barriers to increasing the productivity of PhD programmes at South African higher 

education institutions are: (i) financial constraints; (ii) the quality of incoming students and 

blockages  in the graduate and postgraduate pipeline; (iii) limited supervisory capacity; and 

     (iv) certain government rules and procedures.  

 

20. Other countries have attained success with respect to escalating the production of doctoral 

graduates through six ‘promising practices’. These include: (i) developing a strategic increase in 

postgraduate education that addresses multiple needs; (ii) differentiating the higher education 

system; (iii) ensuring international exposure for doctoral students through national initiatives; (iv) 

building cooperation and collaboration in doctoral training across different types of organisations; 

and (v) introducing graduate or research schools to coordinate postgraduate training. 
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Appendix 2 

The PhD Study: An Evidence-based Study on How to Meet the Demand for High-level Skills in 

an Emerging Economy: The Case for the Doctorate9  

 

Research by the Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAF) in 2010 confirmed the importance of 

doctoral studies in producing a highly-skilled workforce that can apply its knowledge base to relevant 

innovation and research in an increasingly international context. A doctorate is widely-recognised as a 

channel for obtaining, producing and utilising research-based knowledge. Doctorates promote 

innovation, research and development, and contribute to industrial, economic and social resources.  

Critically, doctoral graduates are also important in linking research with the development needs of the 

economy and the labour market, specifically through technology and knowledge transfer with 

organisations which generate products and services for the economy, in order to be more competitive, 

locally and globally.  

 

The concept of the knowledge economy has been accepted by many governments globally. Natural 

resources are no longer viewed as central to a nation’s economic growth. Innovation and knowledge 

are now the seen as crucial to a country’s development. Economic growth is seen as stemming from 

ideas which lead to scientific, technical, organisational, environmental and health innovation. As the 

knowledge economy imperative has grown globally, so many governments have looked to masters 

and PhD programmes to underpin and support the development of scientific and technical innovation.  

 

Empirical evidence suggests that the distribution of academic knowledge is imperative to its 

absorption and contribution to innovation and economic growth.  

 

The exponential increase in the amount of students entering Higher Education, and the decreased 

public spending on Higher Education, has placed a strain on the freedom and independence of 

academic institutions.  

 

Transferable professional skills development has become an in-demand component of PhD courses. 

Career-planning and development has been included in doctoral education, as graduates are required 

in various sectors. It has also been used as a way in which to lead attract? people to postgraduate 

programmes. Students in the 21st century need to scout for jobs within and outside of academia. They 

also need to be able to interact and perform in international contexts as jobs in various fields include 

travelling and periods of living in foreign countries, and thus being exposed to foreign cultures.  

 

The National Research Foundation (NRF) has acknowledged that investment in education boosts 

productivity far more than investment in capital stock. If a country does not have an adequate amount 

of appropriately trained and educated workers, it will either need to increase its output of doctorates or 

governments will have to promote immigration of highly-skilled professionals and workers.  

 

In South Africa, there are three traditional understandings of the PhD. It is seen as: 

1. Training for an academic career; 

2. Training for a career in industry; and 

3. Training for a profession.  

 

As stipulated by the Higher Education Qualifications Framework (HEQF), the dissertation is the core 

of the PhD course. This corresponds to the perception of the PhD as training for academia and thus 

has a significant influence on the way in which academics view the doctorate. According to this 

perception, the main purpose of doctoral education is educating ‘stewards of the discipline.’  

                                                           
9 The Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAF), September 2010, Pretoria 
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In the view of the doctorate as training for industry, the major advantage characterised by the PhD is 

its application to industry. PhD programmes in the sciences establish different partnerships with 

industry, ranging from programmes that are based on the needs of industry to the programmes that 

are a mixture of both applied and fundamental research. Most of these PhD students are funded by 

industry and are required to return to the workplace once they have completed their programmes.  

 

Regarding the interpretation of the doctorate as training for a profession, doctorates include 

programmes related to education, business, health, psychology, social work and engineering, where 

the PhD corps mostly consists of working professionals within the subject areas of the programme.  

 

The ASSAF findings and recommendations are summarised as follows: 
 

 Develop a mentorship programme to assist postgraduate students with their current degree but 
also to provide career guidance. Young scientists with at least one mentor were more likely to 
report ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ progress with their studies; 
 

 More than half of the students surveyed rated courses in writing-for-publication as the highest 
priority in their development as young scientists, showing a need for institutional assistance in this 
area; 
 

 Information on scholarships and bursaries must be advertised [promoted] and made available to 
senior undergraduate and postgraduate students. The services of the financial departments at the 
tertiary institutions must be promoted more effectively. Assistance concerning bursary/scholarship 
applications should be provided to the students; 
 

 About 20% of Masters’ students expressed an interest in continuing their studies to PhD level but 
were impeded from doing so because of a lack of funding. External barriers hindering Masters’ 
students from pursuing PhD studies should be researched in detail and ways to overcome these 
challenges should be explored;  
 

 Post-graduate students should receive suitable institutional support to assist them with the 
development of skills that are essential for careers outside of the academic world. These students 
must also be supported with career information and development opportunities. Further 
investigation should study the career aspirations of post-graduate students. 
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Appendix 3 

National Development Plan (NDP) 

Specific Proposals for Higher Education Institutions 

 

 

1. Improve the qualifications of academic staff 

2. Improve the quality of teaching and learning. 

3. Increase the participation rate at universities 

4. Increase the throughput undergraduate rate 

5. Increase the number of Masters and PhD students  

6. SA needs to produce more than 100 doctoral graduates per million per year by 2030 

7. Double the number of graduate and postgraduate scientists 

8. Create a learning and research environment that is welcoming to all. 

9. Expand university infrastructure  

10. Develop uniform standards  

11. Strengthen universities that have an embedded culture of research and development 

12. Provide performance-based grants to build capacity and develop centres or networks of 
excellence within and across institutions.  

13. Academic support to first years 

14. Expand the use of distance education 

15. Private providers in higher education 

. Create a common overarching framework in the national system of innovation. 

17. Nurture and coordinate research capacity in higher education 

18. Transform the demographic composition of researchers  

19. Increase support for postgraduate study at universities 

20. Develop a common policy framework on the critical role of science and technology 

21. Relax immigration requirements for highly skilled science and mathematics teachers, technicians 
and researchers.  

22. Revitalise science and mathematics by increasing the number of school leavers eligible to study 
science and mathematics-based subjects at university. 

23. Develop a few world-class centres and programmes within both the national system of innovation 
and the higher education sector over the next 18 years.  

24. The government must create an investment climate 

25. Partnerships are important for drawing together the capabilities, interests, and resources of 
different stakeholders.  
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