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(SARChI): What can be done?
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Executive Summary 
The disparity between highly privileged and less-privileged 
universities remains evident, and in many aspects, the gap 
continues to widen. It may not only be a lack of funding or 
research investment that has contributed to the challenges 
faced by Historically Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs), par-
ticularly in research development. Some of the challenges 
are related to spatial location, institutional frameworks, poli-
cy (structural) issues, social impact partnerships (communi-
ty engagements), and real-world integration with business 
and government. This marginalisation of HDIs necessitates 
strategic interventions to address and redress these dispar-
ities effectively.  

As a strategic intervention, the South African Research 
Chairs Initiative (SARChI) is a critical funding instrument 
aimed at enhancing innovation, knowledge production and 
the retention of high-level researchers in South Africa. How-
ever, since its inception in 2006, HDIs have largely been 
excluded from the SARChI initiative. Therefore, there is an 
urgent need to develop mechanisms to increase HDI partic-
ipation in the initiative. The establishment of a new multi-
sectoral policy, focused on addressing the defi cits faced by 
HDIs would be a desirable step towards bridging the gap. 

This policy brief highlights several key determinants for ad-
dressing the evident research defi cits in HDIs. Among these 
is the importance of recognising the value of research solu-
tions emerging from HDIs. This underscores the need for 
adjustments that refocus efforts on scarce skills areas and 
prioritise a research agenda that is responsive to socioeco-
nomic challenges. 

Introduction 
The newly established SARChI should prioritise key contem-
porary issues to develop forecasting (futuristic), and predic-
tive innovative data resources (knowledge and information). 
Areas of focus should include green energy solutions (just 
energy transition), climate change adaptation, disaster risks 
resilience, suitable livelihoods, nature-based solutions (envi-
ronmental), infrastructure (built environment), artifi cial intel-
ligence (AI), cyber security, food security (nutrition and food 
systems), social impact partnerships, innovations in human 
development, restorative and social justice (human rights), 
and indigenous knowledge systems. These themes should 
feature prominently in the research agenda of HDIs.

Developing the high-level research and innovation capac-
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ity needed to position South Africa as an internationally 
competitive nation is a key national priority. In this context, 
the SARChI serves as a strategic response by the South 
African government to address the challenge of develop-
ing advanced research skills within the National System 
of Innovation (NSI) (South African research chairs initiative 
framework: SARChI, 2020). The initiative aims to strengthen 
academic leadership and enhance South Africa’s scientifi c 
research base, thereby supporting the implementation of 
key national strategies, such as the National Research and 
Development Strategy (2002), the Ten-Year Innovation Plan 
(2008), the White Paper on Science and Technology and the 
Decadal Plan (2022) of the Department of Science and Inno-
vation (DSI). These efforts align with broader strategies for 
national development and the creation of a globally compet-
itive knowledge economy.

Policy context  
The strategic intervention, SARChI, was established by 
the DSI in 2005/06 and is implemented by the National Re-
search Foundation (NRF). It aims to enhance scientifi c re-
search capacity by developing human resources, stimulating 
the generation of new knowledge and retaining high-quality 
researchers. The initiative supports higher education and re-
search institutions nationwide with the broader aim of trans-
forming these institutions through equitable and inclusive 
support (South African research chairs initiative framework: 
SARChI, 2020). Despite signifi cant progress in knowledge 
creation and success in retaining leading South African re-

searchers, as well as attracting foreign and expatriate re-
searchers to South Africa, HDIs have largely been excluded 
from the programme. With this gap in mind, this policy brief 
aims to propose strategies to accelerate the participation of 
HDIs in the SARChI initiative. 

Research method and approach 
This policy brief is based on evidence derived from the anal-
ysis of data collected since the inception of SARChI since 
2006 until 2023. It also incorporates the analysis of policy 
documents that guide the SARChI funding instrument.

RESULTS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
Research evidence
As of 31 March 2023, 272 Research Chairs under the initia-
tive of the SARChI have been awarded in various disciplines 
and research fi elds across South African public universities 
and science councils. Of these, 197 remain operational, 
while 75 Chairs have been rescinded, phased out, or have 
completed their funding cycle (South African Research 
Chairs Initiative (SARChI), 2023). However, evidence indi-
cates that aside from the University of the Western Cape 
(UWC), only fi ve SARChI Chairs have been awarded across 
the eight HDIs. These institutions are the University of Fort 
Hare (UFH), the Walter Sisulu University (WSU), the Univer-
sity of Limpopo (UL), the University of Venda (UNIVEN), the 
University of Zululand (UNIZULU), the Mangosuthu Univer-
sity of Technology (MUT), and the Sefako Makgatho Health 
Sciences University (SMU) (see Figure 1).    
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Figure 1: Distribution of SARChI Chairs across higher education and research institutions
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Figure 2: Total funding for SARChI Chairs per year
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The fi nancial expenditures shown in Figure 2 indicate that these institutions have received less than 5% of the total funding 
allocated to SARChI Chairs. This disparity exists despite Dr Blade Nzimande’s observation during the launch of the Sibusiso 
Bengu Development Programme that “HDIs in the South African university landscape account for a signifi cant portion 
of students enrolled for university studies.” Past and current efforts by the NRF, such as introducing closed calls for HDI 
SARChI Chair applications have had limited success. This is largely due to a lack of suitable candidates at these institutions 
and insuffi cient research quality, as many applicants have been unsuccessful due to poor scientifi c merit.  

Policy recommendations
In the light of the shortfalls of the existing policy, the follow-
ing recommendations are proposed:

• Research impact partnerships: To address the challeng-
es faced by HDIs, there is a need to transform the re-
search culture and quality through intentional and impact-
ful partnerships. HDIs rank poorly in terms of research 
outputs and quality in South Africa. Developing a multi-
sectoral collaborations strategy, including the involve-
ment of the Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET), would be critical. Such a strategy should focus on 
reforming the academic recruitment process in HDIs to 
prioritise candidates’ research capabilities over teaching 
expertise. 

• Outcomes-based funding and contracting: Incorporate 
a provision within the SARChI Chair funding instrument 
that mandates applicants from HDIs to partner with re-
searchers from established research institutions. This 
approach would enable ring-fenced funding for research 
outcomes aligned with knowledge-sharing objectives, ul-
timately improving the quality of applications and foster-
ing the development of innovative products and solutions.
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• Institutional monitoring for adaptation effi ciency: Con-
duct regular baseline evaluation sessions within HDIs to iden-
tify barriers to achieving quality research practices. Use the 
fi ndings from these evaluations to design and deliver target-
ed training programmes.

• Mentorship programme from seasoned researchers: Es-
tablish a programme that facilitates the recruitment and re-
tention of experienced researchers, such as retirement-age 
professors and industry experts, from established research 
institutions to co-mentor postdoctoral fellows and early ca-
reer researchers at HDIs. This initiative would contribute sig-
nifi cantly to the development of high- quality researchers, ul-
timately fostering an improved research culture within HDIs.

Conclusion 
This policy brief highlights the interconnections and empha-
sises the importance of a balanced approach where resourc-
es are allocated to research technology infrastructure (tools 
of trade), skilled and specialised human capital, and tangible 
research outputs that addresses real societal challenges. 
The relevance of research initiatives and partnerships at 
HDIs lies in aligning their research agendas with societal 
needs and focusing on delivering innovative solutions. 
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