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Abstract: 

Historically Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs) have seen the enduring consequences of apartheid on 

South Africa's university system, resulting in significant inequities. In this article, we propose a 

performance-based paradigm which emphasises research excellence, community engagement, and 

institutional sustainability, incorporating specific metrics for advancement. The proposed framework 

aims to equip HDIs with the necessary tools to enhance their competitiveness and redefine their 

narratives. It advocates for community-based research and partnerships, urging the development of 

specialist programmes that leverage the unique characteristics of each institution. HDIs can enhance 

their credibility and secure necessary funding by specialised in specific sectors. The article emphasises 

the importance of transitioning from a dependency mindset to one of strategic self-empowerment to 

cultivate a culture of resilience and continuous growth. It advocates for governments to provide 

transparent benchmarks for HDIs’ development, enabling promising institutions to receive targeted 

support. For South Africa's educational institutions to transcend their historical disadvantages and attain 

respect for their excellence, it is imperative to foster systemic change and integrate HDIs into the broader 

educational framework. 
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Introduction 

The impact of apartheid policies on South Africa's higher education system is still evident today, 

manifesting as significant inequities. During apartheid, universities were racially separated and 

underfunded, especially those serving Black students, who were given limited resources and curricula 

designed to keep them subservient in the economy (Badat, 2010). These policies exacerbated 

intergenerational disparities, with many Historically Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs) still facing 

structural barriers to growth. 

In 2002, the South African government attempted to address these imbalances by merging 36 

universities into fewer institutions, reducing the number from 36 to 23, later increasing to 26 (Hall, 2015). 

While the intention was to resolve issues related to HDIs, the mergers often exacerbated disparities, 

allowing Historically Advantaged Institutions (HAIs) to absorb HDIs without equitable resource 

redistribution, further perpetuating cycles of marginalization (Jansen, 2003). 

Addressing these long-standing issues requires systematic strategies to improve infrastructure, 

enhance management capabilities, and secure adequate resources. Simply increasing funding may not 

suffice, as current funding models favour research outputs and student fees, disadvantaging institutions 

serving marginalised groups and widening existing gaps (Altbach & Salmi, 2011). We propose a 

performance-based framework with clear indicators of progress such as research excellence, societal 

impact, and financial sustainability to empower HDIs to establish competitive niches and break the cycle 

of disadvantage (Jongbloed, 2001). 

Cultural and Structural Legacy 

HDIs face challenges that are deeply rooted in historical, structural, and cultural factors. These include 

inadequate infrastructure, limited access to advanced research facilities, and a resource base heavily 

reliant on government funding and student tuition. According to Altbach and Salmi (2011), these 

institutions often operate in resource-limited settings, impeding their capacity for research, innovation, 

and community engagement. 

Research capabilities are significantly restricted, with HDIs contributing only about 3% to national 

outputs, while HAIs account for around 70% (CHE, 2015). This disparity highlights systemic inequalities 

that hinder research excellence in HDIs and reinforce their disadvantaged status. 

Current funding models from the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) perpetuate 

inequalities by focusing heavily on research outputs, staff qualifications, and graduation rates metrics 

where HDIs typically underperform due to historical disadvantages. Most HDIs rely on state subsidies 

linked to student enrolment, incentivising quantity over quality and further entrenching a cycle of 
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underperformance (Wangenge-Ouma, 2008). The DHET funding formulas, which consider metrics like 

research outputs and doctoral graduations, further compound the disadvantage experienced by HDIs, 

creating a self-reinforcing cycle of underfunding and underachievement (Moyo & McKenna, 2021). 

The legacy of apartheid also manifests in cultural and institutional attitudes, resulting in feelings of 

marginalisation, diminished confidence, and limited access to effective governance and research 

practices. Cultural factors can impede the adoption of innovative strategies and the development of a 

proactive institutional identity that prioritizes excellence and societal contribution. 

Moving Beyond Disadvantages 

While there is understandable sympathy for HDIs’ disadvantaged status, this can inadvertently lead to 

complacency and dependency. Instead, DHET should establish clear, measurable indicators to foster 

progress, such as improvements in research outputs, staff qualifications, graduation rates, and 

community engagement metrics. These should be monitored annually, with institutions evaluated 

periodically to assess their developmental trajectory. 

Research shows that targeted incentives aligned with institutional growth metrics can enhance progress 

significantly (Hemsley‐Brown & Oplatka, 2015). HDIs that show sustained improvement should be 

rewarded with increased funding, research grants, and partnership opportunities, cultivating a culture of 

excellence. 

To realise their potential, HDIs should design programmes that leverage their unique strengths, such as 

community engagement or specialised research areas. For instance, HDIs focused on health sciences 

or agriculture could prioritise innovative research and community projects that address local challenges, 

creating a distinct value proposition (Maringe & Carter, 2007).  

This targeted approach will enable HDIs to develop specialised areas that boost research productivity, 

attract funding, and enhance institutional reputation. Integrating community-focused frameworks, such 

as entrepreneurial universities prioritising local development, can further support this growth (Clark, 

1998).  

Growth-Oriented Approach for HDIs 

Implementing Growth-Oriented Programmes 

To address their challenges, HDIs must develop targeted programmes that enable them to transcend 

their historically disadvantaged status. This involves systematically identifying their strengths, whether 

in specific academic disciplines, community service, or vocational training and reallocating resources 

accordingly. 
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For instance, an HDI with a strong community health programme could initiate innovative research 

projects focused on local health issues, collaborate with local clinics and health agencies, and pursue 

funding for applied research. Similarly, universities with expertise in engineering, arts, or agriculture 

should hone in on niche research areas, foster industry collaborations, and engage in community-based 

projects to create distinct value propositions (Mogaji et. al., 2017). 

Focusing on niche areas will help HDIs cultivate specialised expertise that attracts research funding, 

talented staff and top students. This strategic approach will enable HDIs to reshape their identities within 

the higher education landscape, moving beyond being labelled as "disadvantaged" to being recognised 

as centres of excellence. 

Creating a culture that values resilience, adaptability, and continuous improvement is also vital to this 

growth strategy. This can be achieved through initiatives aimed at capacity building, staff development, 

curriculum redesign to align with industry needs, and collaborations with government, industry, and civil 

society. Such partnerships can provide critical resources, mentorship, and innovative practices, 

enhancing the competitiveness and relevance of HDIs (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000). 

HDIs must shift from a dependency mindset to one of strategic self-empowerment. The Department of 

Higher Education should lead this transformation by establishing clear, quantifiable progress indicators 

that are assessed annually, combined with a systematic review process. Institutions showing sustained 

growth should receive substantial rewards, such as increased funding and enhanced research 

opportunities, to elevate their levels of research and innovation. 

This intentional, growth-centred strategy can help HDIs redefine their identities, transitioning from 

perceived underprivilege to recognised excellence and societal contribution, thereby enabling them to 

fulfill their potential and contribute significantly to South Africa's development agenda. 

Building Institutional Resilience 

To leverage their strengths effectively, HDIs should adopt integrated resource allocation strategies that 

emphasise their core competencies. Traditional funding models often dilute resources across numerous 

departments and initiatives, hindering innovation and efficiency. Instead, HDIs should prioritise a 

comprehensive approach that connects infrastructure development, capacity building, and research 

funding with established strengths. 

Such strategic resource management can facilitate transdisciplinary collaborations, stimulate 

innovation, and promote best practices across the institution. For example, a university focused on 

environmental sciences might invest in specialised research laboratories, community-oriented 

environmental projects, and industry partnerships to bolster its reputation and draw external funding, 

exceptional students, and faculty (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000). 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.515
https://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983) 

an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany. 

Volume: 07 Issue: 01 Year: 2026 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.515   

 

 

 

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany – The Open Access Publisher. 

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org 

While HDIs rightly deserve redress, an overidentification with victimhood can foster dependency. Some 

institutions may exploit their status to secure funding without pursuing transformative goals. This 

"dependency syndrome" reflects resource curse theories, where external subsidies can discourage 

innovation (Ross, 1999). 

Instead, HDIs should view disadvantage as an impetus for innovation. By aligning their capabilities with 

community needs and adopting entrepreneurial models (Clark, 1998), institutions can drive positive 

change. For example, Walter Sisulu University’s focus on rural health training aligns with national 

priorities, securing specialised funding and contributing to community needs (WSU, 2021). 

Adopting community-focused and entrepreneurial higher education models can further advance 

institutional goals. These models promote social renewal, community development, and economic 

empowerment through collaboration with local stakeholders. Given their historical connections with their 

communities, HDIs are uniquely positioned to support social reconstruction and development efforts. 

A Framework for Progression 

Our proposal is that DHET should set standards for HDIs and check on them every year using certain 

indicators. The indicators should include the growth of research output, which is measured by annual 

increases in accredited publications adjusted for the size of the institution; third-stream income, which 

comes from money made through patents, partnerships, and consultancies; and community impact, 

which is measured by partnerships that work on local issues. HDIs that are making progress in these 

areas should get different kinds of help, like more research capacity grants to pay for labs, doctoral 

scholarships, and partnerships with other countries. They should also get autonomy grants/rewards, 

which means that institutions that reach their goals don't have to deal with as much red tape (see Figure 

1 below). 
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Figure 1: Progression framework for HDIs 

Conclusion 

The legacy of apartheid continues to significantly impact South Africa's higher education system, 

especially concerning Historically Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs). Notwithstanding initiatives like 

university mergers intended to rectify imbalances, the ongoing financial gaps and subpar performance 

highlight the difficulties encountered by HDIs. These challenges stem from historical, institutional, and 

cultural contexts that have established considerable obstacles to their growth and development. To 

address these persistent difficulties, a proactive, growth-oriented framework is necessary, emphasising 

the development of institutional capabilities, enhanced funding mechanisms, and quantifiable 

performance metrics. By reallocating resources to promote specialised research and community 

involvement, HDIs can transition their narratives from hardship to excellence. 

Moreover, it is imperative for stakeholders, particularly policymakers and academic leaders, to adopt an 

empowering viewpoint that motivates HDIs to realise their potential instead of being entrenched in 

dependency. Executing focused growth initiatives, in conjunction with a comprehensive framework for 

tracking progress, can facilitate avenues for innovation and resilience. By intentionally cultivating 
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specialised skills and community-oriented programmes, HDIs can secure essential resources and 

collaborations that will elevate their institutional reputation and substantially aid South Africa's socio-

economic advancement. Ultimately, cultivating a culture of excellence within HDIs necessitates a 

steadfast dedication to systemic transformation, emphasising growth and the significant incorporation 

of these institutions into the wider educational framework. 
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