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Abstract: 

The South African education landscape is facing gradual change to meet the ever changing and 

turbulent environment. Sustainability and retention of human capital is greatly dependent on the 

involvement of employees in as far as organisational change and decision-making is concerned. This 

paper is presenting a study conducted at a university that underwent changes in the few years prior to 

the study. Unfortunately, hardly ten years later, there was a de-merger followed by an immediate change 

in processes within the organisation as well as a name change. The study was conducted with the aim 

of exploring the employees’ understanding of the changes that took place, their engagement in the whole 

change process and whether they felt that the changes that took place were effective or not. A qualitative 

study was conducted with the employees. The sample was drawn from both administrative and 

academic staff of the institution. Obtained data in the study were analysed using the NVIVO version 14 

through the principle of thematic analysis. Results of the study show that employees were dissatisfied 

with the way change was managed at this particular university. The paper recommends more 

communication and engagement of all relevant stakeholders in future change management endeavours. 
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Introduction 

Change, if not managed well, can have devastating results for organisational performance (Bakar, 2025; 

Iwu, Tchapchet, & Allen-ILE, 2014). The South African higher education sector has experienced 

extensive change since the emergence of democracy in 1994 (Govender & Rampersad, 2016; Mafini, 

2014). The aim of the change was intended to enable higher education institutions in South Africa to 

produce results that are in line with the dynamic needs and demands of the society. One of the greatest 

changes that affected the university in the current study is firstly the merger that took place in 2005 with 

another institution, then the de-merger and subsequent name change about ten years later. The de-

merger as well as name change remains hamstrung by a plethora of challenges which include inter alia, 

low morale, employee turnover, resistance to change, demotivation, and loss of identity and future 

uncertainty of staff among others (Bakar, 2025; Bustelo, 2023). In addition, the de-merger has caused 

great challenges within the university management and employees. Mafini (2014) stated that job 

insecurity, instability and lack of motivation among other factors, threaten employees if such change 

occurs. It is reasonable and justifiable for one to expect the challenges because employees may be 

experiencing pressure and anxiety as a result of the expectations of employers, the community, media 

and other stakeholders (Govender & Rampersad, 2016; Du Plessis & Mabunda, 2016). 

This paper is based on a university that has undergone changes in the form of a de-merger as well as 

changing their name. This current study was aimed at determining the role of employee participation in 

change management decisions at this university in the face of all these changes. The de-merger and 

name change that has been recently experienced at this university may have had a negative impact on 

employee satisfaction and their desire to remain in the university because of future uncertainty. As a 

result of especially the uncertainty and resultant lack of job security, the institution lost, i.e. through 

resignations, some of its key talent in the form of especially senior personnel. Maswanganyi (2012) 

argued that organisational change negatively affects job satisfaction, organisational commitment and 

ultimately performance. The lowered job satisfaction and organisational commitment can ultimately lead 

to labour turnover (Govender & Rampersad, 2016). The purpose of this study was also to determine if 

the employees of this university knew the reasons for the changes, if they think the changes were 

managed well and if these changes were beneficial for the institution or not. 

Literature Review 

Organisations today are forced to find ways to be more competitive, adaptive and flexible to meet the 

ever-changing environment in which they operate in (David, 2005; Mukwawaya, Proches & Green, 

2022). According to the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) Report (2010) addressing 

issues of sustainability is recognised as one of the major key mechanisms for developing and 
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maintaining competitiveness. Corporations the world over realise that sustainability is not just about the 

environment and ‘going green’, but it has wider social, economic and cultural repercussions. Literature 

shows that to be able to effectively address the debate on sustainability, the human capital within 

institutions and the way they, i.e. human resources, are managed is crucial to attaining and maintaining 

sustainability. The SHRM Report (2010) highlights the fact that attending to sustainability issues within 

organisations can help in improving, among others, the image and brand of the organisation; employee 

morale; employee recognition and thus their commitment to the organisation and their intention to stay.  

Ehnert and Harry (2012) emphasise the fact that focussing on sustainability has to take into 

consideration the individuals, i.e. the stakeholders who include the employees, the organisation and 

wider society. Considering individuals include hiring the right people and/or retaining people who will be 

committed to the organisation. One of the ways of retaining competent human capital is by involving and 

engaging employees in most if not all-important decisions about the organisation (Ehnert & Harry, 2012; 

Jakimovski, 2011; SHRM Report, 2010). 

Globally, organisations are effecting changes in order for them to be able to address issues of 

organisational effectiveness and efficiency, sustainability and competitive advantage. However, change 

also needs to be managed effectively for it to contribute to an organisation’s competitiveness. 

Employees should be considered the most vital asset of the organisation as change unfolds in an 

organisational context. To enjoy maximum benefits, organisations should ensure that employees are 

involved in every aspect of decision making (Waddell, Creed. Cummings & Worley, 2014; Wittig, 2012). 

Managing planned change, which is often referred to as organisational development, can be highly 

beneficial for any organisation. Organisational development (OD) emphasises valuing human and 

organisational growth, collaborative and participative processes and a spirit of enquiry (Robbins, Judge, 

Odendaal & Roodt, 2009). OD emphasises respect for people wherein employees are treated with 

dignity and respect; trust, authenticity, openness and a supportive climate as important drivers of 

change; power equalisation, i.e. management treating employees s equals and thus appreciating their 

input and opinions as the change process unfolds; confrontation of any problems that are identified 

during the change process and solutions identified immediately; and employee participation to avoid 

resistance the change. The generic model of change encompasses the general aspects that include 

collaboration between those people who are managing change and the stakeholders in diagnosing the 

matter that needs to be changed, putting an action plan into place, implementing it and monitoring and 

giving feedback as the plan progresses (Robbins et al, 2009; Waddell et al, 2012).  

Literature shows that if change is not managed well, it can have negative effects on employees and 

eventual negative effect on the overall performance and competitive advantage of an organisation. 

Employee’s level of commitment and work performance is normally reported to be negatively affected 
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during the initiation of change within the organisational context. Productivity in the organisation normally 

drops during transformation as some employees will experience low levels of job confidence and 

lowered job security because they will not be certain about their jobs in future. Employees may start to 

absent themselves from their duties when change is introduced in an organisation because of fear 

associated with change (Aziri 2011; George & Jones, 2008).  

Labour turnover is one of the common features if when change is introduced employees are not fully 

informed are not confident about its purpose and intended goal. Literature further notes that employees 

tend to leave the organisation for better options out there. If employers do not manage their change 

properly, they are likely to lose four times their workforce (Luthans, 2011). Turnover normally adds the 

obvious burden to management in relation to costs in exit interviews, replacement costs as well as 

training of newly appointed staff to acquaint themselves with the organisation. Thomas (2006) stated 

that job insecurity is the perception of a potential threat to job continuity. When change is introduced in 

an organisation, some employees will fear to lose their jobs especially when they are less qualified for 

their positions. Thomas (2006) maintained that the perception of job insecurity is frequently linked to 

reduced organisational commitment, job satisfaction, job involvement, job performance and productivity, 

mistrust in management and intention to leave the organisation. 

Literature shows that it is important to manage change well, specifically the human capital, in order to 

achieve any of the aims and objectives of the organisation, including sustainability for eventual 

competitive advantage. 

Methods and Data 

This study followed a qualitative research design. Data were collected, with the use of a research guide 

that had open-ended questions, from employees of the university. Both academic and administrative 

employees were included in the sample. A proportional quota sample was taken from the employees of 

the university. Eventually 114 participants were involved. Of the total participants 61% were female and 

39% were male, the academic employees formed 44% of the overall participants while the administrative 

participants formed 66%. Obtained data in the study were analysed using the NVIVO version 14 through 

the principle of thematic analysis. 

Results 

A number of questions were asked to participants about their general feeling about change at this 

university that was under study, i.e. how they felt about the de-merger, how that de-merger was 

managed, their opinions on the subsequent name change and how they felt about how change should 

be managed in future at this institution. The following presentation will look at the major themes that 

came out during data collection. 
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Feelings About the De-Merger 

Participants presented mixed feelings regarding the de-merger. The majority of them were happy about 

the de-merger. When asked to briefly explain their feelings about the de-merger, one of the participants 

had this to say “I was over the moon when I heard the good news. My eyes were full with tears of joy”. 

The other participant stated that “I am extremely happy about the de-merger. I am over the moon”. 

Although most of the participants were happy about the de-merger, some of the participants were 

unhappy about it. For instance, one of the participants had this to say “The de-merger should never 

have taken place: A waste of tax payer’s money”. Another participant showed frustrations about the de-

merger stating that “I feel embarrassed when coming to the poor services at this institution where we do 

not have a dynamic website”. In support of the above statement, one of the participants clearly showed 

displeasure and had this to say “I am unhappy about the de-merger. Can you imagine starting working 

in a new university, the previous university had challenges, what more this new establishment”. 

Reasons for Change in the Organisation 

Participants in the study were asked about whether they knew the reasons for the de-merger. They had 

different views about the reasons for change at this institution. The following are the major themes that 

came out as reasons for the de-merger: 

Efficient service delivery: The majority of participants argued that the reason for the de-merger was 

for efficient service delivery. One of the participants argued that “This institution now has control over its 

own finance and future destiny. We need to look at the finance department and human resources to 

improve the systems and procedures and new technology to help those departments to function better” 

and another one of the participants stated that the demerger occurred “for good results and competent 

future academics”.  

Political interference: A considerable number of participants argued that the major reason for change 

at this institution was political interference by government. For instance when answering the question 

about the reason why the institution had to de-merge, one of the participants had this to say “political 

reasons. Somebody tried to prove him or herself, power”. The other participant argued that “Political 

pressure caused change at this institution”. 

Was Change at this Institution Beneficial? 

Participants in the research had mixed feelings on whether change was beneficial or not. The following 

are the feelings that emerged in terms of whether the de-merger was perceived to be beneficial or not:  

Too early to comment: The majority of the participants argued that it is too early to comment on whether 

the change (i.e. de-merger) was beneficial or not.  One of the participants had this to say “It is still too 
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early to comment but I believe if the focus is to grow the institution, this will benefit this institution”. In 

support of the first statement another participant argued that “I have not yet seen change, maybe the 

process is still on or hidden”. Since the data collection was done immediately after the de-merger, most 

participants felt that they need time to assess the impact of change at this institution. 

Change was beneficial: A considerable number of participants felt that change at this institution was 

beneficial. One of the participants had this to say: “Yes. We need independence to   fully develop our 

potential”. The independence they referred to was explained as a feeling that before the de-merger they 

depended on the other institution for a lot of things, - linking with the earlier statement by another 

participant who indicated that now, after the de-merger, the institution can have control over their 

finances and human capital. In addition, one of the participants claimed that, “Yes we need change to 

improve”. In support of the above statements, one of the participants stated that “Change will bring 

stability, cure to all our uncertainty problems here and at home. Hope new things like expansion of 

buildings, promotions and increase in salaries will be done”. 

Change was not beneficial: The minority of the participants have the view that the de-merger was not 

beneficial. One of the participants had this to say: “No, it is not beneficial since other sub divisions are 

suffering from lowly provision of management”. In support of the above statement, one of the participants 

contended that “no, it was only beneficial to somebody to gain something for him or herself.” This 

statement clearly shows that change was perceived to be beneficial for a few individuals but not for the 

wider university community. Furthermore, in support the perception that the de-merger was not 

beneficial, one of the participants argued that “this change will only benefit the policy makers, politicians 

are using this platform to advance their political career, they want to be known to have contributed 

something but in actual fact this change cannot benefit the society”. 

The Way Change Was Managed 

Participants in the research had mixed feelings about their perception of how the de-merger was 

managed at this institution. The discussion below shows the major themes that came out during data 

collection:  

Change was badly managed: The majority of participants argued that change at this institution was not 

managed well; - one of the participants had this to say about their perception on how well the change 

was managed: “Not well. There was lack of communication and opportunity to express our views and 

planning”. In support of the above statement, one of the participants argued that “the de-merger was not 

well planned with regard to IT migration, graduation money availability and perhaps more I am not aware 

of”.  
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The participants also indicated that they were not pleased with the way policies were crafted and 

implemented in the institution. 

Some of the participants who were unhappy about the way the change was managed brought about the 

issue of the name change as well. For instance one said that “… I personally don’t like the name …, I 

wanted the name used prior to the merger”.  

Some participants even stated that they were not happy about the new name of the university as firstly, 

the university was named after an unpopular person, and secondly the university personnel feel they 

were not consulted in terms of name suggestions. 

Change was well managed: The minority of the participants argued that they feel that the way change 

was managed at this institution was not bad. One of the participants had this to say about the 

management of change, “Moderately fine, with the interim council which was leading from the top, 

everything was fine”. In support, one of the participants maintained that “Not too bad, although there is 

always room for improvement. I don’t have a lot of knowledge about the process. All we heard are 

rumours”. The reliance on rumours in the above may also be supportive of the fact that was brought up 

by an earlier participant who indicated that inadequate communication of the de-merger process may 

have been one of the issues. Furthermore, it would seem that, from the statements, the participants 

were not hundred percent sure that the de-merger was managed well. 

Discussion 

The success of organisational transiformation is greatly impacted by employee participation in change 

management, especially when it comes to South African universities. Literature shows that things like 

mergers, changes in governance, and policy reforms require employee participation. Better results, such 

as increased productivity, decreased resistance, and a more unified corporate culture, can result from 

involving employees in the change process. This study observed that there was resistance in the 

implementaion of change. 

Universities in South Africa have undergone a variety of organisational changes, such as de-mergers 

and mergers. According to Kok et al. (2014), workers felt disempowered and resistant to change as a 

result of their perception of a lack of participation in decision-making processes. This emphasises the 

necessity of inclusive engagement tactics to encourage staff dedication and acceptance. The above 

observation is consistent with the findings of this study. 

Additionally, Iwu et al. (2014) highlighted the connection between higher job satisfaction and productivity 

and employee participation. A study conducted at a university in South Africa, employees are more likely 

to favourably impact the objectives of the organisation when they are consulted and their opinions are 

respected. 
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Employee involvement is essential to negotiating the challenges of change management at South 

African Universities. Literature further points that employees actively participate in decision-making, 

improvements are more likely to be accepted and executed successfully.  

Notwithstanding the legislative provisions, there are a number of obstacles that must be overcome 

before employee participation in change management may be implemented in universities. According 

to studies, workers frequently feel left out of decision-making procedures, which causes them to be 

unhappy and resistant to change. According to a study conducted at one South African university of 

technology, for example, many workers believed they were not sufficiently involved in decision-making, 

which had a detrimental effect on how they perceived organisational changes. 

Literature shows that a key element of effective change management at South African universities is 

employee participation. Universities can guarantee more inclusive, egalitarian, and successful 

transformation processes by eliminating the obstacles to effective involvement and conforming to 

regulatory frameworks. In the end, encouraging a participative atmosphere benefits higher education 

institutions' overall growth and sustainability in addition to improving the implementation of change. The 

above observation is consistent with the findings of this study. 

Conclusion 

The majority of participants show that they were happy about the de-merger. Most of the participants 

indicated that according to their understanding the reason for change at this institution was for efficient 

service delivery to the surrounding community while a few of the participants argued that political 

interference was the major reason for change. The majority of the participants indicated that it is too 

early to comment if change was beneficial. However, some mentioned that they envisage that this de-

merger will be beneficial as it unfolds further. 

Although the majority of participants expressed pleasure that the de-merger took place, a majority was 

not satisfied with the way this change was managed. Some brought up their unhappiness with the name 

change and the way it was achieved. Most of the participants suggested communication as one of the 

best ways that would have been beneficial in carrying out change at this institution.  

In light of the above, this paper recommends the following:  

• Education and communication to clarify the purpose of the change and thus the envisioned 

end goal. They will dispel rumours and may help in getting employee participation and buy-

in.  

• Employee consultation would have also helped in getting the full participation and avoided 

discontent with the new name especially.  
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• Communication about the whole process as well as regular updating of all relevant 

stakeholders. 

• Stakeholder Involvement prior to, during and involvement in regular monitoring and 

feedback 

Some of the participants suggested that some type of information and feedback from employees and 

other stakeholders may be sensitive and my need discretion and anonymity, - so in that case the 

institution can provide suggestion boxes that can be placed at strategic points or anonymous hotline. 

Informed employees, who feel like they are part of the important decisions about the institution, will tend 

to want to stay in the organisation. This may have helped in keeping key talent.  

For purposes of future research this paper recommends that more in-depth interviews be conducted to 

explore better people’s feelings and opinions. In addition, a similar study can be conducted when the 

change and effects have taken time to simmer for people to make better opinions as the participants 

essentially indicated that it was perhaps a bit too soon after the merger. 
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