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Abstract

The increased investment in enhanced research capacity is grounded in the
belief that meaningful research is associated with several economic, social, and
environmental benefits. South African universities are on a quest to remain
competitive in global rankings. One avenue to achieve improved rankings is to
increase the quality and quantity of research and the capacity of those
responsible for its production. Scholarly literature exploring sustainable
research capacity building is low. Little is known about effective ways to
promote the capacity for excellence in research. The purpose of this qualitative
study was to explore the sustainability of practices employed to build the
research capacity of academic practitioners in South African universities. To
achieve the purpose of this study, semi-structured interviews, embedded in
grounded theory principles, were employed. The findings revealed that effective
practices were employed to foster the research capacity building of their
research practitioners. However, limited resources—such as inadequate
funding, overwhelming teaching responsibilities, and insufficient competence
to engage in interdisciplinary research—hinder the sustainability of the
implemented practices. With sustainability in mind, institutions should
prioritise fostering a culture of mentorship, collaboration, and active research
participation.
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Introduction

Research is characterised by a methodical, critical, and empirical approach to problem-
solving, which encompasses several key activities. These include formulating research
questions, conducting observations, evaluating the reliability of information sources,
designing and implementing studies, creating data-collection instruments, analysing
results, proposing solutions, and disseminating findings (Del Savio et al. 2024). In
essence, research is a process of critical thinking and systematic inquiry aimed at
addressing challenges and leveraging opportunities (Marino-Jiménez et al. 2024).

Jackson et al. (2022) and Kozhakhmet et al. (2022) observe that national governments
have significantly increased their funding and policies to enhance research productivity
and nurture the next generation of scholars. In developing nations, international
development donors and governmental organisations have reaffirmed their dedication
to strengthening the research capacity of their respective countries (Vicente-Crespo et
al. 2021). Their increased investment in enhanced research capacity is grounded in the
belief that meaningful research is associated with many benefits to several stakeholders
(Pulford et al. 2020).

For societies, research in all its diverse forms has the potential to drive environmental,
social, and economic progress (Daniels, Niemczyk, and De Beer 2024; Marino-Jiménez
et al. 2024; Yoshioka-Kobayashi and Shibayama 2021). Environmental research helps
address challenges such as climate change, resource depletion, and biodiversity loss by
developing sustainable technologies and informing conservation policies. Social
research, including health and education studies, improves quality of life by advancing
medical treatments, shaping effective public health strategies, reducing inequality, and
improving learning outcomes. At the same time, economic and technological research
fosters innovation, increases productivity, creates new industries and jobs, and supports
evidence-based policymaking that promotes stable and inclusive economic growth. To
this end, Del Savio et al. (2024) report that research plays a crucial role in advancing
the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Zooming in on the
economic dimension of sustainability, the economies of affluent countries often rely on
the generation of knowledge that serves as the principal catalyst for the development of
new products and services (see also Zheng et al. 2024), which benefit national
governments and their citizens.

In this context, the role of universities is pivotal, as these institutions allocate substantial
resources to nurture future academic leaders and support seasoned research
professionals (Del Savio et al. 2024; Yoshioka-Kobayashi and Shibayama 2021).
Universities are also beneficiaries of improved research capacity. When viewed
globally, research empowers universities to maintain their relevance amid the forces of
pandemics, globalisation, and internationalisation (Del Savio et al. 2024). Esteemed
evaluations, such as the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU),
Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World University Rankings, and Times Higher Education
(THE) World University Rankings, assess institutions based on their academic and
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research outputs (Ulla and Tarrayo 2021). According to Jackson et al. (2022),
institutions that achieve a higher number of publications tend to secure better positions
in these rankings, which subsequently enhances their funding prospects and attracts
talented faculty and students. Therefore, it has become increasingly important for
universities to implement policies and incentives that encourage faculty members to
enhance the quality and quantity of their research outputs, engage in international
research collaborations, and publish in well-regarded, indexed journals. While such
measures are essential for ensuring academic rigour, visibility, and global
competitiveness, publishing research should not be limited to meeting performance
indicators. Rather, the broader significance of research lies in its capacity to advance
knowledge, inform evidence-based policymaking, drive innovation, and address
pressing social, environmental, and economic challenges. High-quality research that is
widely disseminated has the potential to influence institutional practice and contribute
to sustainable development at local, national, and global levels. Consequently,
universities should adopt a balanced approach that values publication excellence with
societal relevance, ethical integrity, and long-term impact.

As regards those responsible for its production and dissemination, the academic
profession is associated with a spectrum of challenges (Le 2024). Daniels, Niemczyk,
and De Beer (2024) highlight the increasing pressures faced by academics in universities
caused by the institutions’ ambitions to attract enhanced investment, skilled personnel
and students, and to achieve improved positions in global rankings. Research output is
recognised as a vital measure of an academic’s productivity, qualifications, and
potential for career advancement (Kozhakhmet et al. 2022; Ulla and Tarrayo 2021).
Wilkins, Hazzam, and Lean (2021) further emphasise that, for the past 30 years, the
publication of scholarly work has been an essential requirement for academic
professionals. Furthermore, Mydin and Surat (2021) and Del Savio et al. (2024) indicate
that the expectations of academics extend beyond mere research production; they are
also required to secure research funding, engage in international collaboration, and meet
specific citation metrics. As a result of these expectations, academic professionals report
that feelings of anxiety and pressure are common as they navigate their way through the
academic arena (Hernandez-Pefia, Maldonado, and Cardenas 2022). Compounding
pressure and anxiety can be ascribed to the fact that the research landscape is in constant
flux because of societal and institutional transformations, including the expansion of
higher education, globalisation, and advancements in technologies such as artificial
intelligence (Herndndez-Pefia, Maldonado, and Cardenas 2022). Each of these factors
imposes distinct demands and expectations on academic institutions and their faculty
(Le 2024).

In light of the critical importance of research for governments, society, universities, and
academic professionals, research capacity building (RCB) emerges as a crucial strategy.
RCB can be employed by nations and academic institutions to cultivate the capabilities
of individuals involved in research production (Del Savio et al. 2024). Common RCB
initiatives at universities include workshops focused on research methodologies and
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seminars tailored to publication strategies (Kozhakhmet et al. 2022). Nevertheless,
scholars such as Cash-Gibson, Guerra, and Salgado-de-Snyder (2015), Cordrey et al.
(2022), McGuire et al. (2020), and Niemczyk and Rossouw (2018) advocate for
sustainable research capacity building (SRCB). The latest definition, and the one
employed in this study, is provided by Zuzovsky and Guberman (2024), who state that
SRCB is the product of three dimensions: expertise, motivation, and opportunities.
Expertise refers to the essential methodological knowledge and skills required at both
individual and institutional levels for effective research and sustainable impact.
Motivation reflects the value institutions place on research, including available financial
incentives and the supportive attitudes of faculty members. Opportunities involve
resources such as time, funding, and institutional support that facilitate research and
enhance expertise and motivation. Efforts to strengthen research capacity can target
either individual faculty or institutional structures. Financial resources, such as
dedicated research budgets or reduced teaching loads, provide external incentives for
researchers who aim to engage more actively in research initiatives.

The motivation behind this study was grounded in the scarcity of research on the topic
of SRCB. Currently, little is known about effective ways to promote the capacity for
excellence in research (Niemczyk and Rossouw 2018). Although most studies on SRCB
are grounded in health research, publications remain low (Jack et al. 2020; Kasprowicz
et al. 2020; Kwedi-Nolna et al. 2022; McGuire et al. 2020; Schmidt et al. 2022; Squires
2019; Van Rensburg, Armstrong, and Geyer 2017; Van Wyk, Wolvaardt, and Nyoni
2020; Wittayapun and Nawarat 2021; Wong Shee et al. 2022). Scholarly literature
shows that the need for SRCB in African countries such as South Africa is immense, as
nowadays, researchers are expected to operate in the context of globalisation,
internationalisation, technological advancements, and new, innovative research
methodologies (Van Wyk, Wolvaardt, and Nyoni 2020). This study addressed the
above-mentioned research gaps by exploring the specific practices applied to foster
SRCB in faculties of education, law, and community and health sciences. The research
was guided by the following research questions:

RQ1: How effective are the specific practices employed to foster sustainable research
capacity building of South African research practitioners?

RQ2: To what extent are challenges threatening the sustainability of the specific
practices employed to foster sustainable research capacity building?

RQ3: What does the emerging theory reveal about sustainable research capacity
building in South African universities?

Literature Review

The literature review explores the unique context of South African universities, the
research productivity and capacity in these institutions, and the challenges threatening
SRCB initiatives in Africa.
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The Influence of Global Rankings on South African Universities

The public university system in South Africa is deeply influenced by a historical legacy
rooted in the colonial and apartheid era policies, which served predominantly white
communities and perpetuated systemic inequalities (Luvalo 2020). With the abolition
of apartheid in 1994, the landscape of higher education began to undergo substantial
reform, largely driven by government initiatives such as the White Paper on Education
and the National Plan for Higher Education. These strategies were designed to address
historical injustices and promote inclusivity (see Department of Education [DoE] 1997,
2001, 2008). The focus of these reforms included increasing access to higher education
for populations historically marginalised, facilitating institutional transformation, and
ensuring that university curricula align with national development goals. Currently,
South Africa is home to 26 public universities that collectively provide a wide array of
academic programmes and engage in various research initiatives. The presence of 26
public universities offering diverse academic programmes and research initiatives
represents a national asset for the country. These institutions provide a platform for
skills development, knowledge production, and innovation. However, the uneven
distribution of resources, research capacity, and institutional support across the sector
remains a key challenge that must be addressed to ensure that all universities can
contribute meaningfully to sustainable national development and social transformation.

One important driver behind improving the research capacity of institutions and their
academic practitioners is the desire of South African universities to improve their
reputation in global rankings. South African universities promote RCB through policy
(see Department of Higher Education and Training [DHET] 2015) and funding
initiatives such as the National Research Foundation (see NRF 2022). The concern for
South African scholars is that local universities duplicate the example of more
successful research-intensive institutions, without considering contextual factors, which
leads to ineffective uniformity (Mafenya 2019). Consequently, academics are
compelled to devote their attention and resources to satisfying the research excellence
criteria set out by global-ranking institutions, often at the expense of their research
autonomy and other core activities such as teaching and learning (Wolhuter 2023).

In global ranking criteria, the quality of research and research output statistics are
analysed to score the research contribution of universities. In addition, South African
academics have been motivated to produce high-quality research, as they, too, are
assigned a rating based on their contribution to their scholarly field of study (Mafenya
2019; NRF 2022). Kaidesoja (2022) reports that university rankings and their impact on
universities have received mixed reviews. Advocates of university rankings claim that
ranking systems have a positive influence on research quality and research outputs at
higher education institutions (HEIs). On the other hand, opposing views indicate that
university rankings are counterproductive to educational activities. Wolhuter (2023)
warns that, in their quest to remain competitive in global rankings, HEIs should keep in
mind that global rankings undermine the autonomy of universities and that rankings do
not consider the contextual uniqueness of universities.
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Research Productivity and Research Capacity

Over the past two decades, research capacity building in South African universities has
intensified. Considerable financial investment and policies have been directed towards
the development of skilled researchers (Niemczyk and Rossouw 2018). Consequently,
South African HEIs have experienced considerable growth in the publication of journal
articles, conference proceedings, books, and theses. The increase in such publications
can be attributed to the implementation of the Research Outputs Policy in 2015 (DHET
2015) and the establishment of internal research policies in respective South African
HEIs. In addition, the NRF has played a pivotal role in promoting research and capacity
building through the provision of funding and research infrastructure (NRF 2022). As a
result of ongoing support in internal and external policies and the provision of funding,
the DHET (2021) was pleased to report that the total number of publications (in the
country’s 26 public universities) has increased from 7,230 units in 2005 to 21,019 units
in 2019.

Examples of SRCB initiatives from the 26 public universities in South Africa show that
support towards SRCB in the form of RCB programmes is in place. As reported by
Durban University of Technology (2023) and the University of Johannesburg (2021),
annual RCB programmes aimed at developing new, emerging researchers are hosted at
their institutions. The RCB programmes provide opportunities for staff and students to
engage with highly respected expert academics. The focus of the training was to link
research objectives to questionnaires and assist supervisors with the process of
postgraduate supervision. Specifically focusing on education, Tlhapi (2023) reports that
the North-West University (NWU) School of Professional Studies in Education hosted
its second annual workshop aimed at empowering research professionals with the
necessary knowledge, values, and competencies to improve the quality and quantity of
research. A key feature of the workshop was the element of sustainability in RCB.

Challenges Threatening the Sustainability of Research Capacity-Building
Initiatives in Africa

According to scholars from the developing world (Kasprowicz et al. 2020; Marongwe
et al. 2022; Van Wyk, Wolvaardt, and Nyoni 2020), factors that hinder SRCB in Africa
are twofold. On the one hand, Africa has low levels of research output. As indicated by
Kasprowicz et al. (2020), although Africa houses 15% of the global population, the
continent produces 2% of the world’s research output. The same authors attribute the
low levels of research output to a lack of skilled research practitioners and inadequate
access to research databases. It is important to note that many educational leaders at
African universities are not active researchers; therefore, they are not the most equipped
candidates to evaluate research competencies or to implement effective SRCB
principles and practices at their respective universities (Fredua-Kwarteng 2021). On the
other hand, funding is not always available for research endeavours and SRCB
initiatives. Despite low budgets for research, which often account for less than 1% of an
African country’s gross domestic product (GDP), African researchers are still expected
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to show their full research potential and productivity (Marongwe et al. 2022). Although
universities in Africa have received support and funding towards RCB initiatives and
forged partnerships with institutions globally, local governmental investment in higher
education remains low (Marongwe et al. 2022). As reported by Marongwe and
colleagues, insufficient funding hinders progress towards the development of novice
researchers and hampers the dissemination of high-quality research outputs.

Although it is promising that the African continent has experienced an increase in
research productivity, additional funding and improved productivity are required, as the
continent’s research output does not meet global standards (Kwedi-Nolna et al. 2022).
Female academics are placed at a further disadvantage because of inadequate funding
sources. In South Africa, the contribution of women to the overall research output of
the country has constantly fluctuated at around 30% (DHET 2022). However, between
the years 2018 and 2020, the contribution that women in academia made to research
was 37%. Although satisfied with the growth, the South African DHET (2022) describes
the progress as modest and sluggish.

As regards the sustainability of research projects in sub-Saharan Africa, there is a need
for more novice researchers with the necessary knowledge, values, and competencies to
pursue research careers (Balandya et al. 2021). The available scholarly literature on the
topic of SRCB shows that the inadequate preparation of research practitioners in the
subcontinent stems from poorly developed research courses in postgraduate education
and a lack of opportunities for professional development during employment (Balandya
et al. 2021).

Dell (2019) emphasises that South Africa’s commitment to RCB is evident in the fact
that, since the year 2000, the country has doubled its research productivity. In the same
period, success has not been limited to research outputs. There has also been an increase
in the number of doctoral graduates (Dell 2019). The above-mentioned figures appear
promising at face value, and the DHET (2021) appears to be content with the average
growth rate (8.06%) in research productivity between the years 2005 to 2019. However,
Sebola (2023) analysed the substantial financial resources devoted to South African
universities and reports that the increase in the number of research publications and
doctoral students was too gradual to claim sufficient progress and a sustainable
trajectory. Furthermore, research professionals who operate in the developing world are
at a disadvantage due to a lack of resources and funding to conduct research and to
attend and present their research at (inter)national conferences (Kanmounye et al. 2022).

Research Methods

In this study, a qualitative framework, grounded in a postmodern research paradigm,
was used. It facilitated an in-depth understanding of process-oriented phenomena,
particularly practices employed to foster SRCB in South African universities. Instead
of adopting a predetermined theoretical framework, the researcher adhered to the
principles of grounded theory while systematically gathering and analysing data to
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identify emergent themes. Such systematic methodologies are critical, as grounded
theory emphasises coherent and rigorous data collection and analysis practices.
Grounded theory is a qualitative research approach aimed at systematically generating
theory from empirical data by examining how individuals interpret and construct
meaning within their social worlds, drawing conceptually on symbolic interactionism
(Blumer 1969) and methodologically on the traditions of Chicago School sociology
(Glaser and Strauss 1967).

Employing grounded theory principles was the most suitable for this study because
researchers employing this methodology primarily engage in qualitative techniques,
such as interviews, to collect data (Nieuwenhuis 2020). In addition, Nieuwenhuis
advises that qualitative researchers refrain from commencing their inquiries with a
predetermined theoretical framework aimed at testing established hypotheses. Rather,
in accordance with an inductive approach, an emerging theory may emerge organically
during the processes of data collection and analysis. This approach minimised the
potential of researcher bias and enriched the findings.

The central aim of grounded theory analysis is to distil concepts, develop conceptual
categories, and elucidate relationships among these categories derived from the data.
This process culminates in the development of a theory that derives from the
experiences of the research participants, rather than being anchored in pre-existing
theoretical constructs. Unlike other interpretive methodologies, grounded theory
prioritises the understanding of variations and complexities in social phenomena.
Additionally, it provides insights into how social processes generate meaning and how
contextual factors impact these processes. To this end, an emerging theory naturally
arose from the data and is elaborated on in section 5.

This research is a component of a broader project that involves an extensive review of
existing literature, an analysis of 40 relevant documents, and 10 semi-structured
interviews. This section focuses on the findings derived from the semi-structured
interviews. Data were collected from participants detailed in Table 1 below.
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Table 1: Participant profiles

Name Institution Gender Experience and Faculty

Participant A SA1 Female Experienced researcher in the
Faculty of Education

Participant B SA1 Female Experienced researcher in the
Faculty of Community and Health
Sciences

Participant C SA1 Female Experienced researcher who served

two terms as the Deputy Dean of
the Faculty of Education
Participant D SAl Female Novice researcher in the Faculty of
Law. She recently completed her
doctoral studies and is shifting her
attention to producing research
outputs.

Participant E SAl Male Experienced researcher in the
Faculty of Education with a proven
publishing track record and the
holder of a research grant.

Participant F SA2 Male Novice researcher in the Faculty of
Education

Participant G SA2 Male Novice researcher in the Faculty of
Education

Participant H SA2 Male Experienced researcher in the

Faculty of Education with a proven
track record of research outputs

Participant I SA2 Male Novice researcher in the Faculty of
Education

Participant J SA2 Female Experienced researcher and head of
postgraduate education in the
Faculty of Education

With reference to Table 1, the participants (males = 50% and females = 50%) were
equally represented during the semi-structured interviews. Based on the information,
most of the participants were experienced researchers (60%) compared to the number
of novice researchers (40%). Most of the participants were from the Faculty of
Education (80%). Moreover, 10% were from the Faculty of Law, and 10% were from
the Faculty of Health Sciences. Experienced researchers were selected because of their
long-term understanding and insights into the research process. Novice researchers were
selected because they understood the initial and recent challenges and opportunities
presented to inexperienced academics.

In line with grounded theory methodologies, a purposive sampling approach was
employed in this study. Participants were purposefully selected from three faculties of
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two different universities (SA1 and SA2) to gain insights into the practices and
challenges related to SRCB among academic professionals. Recruitment strategies
entailed a combination of snowball sampling, telephone interviews, and email
communication to ensure that the subject matter was relevant to potential participants.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted, ranging from 45 to 90 minutes, and
incorporated open-ended questions tailored to elicit rich, detailed narratives of
participants’ experiences. The author facilitated the interviews, which were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

The data analysis process was initiated with the first interview and unfolded in several
distinct phases. Transcripts were subjected to open coding through a framework based
on Schatzman’s dimensional analysis. This involved a continuous comparison of open
codes and their interrelations, facilitating the development of higher-order
classifications referred to as axial codes (Schatzman 1991). Eventually, selective codes
emerged by correlating concepts and contextual conditions, supported by thorough
memo-writing to exhibit and scrutinise an evolving theoretical framework (Strauss
1987). Throughout the analytical process, insights informed the refinement of interview
questions and shaped recruitment strategies. Additionally, findings were shared at
multiple points with participants and contributors for their input, thereby enhancing the
validity of the study. The analytic phase concluded upon reaching theoretical saturation,
indicated by the absence of new information or categories.

A robust qualitative research design extends beyond effective methodologies and also
encompasses adherence to appropriate ethical standards. In accordance with ethical
guidelines, the identities of both the institutions and participants were kept confidential.
Participants provided signed informed consent letters, which ensured their anonymity
and safeguarded their rights. Given the considerations of time constraints, resource
availability, and limited access to universities and academic professionals, this study
was confined to two universities. Consequently, while the findings provide significant
insights, they are not generalisable to a broader context.

Findings

This section explores how effective the specific practices are in fostering SRCB. In
addition, the extent to which the challenges threaten the sustainability of the
implemented practices is elaborated on.

Language Editor

In the context of SA1, an editor was appointed to improve research capacity and quality
of research outputs. The editor’s role was to provide feedback and language revisions
on research drafts before submission for publication in conference proceedings,
journals, and books. The practice of appointing a dedicated individual and office to
provide guidance on academic writing can improve the quality of academic
publications. As stated by Participant E:
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Fortunately, we have an editor who has been appointed at the faculty. That is a person
who can read your draft before you send it off to the journal and indicate to you where
you need to work on your research questions, and you need to work on your title. We
appointed this person to assist our lecturers in improving their research capacity and
publishing quality work.

However, not all research practitioners capitalised on the editor’s service to improve
their research capacity and quantity, which hindered the sustainability of this practice.
While some academic professionals were thriving and actively publishing, others were
perceived as “dead wood”. Not all staff members seemed to be motivated, productive
researchers. This could hinder the research capacity of a research unit and the university.
In fact, such disparities in performance create an uneven research environment where
only a limited number of academics carry the institution’s research output and mentor
colleagues. Participant D observed:

You do get staff that are really thriving—they are publishing like never before, and then
you get the ones that are just dead wood. It comes down to how you will utilise the
opportunities that are available.

Participant E proposed that academics who were not interested in engaging in research
and supervising postgraduate students be assigned increased teaching responsibilities.
As suggested by Participant E:

Of course, there are many others that we call stagnant or dormant researchers—those
who are not publishing. That must be investigated. We must also have a policy in place.
For example, if you are not publishing, then you will maybe have to teach more. If you
don’t have any master’s or PhD students, you will have to teach more.

Conferences

The two universities under investigation were committed to funding opportunities for
knowledge exchange and networking opportunities through conference participation. In
addition, research practitioners had avenues to seek additional support if they did not
have sufficient budgets from their authors’ funds. Financial support drives research
capacity, professional development, and encourages active participation in academic
discourse. In addition, participation in conferences creates a platform for academics to
establish long-term research-related collaborations across institutions and borders. As
explained by Participants H and I, respectively:

I received a lot of opportunities. When I arrived at the university, I was even supported
by the university to go to a conference. I have produced many papers from conferences

because I am supported by the research unit.

[Currently], I do not have any funds, but I can go to my director in the entity, and
everything will be paid for.
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Financial constraints hindered conference participation, in turn, threatening the
sustainability of RCB. Participant H said that the existing funding was insufficient.
Consequently, many academics could not attend conferences. As explained by
Participant H:

The main challenge will be finance, I think, because it is not enough. For instance, as |
am speaking, | have used up all the money that I got from the papers I published. This
means that now I cannot go to another conference.

However, it is concerning that Participant J indicated that she would rather set aside her
research and conference participation to prioritise the immediate teaching needs of a
large student body. Researchers felt obligated to fulfil teaching duties at the expense of
their research and conference participation, as teaching had an immediate impact on
student learning. It seems that the urgency of teaching and administrative tasks
overshadowed research activities such as attending conferences. She explained as
follows:

I would rather put my research aside or my half-written manuscript aside, because it will
only affect me and one or two postgraduate students for a week or two. I would rather
focus my attention on my teaching and learning, because there are 600 students waiting
for me to give a class or to mark an assignment. I struggle to get to conferences.

Individuals who occupy leadership positions in HEIs have a strategic role in promoting
internationalisation. With sustainable research partnerships in mind, opportunities
should be created (through conferences) for academics to engage in academic circles
beyond the borders of their own countries. Participant E pointed out that the university
operated like a business. Therefore, formulating external partnerships, marketing the
HEI, and attracting resources were necessary. Participating in international conferences
and establishing partnerships with universities located in different countries are obvious
starting points to market a university and build research capacity through collaboration
with international scholars. As recommended by Participant E below:

It is the responsibility of the rector to have the idea of internationalisation. How can a
university be placed at a very high level in terms of publishing in international journals?
We are making a difference in terms of research happening at the national level, but you
need your academics to then go out, not just stay in South Africa and do online lectures,
but also visit international universities and present our work there. This is how we will
make new agreements with our universities, and so we also get money to come into the
university, because I think universities today are almost like a business. We also need
to think about how we can promote the university when we go out.

Funding

Funding opportunities were made available to academics through internal and external
research grants. Internal financial backing held great potential to foster sustainability in
RCB practices, as it was not limited to funding. The criteria for internal research grants
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involved mentoring and ongoing support for novice researchers. Participant H noted
that the university provided funding on the condition that novice researchers were
mentored and were part of the research process. The practice of providing funding is
promising, as adequate financial backing is essential for creating a sustainable research
habitat. As revealed by Participants A and H, respectively:

In more recent years, they [the HEI] have had this mid-career researcher kind of grants
out there where you can apply almost every year. The way the grants are structured now,
they have a mentoring component and a support component.

I received some grants previously. If you submit a very convincing research proposal,
you will receive a grant. There must be an element of development where newcomers
will be part of the project. It will be led by an experienced person.

However, the sustainability of funding as a practice is questionable. Participant D
emphasised the importance of alerting academic staff about research funding in
advance, as she mentioned the time-consuming nature of applying for funding.
Participants D revealed the following:

I did my first funding application last year. I realised why people are saying no, I do not
have time. Initially, in my mind, it was a one-hour process just to find out that it took
five days to submit an application.

Regarding funding as a challenge, institutional support was evident, as Participant E
expressed gratitude for receiving substantial financial support from the university.
However, this participant pointed out that attaining funding was competitive. He was
among a few research professionals who had obtained a research grant, while many of
his research colleagues did not have similar opportunities. For funding as a practice to
be deemed sustainable, it should be accessible to most academic professionals.
Nonetheless, Participant E recommended that scholars should take responsibility for
actively seeking and applying for funding towards improving their own research
capacity. Participant E said:

What I can talk about in terms of how the university supports us because I have
experienced it, so I am fortunate to have received funding from the university over the
last five years, but I had to apply. It is important that people apply for this funding. It is
important to look out for these opportunities when the university sends them to you.

An impressive response as regards SA2 was that the university had established
dedicated offices to assist researchers in navigating the complicated landscape of grant
applications and funding opportunities, from which other South African universities
could learn. Having dedicated offices and individuals to assist with funding would lead
to a simplified administrative process, which the participants described as lengthy. In
the voice of Participant J:
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Securing funding often involves navigating complex administrative processes. To
address this, our institution provides support through dedicated offices that assist
researchers in identifying funding opportunities, preparing proposals, and managing
grant applications. Streamlining these processes is an ongoing effort to reduce the
administrative burden on researchers.

Incentives and Awards

Incentives and awards were employed as a motivational tool to foster SRCB. Regarding
awards, the recognition and validation of the achievements of academic practitioners
could boost individual morale and encourage others to strive for similar achievements.
Participant C mentioned:

There is recognition by means of awards.

As regards incentives, an author’s fund was allocated to researchers who completed
supervision of postgraduate students. Through this fund, research-related activities—
such as travel, conference attendance, and publication costs—were supported. Tangible
benefits were required to motivate researchers to participate actively in research
initiatives. As explained by Participants H and I, respectively:

I mentioned that you have an author’s fund. If you complete your supervision, you get
an amount that goes into your account for research, for travel and attendance at
conferences, for publications, and so forth.

The most important strategy they are using is offering incentives.

Writing Retreats

Writing retreats created a dedicated time and space for academics to devote attention to
producing publications and being mentored by seasoned researchers. For the duration
of the writing retreat, participants receive support and guidance from experienced
research practitioners. A writing retreat has the potential to improve the quality of
research outputs and promote a culture of collaborative scholarship. In the voices of
Participant B and H, respectively:

The university does well in terms of making sure that there are writing retreats.

We also use article writing retreats, where you sometimes go to a certain place to
produce an article.

However, similar to conference participation, not all academics are available to attend
due to insufficient resources. Academics take on too many responsibilities at the
expense of their research capacity. Academics who served on multiple committees were
burdened by heavy workloads, time constraints, and staff shortages. Participant D
expressed her frustration as follows:
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[I have many] administrative duties because I am on two or three different committees.
I also have administration in terms of marking and the setting of exam papers, and on
top of that, you are expected to publish research.

Interdisciplinary Research

Participant E recommended that a sustainable practice for RCB is to engage in
interdisciplinary research. However, he pointed out that there was a tendency among
academics to operate in silos, which reflected a lack of interdisciplinary research
initiatives. Working in isolation limited the potential of impactful research. Thus, there
was a pressing need for collaboration among research practitioners operating in
distinctive disciplines and institutions. In the words of the participant:

As academics, we do not even think to do interdisciplinary research or work with other
colleagues from other faculties. But do you realise that we have to? We cannot work in
a silo—we have to work with other colleagues.

Emerging Theory

According to Merriam and Grenier (2019), grounded theory research is distinct from
other qualitative research methodologies in that it seeks to formulate an emerging theory
based on the findings generated during the study. This type of theory, known as
substantive theory, encapsulates processes and illustrates how they evolve over time. In
this study, the findings served as a basis for the development of an emerging substantive
theory, rather than a formal grand theory, given that substantive theory has not been
comprehensively validated across a diverse array of practices (Niemczyk 2010).

The universities in this study employed business practices in their operation, and some
of their business principles were to internationalise their institutions (global rankings),
be financially stable, and generate as many income streams as possible. Therefore,
research as a driver of financial sustainability motivated the universities to pay
considerable attention to employing practices that served their business needs (improve
the quality and quantity of research outputs). In fact, commendable practices (e.g.
employing a language editor, encouraging conference participation, and providing
funding) were employed to foster SRCB because the development of competent
researchers is associated with substantial financial incentives for the university (a basic
need). However, the sustainability of said practices is questionable—not all academics
made use of the language editor, since some researchers did not produce research. Not
all academics had available funds and time (due to teaching responsibilities) to
participate in conferences. In addition, although funding was made available, it was
often insufficient and highly competitive, resulting in only a few academics holding
research grants. To claim a sustainable research ecosystem, most academic
professionals should be relieved of their teaching and administrative responsibilities to
attend conferences and writing retreats. Furthermore, most research professionals
should have access to funding and actively contribute to research productivity.
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To this end, the emerging theory indicates that the South African universities
implemented sound practices to foster RCB because quality research outputs were
associated with increased funding and an improved reputation. However, limited
resources, such as inadequate funding, overwhelming teaching responsibilities, and
insufficient competence to engage in interdisciplinary research, hindered the
sustainability of the implemented practices. Although available scholarly literature
confirms the emerging theory generated from the findings of this study, longitudinal
studies and case studies to explore SRCB in the context of South African HEIs could
test or expand on the emerging theory.

Discussion

This section provides answers to the three research questions outlined in the
introduction (section 1). Regarding the first RQ, South African universities employed
effective strategies to build the research capacity of their researchers. A practice not
reported on frequently in the scholarly literature is the availability of a language editor
to improve the quality of scholarly outputs. In developing countries, mentorship has
historically been uncommon (Kingiri, Andersen, and Hanlin 2024). Whether formal or
informal, effective mentorship plays a crucial role in developing students’ research
skills through career guidance, support, and collaborative opportunities (Wekullo et al.
2024), especially for those new to research (Bonaconsa et al. 2024). Therefore, it is
promising that South African HEIs have made research funding available, provided that
funding recipients mentor novice scholars.

Both universities actively encouraged participation in academic conferences by
providing funding. According to Brockmann (2023), participating in conferences opens
access to regional and international research circles. This could lead to long-term
collaboration. A commendable commitment to fostering a research-active culture is
evident in the fact that the two universities implemented motivational practices, such as
offering time off for participation in writing retreats and offering awards and incentives
for high-quality research. The creation of time and space to engage in research through
the provision of writing retreats was identified as a crucial driver towards SRCB (Fussy
2024). To improve its effectiveness, writing retreats should be offered upon submission
of a research project (Fussy 2025). Furthermore, Jackson et al. (2022) recommend that
universities encourage and acknowledge (incentives) their academics who have
improved the quality and quantity of their research outputs, participate in international
research networks, and publish in reputable, indexed journals (Jackson et al. 2022).
Often, universities do not have a functional central research administration office that
can assist researchers and laboratories in obtaining necessary equipment and reagents
(Chukwudi 2022). Consequently, researchers are often left to navigate the complexities
of resource procurement independently, making their endeavours unsustainable.
Therefore, it is promising that SA2 established dedicated offices to assist researchers
with their funding applications and communicate funding-related opportunities.
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Regarding RQ2, although the practices were effective, their sustainability was hindered
by the challenges associated with them. It is concerning that not all researchers availed
themselves of the support provided by the language editor. The practice is underutilised
because some academics are dormant in their research endeavours. The latter is
confirmed by Fredua-Kwarteng (2021), who notes that many scholars employed in
African universities are not active researchers. Many of the interviewed researchers and
the available scholarly literature note that, at times, academics are unable to attend
conferences and writing retreats because of a lack of funding (Mapako et al. 2021) and
teaching responsibilities (Oancea et al. 2021; Zuzovsky and Guberman 2024). The
competitive nature of available funding for research is a concern, as only a minority of
academics manage to secure research grants (Daniels, Niemczyk, and De Beer 2024).
Some researchers in Nigeria reported that they consequently had to resort to financing
their work personally, drawing from their modest salaries (Chukwudi 2022). Another
example of unsustainable funding and knowledge production is revealed by Pietersen,
Ndofirepi, and Langeveldt (2025), who point out that African universities rely heavily
on external funding and accreditation. Donors from Europe and North America often
influence research priorities and funding themes, such as climate change, public health,
and global governance, that align with their interests rather than local needs. This
situation limits African scholarship’s visibility globally and reduces opportunities for
research that is socially relevant and rooted in local contexts.

Considering the evolving research landscape that seeks solutions to challenges of global
change, there is no doubt that all nations need skilled researchers to engage in
interdisciplinary research projects that must sometimes span geographical boundaries
(Niemczyk and Rossouw 2018). Although the participants were aware of the importance
of engaging in interdisciplinary research, many of them did not have the capacity to
engage in multi-, inter-, and transdisciplinary research, which was confirmed by Tatto
(2021).

Finally, the emerging theory (RQ3) indicates that the universities in this study employed
business practices in their research operation, and some of their business principles were
to internationalise their institutions (global rankings), be financially stable (produce
research), and generate as many income streams as possible (Wolhuter 2023). In fact,
academics are expected to contribute to the business objectives of universities through
research, as this is a critical indicator of an academic’s career advancement
(Kozhakhmet et al. 2022; Ulla and Tarrayo 2021; Wilkins, Hazzam, and Lean 2021).
The South African HEIs implemented sound practices to foster sustainability in their
RCB practices. However, limited resources—such as inadequate funding,
overwhelming teaching responsibilities, and insufficient competence to engage in
interdisciplinary research—hindered the sustainability of their practices.

Implications of the Findings

For academic institutions, there is a clear need to enhance support for researchers,
particularly fostering an environment that encourages the utilisation of available
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resources, such as language editing services. Institutions should prioritise creating a
culture of collaboration and active research participation among faculty, which would
address the dominance of a minority of academics active in knowledge production. For
researchers, the findings highlight the importance of seeking out interdisciplinary
opportunities and engaging in collaborative projects. This could enhance the quality and
quantity of their scholarly contributions and professional development. Internal and
external funding agencies play a crucial role in facilitating research by providing
accessible funding opportunities that consider the diverse needs of researchers. With
sustainability in mind, funding agencies should implement programmes that support
attendance at conferences and writing retreats, as such experiences are essential for
networking and professional development. In addition, funding criteria should include
a component that caters for mentoring novice academics and the promotion of
interdisciplinary research. The above implications should be enforced through
incentives and policy.

Conclusion

The increased investment in enhancing research capacity by the South African
government and universities is grounded in the recognition that research is associated
with numerous economic, societal, and environmental benefits (Pulford et al. 2020).
Fostering SRCB is demonstrated through the implementation of supportive policies and
funding initiatives, such as those offered by the NRF. The findings of this study
indicated the availability of essential research resources, including language editing
services and funding for conference participation. However, the highly competitive
nature of funding acquisition, coupled with the predominant teaching responsibilities
researchers face, often limited engagement in RCB activities. To mitigate these
challenges, universities employed various motivational practices, such as incentives and
awards, to stimulate research engagement. Additionally, the promotion of
interdisciplinary collaboration among researchers emerged as a vital opportunity for
enhancing research practices. The emerging theory revealed that South African
universities adopted effective practices to promote RCB, driven by the link between
quality research outputs, funding, and institutional reputation. However, challenges
such as limited funding, heavy teaching loads, and gaps in interdisciplinary capacity
constrained the long-term sustainability of these efforts.
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