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Abstract
The aim of this article is to explore the effects of the Institutional 
Forum, a governance innovation legislated in South Africa 
in 1997, as a mechanism that would contribute toward the 
democratisation of university governance. Forums were 
established to confront the legacy of structured disadvantage 
and to reorient the educational experience towards greater 
horizontal accountability.

The article provides commentary on the Forum’s impact vis-à-
vis participative ethos and deliberative democracy against the 
backdrop of the South African government’s post-apartheid 
commitments. Findings reveal challenges in the Forum’s 
make-up and implementation that are linked to its degree of 
influence. Ultimately, the conclusions convey perspectives on 
role ambiguity and conflictual power dynamics. 

“The Student Representative Council (SRC) is being suffocated 
by the inaction of university management. … We can’t breathe.” 
� SRC Representative, March 2014

1.	 Introduction
South African higher education embodies a complex 
narrative. History tells of the traumatic fault lines through 
legislation passed in 1959 that regulated separatist principles 
that originated decades earlier. These divisions stemmed 
from efforts to create a segregated educational sector that 
deprived the majority black South African population of access 
to quality education and basic human rights derived from 
apartheid’s cruel dictates. The trajectory of change in South 
African society, therefore, spanned from the depths of racist 
apartheid from circa 1948 to 1996, the year when arguably the 
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most democratic Constitution in the world was ratified. The ideals and ideology that 
served as the foundation for the new South Africa were important in establishing policy 
priorities that shaped and restructured the landscape in light of the country’s post-
apartheid goals of redress, access and social justice. This article analyses the journey of 
public universities in South Africa, with a focus on the democratisation of governance 
through innovative structural change that was put into place with the establishment of 
Institutional Forums (IFs). This change in university governance was expected to bring 
positive benefits to the tertiary sector. However, as the opening quote from a university 
student suggests, the status quo within South African universities can be characterised 
by pent-up dissatisfaction and anger. Among the reasons for this sentiment is the failure 
at what many call the deliberative democracy that was heralded in higher education 
legislation.

The article focuses on the extent to which stasis or change in governance has 
occurred within a case study university (CSU) that has had an IF in place since 1999. 
It will concentrate on the roles and perceptions of key participants and will study the 
implementation and effects of the governance arrangement that incorporated the Forum. 
In this way, as key authors have suggested, higher education has the potential to “include 
a mandate informed by a strong form of agency” (Singh, 2001:17; see also Marginson, 
2006, 2011b:414; CHE, 2007:180; Sultana, 2012; Barnett, 1990; Singh, 2001, 2011; Pusser, 
2006; Calhoun, 2006; Lange, 2012; Tierney, 2006a; Enders, 2012).

South African universities face significant challenges in terms of student access, diversity 
in academic staff, curriculum relevance and institutional climates. While progress 
has been made in some regard since Higher Education Act 101 in 1997, a number of 
important issues still need to be addressed. Moreover, the pursuit of transformation has 
tested the traditional bicameral governance structures within universities. The National 
Commission on Higher Education Report (NCHE, 1996), the Education White Paper 3: 
A Programme for the Transformation of Higher Education (Department of Education 
[DOE], 1997a) and other policy documents that originally framed a South African 
higher education policy, redirected the higher education system away from legislation 
that constrained and circumscribed the participation of the majority black population. 
Instead, principles of social justice, equity and democracy were stressed; all were solidly 
framed within the new approach of cooperative governance (NCHE, 1996). 

Woven into the ideological principles that formed the basis of South African higher 
education was that the full participation of stakeholders was crucial. In this regard, the 
cooperative governance approach facilitated the development of an implementation 
strategy. One example of the innovative change incorporated into the transformation 
strategy for public universities included the governance structure, a change promulgated 
through the Higher Education Act of 1997 (DOE, 1997b). The establishment of IFs was 
based on the central role played by Broad Transformational Forums that were formed 
as parallel structures to University Councils and Senates during the transitional 
periods leading to the dismantling of apartheid in 1994 (Harper et al., 2002; Cloete & 
Mohamed, 1995). The IF became a practical manifestation of the principles of participation, 
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diversity of stakeholders and the promotion of discourse in ways that would bolster 
democratic practices within the university governance setting. 

2.	 Aims and objectives of the study 
The article addresses South Africa’s efforts to manifest its commitment to renewed 
democratic governance within its universities through the establishment of IFs. The IF 
is a governance innovation that was established to address the legacy of the apartheid 
era with a formalised model of shared governance within public universities in South 
Africa. The IF stresses the inclusivity and deliberative dialogue of diverse constituencies 
on campus and places an imprint of participatory sense-making on the effort to remake 
the traditional bicameral construct. 

The article explores the effects of this innovative mechanism on a South African university, 
particularly on whether and how it contributed toward the democratisation of university 
governance. It researches this university’s attempt to foster enhanced cooperation and 
collaborative decision-making in order to promote a renewed institutional governance 
culture. In doing so, the research aims to shed light on whether IFs may have effectively 
changed the internal governance landscape within South African universities. 

The overriding theories that provide the conceptual framework for the study are 
the institution’s resistance to change and the social space where actors interact; the 
interplay between the behaviour of actors and the institutional structures that would, 
in effect, transform the governance of the institution. The literature review is aligned 
with these ideas and clear connections are drawn between existing knowledge and the 
investigative process. 

3.	 Theoretical frameworks
The overall approach to the analysis of how or whether university governance has 
been transformed is supported by a variety of theorists. The overarching framework 
borrows certain aspects from path dependency theory and the institutional analysis and 
development (IAD) framework because they, respectively, (1)  relate to the resilience and 
strategic persistence of institutions and their tendency to resist change, and (2)  highlight 
the role that critical actors play within these institutions (Ostrom, 2011).

The literature (Ostrom, 2011) helps to frame the analysis of the research by firstly 
challenging the assumption that institutions behave linearly in the adoption of change. 
In fact, historical institutionalism assumes that policy-making systems tend to be 
conservative and tend to find ways to defend existing patterns of policy (Peters et al., 
2005:1276). The inertia present within institutional arrangements discourages behavioural 
change (Barnes et al., 2004). 

In this article the researcher navigates through key discourses that include organisational 
culture and context, and the structural form of governance and participatory democratic 
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values. The assumption put forward is that universities have an inherent role to play in 
serving the public good. As Barnett asserts, “higher education can better assist the wider 
world in living at ease with super complexity by itself becoming an institution for the 
creation of new frames of understanding” (Barnett, 1999:69). This article posits that these 
“new frames” should include the university’s approach to governance.

The article focuses on the study of the concepts of shared or cooperative governance. 
Statutory shared governance arrangements can be seen as an attempt to legislate 
and regulate public decision-making practice (Boland, 2005). The research argues for 
the strengthening of the argumentative community to which Molander (2002) refers. 
As context, the research connects the dots between the role of the university and the 
public good and more deliberative democracy through the shared governance model. The 
university’s contributions to broader social goals such as equity and justice, as well as the 
way it effectively positions itself as an institutional site for the promotion of democratic 
citizenship, are important manifestations of its service to society (Boland, 2005; Morrow, 
1998). Student participation in the governance process can be a powerful means to foster 
meaningful engagement while strengthening the values of political democracy within 
universities (Boland, 2005:207). This sentiment is echoed by Planas et  al., Menon and 
others in the way they value universities introducing democratic ideals, practices and 
values of participation, equity and social justice (Planas et al., 2013; Menon, 2005; Sultana, 
2012; Gumport, 2000; Calhoun, 2006). In order to enable critical dialogues, “universities 
must move away from bureaucratic and hierarchical forms of governance to more 
open and flexible organisational structures that allow different perspectives to emerge” 
(Menon, 2005:179). Transparency and inclusiveness are essential to good governance 
(Bergan, 2004).

As mentioned, the research is hinged on the IAD framework that prioritises the action 
arena, and recognises the centrality of the actors’ positionality, and the values and 
norms that affect relationships and interactions. The study implies that the governance 
process itself and the degree to which it is considered fair and just are as important as 
outcomes (Delbecq et al., 2013:389). “Fair processes may be desirable in all organisations, 
but they are of particular importance in normative organisations, such as colleges and 
universities, in which goals are unclear and the consequences of decisions are not easily 
assessed” (Deal & Kennedy, 1982:108). Decisions made based on democratic principles 
are more likely deemed legitimate, and perceived legitimacy in turn renders voluntary 
compliance with social regulations more likely (Birnbaum, 2004:10, 12, 15).

The article makes use of the concepts of “hard” and “soft” governance. This analysis draws 
distinctions between interactional “soft governance” and rational “hard governance”, 
which are two disparate ways to understand governance via attitudinal and structural 
changes respectively (Birnbaum, 2004). There is an overlap in Birnbaum’s articulation of 
these concepts with Ostrom’s IAD framework, because they both reflect on rules and 
norms and the actors’ interplay and interaction.
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Furthermore, the article highlights the significance of institutional culture to good 
governance (Kezar, 2004; Kaplan, 2004). Cultural conditions specific to a campus may 
actually trump structural arrangements (Kaplan, 2004). Interpersonal dynamics and 
culture affect governmental processes (Taylor, 2013). 

4.	 Research design
The findings of this article are based on the first-hand perspectives of informants (29) 
who witnessed the impact of the IF and were integrally involved in its operation as an 
innovative feature of governance pertinent to transformation at the case study university. 
The construct of shared governance is the lens through which the phenomenon of change 
is viewed. 

The twenty-nine informants key to the data collection consisted of seventeen individuals 
who were affiliated with the university (four from management, eight from staff/unions, 
and three student representatives, among others). Thirteen of those interviewed were 
current or former IF members.

The researcher’s preparation for the interviews included the use of protocols, interview 
guides and piloting. Corroboration through multiple data sources was utilised to correct 
for responses during the interviews that might be incomplete, and/or geared toward 
what the informant thought the investigator wanted to hear. 

The data-gathering process endeavoured to anticipate issues relevant to ethical 
considerations. Full disclosure was practised with the respondents in terms of the 
purpose of the research and how the results were to be used. The researcher took care 
not to put participants at risk, requested their voluntary informed consent, and provided 
them the right to withdraw and the entitlement to privacy and anonymity.

A fact sheet was sent in advance of the interviews that underlined key aspects from the 
above, restating the purpose of the study and the researcher’s code of conduct. Care to 
maintain the anonymity of the university and informants was prioritised throughout the 
research exercise. 

A single case study institution was chosen as the core of the research design in which a 
qualitative methodology was employed. This was deemed most suitable because research 
of this kind intends to reveal important aspects of a complex process and to capture the 
nuance and essence of internal relationships. 

The case study university embodies a bicameral governance structure typical of South 
African public universities. It was chosen for its historic role and its leadership’s explicit 
commitments and declarations to pursue a trajectory toward democratic transformation. 
Semi-structured interviews were designed to reveal the results of the interposition of the 
IF within the bicameral governance structure. 
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5.	 Governance
This article views transformation through the governance lens and cites authors who 
recognise the importance attached to higher education power relations (Bradshaw & 
Fredette, 2009:124‑125; Botas & Huisman, 2012; Birnbaum, 1989). Sultana’s work sees 
governance as the centrepiece of university identity and, along with others, highlights 
higher education governance as the key policy issue for the 21st century (Sultana, 2012). 
The mode of governance adopted by the university therefore illustrates a great deal 
about the institution, its values, management and strategies, and how it sees itself in 
relation to its different communities. 

Universities have the potential to be critical sites for democratic citizenship (Boland, 
2005). Shared governance provides the chance to “practise and nurture the habits of 
democratic life” (Boland, 2005:214). Universities are normative organisations that use the 
manipulation of symbols to regulate the comportment of its members (Birnbaum, 2004). 
A combination of political, collegial and symbolic processes influences the human aspects 
that give governance meaning (Kezar & Eckel, 2004). For these reasons, universities have 
been called “laboratories for democracy” which implies that governance is understood 
more as value-laden than technocratic (Sultana, 2012). The structures of governance 
should and can guard ideas, values and behaviour, but the structures on their own are 
not indicative of the main source of power (Kaplan, 2004:31). “Norms and structures tend 
to reinforce each other” (Peters et al., 2005:1279). 

5.1	 Definitions and models

This research focuses on institutional governance. Governance in Latin is gubernare, 
which is defined as to steer, direct, rule. The word is also derived from the Greek notion of 
steering, and in the modern sense, purposeful steering (Sultana, 2012:348). Governance is 
further defined as “the direction of the overall policies and resources of the organisation” 
(Delbecq et al., 2013:382). University governance, according to Fried et al. (2006), is “a set 
of laws, regulations, structures, norms and practices that constitute the framework for 
an institution to pursue its goals, objectives and policies in a coherent and coordinated 
manner” (Fried et al., 2006:98). This definition includes “explicit and implicit procedures 
that allocate to various participants the authority and responsibility for making 
institutional decisions” (Kaplan, 2004:23). 

While there are other definitions, that of Magalhaes and Amaral (2009) holds meaning 
for this research. Their definition of governance is the “political management of rules 
and systems, both formal and informal, that drive values and norms affecting actors 
and constellations of actors’ behaviours and attitudes” (Magalhaes et al., 2013:298). This 
research uses a definition that recognises the role of actors; their values and mindset are 
most pertinent to grasping the institution’s promotion of an affinity toward the culture 
of change or transformation. Governance is where the identity of each university as a 
distinctive social and cultural institution is shaped (Bergan, 2005:113).
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5.2	 Hard and soft governance

Birnbaum’s (2004) concepts of ‘hard and soft’ governance are important to this analysis. 
These concepts are in line with historical institutionalism which asserts that formal 
and informal arrangements within institutions lead to varying results. In fact, studies 
on governance stress the importance of the organisational structure, suggesting that 
if the structure or form is adjusted and improved, this change could lead to improved 
effectiveness. 

Birnbaum defines ‘hard’ governance as “structures, regulations, and systems of sanctions 
in an organisation that defines authority relationships, prescribes certain organisational 
processes and encourages compliance with enacted policies and procedures” (Birnbaum, 
2004:10). Others support these sentiments by focusing on rules, organisations and the 
ways in which rules shape different policy outcomes (Streeck & Thelan, 2005). Within 
the IAD framework, rules are a means to achieve order and predictability. The governing 
structure is a crystallisation of agreements about the positions and possibilities of the 
actors within an organisation, in the context of their mutual relationships (Ostrom, 2011).

Birnbaum’s ‘soft’ governance concept falls within the realm of the interactional aspect of 
governance. This side of governance “encompasses the systems of social connections and 
interactions in an organisation that help to develop and maintain individual and group 
norms” (Birnbaum, 2004:10). The ‘soft’ definition allows for cognitive transcendence or 
mindset change (Hall, 2008; Marcussen, 2000). Baldridge supports this position in his 
pivotal study on ‘the human side of governance’ (Baldridge, 1971:23‑24). This accentuates 
the significance of interpersonal dynamics and cultures, factors that affect governmental 
processes the most (Kezar & Eckel, 2004:381‑382). 

The research suggests it is important to develop an understanding of the ‘soft’ with the 
‘hard’, the human side of governance (Kezar & Eckel, 2004:381). “Policy emerges from 
interest groups, conflict, and values; it is embedded in people, not structures” (Kezar & 
Eckel, 2004:382). In the end, interpersonal relations will shape the process and the results 
(Birnbaum, 2004; Gumport, 2000). The efforts of hard governance are likely to fail if the 
aims of the change conflict with soft governance. 

The IAD Framework conveys the role of dissensus in the persistence of institutions. In 
this regard, the choices that actors make are based on their positions of power and 
accessibility to knowledge (Peters et al., 2005:1275). Dominant modes of decision-making 
are centred upon negotiation and consultation. 

5.3	 Shared governance

The analysis of the functioning and impact of the IF is based on the degree to which 
it appears to have democratised the university. Key to this is how the institution 
encompasses the principles of shared governance, democratic discourse, and inclusivity.
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Council Senate
Committees

Executive

Academic  
Community

Figure 1:  A model of shared governance
 Source: Adapted from M. Taylor (2013:88)

As a consequence, shared governance is seen as responsive, internal governance that 
acknowledges the importance of  ‘the other’ (Middlehurst, 2013:276; Bradshaw & Fredette, 
2009:389). Shared governance enhances transparency, involvement and greater plurality 
(Delbecq et al., 2013; Botas & Huisman, 2012). This article addresses whether this internal 
governance structure is fit for purpose and covers areas where shared governance is seen 
to fall short of expectations (Middlehurst, 2013:75).

Shared or cooperative governance is one direction in which universities have gone to 
innovate and broaden decision-making and thus improve participation, morale and the 
quality of the educational experience. Furthermore, higher education’s relationship with 
the public has begun to challenge the exclusivity of how decisions were made in the past 
(Minksova & Pabian, 2011:186). 

In short, the purpose of shared governance is to counter hierarchical power relations. 
The fundamental mission of universities is put forward as both serving and scrutinising 
society. They form laboratories for democracy models, in miniature (Sultana, 2012, Gerber, 
2001:23). These cooperative forms are viewed in a positive light by many authors because 
universities become ‘res publica’ of their inclusivity of influence and ideas; horizontal 
accountability, ultimately, is positioned to serve society’s needs (Bergan, 2004; Shattock, 
2002; Jongbloed et al., 2008; Gerber, 2001).

Lastly, shared or cooperative governance allows for internal and external legitimacy for 
the university. This model fosters consultation and its positive effects on institutional 
knowledge (Birnbaum, 2004; Kezar & Eckel, 2004:387; Delbecq et al., 2013). 

Generally speaking, the literature underlines the importance of stakeholders within the 
university setting as a means of legitimation.  “A university is seen as a complex institution 
composed of a variety of interest groups, each with its own particular interests and each, 
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thus, potentially a legitimate, and equal, stakeholder in the governance of the university” 
(Morrow, 1998:387). The plurality of participants all have needs which must be mediated 
(Bradshaw & Fredette, 2009:123). 

Innovative governance within South African higher education will bring new insights 
to the field. This study addresses the current view that higher education governance 
is hierarchical, opaque and exclusive. It suggests the pursuit of a more deliberative 
democracy through the development of new models of shared governance. Such 
innovation could potentially help researchers rediscover the true meaning of a collegially 
governed university, by attaining the “ideals of a coincidence between the governors and 
the governed” (Morrow, 1998:389). 

5.3.1	 The history of the institutional forum 

During the initial transformation phase within higher education institutions in South 
Africa, attention was given to instigating changes in governance structures and practices. 
Based on fundamental policy documents, such as the White Paper 3 (1997), this meant 
a more inclusive and equitable environment was to be put into place within South 
African public universities by re‑establishing the decision-making process in line with 
cooperative governance. This signalled a rejection of apartheid-style authoritarianism. 

The Institutional Forum (IF) is a statutory body based on precursors called ‘Broad 
Transformation Forums’ (Cloete & Mohamed, 1995; Hall et al., 2002; Mohamed, 2002; 
Anonymous, 2010). These bodies were active during the throes of negotiation politics 
in the era immediately preceding South Africa’s democratic dispensation. Broad 
Transformation Forums (BTFs) were critical entities during the twilight of the apartheid 
era because they addressed the serious crisis of legitimacy that resulted from a fragmented 
and racially fractured higher education system. The BTFs were aimed at “bringing about 
the redistribution of power and democratisation of key areas of South African society” 
(Cloete & Mohamed, 1995; Mohamed, 2002:1; Anonymous, 2010; Harper et al., 2002; 
Cloete et al., 2002).

The first University Transformation Forum (UTF) was formed in 1991 at the University 
of the North during the period when Bantustan universities forcibly and geographically 
circumscribed and segregated large elements of black South Africans by ethnic group 
(Mohamed, 2002). BTFs emerged out of contested power relations in an era where 
community activists were increasingly looking beyond protest and reinventing society as 
part of the democratic movement for change in South Africa (Harper et al., 2002; Cloete 
& Mohamed, 1995). 

BTFs, as the antecedents of the modern IF, were steeped in the historical context of 
student activism, as students were arguably the most avid supporters of the University 
Transformation Forum concept. Moreover, the BTFs were formed due to student activism 
and advocacy for a more open, relevant and non-discriminatory higher education 
system. As Luescher illuminates in his work, student advocacy was centrally placed in 
the trajectory of the movement toward the democratisation of university governance in 
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South Africa, because students challenged “hierarchical structures and oppressive social 
conventions” (Luescher, 2009:85).

The Forums, as early applications of cooperative governance, confronted the inadequacy 
of extant governance structures; they were to be inclusive and representative and 
would address issues of institutional culture, race and gender equity (Fourie, 1999; 
Mohamed,  2002). In some instances, BTFs superseded Councils (Cloete et al., 2002). 
They challenged old structures, replaced previous leaders and remade processes using 
a more participatory mould. Ultimately, BTFs were reconstituted as IFs, part of a more 
mainstream strategy to broaden participation in institutional governance.

After the end of apartheid and several years after the earlier experimentation with 
Forums as parallel bodies to pre-existing undemocratic governing bodies, the IF in the 
form examined by this research was established. In 1997, the South African Minister 
of Education, SME Bengu, sent a written communication to all South African public 
universities to inform them that they must establish an IF to accomplish the aim of 
transformation for higher education governance. This communiqué was followed by 
statutory requirements that were outlined in the Higher Education Act of 1997 (DOE, 
1997b). This Act was based on core policy statements as outlined by the National 
Commission on Higher Education (NCHE, 1996) and the White Paper 3 (DOE, 1997a). 
The Higher Education Act provided for each university, through the facility of an 
Institutional Statute, to have its own discretion to further delineate more specific aspects 
of the IF, such as terms, membership composition and chairpersonship (DOE, 1997b:32). 
The IF would then become part of the new governing structure of the university, and be 
incorporated within the principally bicameral relationship of Council vis-à-vis Senate.

Unfortunately, South African core higher education policy instruments did not provide 
detailed guidance about the implementation of the IF. Legislation dictates that the 
institution must comply with national policy and the framework set up by the NCHE, 
the White Paper and the Higher Education Act (DOE, 1997b:176). While the policy 
documents laid out the principles, institutional autonomy was respected and honoured. 
In the end, flexibility and customisation of implementation was determined by individual 
institutional statutes written by the universities themselves. This is important to note in 
light of the lack of clarity that has characterised the role and function of the IF, which is 
indicated in this current analysis.

Although only a standing advisory committee, the IF was set up to play a specific role 
with regard to public universities in South Africa. The Forum’s responsibilities could 
potentially have an impact on key aspects of transformation on university campuses 
because its possible functions were critical. They were outlined as: setting the change 
agenda, including race and gender equity plans, improving institutional culture as well 
as monitoring and assessing change, etc. (DOE, 1997b).
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6.	 Findings: the Institutional Forum – potential and practice
Since the Higher Education Act of 1997, the Institutional Forum (IF) has exemplified the 
importance of the norm of shared governance that is a component of the democratisation 
of policy priorities within the objectives of the transformation process of South Africa’s 
higher education sector. As a result of this governance innovation, the IF was positioned 
within the governance space traditionally dominated by the University Council as the 
supreme decision-maker within public universities. Through its status as advisory body, 
the IF was most directly responsible to that governing body. The influence of the IF was 
theoretically derived from its strong representation from major university constituencies. 

The IF at the CSU consists of thirty members that include three co-chairs representing 
University Management, the Student Body and the Staff Associations or Unions. The 
Transformation Service Office (TSO) coordinates the IF’s quarterly meetings. The TSO 
serves the strategic, financial and logistical needs of the IF’s thirty members and their 
alternates. The shared co-chair approach purports to reinforce the principles behind 
cooperative or shared governance. 

The actors in the social space of the IF could not be considered neatly homogenous. 
Various factors, such as university title, length of association with the university and 
personal experiences, affect the kind of contribution provided by IF members. Informants 
commented frequently on the differing levels of knowledge, exposure and resources that 
affected the viewpoints shared around the table. According to a student leader, “who is 
sent there [to the IF as member] makes a significant impact on how issues are articulated, 
how they are followed up and how they are debated in other platforms”. Compared to 
other stakeholders, the students’ situation was more precarious in that their tenure was 
shorter than the other stakeholders and the nature of their campus demands made their 
service on the IF more challenging. The membership terms for University Management, 
Unions, Senate and Council representatives were for longer durations as set out in the 
Institutional Statute (DOE, 2002).

6.1	 Student representatives

Students as stakeholders were seen to have the strongest vested interest in transformation 
at the University. Student membership in the IF was decided by the Student Representative 
Council (SRC) who appointed representatives to the IF based on leadership roles within 
the SRC. The elected student designate as Student Transformation Officer within the 
SRC, for example, was usually delegated to serve as one of three co-chairs of the IF, along 
with co-chairs selected from management and one from the various staff associations. 

Informants claimed that the SRC was politically aware and “always pushing” (Senate 
representative). However, at the same time that students were deemed critical 
stakeholders, they were also accused of being disorganised, sporadically interested and 
even apathetic in past years (Council representative). Most observers of South African 
student activism bemoaned the history of post-democratic student activism as relatively 
“weak-kneed” and dominated by South African political parties. 
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In addition, new students took time to ‘warm up’ to full participation within the Forum. 
In particular, if management encouraged the students to lead a meeting early in the year, 
i.e. “during their steepest learning curve” (as a former student co‑chair asserted), it was 
difficult to be effectual, especially with only four regular meetings a year.

Students struggled to keep their voices coherent. University Management appeared to 
instead concentrate its energy on the Student Representative Council as an opening for 
communication channels. Therefore, despite the large numbers (one third of the total IF 
membership) the IF was not seen as a powerful tool for the amplification of the student 
voice as a gateway to influence other groupings. 

Academic staff and union representatives thought that a positive, constructive and 
collaborative voice from students would push the university to do more. Students were 
seen to be in the best position to provide this charge and student stakeholders were 
enjoined to take a more active voice. They were to be the glue that affixed all stakeholder 
views into the mosaic that gave meaning and effectiveness to the IF, thus retaining the 
IF’s cooperative governance character.

Student participation entailed an inherently transient membership vis-à-vis management 
and the Unions. “The cyclical nature of student participation made it difficult to keep 
conversation steady and consistent,” asserted a student representative and former IF 
co-chair. Students rotating in and out, along with the prolonged discussion periods, 
diminished the value of the discourse and follow through.

In essence, the role of the student on the IF was highlighted as the most important 
of the stakeholders and with the most to contribute. “[Students] are going to smash 
demands at the [Vice Chancellor] VC’s door, until he opens it up … sometimes he 
opens it, sometimes not” (University official). On a number of occasions, management 
was accused of “unreasonable push back” and of machinations that weakened student 
involvement and information acquisition (Student and Union representative).

Students contributed spirited and unpredictable voices in the Forum debate. The 
irascibility of student participation was a common view of other key actors. One university 
staff member termed student participation as “inmates taking over the asylum”. Students 
had the ability to render the meeting inquorate and could use their withdrawal from 
meetings as a bargaining chip. The strides that students could make within the structure 
of the IF were ultimately hard to pinpoint. University Management maintained control 
over the proceedings and students relied more heavily on other positions of power in the 
traditional governance structure.

6.2	 Management representatives

The roles of the Vice Chancellor (VC) and Senior Management of the University were 
considered the most influential within the IF. Management was viewed as adopting quiet 
“backroom undercurrents of power” (Union representative). Issues such as the selection 
of agenda items for discussion, the formal transmission of the advisory report to the 
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University Council and Management’s role in raising (or diminishing) the visibility of the 
transformation issues discussed by the Forum were key to the centrality of the powerful 
role that it played. In addition, the direct line of coordination and supervision of the 
TSO by Management was relevant to the Forum’s operation. Control was exercised 
exclusively within Management’s domain and outside of the sphere of the other main 
categories of Forum stakeholders (i.e. Students and Staff Unions). The operation of the 
TSO was closely guided by the direct lines of authority from the TSO Director, the VC 
and the Deputy VC. Limited funding options for the TSO were also a constraining factor.

Data included perspectives on Management’s apparent intention to soften or neutralise 
the IF’s effects. Some respondents went so far as to term the Management–IF relationship 
as “the enemy from within” (University staff). Others pointed to feelings that powerful 
forces intended to push for the “death-knell of the Institutional Forum” (student 
representative) or at minimum to destabilise the Forum in order to minimise its effects 
(Union representative).

6.3	 Union (staff association) representatives

The four union informants were cynical and angry in describing their experience with 
the IF. They were active and committed to their membership and to promoting the 
transformation of governance on campus. Union members’ behaviour was conflictual. 
Their use of ‘back channel’ membership and/or observer status within other influential 
governing bodies or committees provided important outlets that could be used to 
communicate critiques about policy. 

The Academic Staff Association (ASA) represented members of a small but influential 
governing body within the University, the Senate. The majority of the Senate members 
were full professors who, as senior-level academic staff, had earned their tenure and had 
served within the University for long periods; the Senate members were considered to 
have stakes in the ‘old’ system. 

6.4	 The academic Senate 

Senate membership was, by all accounts, a homogenous body, overwhelmingly white and 
male at the CSU. Many were academics who had earned their degrees and university 
status during apartheid. The consensus from the data indicated that the Senate was 
a bastion of privilege and conservatism, “a cabal trying to resist change” (Senate 
representative).

The interview sessions did illustrate that this ‘old style’ conservatism was evolving, “and 
a good number wanted to see change” (Senate representative). However, the perceived 
lack of legitimacy of the Senate as a main governing body contributed adversely to the 
Forum’s relationship to the other main decision-making body (the University Council) to 
which it has an advisory relationship.
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7.	 The functioning of the Institutional Forum
The IF’s major function revolved around its relationship with the Council and the regular 
discussions of its stakeholder members. 

7.1	 The Forum–Council relationship

The University Council, as the supreme decision-making body on campus, was the 
governing body to which the IF was to provide advice. The IF’s impact was indeed 
predicated on the integrity of this advisory status. 

Findings yielded discoveries about the transformed nature of the University Council, 
issues of institutional legitimacy, confusion about roles and responsibilities, and slow 
receptivity to governance innovations. The over thirty members of the University Council 
at the CSU had also changed along with the governance landscape as per the Higher 
Education Act and its amendments (Hall et al., 2004; CHE, 2002). In order to instil a 
transformative element, the Act instituted a requirement for external membership on 
the Council. The Council’s impact would depend on the membership, nominated by 
government and by university leadership. 

The Council’s make-up represented 60% external stakeholders who met to make decisions 
relevant to the interests of the university. Some of the informants indicated that the 
Council had indeed changed since 1994, into an entity that was more representative, 
diverse and progressive. At the CSU, the Chair and Vice Chair of the Council characterised 
the current Council as a more modern embodiment of post-apartheid democratic 
principles. 

The Council at the CSU was understood to have been statutorily transformed. Some 
informants claimed the Council had always been receptive to change in understated 
ways that were never publicised during the apartheid era. Other informants would not 
describe the Council as a truly ‘transformed’ entity. The atmosphere of Council meetings 
was also described as “stock full of silence and intimidation” (Staff union representative). 
By many accounts, while the Council was ostensibly assembled to discuss and decide 
upon matters for the University at large, Council discussions were not interpreted as 
necessarily demonstrating an authentic participatory ethos similar to that promoted 
within the IF’s meetings. While the Council membership was diverse, most felt participants 
were passive and arrived at their standpoints on a prima facie basis. Furthermore, the 
Council was seen to defer to the VC, “when in fact it is the VC who should be deferring 
to the Council” (University staff). 

However, most stakeholders interviewed accepted the legitimacy of the Council. Unlike 
the Senate, the Council’s presence was seen as a diverse body of nominated individuals 
who all shared a commitment to the common good of the University. 

Informants expressed the opinion that the Council minimally regarded the work of the IF. 
“The Council treats the IF like a thorn in its side,” a Union representative asserted.
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Controversy surrounded the form and content of the formal advisory report generated 
by the IF. Informants complained that the Council was not properly apprised of IF 
decisions in their full context so as to include the subtleties of arguments and attempts at 
consensus-building. The Institutional Statute was also unclear about whether the Council 
had an obligation to acknowledge and respond to any advice provided by the Forum. 

The IF’s structure supported its compliance-only status. “The illusion is created that it 
is supposed to have buy-in from all three main stakeholder groupings … so the boxes 
to create that illusion are ticked,” asserted a student representative. The advice that the 
Forum ultimately gave to Council was sporadic and received a mixed reception. 

7.2	 Deliberative discourse

Along with the Council–Forum relationship, the quality of discourse was an important 
element to the functioning of the Institutional Forum. The modus operandi of the IF 
centred on the principles of discussion and debate. The deliberative discourse was to 
bolster the traditional governance structure (Harper et al., 2002; DOE, 1997a; DOE, 1997b; 
DOE, 2002; Morphew, 1999; Cloete et al., 2002:182; DOE, 2008). 

The IF was to provide a crucial social space for universities in South Africa. As envisioned 
by the NCHE and the White Paper, if the IFs worked properly, key issues would be 
debated at levels not debatable elsewhere. Ideally, brainstorming and robust debates 
would take place at Forum meetings. This would follow the trend established in the 1980s 
of deliberative as opposed to aggregative democracy as the most important development 
in normative democratic theory (CHE, 2007).

The quarterly meetings and the special sessions coordinated on a rotational basis by 
the three co-chairs of the IF became the settings for consensus-building and “collective 
will-formation” (Englund, 2000). If the agenda was well considered and the meetings well 
run, the Forum’s resulting advice to Council would make a positive contribution to the 
climate of deliberation; hence, the gatherings would become an important consultative 
space (Anon., pers. comm., 2015; CHE, 2007:80). The Forum would become a manifestation 
of the culture of sense-making around difficult issues.

However, a common area of disappointment with the Forum was the lack of resolution 
that plagued the discussions. A Union representative called the discussions “talk shops 
without visible proof of results”. Members were disillusioned because of the difficulty in 
placing specific discussion points on the agenda. Forum meetings were “like revolving 
doors with resolutions only intermittently starting to be addressed” according to an 
academic staff member. 

Under closer examination, the normative value of deliberative democracy did not survive 
the operational constraints to achieving meaningful discourse. Members identified 
incidents of ‘misinformation sharing’ from Management. However, despite the complaints 
about tension, inquorate meetings, and difficult discourse, there were a few senior staff 
on the Forum who felt that “at least [the IF was] leading to a route somewhere”.
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8.	 The impact of the Institutional Forum

8.1	 Changing the governance status quo

The majority of the informants were outspoken about their disappointment with the 
performance and impact of the Institutional Forum (IF). The primary reasons for this 
negative reaction stemmed from both confusion about the Forum’s mandate and 
limitations placed by it. Policy documents set the bar high in terms of expectations 
for the IF and most stakeholders initially joined the advisory body with similarly high 
expectations.

The extent of the IF’s role vis-à-vis university policy remained vague to its members, who 
interpreted the IF’s purpose and responsibilities differently. Some members saw the Forum 
as operating within a narrow mandate that focuses more on procedural responsibilities, 
i.e. limited to providing a critique of processes and decisions already taken. Others at 
the University, for example, saw the merits of the senior staff appointments made, while 
the IF would only reasonably be expected to comment on the procedure. This meant 
that “the Vice Chancellor cannot appoint the Dean without due process … and it is a 
consultative process” (University Management). The purpose of the IF therefore, was 
to voice its opinions on codes of conduct and advise whether legitimate consultation 
was conducted. This role implied that IF members needed to be patient and seek more 
gradual, palatable change. Consequently, the University’s human resource department 
would effectively handle key aspects of senior appointments on its own, according to the 
Transformation Service Office staff. These observers looked to the Council, not the IF, to 
produce major policy impact on campus.

The ‘toothless dog’ metaphor surfaced in many interviews where informants described 
the IF’s perceived powerlessness. Forum members experienced exasperation on 
many fronts, mainly because of the IF’s advisory status, but also due to the lack of 
understanding from the Council itself about the weight of the IF’s advice. Moreover, a 
number of Forum members were in disagreement about whether to narrow or broaden 
their ambit of influence within the University. 

The IF members envisioned a broader range of issues to be considered during meeting 
discussions in order to achieve a more perceptible impact across campus. They foresaw the IF 
as promoting more immediate change in what some called a stultifying University climate. 

8.2	 Governance and the institutional culture 

A significant objective of the IF was to promote change in the status quo of the institutional 
culture through the incorporation of more inclusive, transparent decision-making by the 
University Council of the CSU. The Institutional Statute stipulates this as one of the IF’s 
main responsibilities. Informants for this research were not able to pinpoint many areas 
of success; instead they pointed to the toxic environment of the current institutional 
climate. In effect, the status of the IF at the CSU became nothing more than the often 
referenced ‘toy telephone’. 
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Informants felt that the leadership of the University was not genuinely behind the 
promotion of transformation. Interviews indicated a lethargic pace of change and the 
recognition that engrained cultures would continue to resist the pull of transformation. 
Some even questioned whether the DNA of universities would allow for change.

The status quo at the CSU was characterised as a culture of intolerance, bereft of 
hospitability and rife with intimidation. Staff, in particular, provided vignettes that 
attested to a steely stance adopted by the VC, and a repressive “culture of fear”. Some 
staff members spoke of bullying via social media and the stifling of freedom of association 
(Anon., pers. comm., 2015). “You won’t get fired here, you’re going to fire yourself,” an 
informant claimed as she referred to the repercussions that could result from staff who 
speak out (Anon., pers. comm., 2015). In many discussions with staff and students at the 
CSU, there was little belief that the mechanisms in place at the University, including the 
IF, could do much to address the toxic climate.

At the CSU, informants expressed anger at the lack of real impact after so long. Instead 
of real progress, University Management was “merely cycling, going down the road and 
back to the same place” – a view expressed by students and union staff. Other staff 
agreed and complained that while there may be some forward motion, the pace was 
much too slow and not aggressive enough.

The IF’s impact on governance at the CSU was limited. It was clear that conservative 
institutional cultures ran counter to the tenets of shared governance.

8.2.1	 Observations

The CSU’s traditional governance structures appeared to struggle under the weight of 
the ‘shocks’ to the University, such as recent campus-wide protests. The insistent calls 
for Management to act swiftly and demonstrably to remove symbols of colonialism and 
other remnants of apartheid were a reminder of just how much transformation had yet 
to be achieved at the tertiary level in South Africa. 

Theoretically, the IF could have served as a ‘shock absorber’ and a means to provide 
constructive advice to Council. The Forum, established as a manifestation of shared 
governance, was based on the values of inclusivity, with respect for stakeholder views 
through the promotion of deliberative democracy. The findings suggest that the IF was 
structurally hand-tied from confronting issues on campus during times of crisis. The same 
key actors who were expected to work within the new structure to promote change, were 
found to be constrained by their positions, interests and limited resources. In addition, 
the cultural ethos and pre-existing constructs of power limited the IF’s effectiveness. 

Table 1:  Synthesis of views on Institutional Forum

Positive views Negative views

Legitimacy through diversity Vague advisory authority

IF as symbol of deliberative democracy Weak administrative follow-through

Promotion of inter-stakeholder dialogue Low profile/Invisibility

Compliance mentality

Poor relationship with University Council

Unclear transformation mandate
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9.	 The Forum’s achievement and potential
Overall, the IF’s track record did not show substantial achievement. It was indeed true 
that its mere existence was a manifestation of shared governance which underscored the 
importance of diversity and rational discourse. The IF’s role in monitoring the process 
followed for senior appointments was mentioned the most frequently as evidence of its 
positive contribution to governance transformation. Otherwise, members were cynical 
about the value of IF discussions and advice, asserting that the results were without 
consequence. Issues that came up during the IF sessions were perceived to be contained 
and ineffectual.

In the final analysis, a critical mass of informants felt there was much potential in the IF. 
They felt it should remain in place precisely because it was a product of cooperative 
governance that strives to bring together sides previously divided and/or in opposition. 
The IF was seen as a powerful but underutilised tool. The ‘social space’ it occupied 
needed to be recognised and manipulated in ways that would bring about changes in the 
University environment. The Forum represented the full range of possibilities: “advisory, 
transitory or revolutionary” (Harper et al., 2002:7). It remains to be seen whether the 
IF’s potential will be realised in the midst of recent upsurges on campuses. In order to 
spur success, the cultural hurdles and the residual elements of conventional university 
hierarchy that continue to challenge shared governance would need to be broken down.
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Abstract
This article assesses whether developments in management 
education, particularly PRME (the United Nations Principles 
for Responsible Management Education), can contribute to the 
promulgation of an inclusive development that moves beyond 
the discourse of  ‘growth’ and ‘income’. Based on an exploration 
of topical literature on inclusive development, Amartya Sen’s 
capability approach, and the principles themselves, we argue 
that PRME in its current form reproduces a dominant market 
logic. It lacks the sensitivity to difference as captured in the 
plural quality of the capability approach. In response, we 
suggest a PRME agenda for management education that 
contributes to inclusive development as human well-being, 
rewriting it in terms of capabilities.

1.	 Introduction
An increasing concern with ideas of equity and justice is 
expressed through the label ‘inclusive’ as applied to social 
development and to capitalism. This concern represents a moral 
reframing of economic strategy and practice, a reframing 
that extends beyond business practice to business education. 
Thus, the United Nations Principles for Management 
Education (UNPRME or PRME) anticipates that Business 
Schools will take as their purpose the development of “future 
generators of sustainable value” working for “an inclusive and 
sustainable global economy” (Figure  1 below), encapsulating 
the understanding that such ‘inclusivity’ is desirable. We 
problematise this understanding on a variety of levels, arguing 
that it involves the dis-embedding of a particular approach to 
economic practice, rescaling it to universal dimensions; that 
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this process of rescaling acts to exclude subaltern perspectives, thus undermining claims 
to inclusivity; and that PRME and similar mechanisms reinforce a specific normative 
agenda which reproduces, rather than challenges current global inequalities and 
injustices. 

The objective of this article is thus to contribute to alternative articulations of inclusive 
development (beyond the discourse of ‘growth’ and ‘income’) for higher education 
purposes. We will focus on PRME to assess to what extent current developments in 
management education can fulfil the promise of such alternative interpretations. Our 
article is based on explorations of current academic and policy literatures around inclusive 
development, Amartya Sen’s capability approach, PRME and management teaching in 
higher education. We used these search terms in Google Scholar and other databases to 
identify a relevant set of articles, which allowed us to articulate current positions as to 
the meanings of inclusive development, develop a conceptual framework around Sen’s 
work and subsequently assess if PRME and management education make a contribution 
to inclusive development. 

We start the article by drawing attention to limitations of mainstream ideas of inclusivity 
and social justice, providing an alternative conceptual framework based on the work 
of Sen. Applying this framework to PRME and management education in subsequent 
sections of the article, we identify what is missing, in particular a sensitivity to different 
values and expectations as captured in the radically plural quality of Sen’s capabilities 
approach. We show that for PRME to be able to contribute to inclusive development 
there is a need to re-open the debate which PRME itself effectively closed down, about 
the nature and purpose of management education and practice. The article culminates 
in suggestions for a more inclusive PRME agenda, rewriting it in terms of capabilities.

2.	 A prelude to conceptualising inclusive development
Before it can be assessed whether management education, as it is currently perceived and 
structured (globally), has something to contribute to inclusive development, it is important 
to come to a better understanding of the conceptualisation of ‘inclusive development’ 
itself. For this we need to explore its heritage. This heritage, we suggest, can be traced 
back to the Brundtland Report and subsequent articulations of sustainable development, 
together with more recent concerns with ideas of inclusive growth. Significantly, these 
ideas have combined to produce a particular understanding of inclusive development. 
Gupta and Pouw (2017:104) comment that “inevitably, if neoliberalism and laissez-faire 
has political and economic weight, the interpretation and implementation of sustainable 
development leans towards growth first, as is dictated by the market”.

The Brundtland Report (Our Common Future, 1987) is well known for articulating the 
linkage of equity (people), environment (planet), and economic growth (prosperity). 
Nearly 30 years after this report, the heads of government, who adopted the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, pledged to be “committed to achieving sustainable 
development in its three dimensions – economic, social and environmental – in a 
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balanced and integrated manner” (United Nations General Assembly, 2015:par  2). Like 
the Brundtland Report, the 2030 Agenda stresses the importance of equity to ideas of 
sustainable development. Arguably this current emphasis on equity is driven by what 
might be seen as a crisis of confidence and/or legitimacy in capitalism, as a recent 
quotation from the World Economic Forum (WEF, 2017:vii) suggests: “Can rising in-
country inequality be satisfactorily redressed within the prevailing liberal international 
economic order? Can those who argue that modern capitalist economies face inherent 
limitations in this regard – that their internal ‘income distribution system’ is broken and 
likely beyond repair – be proven wrong?” At the heart of the discussion lies the question 
whether capitalism can deliver fairer societies. 

In responding to this question, the WEF Report (2017:xii) links equity to economic growth:

Efficient markets and macroeconomic stability are essential for economic growth. 
But how well growth benefits society as a whole depends on the framework of rules, 
incentives, and institutional capacities that shape the quality and equity of human 
capital formation. 

The report argues that the problem is not with the capitalist system itself, but with the 
way in which the benefits of growth are diffused in different countries. As a consequence, 
it is said that there needs to be a greater focus on inclusivity, on inclusive growth that 
is understood as “the translation of growth into broad based expansion of economic 
opportunity and prosperity”, a translation that demands “an economic policy focus going 
beyond redistribution and education” (WEF, 2017:vii). The report then goes on to outline 
a detailed framework through which to promote, measure and compare inclusive growth.

What we seem to be witnessing is a growing imbalance between the three key dimensions 
of sustainable development, that is, the economy, society and the environment, with an 
over-emphasis on the economy (Gupta & Viglin, 2016). There is a notable location of 
the debate within a market logic and current discussions of inclusive growth, inclusive 
wealth and inclusive economics focus too much on economic indicators and economic 
performance using macro indicators at the expense of micro realities (Gupta et al., 2015), 
the WEF 2017 report being a particularly good example of this approach. In addition, 
current debates are characterised by a short-term, individualist orientation at the expense 
of the long term and collective well-being. Thus, as Gupta and Viglin (2016:437) suggest, 
sustainable development and inclusive growth do not yet quite equate to something 
recognisable as inclusive development. 

Central to a reconceptualisation of inclusive development is the importance of a 
distinction between growth and development. For instance, an Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) report argues that “the concept of development differs from growth in expanding 
the focus from income alone to other dimensions of well-being, in particular education 
and health” (ADB, 2009). Hence, “development brings into play dimensions of well-
being beyond simply income, while inclusive focuses attention on the distribution of 
well-being in society” (ADB, 2009:2, italics in original). This position resonates with the 
arguments, made more recently by Gupta and Viglin (2016), Pouw and Gupta (2017) and 
Gupta and Pouw (2017), that a move from growth to inclusive growth stays within an 
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“income” discourse. Within this conceptualisation inequality and exclusion cannot but 
remain largely untouched, as “two structural conditions of the development pathways of 
neoliberal capitalism” (Araos & Ter, 2017:69).

3.	 Inclusive development: a conceptual framework
Alternative understandings of an inclusive development that address the market logic 
and top-down nature of the sustainable development discourses are beginning to be 
promulgated. These understandings are highly relevant to the discussion about inclusive 
development in/through higher education, and in particular to debates on the role of 
management education herein as we shall address in more detail below.

Gupta et al. (2015:546) define inclusive development as “development that includes 
marginalized people, sectors and countries in social, political and economic processes 
for increased human well-being, social and environmental sustainability, and 
empowerment”. Based on this definition they elaborate a detailed conceptualisation of 
inclusive development. At its heart is a comprehensive idea of human well-being which, 
using insights from the Well Being in Developing Countries Research Group, they 
represent as a state of being in which, with all needs being met, goals can be pursued 
and a satisfactory quality of life achieved. Further they argue that inclusion involves a 
concern with non-discrimination and sensitivity to the vulnerable and disadvantaged 
as well as the economically poor. It demands a valuing of particular local knowledge, 
a recognition of the social situatedness of processes of inclusion and exclusion driven 
by local and global relations, and the need for greater participation both in governance 
and use of social resources (see discussion Gupta et al., 2015:546‑547). This focus has, 
we argue, strong resonances with the work of Amartya Sen. Sen is mentioned by Gupta 
et al. (2015) and Gupta and Pouw (2017) but only in passing, yet his capability approach 
provides an important foundation for understandings of inclusive development, 
a normative framework “for the evaluation and assessment of individual well-being and 
social arrangements” (Robeyns, 2005:94). 

More specifically, Sen’s capability approach challenges dominant utilitarian and 
libertarian approaches to development, which lend themselves to a prioritisation of 
economic development and fail to grasp individual inequities (Sen, 1999). Instead Sen 
argues that the focus of development should be on “the freedom to live the kind of life 
one would like” (Sen, 1989:41). The idea of living such a life is tied to two important 
notions: functionings and capabilities. Functionings are ways of being or doing that an 
individual may value, while capabilities are defined as  “the real opportunity that we have 
to accomplish what we value … the various combinations of functionings (beings and 
doings) that the person can achieve” (Sen, 1992:49). Elsewhere, Sen explains: “Capability 
is thus a kind of freedom: the substantive freedom to achieve alternative functioning 
combinations (or … lifestyles)” (1999:75).

The capability approach has three important qualities that contribute to a conceptual 
framework for inclusive development. Firstly, in prioritising ways of being, Sen reverses 
the dominant development focus on poverty and income growth. Income is no longer 
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an end, but a means to an end, and one among many variables that contribute to an 
individual’s capabilities (1999:90). Thus, the approach constitutes a substantive critique 
of resource-based approaches to ‘measuring’ well-being (and development), because of 
unequal access to convert resources into something valuable.

Secondly, functionings and capabilities are, as Sen suggests “inescapably pluralist” (Sen, 
1999:76). He makes the point that some functionings, ways of being, can be seen to 
be more important than others; equally the value of freedoms in relation to the actual 
way of being achieved may be debated, and finally, while capabilities or freedoms are 
important within his approach, other relevant concerns such as rules and procedures are 
not excluded. Sen’s conceptualisation, then, has an openness of definition, which creates 
scope for inclusion of particular ways of being that are seen as valuable, as well as an 
ability to take into account local context and conditions in identifying the freedoms that 
are required to achieve a valuable life.

Thirdly, Sen’s approach contains the explicit expectation that public discussion and 
social participation are required to explore the valuation of functionings and capabilities 
in different contexts and regions (Sen, 1999:110). 

4.	 Inclusive development and management education
Building on this conceptual framework of inclusive development we will now consider 
ideas of ‘inclusion’ in discourses currently gaining ground in Business Schools. In so doing 
we explore the potential contribution of management education to inclusive development. 
Our focus is on PRME for three reasons: because of the explicit engagement of PRME 
with values in Business School activities; because of the growing global influence of 
PRME; and because of PRME’s conceptualisation of the purpose of management 
education as contributing to inclusive development and growth. We will first say a little 
more about PRME before going on to evaluate its potential to contribute to forms of 
inclusive development understood in terms of Sen’s capability approach. 

4.1	 PRME and management education 

Following the 2008 financial crisis a growing body of work has been expressing 
concerns with the nature and content of management education. It has been argued 
that ethics have been squeezed out; that management pedagogy relies upon abstract 
modelling and constructed case studies to inculcate standardised and shallow-rooted 
analytical perspectives (Huhn, 2014); and that perspectives are burdened by radical and 
limited understandings of human beings as inevitably both rational and self-interested 
(Elegido, 2009; Huhn, 2014). Perhaps as a result, or perhaps because of the sort of people 
attracted to business degrees, business students have been found to be less generous, 
more likely to cheat in examinations, and more likely to focus on profit rather than 
people when working in business, than their peers (Elegido, 2009). Indeed, as Podolny 
(2009) comments, business students (or American MBA students at least) are more 
concerned with making money than making a difference. Further, beyond pedagogy 
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and people, Painter-Moreland (2015:69) argues that what is lacking in management 
education is vision, “a holistic, systemic understanding [that] is central to responding to 
the sustainability agenda … this is where Business Schools fall short”. 

The PRME initiative constitutes a direct response to these perceived problems, focusing 
on the role of students as future participants in the global economy, reasserting a value 
base for management and management education and identifying a broad agenda for 
the pedagogy, research and the external relations of Business Schools. 

 

The PRME Principles

As institutions of higher education involved in the development of current and 
future managers we declare our willingness to progress in the implementation, 
within our institution, of the following Principles, starting with those that are 
more relevant to our capacities and mission. We will report on progress to all our 
stakeholders and exchange effective practices related to these principles with 
other academic institutions:

PRME Principle 1. Purpose: We will develop the capabilities of students to be 
future generators of sustainable value for business and society at large and to 
work for an inclusive and sustainable global economy.

PRME Principle 2. Values: We will incorporate into our academic activities and 
curricula the values of global social responsibility as portrayed in international 
initiatives such as the United Nations Global Compact.

PRME Principle 3. Method: We will create educational frameworks, materials, 
processes and environments that enable effective learning experiences for 
responsible leadership.

PRME Principle 4. Research: We will engage in conceptual and empirical 
research that advances our understanding about the role, dynamics, and impact 
of corporations in the creation of sustainable social, environmental and economic 
value.

PRME Principle 5. Partnership: We will interact with managers of business 
corporations to extend our knowledge of their challenges in meeting social and 
environmental responsibilities and to explore jointly effective approaches to 
meeting these challenges.

PRME Principle 6. Dialogue: We will facilitate and support dialogue and debate 
among educators, students, business, government, consumers, media, civil 
society organisations and other interested groups and stakeholders on critical 
issues related to global social responsibility and sustainability.

________________________

We understand that our own organisational practices should serve as example of 
the values and attitudes we convey to our students.

Figure 1:  PRME principles (PRME, 2017)

In discussing PRME we focus in detail on Principles 1 and 2. As can be seen from the full 
text of the principles set out in Figure 1 above, these two principles are the foundation 
on which the PRME agenda is built. Principle 1 identifies the purpose of management 
education, Principle 2 its guiding value. The other principles (3‑6) specify the areas of 
activity that are required to instantiate Principles 1 and 2. Thus Principle 1 asserts that 
the purpose of management education is to enable students to contribute to sustainable 
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value. It is this purpose that informs the expectations of curriculum, pedagogy, research 
and stakeholder interaction set out in the subsequent principles.

Currently, over 650 Business Schools worldwide have adopted PRME (PRME, 2017). 
Numbers continue to rise, with accreditation bodies (including the AACSB and EFMD) 
treating adherence to PRME as fulfilling the need for management degree programmes 
to incorporate ethical perspectives. At the same time the promulgation of PRME has 
been accompanied by a proliferation of national and international networks, and 
global and local events. The PRME website identifies nine PRME regional chapters 
aimed at driving a focus on PRME, PRME champions to act as thought leaders, twelve 
international special-interest working groups, and an annual cycle of regional meetings 
and international conferences, all of which, combined with a burgeoning list of academic 
and practice publications, serve to highlight the increasing significance of the PRME 
project to management education (PRME, 2017). 

4.2	 PRME and inclusive development: a question of purpose

In PRME Principle 1, we find an explicit articulation of purpose: “We will develop the 
capabilities of students to be future generators of sustainable value for business and 
society at large and to work for an inclusive and sustainable global economy.” Despite 
its importance to the PRME project there appears to be a limited focus in the PRME 
literature on the meaning of “future generators”. Indeed, database searches for the term 
reveal little apart from straightforward reproductions of Principle 1 and (if not excluded) 
a bevy of engineering texts.

Prandini et al. (2012) attempt an interpretation, linking the term “future generators” to the 
notion of responsible leadership in Principle 3. In line with the suggestion that Business 
Schools have failed to produce appropriately educated managers, the authors argue that 
PRME acts as a manifesto to help shape attitudes and behaviour of business leaders. 
Further, in order to aid business leaders to “live and practise responsible leadership” 
(2012:18), Prandini et al. devote considerable space to a detailed cataloguing of the 
necessary knowledge skills and attributes that Business Schools should aim to instil in 
their students. If the PRME Inspirational Guide (PRME, 2015) is to be believed, PRME 
can help to achieve a focus on these qualities. For instance, a report from the Strathclyde 
Business School states that an undergraduate programme was remodelled inspired by 
the PRME initiative, which meant that the programme “now develops students, both 
professionally and individually, so that they are better equipped to enter the workplace 
and make an immediate positive impact as responsible managers” (2015:18).

Perhaps here we need to pause for thought and look again at the wording of Principle 1, 
and in particular the use of the term “capability”. For Sen, as we have already seen, 
capability denotes a freedom, an opportunity to do or be what we value. However, in 
specifying the outcomes of management education, what Principle 1 and the associated 
literature offer is a particular capability, leading to a particular way of being, a future 
generator/responsible leader. It is this sense of predetermination (Louw, 2015) that should 
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cause concern, the expectation that students will go on to perform the role of manager or 
leader, and in a specified way. Concern because rather than offering an uncircumscribed 
notion of the purpose of learning, PRME and its proponents anticipate that management 
education will enable students to rise to the challenge of being the flexible, team-working, 
moral and articulate graduates that organisations seek (PRME, 2015:16). In so doing, 
PRME Principle 1 contributes to an entrenchment of the discourse of employability in 
Business Schools. Student employability, the expectation that universities will promote 
economic development through the production of “‘oven-ready’ graduates”, has gained 
ground among policy makers in the West (Boden & Nedeva, 2012:46). This entrenchment 
carries with it a constraint on freedom, albeit one disguised by claims of access and 
choice. Thus, rather than it being the responsibility of the state, business and society 
to create the scope and opportunities for jobs, and of employers to pay for vocational 
training, it becomes the ‘choice’ of the students to enter a massified higher education 
system, so as to make themselves ‘employable’ (and indebted), in order to have a career 
(Boden & Nedeva, 2012). 

This understanding of the purpose of management education locates PRME within a 
human capital approach to higher education, an approach which, as Robeyns (2003) 
points out, is founded on an economic calculation. Education is valued instrumentally 
as a way of improving individual and social productivity. An important limitation then 
is that PRME appears to reproduce rather than contest the dominant market logic that 
we also see in mainstream versions of inclusive development, while at the same time 
constraining available capabilities (and consequent functionings). 

4.3	 PRME, universality and pluralism

Another important limitation to PRME’s ability to drive a focus on inclusive development 
in management education lies in the claims to universality that appear to be integral 
to PRME (Louw, 2015). PRME proponents make frequent references to PRME values 
as being internationally proclaimed or accepted (for example Sobczak & Mukhi, 2016) 
in part based on the direct association between PRME and the UN Global Compact 
(UNGC), expressed in Principle 2: “We will incorporate into our academic activities and 
curricula the values of global social responsibility as portrayed in international initiatives 
such as the United Nations Global Compact”.

There is, however, (Millar & Price, 2012) an important difference between international 
promulgation and universal acceptance. Human rights law, for instance, might be agreed 
at international level, but rights are not necessarily universally resonant norms, based 
as they are in enlightenment notions of the social contract, individual will and capacity. 
Thus, within human rights discourse, a growing series of human rights declarations and 
conventions (including those incorporated into the UNGC) confer rationally identifiable 
rights to each and all individuals by virtue of their being human. These rights serve 
to regulate relations between states and citizens, between citizens, and between 
individuals and organisations. As a consequence, this conceptualisation of rights reflects 
a recognisably western normative tradition.
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As Sen (2005:162) argues, there has been a tendency to exaggerate “the differences on the 
subject of freedoms and rights that actually exist between different societies”. In other 
words, a universal set of human rights may be possible, grounded in values shared across 
cultures. At the same time, Sen (2005:162) suggests that western conceptualisations of 
human rights have been prioritised, based in some cases on ideas of western exceptionalism 
(here Sen cites a particularly egregious example from Huntingdon (1998) in his claim that 
“a sense of individualism and a tradition of individual rights and liberties” are “unique 
among civilized societies”). 

If human rights literature grapples, more or less successfully, with the assumptions 
underpinning these universal claims, this is less apparent in discussions of PRME (see 
for instance Alcaraz & Thiruvattal, 2010; Sobczak & Mukhi, 2016). This is, we suggest, 
problematic, in that it leaves no space to discuss or perhaps even recognise the possibility 
of alternative conceptualisations of the values that should inform management education 
and practice. 

Such an argument might come as a surprise to PRME proponents, leading them to point 
to the importance of dialogue and debate, highlighted in Principles 5 and 6. Further, the 
expectation of discussion is embedded in depictions of the way that the initiative has 
developed: as a network with information sharing at its heart (Godemann et al., 2013; 
Haertle & Miura, 2014). In this regard, the ambiguity of the PRME principles is presented 
as a positive characteristic (Haertle & Miura, 2014). Thus Principle  2 connects global 
social responsibility (GSR) to international initiatives ‘such as’ the UNGC, but leaves 
unstated what the other initiatives might be, how they relate to the UNGC, and the 
meaning of GSR as compared to corporate social responsibility (CSR), itself memorably 
described by De George (2008:74) as a “concept in search of specific content”. It appears 
then that there is scope, as Haertle and Miura (2014:11) claim, for PRME ideas to be 
debated and “glocalised” so that alternative positions are recognised.

There are however several issues with this argument. Firstly, any debate about PRME is 
not about what the purposes, values, and activities of management education should be. 
That debate has already happened, in 2007, when the PRME principles were developed by 
an “international task force of 60 deans, university presidents and official representatives 
of leading Business Schools and academic institutions” (PRME, 2017).

Rather, the overwhelming focus of debate in the PRME literature is on how these ideas 
should best be implemented (Godemann et al., 2013; PRME, 2015), not what they mean 
and whether they are relevant. This focus leaves underlying assumptions unaddressed. 
Thus, PRME reflects the expectation that management education and business practice 
should be socially responsible (see Principle 2). Yet this attribution of social responsibility 
to business displays a particular, culturally situated, understanding of the relation 
between business and society. It is one in which broader social responsibilities are seen 
as additional to, rather than integral within business purpose, building on a founding 
assumption of economic theory, that rational actors act in terms of their own self-
interest (Del Portal & De Frutos, 2015). This is an assumption that continues to haunt 
current social responsibility debates. Equally, alternative understandings of the nature 
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and values of economic activity and responsibility are excluded; see for example the 
work of Verbos and Humphries (2015). Arguably this is less a process of glocalisation as 
claimed by Haertle and Miura (2014), a process in which the local and the global combine 
to shape the outcomes of interactions with heterogeneity the end state (Roudometof, 
2016:399); it more nearly resembles Ritzer’s (2003) notion of ‘grobalisation’, of a growing, 
even aggressive push for homogeneity.

What is missing, therefore, is a sensitivity to different values and expectations, a sensitivity 
captured in the radically plural quality of Sen’s capability approach. Although critiqued 
notably by Nussbaum (2003), for us Sen’s approach retains merit. Plurality in Sen’s work 
is driven by the dual quality that he attributes to understandings of justice. Thus, a 
theory of justice requires both capabilities, which constitute the opportunities that are 
available to individuals, and also a fairness of process through which the range of possible 
capabilities and their operation can be identified (Sen, 2005). In conceptualising justice 
in this way, Sen insists on what Clare and Horn (2010:76) call an “evaluative context of 
justice”. By this is meant a context in which there is an expectation that both capabilities 
and processes are made the subject of scrutiny from what Adam Smith called “the eyes 
of the world” (Sen, 2005:163). In other words, opinions on capabilities and processes 
need to be obtained not only from those directly affected, but from across society and 
between societies more generally. That context and flexibility are central to Sen’s version 
of justice, is made apparent in his comment, “my own reluctance to join the search for … 
a canonical list [of capabilities] arises partly from my difficulty in seeing how the exact 
lists and weights [of capabilities] would be chosen without appropriate specification of 
the context of their use (which could vary) …” (Sen, 2005:157).

From a capability perspective, then, the PRME discourse needs to move beyond an 
unquestioning acceptance and promulgation of a “canonical list” of values, in order to 
develop a more inclusive understanding of fairness and equity, as a foundation for the 
sustainable development and inclusive economy which it seeks to promote (Principle 1).

5.	 Rethinking PRME
The burden of the argument in this article is that for PRME to be able to contribute 
to inclusive development, there will need to be a change in the terms of the debate. 
More specifically, what is needed is to re-open a debate, which PRME closed down about 
the nature and purpose of management education and practice. It is here that Sen’s 
capability approach provides a normative language (Deneulin, 2014) through which to 
focus discussion, contributing a broader understanding of development in which there 
can be a plurality of meaning, and an expectation that any such understandings are 
made the subject of scrutiny through public reasoning. As Deneulin (2014:6) puts it, “the 
capability approach is essentially about a space for evaluating social arrangements”. 

Accepting this comment as an invitation, we now consider what a PRME agenda that 
contributes to inclusive development might look like, rewriting it in terms of capabilities. 
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To do so we focus again on Principles 1 and 2 as the foundations upon which an inclusive 
management education might be built. 

5.1	 Principle 1

A central quality of a rewritten PRME agenda would be an emphasis on going beyond 
the human capital approach to education, which we suggested was linked to PRME 
Principle  1. Such a shift in emphasis would mean, as Sen (1999:293‑294) suggests, 
concentrating on “different achievements” arising from education, achievements in 
addition to employability or overall economic productivity, achievements including 
“reading, communicating, arguing, … being able to choose in a more informed way, 
… being taken more seriously by others and so on”. This shift from a human capital 
to a human capability approach to education reflects Sen’s concern to reinforce the 
recognition that human beings are the ends of economic growth, not simply the means 
(Sen, 1999:295). Indeed, for Sen (1999:296) the direct relevance of education for individual 
well-being, and its indirect relevance to social change, is as important as any potential 
contribution of education to economic productivity and wealth. 

Walker (2012) and Walker et al. (2009), discuss the implications for higher education of 
this vision of education. Focusing in particular on student lawyers, doctors and social 
workers in a South African context, Walker et al. (2009) argue that universities should be 
spaces in which students can develop capabilities to enable them to live lives that are of 
value to them. Such capabilities would include the freedom to choose a job that they have 
reason to value (Walker, 2012:391), but also other capabilities, drawn from Nussbaum’s 
(2003:41) list of “the central human capabilities”, which include the capabilities to 
exercise practical reasoning and affiliation. These capabilities relate to a range of skills 
and qualities that education can imbue, and involve the ability to conceptualise what is 
good and engage in critical reflection (practical reasoning), together with the ability to 
live with, and for others (affiliation). 

Encouraging practical reasoning in management education, encouraging the ability 
to conceptualise what is good and engage in critical reflection would drive a moral 
focus within the business curriculum. The PRME principles point to what is ‘good’ by 
claiming GSR as the underpinning value of management education. In contrast, practical 
reasoning does not specify what ‘good’ is, requiring students to debate and develop their 
own moral positions. Equally, a concern with affiliation would encourage a curriculum 
that delivers an in-depth understanding of, and openness to, the ‘other’. There is no 
similar recognition of ‘the other’ on the face of the PRME principles; however, such a 
recognition would challenge the assumption of self-interest that underlies economic 
modelling (Elegido, 2009), and underpins the business-case approach to responsibility 
and sustainability (for example Hart & Milstein, 2003).

At an individual level, a capability approach releases management students from their 
predetermined role as “future generators”, who “work for a sustainable and inclusive 
global economy” (PRME Principle  1), creating the potential for a broader range of 
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functionings. At the same time however, as pointed out by Sen (1999:18), greater freedom 
is linked to greater agency, the freedom to act, enabling people both to help themselves 
and to “influence the world”. Walker et al. (2009:567) elaborate this point, arguing that if 
students develop their capabilities – their freedom through access to higher education 
– then there is also the social obligation to exercise such freedom to bring about social 
change. As such, an emphasis on capabilities in management education would directly 
address Podolny’s (2009) concerns that management students are more interested in 
making money than making a difference, by stressing an idea of duty as a corollary to 
the opportunities created through undertaking a management degree. 

5.2	 Principle 2 

Another quality of a rewritten PRME agenda would be the rethinking of the values 
that should support management education. From a capabilities perspective, GSR, as 
articulated in Principle 2, is replaced as a guiding value. Instead the justice of realised, 
achieved, human well-being (Sen, 1999:18) becomes the measure against which the moral 
value of economic systems and practices are judged. This contrasts with the narrower 
and more incomplete focus of dominant ideas of business responsibility that tend to 
be concerned with the recognition of a defined set of what Nussbaum (2003:39) calls 
“traditional” rights, or with calculations of economic utility that validate the interests of 
the majority at the expense of the few, or indeed with the positive social consequences of 
acting in one’s own interests (see Del Portal & De Frutos, 2015; Anstatt & Volkert, 2016). 

Instead the question becomes: Are businesses contributing to human well-being, in a 
capabilities sense? More particularly, how far do businesses and the economy support 
Sen’s constitutive freedoms, such as literacy, numeracy and political participation, as 
well as the avoidance of starvation and premature mortality (Sen, 1999:36)? Finally, 
to what extent do businesses impinge upon Sen’s (1999:38) instrumental freedoms, 
those that help individuals achieve the ends of development, such as participation in 
decisions that will affect them, the ability to dissent, access to suitable jobs, markets 
and a secure environment? Research suggests that current approaches to CSR appear to 
have a limited positive impact on the basic capabilities of marginalised groups (Newell & 
Frynas, 2007; Anstatt & Volkert, 2016), a negative impact on instrumental freedoms such 
as the maintenance of social capital and relationships, and ignore the implications for 
future generations of the environmental consequences of corporate activities (Anstatt 
& Volkert, 2016). At the same time, an important insight from these research studies is 
that where businesses enable participation from local communities in developing CSR 
strategies, then aspects of human well-being are improved.

This insight links to Sen’s (2009:196‑197) concern that the identification and prioritisation 
of valued capabilities should be the subject of a process of public reasoning, in which 
valuations are defended, participation is encouraged and “serious attention [is paid] 
to the perspectives and concerns of others”. Building on this pluralist perspective it is 
possible to recognise that alternative conceptualisations of the relation between business 
and responsibility are available, a recognition that is required in order to achieve 
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more inclusive approaches to development. For instance, Kuokannen (2007) discusses 
distinctive ideas of responsibility articulated by various indigenous peoples. For these 
groups responsibility is not separable from the person, a voluntary quality (Newell & 
Frynas, 2007) that can be applied to ‘legal persons’ for instance. Rather, responsibility is 
understood as integral to the human condition, a state that includes the recognition that 
we are interrelated with all life forms. Thus, it is not a choice but an expectation that 
we will take responsibility for others in society, both human and non-human. Expressed 
in terms of capabilities, this sense of an extended responsibility would have a two-fold 
effect. First, it would demand that businesses, as a matter of justice, do not impinge upon 
the capabilities of indigenous groups to behave in ways that respect the environment as a 
part of human society. Second, and more fundamentally, it would demand an acceptance 
that ideas of social and economic externalities are a work of fiction.

6.	 Contributing to inclusive development: ways forward 
Embedding a pluralist approach to human well-being in management education will have 
its problems, yet it is a necessity if management education is to contribute to inclusive 
development as understood in this article. Higher education institutions, whether in 
America or Africa, do not provide a neutral space in which alternative perspectives 
can flourish, but one deeply imbued with the Western assumptions on which higher 
education was founded (Kuokannen, 2007:13). In this context local, particular, indigenous 
ideas and conceptualisations become defined as traditional, static and pre-industrial, as 
against current Western social structures and practices. In contrast, Western societies 
are understood to have progressed along a linear, upward development trajectory. These 
sorts of assumptions are apparent in the conceptualisations underpinning PRME as our 
analysis in this article suggests. 

Further, it has not always been straightforward to implement changes to management 
education, even among PRME signatories. Rasche and Gilbert (2015) argue that where 
the adoption of PRME is driven by reputational demands and accreditation criteria, 
a decoupling of formal policies from day-to-day practices can occur, with one factor 
being the resistance of staff to the top-down imposition of changes to values, curricula 
and research focus. As they point out, Business Schools, “depend to a large extent on a 
change model in which actors themselves have to see the need for change and to act in 
reflexive ways” (Rasche & Gilbert, 2015:245). 

With the need to persuade academics to teach and research ideas of inclusive development 
in mind, it may yet be possible to capitalise on the energy around change in management 
education that is already reflected in the growing PRME community. There is a sense 
of pride, which is surely not misplaced, in the way that PRME proponents present the 
initiative as one which has developed into some kind of collaborative community. As 
articulated by Haertle and Miura (2014:8) “PRME encourages collaborative learning and 
collaborative innovation on practice in responsible management education, research, and 
thought leadership”. Arguably, this sense of an academic and practitioner community 
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with a focus on management education begins to resemble the epistemic communities 
that Gupta et al. (2005:548) suggest are important elements in securing inclusive 
development; communities, which “disseminate and contest knowledge, implement 
instruments of inclusive development and share experiences”. It is here that debates 
about the nature and purpose of management education can be restarted and developed, 
informed, we would suggest, by a capabilities approach as outlined above.

From this perspective PRME becomes a palimpsest for encouraging a more inclusive 
approach to development in management education, rather than a vague, yet constraining 
formula whose combined conceptualisation and implementation serves to perpetuate 
existing development priorities and ideas of justice. 

7.	 Conclusion
This article has used PRME as its core focus to assess whether current developments in 
management education can contribute to the promulgation of an inclusive development 
agenda that moves beyond an economic deterministic discourse. Evaluating core 
principles of PRME against a framework based on Sen’s capabilities such as human 
well-being, pluralism and social participation, the conclusion is that PRME and its 
contribution to inclusive development through responsible management education is 
limited; PRME reproduces rather than contests the dominant market logic and PRME 
values are presented as universal but seem particularly grounded in Western value 
systems. We propose however that there is scope for rethinking management education, 
building on the work of Sen and drawing on the energy around changes in management 
education globally, expressed in the growing PRME community. As a collaborative group, 
PRME has the potential to challenge its assumptions, reopen the debate on the nature 
and purpose of management education, and thus the possibility of contributing to more 
holistic understandings of inclusive development in Business Schools and beyond. 
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Abstract 
Not much has been devoted to teaching and learning in the 
world university ranking debate. This theoretical article is based 
on a qualitative research approach with a case study research 
design guiding the literature review on global ranking systems. 
The findings indicate that in the South African context, ethical 
decision-making should guide decisions regarding whether a 
university should be ranked. As market leaders, global rankings 
have the potential to set new trends in rankings that focus on 
teaching and learning as essential functions of a university 
on par with research. In addition, the importance accorded to 
global rankings should not be considered for a few universities 
but for the value they add to the entire South African higher 
education (HE) system. 

1.	 Introduction
Within universities, a tension exists between research and 
teaching and learning, where research is often accorded a 
higher status, creating a Cinderella effect by rendering teaching 
and learning of lesser importance. World university rankings, 
also referred to as global rankings, are contentious although 
they have become a permanent feature of the HE system 
internationally (Rauhvargers, 2013; Swail, 2011; Altbach et al., 
2009; Marginson, 2007b). Lindsay (2013) argues that institutions 
have emphasised the importance of publications and prestige, 
which contribute to national and institutional reputation. 
Publications increase rankings, thereby contributing to the 
lower prestige given to excellent teachers as compared to 
excellent researchers. This has consequently led to a decline 
in the attention given to teaching. Pressure exists in the HE 
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system to play the ranking game without acknowledging that there are expertise and 
pockets of teaching excellence in universities. Through their performance criteria, global 
rankings are transforming universities into becoming similar and conforming to a single 
hierarchy (Marginson, 2007a). In order to compete in the global HE market and improve 
their rankings, some universities have adopted a business model to mitigate the effects 
of globalisation and have begun to view themselves and HE as a business. Corporate 
universities have emerged as a result of neoliberalism and enforced the commercialisation 
and marketisation of HE (Giroux, 2009; Giroux, 2002). Global ranking systems are an 
example of the commercialisation and marketisation of HE and thus have the agency 
either to perpetuate teaching and learning as the Cinderella function in HE, through the 
ranking game, or to holistically focus their performance criteria on all the core functions 
of universities. Ethical policy decision-making in HE is thus essential.

Global rankings have been at the centre of debate in the global HE arena (IHEP, 2009). 
Previous research focused on how reputational rankings affect organisations (O’Connell, 
2015; Altbach et al., 2009; Martins, 2005), methodological limitations and the purpose, 
statistics and validity of rankings (Goglio, 2016; Soh, 2016; Mohamedbhai, 2015; Enders, 
2014; Gonzales & Nunez, 2014; Rauhvargers, 2013; Marginson, 2008). O’Connell (2015) 
argues that the majority of the literature on global rankings focuses on the effects at 
institutional and national level. What is not well understood is the importance given to 
teaching and learning in rankings as only a few international studies have focused on 
this (Swail, 2011; Kuh, 2011; Lane, 2011). Except for a few studies on global rankings in 
South Africa with relevance to this article (Dlamini, 2016; Ntshoe & Selesho, 2014; Badat, 
2010a), not much attention at a systemic level has been devoted to the importance of 
teaching and learning in global rankings. 

This theoretical article reviews relevant literature in the public domain on global rankings 
with particular reference to teaching and learning in the ranking performance criteria. 
This is accomplished by discussing the three global rankings: the Academic Ranking of 
World Universities (ARWU), Times Higher Education (THE) and Quacqarelli-Symonds 
Rankings (QS) and their limitations. Commercialisation and marketisation of HE is then 
addressed to provide a context for HE and the emergence of global ranking systems. 
I then highlight responses to global rankings before discussing global rankings and 
their social impact. Following this, I present the methodology for this study, before 
analysing global rankings in the South African context and how global rankings impact 
on different types of South African universities. This article concludes with insights for 
policy makers and university leaders to move towards ethical decision-making while 
playing the ranking game.

2.	 World university ranking systems and their limitations
Altbach (2012) argues that rankings are a consequence of massification, competition 
and the commercialisation of HE, and contribute to the complexity of HE. Consensus 
is reached in the literature that rankings are not likely to disappear (Rauhvargers, 2013; 
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Swail, 2011; Handel & Stolz, 2008). The purpose of a ranking system depends on who 
the intended user is and which organisation is doing the ranking. Higher education 
institutions are thus developing strategies to increase their international scope by 
developing world-class universities that are ranked, even though the concept of ‘world-
class’ is ill defined (Hazelkorn, 2014) and no consensus exists on how it is measured or 
benchmarked (Handel & Stolz, 2008). 

The focus of this article is on the ARWU, also known as the Shanghai Ranking, the 
THE and  QS ranking systems. Rauhvargers (2013) describes the ARWU as the most 
consolidated of the popular global ranking systems. The THE only ranks universities 
that teach undergraduates and has 13 detailed performance indicators. The THE 
claims to assist students and their families with choosing where to study based on 
the five areas which include citations; teaching (the learning environment); research 
(volume, income); international outlook; and industry income (knowledge transfer) 
(THE Website, 2016). 

The QS global ranking system is administered by a global, career and education company 
that specialises in the area of education and study abroad (Mohamedbhai, 2015). The 
QS ranking claims to “help students make informed comparisons of leading universities 
around the world” (QS Website, 2016). It consists of six performance indicators, with four 
criteria: research, teaching, employability and internationalisation. The QS classification 
thus seeks to enable universities to view their ranking in terms of size, subject range, 
research intensity and age. 

Methodological limitations of global rankings have been noted in the extant literature 
by Dlamini (2016), Goglio (2016), Enders (2014), Ntshoe and Selesho (2014), Lane (2011), 
and Marginson and Van der Wende (2007), and indicate that ranking systems are not 
entirely transparent (Lane, 2011). The three global ranking systems (ARWU, THE, QS) 
summatively rank universities hierarchically based on the assumption that a university’s 
characteristics can be reduced to a single number that can be compared to another 
university. These three examples of whole university rankings use proxies or arbitrary 
measures to construct composite indexes to measure quality or performance (Ntshoe & 
Selesho, 2014; Marginson, 2007b). According to Marginson (2007b) whole-institutional 
rankings norm one institutional type – a research-intensive university. The purpose, of 
HE in the ARWU is scientific research, which ignores other purposes such as teaching 
and community service, or problem solving (Marginson, 2007b). The ARWU thus norms 
a comprehensive research-intensive university with a scientific focus based on the 
Anglo-American system (Marginson, 2007b). The ARWU is not holistic, but uses reliable 
data that is available internationally for comparison to measure research performance 
(Marginson, 2007b). The methodology is nevertheless regarded as being a sound basis 
for comparison globally since the criteria overwhelmingly focus on research as the core 
function of a university, which gives it more credibility in the academic community than 
student surveys or staff-student ratios (Altbach et al., 2009; Mohrman, Ma & Baker, 
2008). However, the quality of education criteria is biased towards alumni who have won 
Nobel prizes. Although the quality of education indicator weighs 10%, it is not sufficient 
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to measure teaching and learning, or the quality of teaching and learning. As such, the 
ARWU criteria and performance indicators do not have a teaching and learning focus. 

A similarity between the THE and QS is that they focus on undergraduate education 
and exclude universities that do not teach undergraduates (Rauhvargers, 2013). The 
ARWU coverage of universities is limited to 500 universities, the THE ranks the top 100 
universities and QS ranks the top 700. However, university rankings remain the focus 
and the benchmark (Goglio, 2016) and in this manner, the coverage of universities in 
rankings is limited rather than being global. They can thus not provide a global view of 
all universities.

According to Goglio (2016) some of the criteria in the THE do not add to the overall 
ranking score. The THE is thus less “transparent” (Marginson, 2007c:4) in its methodology 
but efforts are being made to change this. More recently the THE incorporated 
rankings of BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa). The same 
13 performance indicators are used in the BRICS and emerging economies rankings, 
although the weightings are recalibrated to reflect the specific characteristics of emerging 
economies (THE Website, 2016). In 2015, the THE announced an experimental ranking of 
30 African universities based on citations of research articles in Elsevier’s Scopus database 
(Mohamedbhai, 2015). However, the THE’s focus is on reputation and international 
marketing, as opposed to teaching or research (Marginson, 2007c). A category exists for 
teaching, which is weighted 30% and focuses on the learning environment. Although the 
THE includes the learning environment, the performance indicators are proxies and do 
not directly address learning by focusing on the outcomes achieved by graduates. The 
quality of teaching is also not measured through standards for excellent teaching as 
performance indicators. 

Teaching and learning quality is not adequately covered in the staff-student ratio 
(Marginson, 2007a) since the QS ranking only has one indicator (faculty-student ratio) 
that deals with teaching quality and assigns it 20%. This indicator is a proxy for teaching 
quality and is intended to identify the universities that have small class sizes. The 
assumption is that low student-staff ratios foster better learning environments and that 
students in small classes benefit more from the teaching and learning experience than 
those in large classes. The reality, nevertheless, is that large classes are prevalent due to 
massification especially in developing countries making this proxy a crude measure of 
teaching quality (Rauhvargers, 2013) and insufficient for measuring teaching and learning 
within a university. However, Swail (2011) claims that we cannot measure institutional 
quality without measuring teaching and learning. 

The audience of the THE and ARWU are universities since the criteria stem from 
academia (Gonzales & Nunez, 2014). Despite conversations with academia, no theoretical 
or empirical justification exists for any of the measures or weightings. The proxies for 
teaching quality are based on the assumption that there is a correlation between the 
quality of research and the quality of teaching which is problematic (Goglio, 2016; Dill 
& Soo, 2005a). Empirical research “…  suggests that the correlation between research 
productivity and undergraduate instruction is very small and teaching and learning and 
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research appear to be more or less independent activities” (Dill & Soo, 2005a:507). Why 
the teaching proxy is weighted 30% in the THE and 20% in QS, is not clear in either of 
the ranking systems. Weights are arbitrarily assigned according to Buela-Casal et al. 
(2007) and there is thus no justification for any of the measures or the accompanying 
weightings (Marginson, 2007c). 

Most rankings use input data rather than process or output data (Kuh, 2011; Swail, 2011). 
Student performance and learning indicators as measures of learning outcomes are not 
included in the three global rankings and there is “no indicator on the absolute quality of 
how teachers teach and how students learn” (Swail, 2011:33). According to Dill and Soo 
(2005b), information on learning processes and outcomes does not feature in most of the 
rankings such as the ARWU, THE and QS that alludes to measuring teaching quality. A 
strong research orientation has a negative correlation with factors related to teaching 
such as hours spent teaching and consulting, “commitment to student development, use 
of active learning techniques in the classroom and percentage of faculty engaged in 
teaching general education courses” (Marginson, 2007a). Output measures in the three 
global rankings are also limited and do not include knowledge, skills, abilities and values 
acquired by graduates. 

Teaching and learning are complex processes and require more substantive coverage in 
the three global ranking systems. There is a paucity of research on the status and role 
of teaching and learning in HE globally (Altbach et al., 2009). Teaching and research 
are important functions but have not received the same level of attention or prestige 
in universities or in the three global ranking systems. Biggs and Tang (2011) argue that 
teaching and research should be viewed as equal. There is thus room for both competition 
and co-operation between the teaching and learning and the research functions in 
universities. However, the teaching function is essential to produce graduates for the 
knowledge economy who are skilled and adaptable. Postgraduate education may be 
a way for teaching to benefit from research and vice versa (Altbach et al., 2009). The 
tension between the core functions of a university – teaching and learning, research and 
community engagement – deserves careful consideration since these functions are poorly 
integrated (Altbach et al., 2009). Altbach et al. (2009) thus maintain that the challenge 
exists to accommodate both the teaching and learning and the research functions in 
the HE system. Altbach (2006:2) also argues that, “there are, in fact, no widely accepted 
methods for measuring teaching quality” and as such, no indicator exists on the quality 
of how teachers teach and how students learn (Swail, 2011). Rauhvargers (2013) thus 
argues that, “the limitations of rankings remain most apparent in efforts to measure 
teaching performance” (p.  26). This is evident in the performance criteria of the three 
ranking systems.

International reputation and research are strongly weighted in the three global rankings. 
Peer and professional surveys are used to gauge the reputation of a university based 
on subjective data (Swail, 2011). Rauhvargers (2013) argues that although reputation 
is paramount in the rankings, reputation surveys do not hold much value because 
reputation is substantial for the first few ranked universities but diminishes in significance 
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thereafter. Dill and Soo (2005a) highlight that reputation via surveys is problematic due 
to the sampling method that is used. The respondents who are part of the sample cannot 
provide an evaluation of all the programmes offered in all fields; at most, they are able 
to focus on their discipline (Rauhvargers, 2013). Marginson (2007c) notes that a third 
of respondents to reputational surveys know about institutions other than their own. 
Rauhvargers (2013) thus highlights that “the practical implication of this approach is 
that if none of those surveyed consider a university among the top 30 in their field, the 
university will not be considered at all” (p. 17). In addition, no information is available on 
what questions were asked in the reputation surveys (Rauhvargers, 2013). The THE has 
an indicator and the QS is widening its subject rankings, in which reputation remains 
paramount. Reputational surveys are thus used to a greater extent in QS than in THE 
and do not appear in ARWU (Altbach, 2012). Reputation is over-emphasised (Kuh, 
2011) and this over-reliance on reputation surveys in the THE and QS makes them less 
credible. Altbach (2012) thus contends that expert advice is not a sound measure upon 
which to base rankings. The assumption that there is a correlation between reputation 
and teaching and learning is also flawed and assumes that students only value the 
university’s reputation and not what they will learn or how what they learn, or will be 
taught (Marginson, 2007a). The reputational surveys are thus not adequate measures 
of learning or teaching quality and they are also not regarded as credible measures 
(Rauhvargers, 2013; Altbach, 2012; Dill & Soo, 2005b; Marginson, 2007a, 2007b). 

Internationalisation is addressed in the THE and QS as core criteria. Handel and Stolz 
(2008) argue that internationalisation is a good measure because it addresses the quality 
of HE institutions on a cross-national level to create a world-class university. The focus 
in global rankings on international staff and students is based on the assumption that 
international staff will make the university a better place to promote learning and that 
international students “will improve the outcomes achieved by students” (Swail, 2011:32). 
However, evidence to support these assumptions is lacking. Internationalisation also does 
not necessarily reflect the quality of student demands or the quality of a university’s 
programmes and services. Policies are instituted in Asian universities in Hong Kong and 
Singapore, for example, that encourage the employment of research-active international 
staff (Altbach, 2012). According to Altbach (2012), staff are consequently recruited for 
their research and not for their teaching abilities. The value-add of internationalisation 
to the learning experiences of students and teaching quality is thus inadequately 
addressed in the internationalisation criteria. Internationalisation is also a consequence 
of the commercialisation and marketisation of HE to which I now turn. 

3.	� Commercialisation and marketisation of higher 
education

Market forces have reshaped HE and positioned universities as corporate entities 
and students as customers (Giroux, 2009). The purpose of HE has been reformulated 
by neoliberalism (Giroux, 2002) and as such, neoliberalism has ushered in the 
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commercialisation and marketisation of HE. This has led to the corporatisation of 
universities and enhanced competition to the detriment of programmes which are geared 
towards critical social understandings (Monzó, 2014). The corporate university views the 
“university as a business, which increasingly views students as consumers, the classroom 
as a market place, and the public space of the university as an investment opportunity 
(Giroux, 2002:454). The commodification of knowledge and corporate interests is making 
inroads into HE according to Giroux (2009). As a result, scientific knowledge has been 
commodified. Monzó (2014) argues that the corporatisation of universities should be 
avoided since it is a consequence of neoliberal trends to commodify knowledge. The 
commodification and marketisation of HE has enabled universities to sell their teaching 
and research services to students and investors as products under the auspices of 
“knowledge capitalism” (Monzó, 2014:80). Neoliberalism has also led North American, 
Latin American, Asian and European countries to view HE as a private market good 
with students as consumers and faculty as labourers (Gonzales & Nunez, 2014; Giroux, 
2009; Giroux, 2002). Education as a commodity has also enabled universities to increase 
student fees whereas public education should be for the public good and not for profit. 
Students are thus bearing the brunt of the corporatisation and commodification of HE 
(Habib, 2016; Monzó, 2014). Competition for students thus takes place in the free market 
knowledge-based economy (Pinheiro, 2013) and Rossi (2010) argues that competition 
between universities for students and resources has also increased. However, the 
competition for students is based on reputation from ranking systems, which is a result 
of research rather than the quality of teaching and learning. Monzó (2014) contends 
that Western knowledge underpinned by masculine knowledge systems is valued in 
universities together with market-driven demands for programmes. Competition in the 
global context involves comparisons and benchmarks between world-class universities 
(Buela-Casal et al., 2007). Benchmarks are obtained from commercial companies who 
commercialise HE by ranking institutions and creating competition between universities. 
As such, global competition is also intensified by the ARWU’s measure for the best 
researchers and international students. Bradmore and Smyrnios (2009) thus argue that 
intensive exposure to global markets fosters competitive risks, which are a result of 
globalisation. 

4.	 Responses to global rankings
Reputational rankings such as the ARWU, THE and QS are an important source of 
institutional isomorphism (Martins, 2005). Isomorphism in rankings occurs as a result of 
the definition of an ideal university which is espoused in ranking systems. The pursuit of 
reputational excellence has led Enders (2014) to argue that rankings create a role model 
for what a world-class university standard should be in terms of criteria and outcomes. 
As such, universities with a focus on regional and national development, non-scientific 
fields of research and undergraduate teaching would not be highly ranked. Marginson 
(2007a) argues that rankings are transforming universities into becoming similar and 
consequently conforming to a single hierarchy. It is thus not surprising that hierarchical 
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rankings created by global rankings cause lower-ranked universities to mimic those 
that are highly ranked, leading to homogenisation. As such, ranking systems create 
competition and convergence on strategies that appear to increase ranking positions 
(Marginson, 2008). Universities aspiring to be ranked assess how others improved their 
rankings and how they can imitate and mimic others and become more like them, which 
leads to organisational isomorphism (Goglio, 2016). Enders (2014:168) thus argues that 
rankings “fuel organisational isomorphism” because universities respond by changing 
their missions to imitate research universities that are highly ranked. The implication 
of isomorphism for teaching and learning is that the mimicking of highly ranked 
universities could steer universities towards a focus on research, postgraduate education, 
scientific programmes and, inadvertently, away from a focus on improving teaching and 
learning, thereby, maintaining teaching and learning as the Cinderella function in HE 
due to the focus on research in the global ranking criteria. Non-research universities may 
also morph into research-intensive universities by altering their missions to increase 
their ranking positions. This is problematic since isomorphism creates competition 
amongst and within universities as they pursue the same goal, which mitigates against 
some governments’ policies to create a differentiated HE system (DHET, 2014; Altbach 
et al., 2009). 

Global rankings such as the ARWU favour research performance, which increases 
mimicking the behaviour of highly ranked universities and thus steering universities 
away from diversity. Rossi (2010) argues that although little agreement exists on the 
form diversity should take, there is a tendency for universities to differentiate to deal 
with the demands placed on them. Competition for reputation could mitigate against 
policies that stimulate knowledge and a diversified HE system (Altbach et al., 2009). At 
a policy level, a drive to greater responsiveness to the needs of the knowledge society 
would be preferable (DHET, 2014). Differentiation thus represents a policy imperative 
that mitigates against isomorphism and provides universities with opportunities 
to develop niche areas to create a HE system that is differentiated to meet national, 
regional, cultural, social and economic development needs (DHET, 2014). The implication 
of differentiation for teaching and learning is that it opens up possibilities for teaching 
and vocationally oriented universities, and accommodates vertically, horizontally and 
diagonally differentiated universities. Diagonal differentiation within universities would 
allow faculty, departmental and disciple differentiation, which focuses less on what 
would improve rankings and instead accommodates differences in programmes and 
possibly over time improves the status of teaching and learning away from being the 
Cinderella function in HE. While isomorphism is characterised by homogenisation and 
low levels of diversity, differentiation is characterised by high levels of diversity. Global 
rankings have thus influenced both isomorphic and polymorphic policies in universities. 
Pressure exists for both diversification and homogenisation (Rossi, 2010). I thus argue 
that differentiation and isomorphism are two sides of the same coin when playing the 
global ranking game in HE. 
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5.	 Global rankings and their social impact
Rankings have made an impact on both policy and universities, and Goglio (2016) argues 
that national HE systems are all affected by rankings. At the national level, highly ranked 
universities are viewed as symbols of prestige and engines of the knowledge economy. 
Consequently, nations derive prestige from the number of universities that are ranked 
and have an interest in seeing their universities progress on the reputational ranking 
ladder (Marginson, 2007b). Governments have also linked a good economy to a good HE 
system (Swail, 2011), and Marginson (2007b:136) thus argues that rankings have “public 
and policy credibility”. Rankings are also able to influence national and university policy 
and maintain credibility. 

Changes to national education, funding, immigration and partnership policies have 
resulted from global rankings. In some countries, such as China and Japan, changes to 
national policy have included directives to move their universities up the ARWU ranking 
ladder (Swail, 2011; Altbach et al., 2009). Some countries, such as Vietnam and Chile, 
have committed to being amongst the world’s top universities (IHEP, 2009; Marginson, 
2008) and other countries such as the United Arab Emirates, India, Saudi Arabia and 
South Korea intend to use rankings to spur economic and international competition. 
According to Altbach et al. (2009), Brazil, Germany and other countries use rankings 
to allocate funding to HE institutions. Rankings are thus able to influence investment 
in particular programmes. Badat (2010a) argues that rankings have influenced the 
policy decisions made by governments, business and donors with regard to investment 
of funds, endowments and the award of research contracts. Lane (2011) further argues 
that funding agencies and foundations use rankings to allocate grants and that Japan, 
Taiwan, Singapore and Malaysia have used ranking strategically to improve their global 
competitive stance as well as their level of internationalisation and research output, 
which are favourably weighted in rankings (Lane, 2011). Rauhvargers (2013) also notes 
that in Denmark and the Netherlands, rankings have led to changes to immigration 
policies for migrants, which include the ranking position of the university where the 
applicant graduated. 

Global rankings underpin policy-making and policy partnerships have also been 
influenced by rankings. National policies have been adapted to allow prestigious foreign 
universities to establish campuses in foreign countries in order to expand access to 
local students (Rauhvargers, 2013). Partnerships geared towards capacity building with 
former colonies in Africa and Latin America have been the focus of foreign policies 
in Europe (Altbach et al., 2009). Altbach et al. (2009) argue that in some countries, the 
choice of partner institutions, mergers of some universities as well as the recognition 
of foreign qualifications are influenced by rankings. Rauhvargers (2013) thus contends 
that global rankings have resulted in policies geared to the recognition of qualifications 
in the Russian Federation which only recognise foreign qualifications awarded by the 
first 300 positions of the ARWU, THE and QS rankings. Additionally, Brazil instituted a 
scholarship programme in 2011 to allow 100 000 Brazilian students to study abroad and 
India concluded bilateral programme agreements in 2012 with the global top 500 foreign 
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universities based on the THE and ARWU rankings (Rauhvargers, 2013). Such policies 
are unsound and raise ethical issues since rankings are based on research, not teaching 
or learning performance. While Gonzales and Nunez (2014) contend that rankings can be 
used for the development of national educational policy, the implication of agreements 
based on rankings is that good teaching-oriented universities or those who focus on the 
arts and humanities would not be eligible to enter into such partnerships due to either a 
low ranking or not being ranked at all.

Higher education rankings also affect institutional design and behaviour (Goglio, 2016; 
Marginson, 2007a). Goglio (2016) argues that rankings as a global phenomenon affect 
those universities that are ranked and want to improve their rankings as well as those that 
are not ranked, but aspire to be ranked. Marginson, and Van der Wende (2007) argue that 
those who have learned how to play the game have reshaped their priorities according 
to what would be most advantageous in terms of the rankings. Policies have thus been 
designed to optimise a university’s position in global rankings (Marginson, 2007b). In order 
to increase their global rankings, universities that did not have prizewinners, strategised 
and invited distinguished scholars as visiting professors (Rauhvargers, 2013). Universities 
have also used data collected for ranking purposes as the basis of their strategic planning 
(Rauhvargers, 2013). As a response to global ranking imperatives, missions are being 
developed to include recruitment of international students, staff student exchange 
programmes, collaborative partnerships in research and curriculum reform (Maringe, 
2010). Peters (2007) thus argues that challenging ranking criteria is impossible. However, 
universities are able to renegotiate the terms of the competition (Goglio, 2016) and a 
success has been that African universities have been able to renegotiate with the THE 
(Mohamedbhai, 2015). 

Participation in global ranking systems has created policy opportunities and challenges 
for universities that have chosen to play the rankings game. In practice, a university’s 
ranking is associated with being a world-class university and universities consequently 
use rankings to raise their international profile. Through coercive isomorphic processes, 
rankings have forced universities to improve their comparative position (Marginson & 
Van der Wende, 2006). According to Gonzales and Nunez (2014) rankings convey the 
hierarchical organisation of HE and universities use them for accountability and to 
measure progress towards becoming world-class universities. Lane (2011) thus argues 
that these activities do not necessarily improve student outcomes or learning. However, 
rankings have influenced some universities to improve the quality of their academic 
programmes through a focus on new programmes, curriculum review and new teaching 
and learning practices (IHEP, 2009). At a policy level, universities have placed emphasis 
on rankings and Marginson (2007a) argues that a decline in the position of a university 
creates challenges for universities. Another challenge experienced is that those that 
are not ranked experience difficulty in a competitive international student market. In 
addition, a management challenge to universities results from the need to interpret the 
ranking results internally and externally. I now turn to the methodology for this study. 
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6.	 Methodology
This theoretical article is based on a qualitative research approach. A case study research 
design guided the literature review on global ranking systems in the public domain. The 
research problem explored is that not much has been devoted to teaching and learning 
in the global university ranking debate although core functions of universities include 
research as well as teaching and learning with the aspect of community/civic engagement 
embedded in both functions. The purpose of this article is to advance an understanding of 
how teaching and learning are incorporated into the global ranking methodologies and 
how this could lead to a more inclusive ranking regime. The central research question 
is: to what extent (if any) could rankings, through their focus on research, reinforce 
teaching and learning as the Cinderella function in the South African HE system. 

A purposive sampling method was used of three ranking systems (ARWU, THE, QS) 
since these are the most well-known global ranking systems (Gonzales & Nunez, 2014; 
Badat, 2010a; Altbach et al., 2009; IHEP, 2009). The ARWU and THE are also referred to 
as the “current leading rankings” which enjoy “high credibility and wide application” 
(Goglio, 2016:213). The analysis assumes that if South African universities meet the 
criteria to be ranked, then they are able to play the global ranking game. The limitation 
of this article is that the analysis is limited to the 2015/16 rankings of universities in these 
three global ranking systems. Caution should thus be applied in extrapolating to other 
ranking systems. I now turn to the South African context and how rankings may impact 
on differentiation and what the possible effects of rankings are on different types of 
universities as well as teaching and learning in the South African HE system. 

7.	 Global rankings and the South African context 
South African HE institutions were reconfigured to reflect a differentiated HE system 
in 2005 (Badat, 2010b; DoE, 1997). The South African HE landscape is consequently 
characterised by a single, co-ordinated and differentiated HE system which comprises: 
universities, universities of technology, comprehensive universities, contact and 
distance universities and various colleges (Badat, 2010b). Differentiation is evident in 
institutional types, missions, programmes, size and knowledge-production, which was 
an explicit outcome of the National Plan for HE (DoE, 1997) in order to address previous 
inequalities and inefficiencies in the South African HE system. The HE system comprises 
26 HE institutions of which 11 are universities, 6 are comprehensive universities and 
6 are universities of technology. Three new universities were recently established to 
offer programmes in provinces where there were no universities. Universities in South 
Africa are thus not homogenous although no methodology exists on how to successfully 
implement differentiation (Cloete, 2014).

In the South African differentiated system, universities would typically offer university-
type programmes, while comprehensive universities could offer both university-type 
and technikon-type programmes with teaching and applied research as their focus. 
Universities of technology would offer programmes in technology and focus on teaching 
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and strategic and applied research in professional practice and technology (Ntshoe & 
Selesho, 2014). These three institutional types can further be categorised into historically 
advantaged and disadvantaged institutions. Historically advantaged universities were 
equipped with funding, infrastructure and qualified staff, which allowed them to offer 
programmes in science, engineering and health sciences (Ntshoe & Selesho, 2014). 
Historically advantaged universities consequently retain advantages from the past and 
are thus able to play the global ranking game. 

Ntshoe and Selesho (2014) classified South African universities into Category A, top 
research-intensive universities; Category B, teaching and research universities; and 
Category C, teaching universities with limited research. This classification is based on 
the percentage of National Research Fund (NRF)-rated academics and researchers at the 
various universities. Ntshoe and Selesho (2014) also highlight that research-intensive and 
comprehensive universities allocate a moderate percentage of expenditure to teaching 
whereas universities of technology allocate a high percentage of their expenditure to 
teaching. The three categories of universities (see Table 1) are consistent with Cloete’s 
(2014) analysis of knowledge-producing universities in South Africa. Cloete (2014) placed 
historically advantaged universities such as University of Cape Town, University of the 
Witwatersrand, Stellenbosch University and Rhodes University in a high knowledge-
producing category. The majority of the other universities are categorised as medium 
knowledge-producing universities while the universities of technology are categorised as 
low knowledge-producing universities. Using the U-Map indicators, Ntshoe and Selesho 
(2014) indicate that research-intensive universities are thus able to compete in global 
rankings whereas comprehensive universities have limited capacity and universities of 
technology have even less capacity to play the global ranking game. However, Cloete 
(2014) further notes that the Universities of the Western Cape and Fort Hare are increasing 
their research output, which will improve their ability to compete in global rankings. 
Table 1 thus gives a relatively good representation of research-intensive and teaching-
oriented universities as well as the ability of universities to meet the performance criteria 
of global ranking systems.

Ntshoe and Selesho (2014) argue that the reputation race has begun, which is fostering 
homogenisation and the imitation of those universities that have been able to successfully 
play the ranking game. Normative and coercive processes inherent in global rankings, 
such as a reputation in science and research, have resulted in the neglect of other 
purposes of HE such as teaching and learning. Although global forces may be driving 
South African universities towards isomorphism in the ranking game, differentiation is 
being pursued by the government to create a diverse HE landscape. Although no theory 
exists to explain the conditions under which differentiation takes place in HE (Rossi, 
2010), little agreement exists on the form diversity should take since a recognition exists 
that diversity has many dimensions that could lead to diversity in one university and 
homogeneity in another (Rossi, 2010). However, differentiation in South Africa represents 
a policy imperative that mitigates against isomorphism and creates a HE system that is 
differentiated (DHET, 2014).
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The desire to have a world-class university is dependent on the resources of both the 
country and a university (Altbach et al., 2009). Some governments, such as those in China, 
allocate resources to improve rankings, thus creating inequality in their HE systems 
(O’Connell, 2015). The South African government is unable to allocate resources to the 
historically advantaged research universities, such as the University of Cape Town and 
the University of the Witwatersrand, to improve their positions in global ranking systems. 
This would inevitably be at the expense of historically disadvantaged universities such as 
the University of Limpopo and the University Venda, which are not ranked in the ARWU, 
THE and QS global ranking systems. However, diversity has been integral to placing 
some universities in more favourable positions to play the ranking game.

Table 1:	 Categories of South African Universities*

Category A Category B Category C

Top Research-intensive 
universities

Teaching and Research 
universities

Teaching universities  
with limited research  

(Universities of Technology)

•• University of Cape Town
•• University of the 

Witwatersrand
•• Stellenbosch University
•• University of Pretoria
•• University of KwaZulu-Natal

•• University of the Free State
•• Rhodes University
•• North-West University
•• University of Fort Hare
•• University of Limpopo
•• University of the Western Cape
•• University of Johannesburg
•• Nelson Mandela University
•• University of Zululand

•• Vaal University of Technology
•• Central University of Technology
•• Durban University of Technology
•• Mangosuthu University of 

Technology
•• Tshwane University of Technology
•• Cape Peninsula University of 

Technology
•• University of Venda
•• Walter Sisulu University

* �Recently established universities are not represented such as Sifako Makgatho Health Sciences University, Sol Plaatje 
University and the University of Mpumalanga. 

Source: Adapted from Ntshoe and Selesho (2014)

In 2015/16 the THE ranking included 800 universities from 70 different countries of which 
147 of the top universities were from the US. Within the top 10 highly ranked universities, 
the majority were from the US and the UK with only one from the European Union (EU) 
in ninth place. The 2015/2016 ranking thus marked the first year that a university outside 
the US or the UK was listed in the top ten for a decade. An analysis of the ARWU, THE 
and QS rankings in 2015/16 indicates that some South African universities have chosen 
to play the global ranking game and that certain institutional types are able to be ranked. 
Table 2 indicates that ten universities out of a total of 26 in South Africa are ranked in 
global ranking systems such as the ARWU, THE and QS. Of the ten ranked universities, 
four appear in ARWU, six in THE and nine in QS ranking systems. Two comprehensive 
universities are ranked, one (University of South Africa) in the THE and one (University 
of Johannesburg) in the QS. Notably, none of the universities of technology are ranked 
in the three ranking systems. The four universities that are ranked in the ARWU are 
all research-oriented universities (see Table  2). More South African research-oriented 
universities are ranked in the THE even though only one comprehensive university 
(University of South Africa) appears in the top 800 universities. Table 2 also indicates that 
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a wider spread of universities is ranked in QS rankings which include all the research-
intensive universities, three teaching and research universities but no universities of 
technology are ranked. Within the South African context, global ranking systems have 
the ability to perpetuate disadvantages at a systemic level in HE as well as within 
universities between core functions such as research, and teaching and learning.

The analysis of the South African universities that are able to compete in the three 
global rankings indicates that universities with a professional and vocational/teaching 
focus such as the universities of technology lag behind research-oriented universities 
in the three global ranking systems. Ntshoe and Selesho (2014) argue that historically 
disadvantaged universities and universities of technology have challenges playing the 
global ranking game because their focus is on teaching and meeting national priorities 
related to access and redress. 

Table 2:	 Ranking of South African Universities in ARWU, THE and QS

ARWU (2015) THE (2015/2016) QS (2015/2016)

Ranking University Ranking University Ranking University

101‑200 120 University of  
Cape Town

171 (57.8) University of  
Cape Town

201‑300 University of  
Cape Town 

201‑250 University of the 
Witwatersrand

University of the 
Witwatersrand

301‑400 301‑350 Stellenbosch 
University

302 (42.3) Stellenbosch 
University

331 (39.7) University of the 
Witwatersrand

401‑500 University of 
KwaZulu-Natal

401‑500 University of 
KwaZulu-Natal

Stellenbosch 
University

501‑600 501‑600 University of 
Pretoria

501‑550 Rhodes University

University of 
Pretoria

University of 
KwaZulu-Natal

601‑800 601‑800 University of  
South Africa

601‑650 University of 
Johannesburg

701+ North West 
University

701+ University of the 
Western Cape

Source: ARWU, THE and QS websites (2016)

The uneven focus on research in the global rankings detracts from teaching and learning. 
The methodologies of the three ranking systems are also not appropriate within the 
South African context since only a few universities have the resources and research focus 
to play the global ranking game. The rankings also ignore national priorities such as the 
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fees crisis, student success, the quality of teaching and learning (CHE, 2014) and support 
for national and regional goals. These quality improvement priorities are, however, not 
accounted for in the global ranking methodologies since the performance criteria in 
the rankings are biased towards research. Without the government’s active pursuit of 
differentiation and a sincere commitment from individual universities to improve the 
quality of teaching and learning, teaching and learning will continue to retain its position 
as the Cinderella function in HE due to the focus on research in global rankings and the 
consequent pursuit of world-class university status as defined by global rankings. 

South African HE is still confronted with challenges to meet national transformation 
imperatives. Shariffuddin et al. (2016) contend that transformation of HE is a matter 
of global concern even though the issues may vary depending on contextual realities 
in a country. Governments undertake transformation in HE in order to improve the 
provision of tertiary education in areas such as research, funding, differentiation, policy 
and quality (Shariffuddin et al., 2017). Shariffuddin et al. (2017) thus argue that this 
necessitates an understanding of the problems which confront academics as well as 
solutions which assist and motivate academics to achieve institutional goals within 
the context of transformation. However, Habib (2016) argues that the post-apartheid 
HE system experiences a lag compared to other developing countries with regard to 
competitiveness and performance.

The post-apartheid HE context is complex (Dlamini, 2016) and laden with challenges such 
as the increasing costs of HE, the under-preparedness of students for HE, epistemological 
access and low graduation rates (Dlamini, 2016; Habib, 2016). Dlamini (2016) argues 
that most HE institutions are not in a position to be research-intensive universities. 
Limited resources and competing priorities characterise HE in South Africa (Dlamini, 
2016). Students are under-prepared, tuition fees are high and calls have been made for 
decolonisation and free HE. How best to finance HE is a consideration within the context 
of the financial burden on students. Solutions based on corporate models may worsen 
rather than alleviate the current student debt. Marketisation and commodification of 
HE have ushered in decisions which are impervious to the historical context in which 
South Africa finds itself (Dlamini, 2016). Ethical social change will not be achieved by 
policies which allow a few historically advantaged institutions to be the winners with 
the previously disadvantaged institutions emerging as the losers in the ranking game 
in South Africa. Considerations for the historical context of HE in South Africa should 
guide ethical decisions to play the ranking game with reflections on the consequences 
for teaching and learning, student fees, and decolonisation imperatives. Universities in 
Finland are not ranked, yet they produce quality education (Habib, 2016). Considerations 
of this nature should inform an identity for South African universities. Dlamini (2016) 
thus argues that South African universities should carve out their own identities within 
their context and the global arena. 

Transformation of staff and students remains a concern for HE. The reality at some 
historically disadvantaged universities relates to student and staff protests as well as 
a managerial and financial crisis (Habib, 2016). The consequences of apartheid are still 
evident in HE today. Habib (2016:43) contends that South Africa does not currently have 
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any university in the top 50 in any of the global rankings and argues that South Africa needs 
a HE system with universities that are differentiated “…  each with different mandates 
and responsibilities, independent and yet connected to one another, thereby creating a 
seamless system that is both nationally responsive and globally competitive”. The South 
African HE system bears the brunt of a racialised legacy (Habib, 2016). The historically 
advantaged universities are in the best position to produce more postgraduate students 
and to make the greatest contribution to high-level research (Habib, 2016). Despite this 
reality, Habib (2016) argues that historically disadvantaged universities in South Africa 
aspire to play the ranking game and to transform into research-intensive universities 
such as their historically advantaged counter parts. This impossibility in the short term 
has prevented the HE system from meeting societal needs according to Habib (2016). 
South African universities are also increasingly becoming corporatised (Habib, 2016). 
Shariffuddin et al. (2016) advocate for more research on different types of HE institutions 
as they respond to transformation in the Malaysian context. Such research would be 
valuable in the South African context as well, since Shariffuddin et al. (2016) acknowledge 
that different types of institutions have unique characteristics and challenges which 
they face in responding to transformation imperatives. Shariffuddin et al. (2016) implore 
governments and university leaders to consider the issues and challenges inherent in 
transforming HE with regard to planning, strategising and implementing changes. This 
could include decisions to play the ranking game.

Dlamini (2016) argues that world-class universities are espoused even though they present 
a limited picture of HE. South African universities have chosen to play the ranking game 
despite an awareness of the nature and subjectivity of the rankings (Dlamini, 2006). 
There is a growing international market for HE and as such corporates are exerting 
market forces on universities. Global rankings of institutions are but one example of 
corporates exerting market forces and influencing decisions to play the ranking game. 
South African universities have adopted corporate practices such as playing the ranking 
game (Dlamini, 2016). The unequal playing field that characterises the global ranking 
game for different types of universities in South Africa is also understood by those who 
have chosen to play the ranking game. Internationalisation has also been adopted by 
research-intensive universities in South Africa (Dlamini, 2016). The realities that confront 
South African universities have not detracted from efforts to be considered as world-
class universities. Dlamini (2016) thus argues that differentiation is a necessary but 
not a sufficient condition for achieving world-class status. Dlamini (2016:54) further 
argues that acceptance of global rankings in the South African context is destructive 
and that South Africa should develop “a social theory of African universities constructed 
in terms of local social and economic realities”. Some South African universities, such 
as the University of the Witwatersrand, have expressed aspirations to be world-class 
universities (Dlamini, 2016; Habib, 2016), despite the uncertainty regarding whether 
rankings increase the quality of teaching and learning or whether rankings serve the 
dictates of commercialisation and marketisation of HE. These historical challenges all 
have consequences for playing the ranking game and should be considered for their 
impact on the South African HE system.
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8.	 Implications for ethical decision-making
While decisions are made to play the ranking game, ethical issues rarely inform these 
decisions. Giroux (2002) thus argues that the corporate culture does not include ethical 
considerations. Globalisation has driven the changing context in which both governments 
and universities operate when playing the global ranking game. Neveling, Malan and 
Yortt (2014) argue that globalisation has influenced ethical business decision-making 
which is shaped by both internal organisational and external societal factors. Are criteria 
for ranking universities based on ethical decision-making given the unequal nature of 
HE institutions in a global context? The limitation of globalisation as a driving force 
emerges when universities choose to play the global ranking game. In order to position 
themselves in the global arena, governments have made decisions, which mimic each 
other, even with respect to their HE systems. Although globalisation is understood as 
being beyond an institution’s control (Altbach, 2010; Mohrman et al., 2008), universities 
have strategised to become more global with a presence in global ranking systems. 
Consequently, isomorphism in universities has become evident in missions and purposes 
(Maringe, 2010). Wealthy universities in the US and UK are highly ranked in the ARWU, 
THE and QS, whereas universities from poorer nations such as South Africa, are either 
lowly ranked or not ranked at all. The aspiration to become ranked as a ‘world-class’ 
university is becoming a global phenomenon (Enders, 2014). Policy makers also use global 
ranking systems to assess the position of universities relative to each other nationally 
and internationally (Enders, 2014). 

Internationally and in the South African context, governments are increasingly turning 
towards rankings for policy-making (Buela-Casal et al., 2007). However, policy makers 
and university leaders’ reactions to rankings may detract from mission differentiation 
and the improvement of teaching and learning (Enders, 2014). Due to the influence of 
rankings, governments should focus on the HE system to improve all HE institutions in a 
differentiated system and encourage mission and policy differentiation. Within the global 
context, decisions based on isomorphism are not a guarantee of success (Goglio, 2016) and 
national policy cannot be expected to triumph over the homogenising effects of global 
rankings. Rankings are based on data produced by universities and governments (Swail, 
2011) and Rauhvargers (2014) therefore argue that the collection of national institutional 
data could lead to informed policy-making. Governments would thus be remiss to ignore 
the influence of popular global rankings and as decision-makers, governments need to be 
aware of the limitations and what global rankings offer and mean (Rauhvargers, 2013). 
This could serve as a basis for ethical decision-making when playing the ranking game. 

The ARWU, THE and QS emphasise reputation and resource-based perspectives of 
excellence. If improving the quality of all institutions matters, then HE system-driven global 
rankings are required to assess comparable institutional quality (Hurtado & Pryor, 2011). 
Universities that participate in the ranking game all play the same game in the global 
context and prospective students who have access to the internet have exposure to the 
same information. Considerations related to the quality of universities have thus enabled 
decision-making when choosing a university to be based on reputational position. While 
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the importance of teaching is recognised in the three global rankings, the various proxies 
present a HE management challenge since they are not an adequate measure and do not 
provide an indication of teaching quality; neither do they measure learning. According 
to Altbach (2012), measures for teaching quality are not debated widely at a national 
or global level and as such alternative measures for teaching quality have not made a 
mark on global rankings. As market leaders, global rankings have the potential to set 
new trends in rankings and HE policies that focus on teaching and learning as essential 
functions worthy of being placed on par with research rather than being rendered the 
Cinderella function in HE. 

In a move towards more ethical decision-making in playing the ranking game, valid 
rankings that are sensitive to context and that measure learning would be preferable. 
Process measures based on research generated through the scholarship of teaching and 
learning, which are linked to student learning and to relevant student output measures, 
are also required. In order to be applicable to HE, enhancements to the ARWU, THE 
and QS with more diverse indicators are needed with a direct focus on teaching and 
learning. Ethical decision-making should guide decisions regarding whether a university 
should be ranked. In addition, the importance accorded to global rankings should not 
be considered for a few universities but for the value they add to the entire HE system. 
The value-add to HE in terms of teaching and learning needs to be factored into global 
rankings. In consultation with universities, governments should devise national policies 
to assess the quality of teaching through standards for excellent teaching which could 
serve as best practice and be incorporated as performance criteria in global rankings. 
Democratic considerations could also inform decisions to play the ranking game.

Higher education in South Africa operates in a democratic context. However, democracy 
has been sidelined in favour of the market-based neoliberal paradigm (Giroux, 2009). 
Higher education as a public good is increasingly giving way to corporate and market 
forces where managerial modes of governance guide decisions in universities (Giroux, 
2009). This undermines the paramount need for ethical decision-making when deciding 
to play the global ranking game and is the case in the South African context as well. 
A university is the “protector and promoter of democratic values” (Giroux, 2009:672). 
The functions of teaching, learning and research are fundamental to HE and should 
spearhead knowledge and skills development (Dlamini, 2016). However, universities are 
no longer valued for their teaching and research but for their prestige as world-class 
universities and their value within the market (Giroux, 2009). 

Giroux (2002) views universities as serving the public good and argues that ethical norms 
and democratic values should be valued in the role that a university plays in society. 
However, democratic values are being subsumed by commercial values according to 
(Giroux, 2002). Higher education in South Africa should thus be critical of global rankings 
due to historical realities which persist to this day. Monzó (2014) argues that democracy 
allows free citizens to collectively change society. In addition, Monzó (2014) advocates 
diverse epistemes to legitimise knowledge and argues that democracy employs an ethics 
that stresses humanity and frowns upon competition. Meeting national decolonisation 
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imperatives should inform decisions in South African universities to play the ranking 
game. Monzó (2014) argues that inequality should be challenged in society to enable 
greater participation and inclusion. This is particularly apt in the South African 
context. Ethical decisions to play the ranking game should foreground the context of 
a university and its resources and form the basis of decisions to be ranked globally. 
Universities should be valued for their missions and contributions to advancing society 
(Monzó, 2014) and not for their value as a commodity. Giroux (2009) thus argues that 
teaching should be linked to achieving social issues. Global ranking systems could thus 
demonstrate HE’s value to society through a more inclusive, democratic agenda which 
incorporates teaching and learning in their performance criteria. In the South African 
context, teaching and learning should be valued for its contribution to student success 
and improving throughput. Policy makers should thus be critical of assumptions and the 
appropriateness of global rankings within the South African differentiated HE system.

9.	 Concluding remarks
Global university ranking systems have blossomed in the last decade. The ranking 
criteria used in the ARWU, THE and QS global ranking systems are problematic since 
they are not contextualised and do not communicate much about teaching and learning 
or the quality of teaching and learning. The focus on research in the ranking criteria also 
detracts from teaching and learning and may mask problems in teaching and learning. 
Where criteria for teaching and learning are articulated in the ARWU, THE and QS, they 
focus on arbitrary proxies that are not widely accepted as indicators of quality.

South Africa’s historical background presents challenges to playing the global ranking 
game since historically disadvantaged universities are not on par with historically 
advantaged universities. Global ranking systems have the ability to perpetuate 
disadvantages at a systemic level in HE in South Africa as well as within universities 
between core functions such as research, and teaching and learning. Despite not being 
highly ranked in global ranking systems, some South African universities are pursuing a 
global presence which may be to the detriment of national priorities such as the call for 
decolonisation of institutions and the curriculum, the student fee crisis, considerations of 
free HE, student success and improving teaching and learning. Playing the global ranking 
game in South Africa is further complicated due to the historical political situation which 
perpetuated inequalities in the HE system that remain to this day. Previous inequalities 
are played out in the ranking game where some universities have the resources to be 
ranked while others lag behind and still others choose not to play the global ranking 
game. Instead of perpetuating teaching and learning as the Cinderella function in HE, 
global ranking systems should be based on ethical decision-making and be flexible 
enough to allow their performance criteria to reflect holistic institutional performance 
of all the core functions of a university. The next generation of global ranking criteria 
would thus benefit from a more inclusive, democratic, nuanced and detailed focus on 
teaching and learning.
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Abstract 
Senior leadership transitions present daunting challenges. 
To promote inclusive development and comply with equal 
opportunity legislation, South African companies often fast-
track careers of high-potential previously disadvantaged 
individuals. Organisations typically do not sufficiently support 
transitioning leaders, possibly acting unethically. The rate 
of failure is high with devastating effects for the individual 
and their organisation. The novel, empirically researched 
Transformative Transition Coaching (TTC) framework helps 
facilitate deep and lasting changes in meaning perspectives 
of transitioning leaders through coaching. The ability of the 
TTC framework to support transitioning leaders is presented 
in this article.

1.	 Introduction
Career transitions into a senior leadership position are complex 
and challenging (Charan et al., 2011; Watkins, 2003). The incum
bent has to deal with challenges such as showing immediate 
results; dealing with higher levels of complexity and uncertainty; 
exhibiting higher levels of emotional intelligence; working with 
longer time horizons; and stepping out of the comfort zone of a 
specialist to take on strategic challenges (Goleman, 1996; Jaques, 
1996; Kaiser et al., 2011; Kegan, 1994; Peltier, 2010; Sutton, 2008). 
By promoting someone, who is not well supported before and 
during the transition, organisations potentially set the individual 
up for failure with negative consequences for both the individual 
and the organisation (Avolio & Hannah, 2008; Watkins, 2009). 
Some estimates place the level of executive derailment at 
between 30% and 50% (Lombardo & Eichinger, 1995; Watkins, 
2009) and under-performance at 46% (Sutton, 2008).
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More than 20 years after the beginning of democracy, the face of corporate South Africa 
is still not representative of the demographics of the country. At top management level, 
Blacks, Coloureds and Indians comprise less than 30% of the workforce (Department 
of Labour, 2016). Attempts have been made to normalise the situation, mainly through 
legislation and policies, such as the Employment Equity Act 1998 and the Broad-Based 
Black Economic Empowerment Act 2003 (BBBEE) (Khunou, 2015). There is a shortage 
of suitable Black candidates for promotion into senior positions due to a number of 
factors including a historically poor education system, deliberate exclusion policies, 
lack of suitable management experience since 1994, lack of mentors and role models, 
and the global demand for talent (Cappelli, 2008; Jack, 2007; Kilian et al., 2005; Wöcke 
& Sutherland, 2008). In order to promote inclusive development and to comply with 
legislation, corporates in South Africa have responded by fast tracking high-potential 
employment equity candidates through the leadership pipeline (Jack, 2007). This situation 
presents a potential ethical dilemma: Is it morally justifiable to risk the personal well-
being and career success of high-potential individuals, who may not be ready for the 
transition in order to comply with legislation?

Companies do attempt to assist transitioning leader through strategies, models and 
frameworks that may help leaders to overcome their transition challenges (Bradford, 
1995; Charan et al., 2011; Dotlich et al., 2004; Watkins, 2003). Transition coaching is one 
of the interventions increasingly used to support transitioning leaders (Sutton, 2008). 
Coaching in the business context is defined as a proven process that enhances high-
potential executives and teams’ awareness and behaviour to achieve business objectives 
for both the client and its organisation (WABC, 2011). Coaching may assist with charisma 
and inspiration, improved goal-setting and self-regard, aiding in skills transfer, positive 
peer perception of individual effectiveness, enhanced resilience, assisting in stress 
reduction and general higher workplace performance (Peltier, 2010). It would appear 
that coaching could be effective in helping senior leaders transition to the next level, 
but it seems from surveying the literature that very little empirical research has been 
conducted on transition coaching with only one study (Reynolds, 2011) found thus far. 

This apparent gap in knowledge inspired research by the primary author that led to 
the creation of a novel approach to transition coaching called ‘Transformative Transition 
Coaching’ (TTC). TTC goes beyond defining a transition coaching approach by including 
the facilitation of transformative learning during the coaching process. Transformative 
learning theory (developed by Jack Mezirow since 1978) is a multidimensional and 
complex process of changing deep, structural premises of thought, action and feeling 
(Kitchenham, 2008). The TTC framework embeds elements of transformative learning 
in the coaching process with the aim of identifying problematic perspectives held by 
the transition leader and permanently transforming these perspectives. The focus of 
this article is to share the results of the first author applying the TTC framework in 
supporting transitioning leaders. The rationale for this investigation was to address 
the apparent lack of the application of transition coaching in corporate South Africa 
(Terblanche et al., 2017) and to empower corporates to act in a more ethical manner by 
supporting transitioning leaders through a very challenging phase of their careers. 
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For South Africa to grow economically, to compete effectively on the international 
economic stage and to attain demographically representative senior leadership, it 
is imperative that organisations provide support to leaders when they transition into 
senior leadership roles. Not doing so may cause harm to individuals and could even 
be considered unethical. With this in mind, the research question, which guided this 
study and is reported in this article, was: To what extent can the Transformative Transition 
Coaching (TTC) approach support transitioning leaders?

2.	 Literature review
Leadership transition theory, transition coaching and transformative learning theory 
provide the theoretical background to this study. These concepts are elaborated on in 
this section.

2.1	 Leadership transition theory

The first concept is that of leadership transition theory that forms part of the larger field 
of leadership development. Leadership transition has received much attention in the 
popular business and academic press with the often cited work of Charan et al. (2011). 
Their Leadership Pipeline model describes six leadership passages and the significant 
challenges faced during each stage. According to this model, leaders move through six 
stages: Managing self; Managing others; Managing managers; Functional manager; 
Business manager; and Enterprise manager. Freedman (2011) presents a similar model 
he calls “Pathways and Crossroads” which consists of a number of stages: Individual 
contributor, Supervising manager, Single business manager, Executive manager of several 
businesses and Institutional leader. The concept of a leadership progression suggests that 
changes are required in individuals in terms of their appearance, knowledge, behaviour, 
attitudes and values as they progress up the ladder (Kaiser et al., 2011). 

A different perspective on leadership levels is Jaques’ Stratified Systems Theory that 
defines work in organisations in seven strata on a basis of decision-making complexity. 
Jaques (1996) revealed the time cut-off points of each stratum: three months for stratum 
one; one year for stratum two; two years for stratum three; five years for stratum four; 
ten years for stratum five; twenty years for stratum six; and fifty years and more for 
stratum seven. It is clear from the literature that when a leader is promoted, the leader 
will face challenges and needs to adapt to the new level.

The challenges faced during a career transition are significant and are described as 
“corner-office crucibles” by Watkins (2009:47). A review of the literature revealed five 
main groupings of challenges faced by transitioning leaders: cognitive, behavioural, 
interpersonal, psychological and systemic. 

On a cognitive level transitioning leaders have to develop new thinking patterns and 
cognitive models; develop strategic thinking; and learn to deal with complexity and 
ambiguity (Avolio & Hannah, 2008; Bebb, 2009; Charan et al., 2011; Freedman, 2011; 
Kaiser et al., 2011; Watkins, 2003; Zaccaro, 2001). 
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On a behavioural level, new patterns are required including time management, driving 
for results, active listening, learning to communicate effectively and learning to rely on 
others (Bebb, 2009; Freedman, 2011; Martin, 2015; Mumford et al., 2007; Zaccaro, 2001). 

From an interpersonal perspective, transitioning leaders need to build new networks, learn 
to influence others, establish trust, build consensus and develop people (Freedman, 2011; 
Guillen & Ibarra, 2009; Hooijberg et al., 1997; Lombardo & Eichinger, 2002; Manderscheid 
& Ardichvili, 2008; Martin, 2015). 

Psychologically, they need to learn to deal with anxiety and loss of identity, foster self-
awareness and increase their level of emotional intelligence (Argyris, 1991; Dotlich et 
al., 2004; Elsner & Farrands, 2006; Goleman, 1996; Manderscheid & Ardichvili, 2008; 
Sutton, 2008). 

Finally, on a systemic level transitioning leaders need to understand what the new job 
entails within the systemic context and organisational culture, and maintain a global 
perspective (Elsner & Farrands, 2006; Freedman, 2011; Kaiser et al., 2011; Martin, 2015; 
Mumford et al., 2000). The types of challenges faced by transitioning leaders are well 
documented and therefore one could reasonably assume that transition failures are 
preventable. 

The reality is that transition failures occur far more often than they should. Several 
studies have tried to understand the dynamics of transition failure and derailment 
and the factors contributing to it (Lombardo & McCauley, 1988; Martin & Gentry, 
2011; McCall & Lombardo, 1983; Van Velsor & Leslie, 1995). Consistently, prominent 
themes emerge from derailment research, including problems with interpersonal 
relationships, failure to meet business objectives, the inability to build and lead 
a team, the inability to develop or adapt including inability to think strategically 
and having an overly narrow functional orientation (Lombardo & McCauley, 1988; 
Martin & Gentry, 2011; McCall & Lombardo, 1983; Van Velsor & Leslie, 1995). Failure 
to transition successfully is costly. From a financial perspective, the cost of a derailed 
executive to the organisation can be several millions of dollars (Bunker et al., 2002; Martin 
& Gentry, 2011) and as much as 24 times the leaders’ annual salary (Manderscheid & 
Ardichvili, 2008). Apart from the direct financial impact, there are the emotional costs 
and decreased morale of people close to the derailed executive (Martin & Gentry, 2011).

2.2	 Transition coaching

The second aspect, transition coaching, is a relatively new field of coaching. While 
coaching seems to have relevance to transition theories, very little empirical research 
has been conducted to understand the potential of coaching to support the individual 
career transition process (Bachkirova et al., 2016). Transition coaching is a specialisation 
of executive coaching that aims to facilitate career transitions by helping leaders identify 
critical issues they face as a result of the transition; define the expectations of their 
stakeholders; gain an outside perspective on their new role; and communicate more 
effectively within the organisation. The basic aim of transition coaching is to help the 
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newly appointed leaders to become effective in their new role and at the same time 
to protect the organisation against the significant cost of leadership transition failure 
(Witherspoon & Cannon, 2004). This form of coaching has been shown to accelerate job 
transition, help leaders to overcome a sense of vulnerability, develop new personal, social 
and cognitive skills; and find new meaning and purpose in their lives (Reynolds, 2011; 
Sutton, 2008). 

Recent research into transition coaching has shown that it is not used pro-actively in 
supporting transitioning leaders (Terblanche et al., 2017). Terblanche et al. (2017) provide 
a set of recommendations for transition coaching including starting transition coaching 
as soon as the appointment is official; continuing for at least three years with a coaching 
session every two to three weeks for the first six months and a session every two to 
three months thereafter; providing the coachee with a number of coaching options; and 
allowing coaching to happen outside the office environment.

2.3	 Transformative learning theory

At the heart of both coaching and leadership transitions is the process of learning. This 
introduces the third theoretical underpinning of this research: transformative learning. 
Transformative learning theory addresses the phenomenon of deep structural and 
permanent changes in adults and is a process by which previously uncritically assimilated 
assumptions, beliefs, values and perspectives are questioned and, thereby, become 
more open, permeable and subject to better validation (Cranton, 2005). Put differently, 
transformative learning is the process of ‘meaning’ becoming clarified through expanded 
awareness, critical reflection, validating discourse and reflective action as one moves 
towards a fuller realisation of agency (Mezirow, 2000).

Transformative learning theory holds that adults organise and interpret life’s experiences 
through sets of filters. These filters are called ‘meaning perspectives’ or ‘frames of 
reference’ and they refer to a person’s overall worldview consisting of structures of 
cultural and psychological assumptions (Mezirow, 1985). These meaning perspectives or 
frames of reference comprise habits of mind and are expressed as subsequent points 
of view. Habits of mind involve how one categorises experience, beliefs, people, events 
and oneself. They may involve the structures, rules, criteria, codes, schemata, standards, 
values, personality traits and dispositions upon which our thoughts, feelings and actions 
are based (Mezirow, 2008). Specific perspectives are underpinned by meaning schemes, 
which are sets of assumptions governing particular situations (Brookfield, 2012). Mezirow 
identified a number of meaning perspectives including sociolinguistic, moral-ethical, 
epistemic, philosophical, psychological, health, political and aesthetic (Mezirow, 2008).

Mezirow distinguishes between numbers of different learning mechanisms. When a 
person is faced with the need to learn, four options are possible. Firstly, learning within 
meaning schemes involves people working with what they already know by expanding, 
complementing and revising their present domain of knowledge. Secondly, people 
could learn new meaning schemes that are compatible with existing schemes within 
their meaning perspectives (Mezirow, 1997). Thirdly, learning can take place through 
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transformation of meaning schemes. This process requires “becoming aware of specific 
assumptions (schemata, criteria, rules, or repressions) on which a distorted or incomplete 
meaning scheme is based and, through a reorganization of meaning, transforming it” 
(Mezirow, 1985:23). Lastly, learning can take place through the transformation of meaning 
perspectives (Taylor, 1997).

The confluence of transition coaching, transformative learning theory and leadership 
transitions formed the background theoretical underpinning for my research to create 
a coaching framework that could facilitate transformative learning during career 
transitions. The culmination of this research resulted in the Transformative Transition 
Coaching (TTC) framework. The TTC framework consists of seven aspects to be taken 
into account when coaching a transitioning leader: (1) contextual (focusing on transition 
and transformational learning); (2) contractual (agreement between coach, transitioning 
leader and organisation on the expected outcomes); (3) anticipatory (setting coaching 
goals); (4) procedural (consisting of five TTC stages); (5) temporal (adhering to prescribed 
timing aspects of the coaching); (6) technical (using particular coaching techniques); and 
(7) efficacious (evaluating the level of transformative learning achieved). 

The TTC framework operationalises aspects of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory 
during the transition coaching process by identifying and transforming problematic 
perspectives held by the transitioning leader through a process of premise reflection and 
action learning. To assess the level of transformative learning, the three criteria of depth, 
breadth and relative stability proposed by Hoggan (2016) are used:

1.	 Depth signifies the magnitude of the impact of the change on the person’s life. A 
minor change in the way a person interacts with the world cannot be considered 
transformative.

2.	 Breadth refers to the number of contexts in which a change is manifested. When 
learning is restricted to one aspect of a person’s life, then regardless of the depth 
(significance), the change does not qualify as transformative.

3.	 Relative stability indicates that a change must be permanent in order to qualify as 
transformative.

This article presents the findings on the extent to which the TTC framework was able to 
support transitioning leaders by facilitating transformative learning.

3.	 Methodology

3.1	 Research design

This research employed Canonical Action Research (CAR) to apply the TTC framework 
in real-life coaching sessions (conducted by the first author) with recently promoted 
senior managers, who had not received coaching. Action research (AR) is an approach 
to research that aims “both at taking action and creating knowledge or theory about 
that action” (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002:220). The aim of AR is to solve a problem and 
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contribute to science (Gummesson, 2000) by helping resolve or improve the issue faced 
by the participants and at the same time to contribute to the existing body of knowledge 
(Reason, 1999). 

CAR, the form of AR used in this research, is a popular form of AR developed by Susman 
and Evered (1978) and is used in social science research, hence the label ‘canonical’. CAR 
consists of five cyclical steps: diagnosis, action planning, intervention, evaluation and 
reflection (Davison et al., 2012). The specific appeal of CAR in this research was that it 
addresses a widely levelled criticism of AR: AR’s lack of methodological rigour, inability 
to distinguish itself from consulting and the tendency to produce either “research with 
little action or action with little research” (Davison et al., 2004:65). To address this 
critique, Davison et al. (2012) developed a set of independent principles and associated 
criteria specifically for CAR to assess rigour and relevancy; provide practical guidelines 
for implementing and monitoring the AR; and explicitly involve theory in the AR process.

Six senior managers who were promoted less than six months prior to the intervention 
(when the AR process started) and who had not received any coaching during the 
transition were identified via convenience sampling. Participants were sourced via the 
authors’ network of HR practitioners in corporate South Africa. An attempt was made 
to include a diverse group of participants to cover aspects such as when they were 
promoted, the size of the team that reported to them and the size of the organisation 
where they worked. 

3.2	 Data collection 

The six recently promoted transitioning managers (denoted TM1 to TM6) were coached 
by the primary author between five and seven sessions using the TTC framework and 
following a CAR process. A nested, iterative approach consisting of macro and micro 
cycles were followed (Terblanche, 2014). A macro cycle consisted of a series of six micro 
cycles where each micro cycle constituted an individual coaching session per transitioning 
manager (TM). Each TM was coached in sequential order. In other words, TM1 received 
his first coaching session followed by TM2 through to TM6. This sequence of six micro 
cycles constituted the end of the first macro cycle. 

This was followed by the second set of six coaching sessions, one per TM, which 
constituted the second macro cycle etc. In total, there were five full macro cycles 
(implying each TM received at least five coaching sessions). TM3 and TM4 required two 
additional coaching sessions to complete the five TTC stages. Both the macro and micro 
cycles followed the plan->act->evaluate->reflect sequence prescribed by CAR. Data was 
captured throughout the macro and micro cycles in the form of researcher reflections 
in a research journal, field notes taken by the researcher during the coaching sessions, 
a structured reflective feedback form completed by the TM and the researcher after 
each coaching session and a post-coaching interview with each TM approximately two 
months after the coaching ended.
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3.3	 Data analysis

Data collected during the macro and micro AR cycles was continuously analysed during 
the various reflection steps of both cycles using qualitative content analysis (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). At the end of each micro cycle (individual coaching session), the structured 
feedback form (completed by both the TM and researcher) and the field notes captured 
during the coaching session were analysed for pointers as to the appropriateness of what 
was explored in that session, given the overarching plan for the current macro cycle. The 
reflection focused on what contributed and what detracted from the macro plan. TMs 
had to answer two questions: ‘How did today’s coaching session help me to become 
more successful in my new role (if at all)?’; and ‘What did the coach do to facilitate 
this?’ This two-pronged approach tried to ensure that the process stayed true to the AR 
philosophy of seeking to add knowledge via research and helping the client to improve 
their situation by facilitating change (Greenwood & Levin, 2007).

Data analysis on the macro level followed a similar approach, but with slightly different 
use of the data sources. At the end of each macro cycle, all the structured feedback 
forms and field notes were examined as a whole to identify potential trends or dominant 
themes that emerged from either personal reflections or the TM feedback. A set of focal 
and instrumental theories, as prescribed by the CAR process, guided the interpretation 
of the analysed data (Davison et al., 2014). 

3.4	 Ethical considerations

A researcher’s diary was kept to help keep track of the research process and to apply 
reflexivity. In addition, the diary was useful for reflection on possible bias due to the 
researcher also being the practitioner (coach), as is the convention in action research. 
This research received clearance from the University of Stellenbosch Business School’s 
Ethics Committee. All participants signed informed consent documents in which they 
were made aware of their rights as research participants.

4.	 Findings and discussion
The main objective of this research was to explore to what extent the Transformative 
Transition Coaching (TTC) framework could support transitioning leaders by facilitating 
transformative learning during a coaching intervention. Six recently promoted leaders 
were coached using the TTC framework following an action research approach. The 
TTC framework contains a procedural dimension consisting of five stages. These stages 
describe the progression of a transitioning leader when exposed to the TTC framework. 
The five stages are summarised in Table 1 and the discussion that follows details the 
experiences of the six TMs during the five stages. Emphasis is placed on the extent to 
which the TTC framework assisted the TMs to transform problematic perspectives that 
prevented them from being successful in their new roles.
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Table 1:	 Five transformative transition stages of the TTC framework

TTC stage Description

1. Initiate •• Define the context for the coaching. 
•• Agree the contract. 
•• Identify the most pressing challenges faced by the transitioning leader.

2. Understand •• Analyse the current perspectives held by the transitioning leader by 
using the perspectives questionnaire to assess their view on all eight of 
the Mezirow perspectives (Mezirow, 1994): sociolinguistic, moral-ethical, 
epistemic, philosophical, psychological, health, political, aesthetic.

3. Identify and design •• Identify the most problematic perspective from the list in the previous step. 
•• Reflect on the reasons for and impact of this perspective on success in the 

new role using Mezirow’s (1994) three levels of reflection (content, process, 
premise).

•• Conceptualise the desired new perspective.
•• Design a behavioural experiment in an attempt to change the problematic 

perspective.

4. Reflect and redesign •• Reflect on the progress with transforming the problematic perspective by 
using Hoggan’s transformative learning criteria (Hoggan, 2016).

•• Design a new behavioural experiment to deepen the transformative 
process.

5. Complete •• This state is reached when the transitioning leader shows an acceptable 
level of perspective transformation according to Hoggan’s criteria. 

•• A strategy is defined to secure the transformation.
•• Stretch goals are set.
•• A decision is made to terminate the coaching or select a new problematic 

perspective to transform.

4.1	 Initiate

This first stage focused on setting the coaching boundaries by establishing the coaching 
relationship, defining the coaching contract and identifying the most pressing challenges 
faced by each TM. Significant time was spent to understand both the personal and work 
context of the TMs by asking TMs to tell their life story and to draw a network diagram of 
their work context that shows their relationship with peers, subordinates, superiors and 
clients (internal and external). These stories and diagrams, together with the researcher 
sharing models and theories about career transitions, such as the Leadership Pipeline 
model (Charan et al., 2011) and Stratified Systems Theory (Jaques, 1996), assisted both 
the TMs and researcher to have a clear picture of the context within which the new role 
is positioned and what the typical challenges of such roles are. The contracting focused 
on the agreement of confidentiality and was highlighted by all TMs in their feedback as 
an important aspect of this first phase. This is in line with findings from other research 
that highlight the importance of formal contracting (Kahn, 2011; Passmore & Fillery-
Travis, 2011). 

An important output of this initial stage of the TTC process was to elicit from all 
participants their most pressing challenges in their new roles. The challenges per TM 
and their predominant categorisations into one of cognitive, behavioural, interpersonal, 
psychological and systemic (Avolio & Hannah, 2008; Freedman, 2011; Goleman, 1996) 
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are illustrated in Table 2 and were used as a reference in identifying the problematic 
perspectives in Phase Two.

Table 2:	 Summary of challenges faced by TMs in their new positions

Transitioning 
manager

Current challenges  
(Category)

TM1

•• Create a new brand strategy (cognitive)
•• Get people to buy into this new strategy (interpersonal)
•• How to influence people (interpersonal)
•• Time management (behavioural)

TM2

•• How do I shift away from operating at my previous level? (behavioural)
•• How can I be more assertive? (behavioural)
•• How do I balance business needs with the need to optimise the technical 

environment? (cognitive)

TM3

•• Effective time management (behavioural)
•• Have I stepped up to the plate in my new role in terms of performance? (behavioural)
•• Am I operating at a strategic level? (cognitive)
•• How do I increase my level of EQ? (psychological)

TM4

•• How do I let go of my previous responsibilities and take on the new ones? 
(behavioural) 

•• How do I become a credible member of the executive team? (interpersonal)
•• How do I turn strategy into execution? (systemic)

TM5
•• How do I most effectively appoint new people into the team? (systemic)
•• How do I stay informed about what is happening in the organisation? (interpersonal)
•• Time management (behavioural) 

TM6
•• How do I manage the company in order to generate a profit? (systemic)
•• How do I put the best people in the most appropriate position? (systemic)

In total, 19 challenges were identified by TMs and the most prevalent challenge appeared 
to be in the behavioural category with seven occurrences.

The process of identifying current challenges in their new roles brought focus to the 
coaching process and is in line with the philosophy of the TTC framework that aims to 
narrow the field of enquiry to career transition and transformative learning. This focus 
seemed to resonate with the participant:

As it was our initial session, I am not sure I can pinpoint anything yet, but I can add that 
the session helped me to identify 3 areas, which I would like to focus on in order to be more 
successful. So just the fact that I have three things down on paper is already a good start. 
� (TM2)

It would appear from the results obtained after the first stage of the TTC process that 
the TTC framework is able to narrow the context of a coaching intervention to focus 
on the transition and transformation aspects. The TTC framework is also able to elicit 
challenges faced by TMs, in the process raising general awareness of the obstacles they 
need to overcome to succeed in their new role. The ability of the TTC framework to 
generate awareness as a precursor to finding a solution is in line with other coaching 
research that reports an increase in awareness as a result of coaching (Grant et al., 2010).
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4.2	 Understand

The second stage of the TTC process introduced transformative learning by establishing 
the current views of the participants on Mezirow’s eight perspectives: sociolinguistic, 
moral-ethical, epistemic, philosophical, psychological, health, political, aesthetic 
(Mezirow, 1994). Through a series of predefined questions, the participants established 
what perspectives they currently hold in each of the eight categories. Following this 
structured process seemed to be beneficial: 

The tool the coach used enabled me to think about various aspects of my life, both work 
and personal. The coach would probe a bit and in two instances he also challenged my way 
of thinking, which led to some of the hidden barriers surfacing. I definitely would not have 
surfaced those barriers on my own and they would have remained ‘hidden’ for a very long 
time. I would also have focused on the wrong barriers. � (TM4)

Below are a few examples of problematic perspectives identified by the TMs.

It is wrong to play the political game. Working hard is sufficient to help me succeed. 
� TM2 (political perspective)

I need to be polite and likeable. I must avoid conflict and confrontation. 
� TM4 (sociolinguistic perspective)

I need to rescue people who are in distress. � TM5 (psychological perspective)

At this stage of the TTC process, no effort was made to change the perspective, but 
merely identify all the perspectives and label which ones were considered problematic 
given the challenges faced by the TM. 

The findings from the second stage of the TTC process indicate that transformative 
learning theory (Mezirow, 1994) can be operationalised within the transition coaching 
process to create a deeper awareness of potential structural issues in the way the 
TM views their world. This increased awareness is an important precursor to change 
(Witherspoon & Cannon, 2004) and the identification of prevailing meaning perspectives 
is highlighted by Mezirow (1978) and Kitchenham (2008) as one of the necessary phases 
of transformative learning. 

4.3	 Identify and design

The third stage of the TTC process identified the single most problematic perspective 
held by each participant. This stage was achieved through a structured reflection activity, 
followed by designing an experiential learning process to challenge and change the 
perspective. The structured reflection used Mezirow’s three levels of reflection (content, 
process and premise) in an attempt to deepen the reflection and ensure that the most 
problematic perspective surfaced. Mezirow considered critical reflection as an essential 
step in the transformative learning process to identify problematic idea, values and 
beliefs as a precursor to transforming them.
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Experiential learning was employed for TMs to learn from and change the problematic 
perspective identified through the reflective process (Kolb, 2014). TMs were asked to 
design an action plan through which they could practice new behaviours aimed at 
changing their problematic perspective. The action plan was conceived on both a 
conceptual and practical level. An example of the output of this process is illustrated in 
Table 3 for TM2.

Table 3:	� Mapping of perspective transformation via reflection and active experimentation by TM2

Old 
perspective

Reflection

New 
perspective

Active experiment  
to change old 
perspective

Content 
reflection

(What was 
assumed?)

Process 
reflection

(How did 
you come 

to hold this 
assumption?)

Premise 
reflection

(Why does this 
assumption 

matter?)

Politics:

It is wrong 
to play the 
political 
game. 
Working hard 
is sufficient 
to help me 
succeed.

I don’t need 
to play the 
political 
game at work 
since all my 
previous 
promotions 
“came to me”.

As a child I 
was always 
told to mind 
my place. 

I’ve observed 
that at senior 
levels, people 
manoeuvre 
and influence 
to get what 
they want. 
If I don’t, 
then I’ll get 
left behind, 
become 
frustrated and 
maybe quit 
my job. 

I am naïve 
to think 
that politics 
are bad. 
Politics can 
expose me 
to influential 
people from 
whom I can 
learn, who I 
can influence 
and as a 
result grow 
my career.

Conceptually:

•• Connect with 
people who are 
active “politicians”.

•• Be careful not to 
connect with the 
“wrong” politicians.

•• Read books on the 
topic of corporate 
politics.

Practically:

•• Talk to my manager 
about incorporating 
another team into 
my team.

•• Ask my mentor to 
introduce me to 
his network.

•• Introduce myself 
to two influential 
business heads.

This example illustrates how the three levels of reflection led TM2 to a realisation that 
his current perspective on politics within the workplace is preventing him from fulfilling 
his highest potential. This insight led him to design an action plan, which could move 
him closer to his new ideal political perspective and, in the process, to become more 
successful in his new role. A mapping tool, such as illustrated in Table  3, was made 
for all TMs.

The results from this third TTC stage confirm the ability of the TTC framework to 
explicitly use transformative learning theory in the form of Mezirow’s three levels of 
reflection (Mezirow, 1995) to gain deeper insight into blockages preventing success 
in the new role. The TTC framework also successfully combines experiential learning 
theory (Kolb, 2014) with the insights gained from the transformative learning dimension 
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to create a pragmatic approach to changing problematic perspectives that prevent TMs 
from being successful in their new roles. Critical reflection is considered the cornerstone 
of transformative learning (Mezirow, 1995), while coaching theory holds that reflection 
is a necessary step to raise self-awareness (Passmore & Fillery-Travis, 2011).

4.4	 Reflect and redesign

Once the most problematic perspective was identified for each TM and active experiments 
designed, the TMs moved into a cycle of executing the actions and then reflecting on 
the outcome of the experiments in the next coaching session. This process essentially 
follows Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 2014). TMs reflected on the outcome 
of their action experiments and together gauged the level of transformative learning 
they experienced as a result of the actions. If there was evidence of a sufficient level 
of transformative learning, the TM could move to the final stage of the TTC process. If 
not, the active experiment was redesigned and this current stage of reflect and redesign 
was repeated. 

In order to evaluate the level of transformative learning, Hoggan’s (2016) three criteria 
of transformative learning was applied: depth – is there evidence of deep impact of the 
perspective that is being changed; breadth – is there impact on multiple levels in the 
TM’s life; relative stability – is there evidence that the change is not temporary. Applying 
Hoggan’s three criteria to TM2 yielded the following results:

1.	 Depth: Yes, the impact of changing his political perspective would have a significant 
impact on his career and life. In his words, if he did not change this perspective he 
would “completely miss the bus”.

2.	 Breadth: When probed as to whether there was evidence of an impact on multiple 
life contexts, he responded that, since his new awareness, he had started interacting 
differently with his 19‑year old son. His son was unsure of which life direction to take 
after completing high school. TM2 had tried to overtly suggest options, but this was 
met with resistance by his son. By applying his new perspective on subtle influencing, 
he convinced his son through indirect hints and suggestions as opposed to direct 
instruction, to sign up for a course as a computer technician. There were therefore 
initial signs of his new perspective on politics and influencing playing out in multiple 
areas of his life.

3.	 Relative stability: At this point it was not possible to say whether the changes were 
only temporary. It was agreed to schedule the next coaching session one month later 
to assess the relative stability of the change.

In a similar manner, Hoggan’s criteria were applied to all TMs. It must be noted that 
TMs progressed through the various TTC stages at different rates. Most TMs spent a 
number of sessions in this fourth stage where they repeated active experiments in order 
to change their problematic perspectives. 
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The findings from the fourth stage of the TTC process emphasise the importance of 
continual reflection and action learning to change deeply held perspectives. This process 
is aligned with Kolb’s experiential learning theory (Kolb, 2014) and also relates to what 
Mezirow refers to as critical assessment of assumptions followed later by exploring of 
options for new roles, relationships and actions (Taylor, 1997). The TTC framework was 
able to hold the TMs engaged in the process of repeated reflection and action learning 
for as long as it took to transform a problematic perspective. In the process some of 
the stumbling blocks that prevented them from being successful in their new roles 
were removed. 

4.5	 Complete

The final TTC stage was reached when a TM fulfilled Hoggan’s criteria for transformative 
learning. In this research, four of the six TMs (TM2, TM3, TM4, TM5) reached the final 
stage. TM2 and TM5 reached the final stage after five coaching sessions while TM3 and 
TM4 required two additional sessions. TM1 remained in stage four and TM6 remained in 
stage three after five coaching sessions and were not available for further participation 
in this research. 

The post-coaching interviews that were conducted approximately two months after the 
final coaching session revealed that the four TMs that reached the final TTC stage still 
fulfilled Hoggan’s three criteria for transformative learning. They also reported a higher 
level of engagement at work and felt more confident that they are more successful in 
their new roles. The conclusion from this data is that the TTC framework appears to have 
the ability to help identify and change deep-seated assumptions that could assist TMs to 
fully engage in their new roles and transition successfully.

One of the final steps in completing a transformative learning cycle is the reintegration 
into the person’s life on the basis of the new perspectives held (Kitchenham, 2008; 
Mezirow, 1997). The TTC framework adheres to this reintegration aspect by insisting 
that the coaching continues until Hoggan’s three criteria for transformative learning are 
achieved. By facilitating not only change, but change on a deep transformative level, the 
TTC framework helps ensure that the potentially hazardous event of a career transition 
is leveraged for positive gain. 

5.	 Concluding comments
The operationalisation of transformative learning in the transition coaching process 
to facilitate lasting changes in transitioning leaders may be of benefit to individuals 
and their organisations beyond their current transition process. The findings from this 
investigation into the extent to which the TTC framework can support transitioning 
leaders make contributions on a number of fronts:
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•• By incorporating theoretical models on career transitions and transformative learning 
explicitly, transitioning leaders and the organisation can be made aware of the typical 
pitfalls of the transition process.

•• Using Mezirow’s eight perspectives allows for a structured process to gain deep 
insight into underplaying problematic assumptions that may cause sub-optimal 
success in the new role.

•• The application of a specific set of criteria to continuously evaluate the level of 
transformative learning provides a measure of the extent of transformation.

•• The preliminary success of the TTC framework as applied to a small sample of 
transition leaders, provides a novel approach to organisations who wish to manage 
career transitions in a more ethical and moral manner with a novel approach.

Given the South African context, the application of the TTC framework may contribute 
to a more ethical, just and equal corporate world by facilitating the success of recently 
promoted senior corporate leaders who may not be ready for the complex challenges of 
a senior leadership position.
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Abstract
Liberation from human suffering is an honourable achievement, 
but without release from the constraints of impoverishment, 
sovereignty is partial. The South African Constitution envisions 
such a socially just environment based on democracy, equity 
and respect. Local public Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 
therefore have a social contract to align themselves with these 
principles. This is a daunting responsibility, especially in a 
time when these institutions have become subjected to the 
demands of a globalised market-driven mentality that requires 
of them to function in a financially competitive style, often at 
the expense of their social responsibility.

1.	 Introduction
Globalisation is defined as a process that develops a wider 
and deeper global interconnectedness (Held et al., 2000:15) 
and is often referred to as the process of  “McDonaldization” 
(Porter & Vidovich, 2000:451). Within a post-modern globalised 
environment, and in the time of knowledge as a commodity, 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) become re-defined: as 
Heidegger has warned us, they become a currency to be used 
as part of the reservoir in the game of national monetary 
warfare (Peters & Humes, 2003:439). Howard-Hassmann (2005) 
insists that capitalism and social justice are mutually inclusive, 
whereas capitalism is also a superior “political system to grow 
civil rights”. In such an ideal setting, globalisation eventually 
leads to the strengthening of cosmopolitan attitudes by 
weakening the relevance of ethnicity, geographical location, 
or nationalism as sources of identification. Simultaneously, 
it increases the interconnectedness of people worldwide and 
broadens the group boundaries within which individuals perceive 
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they belong (Buchan et al., 2009:4138). Yet, some intellectuals also reason that globalisation 
prompts reactionary movements that reinforce conservative distinctions among people. 
Large-scale cooperation then focuses on favouring one’s own ethnic, racial, or language 
group. In this article, the author provides a valuable map of contemporary HEIs within 
the context of globalisation. He gives a summary of the concept of social justice and 
challenges the widely accepted notion that globalisation and social justice are mutually 
inclusive. 

2.	 Globalisation defined
To operationalise and defend the reconciliation among numerous factors of globalisation, 
Jones (1998:145) has distinguished between various contexts within which activities take 
place: economic globalisation, political globalisation and cultural globalisation. Despite 
identification of different forms of globalisation, it is the economic principles that have 
dominated the policy agenda of Western nation-states as they attempt to position 
themselves favourably in competitive global markets (Porter & Vidovich, 2000:453). 
There is no doubt, however, that even within the economic context, in all the strategies 
for national development in the twenty-first century, HEIs also play a key role. Many 
analysts have argued that the implications of globalisation for HEIs are substantial 
(Porter & Vidovich, 2000:453). With growing interdependence and convergence, HEIs, as 
an industry, respond and are affected in many different dynamic ways (Van der  Wende, 
2007:274). The higher education market is globally very well established, even though not 
all universities consider themselves to be international per se. Most HEIs, however, have 
recognised the requirement to market themselves in a highly competitive [economic] 
climate (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2006:316). 

The strategies used to align HEIs with the needs of a contemporary globalised 
environment are widespread. These strategies, however, all have one single common goal 
in mind, which is to strengthen institutional capacity to compete, on a local, regional and 
international level, for talented students, well-educated staff, research funding, etc. It 
has become ever clearer that HEIs cannot be understood without recognising that their 
policies and practices are significantly influenced by an integrated international market. 
Unfortunately, it is also true that this market is submissive to severe fluctuation and that 
HEIs are also affected by it – that reforms and instability in one country significantly 
affect others, that immigration and population flows from one nation or area to another 
significantly impact on what is officially counted as knowledge, what counts as responsive 
and effective education, what defines relevant teaching, etc. (Burbules & Torres, 2000:18). 
All these social and ideological dynamics and many more now fundamentally define what 
education does, how it is controlled, and who benefits from it, globally (Apple, 2011:223). 
Globalisation, therefore, is not controlled by individual HEIs or governments. Eventually, 
all HEIs are submissive to the same demands of globalisation – partly as objects, or even 
victims of these processes, but mostly as subjects, or key role-players (Scott, 1998:122). The 
activities of HEIs as a commodity have internationally become very well recognised; even 
though some universities do not consider themselves to be global per se. 
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The way the world is structured at this very moment, however, has made it impossible 
for HEIs to isolate themselves (Marginson & Van der Wende, 2007:5) and it has become 
evident that institutions cannot be managed without giving recognition to the fact that 
most of their activities are significantly affected by an increasingly integrated global 
market. In general, cultural, economic and political models are blended. To fit in with 
this model, HEIs in a global context need to locate themselves by asking whether their 
function is that of an extended social contract, economic contract, or both. In terms of 
the policy goals of efficiency, effectiveness, responsiveness and competition embodied 
in many institutional reform programmes, national authorities prefer to transform 
their public HEIs from national organisations with multiple social roles into global 
players mainly operating on the basis of economic considerations (Maassen & Cloete, 
2006:9). The coordinating powers of HEIs thus found themselves in a highly challenging 
environment. In an attempt to dissolve the tension, the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development OECD (2006:276), on the future of HEIs, took two central 
variables, that is, the extent of globalisation (global-local) and the amount of influence 
of (state) government (administration-market), as two main dimensions with which they 
created different scenarios that provide a breakdown into cause and effect, as it relates 
to globalisation.

2.1	 Open networking

This is driven by the ‘harmonisation’ of educational systems and relies heavily on 
the expansion of agreements such as the Bologna process to have a real-time impact. 
Those who follow this process, rely on the fact that it will lead to an increased trust 
in the system and recognition by others as a basis for global ‘quality control’ (i.e. prior 
learning). Yet, this requires further internationalisation of institutions through formal 
collaboration, especially by the facilitation of ‘open source’ learning, distance learning, 
and sharing of data and knowledge resources. The main obstacle in this process is the 
fact that there exists a strong hierarchy among HEIs and that ‘shared information’ is not 
always relevant to the disadvantaged institutions and the communities they serve.

2.2	 New public responsibility

This is driven primarily by budget pressures (i.e. corruption, disinvestment, aging 
society, etc.) and has resulted in stronger public accountability systems. The collective 
impact of these factors is significant. The scenario relies heavily on increased autonomy, 
accountability, deregulation of registration fees, etc.

2.3	 Higher Education Inc.

This scenario relies mainly on ‘trade liberalisation’ of HEIs or on bilateral free-trade 
agreements. This scenario is exclusively market-driven and competitive. HEIs compete 
globally and there exists aggressive competition for excellent staff and academically 
strong learners. Many international HEIs open satellite campuses abroad and offer 
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academic programmes. As private HEIs, some charge exorbitant tuition fees. Entering 
foreign space often leads to disconnected teaching and research that, at times, can be 
irrelevant to the actual needs of local communities. International rankings significantly 
strengthen the competitive potential of an institution, as it is the reputation of an 
institution that draws students and staff.

2.4	 Serving local communities

This is driven by a movement that does not support internationalisation, and has a 
strong adverse reaction to globalisation. A fear of losing cultural identity, problems with 
immigration, regional and international political tensions, and outsourcing seem to be 
central to this scenario. HEIs respond to these threats, however, by investing in research 
areas such as the launch of more military research, with a shift of attention to local 
imperatives, sometimes at the cost of the human and social sciences. It seems that local 
communities benefit little from this scenario. 

Each of these scenarios highlight the sensitivity of HEIs to the environment in which 
they function, and aligned with that, how the role of public and private enterprise may 
have lasting consequences for how we manage institutions. In addition, institutional 
profile, potential and location further impact the challenges and opportunities that exist. 
HEIs in low-income countries often struggle to compete (Pettinger, 2007) locally, but 
especially with international institutions. Universities in low-income settings, in general, 
compete at much higher costs, when compared to advanced universities in the West, 
which benefit from years of experience and economies of scale (Pettinger, 2007).

One of the key issues is that there exists real tension around the teaching-research nexus 
in HEIs (Van der Wende, 2007:68). Intellectual property is a commodity of significant 
value and can be used to strengthen institutional capacity to compete. In accordance 
with the heightened expectations for funding agencies to pay staff salaries, ‘soft-money’ 
job descriptions are primarily linked to research activities and decreasingly based on 
teaching. This system, from a monetary point of view, seems highly attractive. The 
downside is that the nature of research becomes driven primarily by the priorities of 
industry, which is where the financial support comes from. Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 
(2006:325), in their systematic review, concluded that research agendas of HEIs appear 
to be more on par with the features and processes of industrial/commercial/business 
services marketing, instead of particular features and processes of HEIs and services. 

Focus on the research function of universities highlights the reality of institutional 
diversity. Yet, the more notable specialisation and focus on research and related greater 
institutional diversity have extensive negative effects on the internationalisation agenda. 
By favouring the international agenda that exists within the heterogeneous field of 
HEIs’ research reputation, international rankings exercise some ‘hegemonic’ influence 
over competing field dialectics (Enders, 2014:155), providing new tools for constructing 
credibility and measuring status. The issue is that the system is effective in creating a 
sub-field of ‘world-class universities’, which contribute to the establishment of belonging 
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and distinction and set out rules and criteria for those who are or want to be part of 
the ‘club’. An important consideration, therefore, is whether research directives in the 
context of globalisation should be defined within a local context, or rather by this sub-
group of elitist institutions. This could, essentially, direct institutional research towards 
local ‘community-specific’ needs, or alternatively, ‘international challenges’. Current 
ranking-driven competition for institutional reputation exceeds the need of institutions 
to become competitive in terms of local societal needs (Van der Wende, 2008:277). 

The “reputation race” leads to additional cost explosions (Van Vught, 2006). Institutions 
respond in diverse ways to the increased financial demands, such as attracting more 
international students (Haigh, 2008:427), or alternatively, by increasing local student 
enrolment (massification). Already in 2012, there were nearly 900 000 students in South 
Africa’s public universities, including full-time, part-time and distance students. This 
represents a nearly 82% increase in student numbers since the advent of democracy, 
when there were 495 000 students (MacGregor, 2012). The National Development Plan 
(NDP) requires that by 2030, South African universities will enrol 1.6 million students. 
However, ‘massification’ of HEIs in Western nations has been accompanied by a decline 
in government support for local learners (Bok, 2003:6), and a consequent tendency to 
lean towards privatisation of HEIs. Massification therefore defeats its intended purpose. 
The South African funding model is based on a five-year student enrolment plan. HEIs 
have limited flexibility in terms of increasing student enrolment beyond this plan. 
South African universities therefore have the following limited options in building their 
international reputation:

1.	 Improved/increased research productivity: The South African per capita research 
output units have shown a 79% increase between 2005 and 2014. This reflects an 
average annual growth of 7.9%. It must also be recognised that not all local HEIs 
are research intensive and hence the growth for the sector seems to be slow, but 
when comparing institutional data there are huge differences in performance among 
institutions (DHET, 2016:30). Several criticisms have been raised regarding the 
potential negative impact of research output audits on research quality. One of the 
major concerns is the encouragement of researchers to publish as many papers as 
possible (salami slicing) and to preferentially choose to publish in those journals that 
have the least rigorous review process (Woodiwiss, 2012:423). Other major strategies 
aimed at improving research productivity include the appointment of international 
staff in highly specialised positions strategic to the research agenda of an institution. 
However, hiring staff with good ‘international’ credentials is an expensive exercise, 
and often happens at the cost of the demise of local academics. Yet, if HEIs build 
research strength through the weakening of other local institutions, it does not 
seem to benefit national capacity (Van der Wende, 2007:279). The outcome of this 
phenomenon requires further investigation.

2.	 Attracting the most talented students, sometimes at the expense of students who 
come from poor, disadvantaged, rural communities: Students who attended primary 
and secondary schools that historically served black students typically perform 
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poorly at university: Grade 12 pass rates for black students are often half of those 
of white students (Govender, 2013). Only 28% of students in the National Student 
Financial Aid Scheme of South Africa (NSFAS), which provides funding mainly to 
disadvantaged students, make it to graduation (Govender, 2013). 

Too simplistic or one-sided competitive models enhance vertical differentiation by 
building strength in certain institutions or areas by weakening others, and may in 
fact result in less diversity (Van der Wende, 2007:282). In effect, the outcome of this 
process will depend on whether institutional strategies for international positioning and 
profiling largely depend on competition or cooperation. Market-driven systems promote 
competitive behaviour. There is a concern that local competition will prove too intense 
though, especially for small disadvantaged institutions.

3.	 Globalisation and the South African Council for Higher  
	 Education
In South Africa, the principles of globalisation have been driven by the imperatives of 
contributing towards building a democratic nation and responding effectively to the 
challenges of the global era (Country Paper: South Africa. Department of Education, 
2000:24). The post-apartheid transformation in South Africa and the imperatives of the 
global environment called for a radical redefining of the foundation of education – what 
it means to learn, teach and what is meant by knowledge (Country Paper: South Africa. 
Department of Education, 2000:27). 

In the apartheid era, there was a complete denial of social and political factors that 
might impact on universities, even in a country that appeared to be on the brink of a 
revolution. Institutional practices that prescribed that entry to a university should be 
based purely on academic criteria and should be free from social categories such as race, 
class or gender functioned to exclude moral and political pressures to address the issue 
of discrimination (Naidoo, 2004:252). Currently, global contexts must be considered after 
HEIs in low-income countries have begun to integrate into the international community 
to meet with its demands and comply with international practice. This movement in the 
university environment, in addition to the fact that most South African HEIs remained 
with management systems inherited from the apartheid regime, required institutional 
renewal. Local HEIs:

1.	 adopted international university management models of recognised ‘elite’ institutions; 
and/or

2.	 chased after global partnerships and collaborations.

In an environment with new management models, international collaborations and 
partnerships with industry, local HEIs expected of academic staff to generate third-
stream income. In “SOUTH AFRICA: Third stream income a new priority”, MacGregor 
(2008) states that under growing pressure from the South African Department of Higher 
Education to limit increasing registration fees, HEIs were desperate to attract additional 
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income by running their institutions as businesses. Institutions were forced to identify 
external sources of income, or save money (HESA, 2008:15). Institutions explored different 
ways of generating third-stream income, but, in general, progress was limited by overall 
poor collaboration between HEIs and private industry; South Africa’s restricted industry-
business base; limited tax benefits for industry or the private individual; poor alumni 
and weak structures for generating external funding; a limited culture of donating; 
poor research capacity of some institutions; low socio-demographic positioning; and 
financially weak positions of certain HEIs (MacGregor, 2008).

Consequently, local academic staff had to redefine themselves as research-led teachers 
and suddenly the expectation was there of academic staff to develop Business Plans 
for Research Units, identify ‘niche’ profit-generating opportunities, etc. Unfortunately, 
the competitive greed of universities, ‘research income’-desperate academic staff, a neo-
liberal open market (post-apartheid, post-sanctioned), combined with poor [national and 
institutional] governance and a struggling economy, exacerbated the existing disparity 
between ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ South African universities (MacGregor, 2008).

Unfortunately, the need to generate external income also gave [local and international] 
industry an opportunity to fund research, often considered unethical in the Western 
world, especially in the field of HIV (Carome, 2017). The evidence seems to suggest that, for 
example, manufacturing as well as other industries have moved from Western countries 
to poor countries, in search of cheap labour, lower tariffs, fewer stringent environmental 
protection laws, and more flexible government policies (Howard-Hassmann, 2005). As 
Parenti (1978:60) argues, “the corporation’s social responsibility is nothing more than to 
itself, to its own system of production and accumulation”.

From an institutional management point of view, the renewal process of HEIs was mainly 
perceived as an opportunity and desire to join the ‘Global Project’. At this point in time, 
it is important to be reminded that local HEIs also had to recover from the international 
sanctions against the apartheid regime. Sanctions placed many restrictions on efforts 
for globalisation during the apartheid era. In effect, with the introduction of democracy, 
the world opened its doors to South Africa. Driven by both the ‘Global Project’ and a 
concomitant dramatic change in political environment, universities were afforded the 
freedom to significantly restructure their management models. Tertiary education 
is big business, so many institutions modelled their management on multinational 
corporations. Within this context, several local vice chancellors became CEOs, Deans 
became Directors, students became clients, staff were treated as an asset, and productivity 
as intellectual property. ‘Trade creep’ in the thinking of a globalised education system, is 
inevitable. The “whole experience of HEIs, all the assessors, the amenities, the aura, has 
been commercialised …” (Twitchell, 2004:50). 

Globalisation is a word with extraordinary currency (Apple, 2011:222). The concept of 
globalisation eventually moved into the formal arena of national policy, especially where 
transformation and restructuring are concerned. The South African Council for Higher 
Education (CHE) argued in favour of restructuring guided by globalised conditions. Firstly, 
the CHE accentuated the concern to “develop the thinking and intellectual capacities of 
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our society”, which is believed to be central to economic, social, cultural and political 
stability (CHE, 2000b). Within the neoliberal era of minimum state regulation and the 
sudden triumph of a global marketplace marked by free trade, especially after years of 
political and economic isolation, people believed that a degree qualification – possessed 
by “those with a larger repertoire of skills and a greater capacity for learning” – offers 
a means of gaining “unprecedented fulfilment” in the job market (CHE, 2000b). Also, 
the image of success was ‘romanticised’ by Hollywood, after a flood of television series 
introduced this sentiment into the minds of our youth. It portrayed glamour, wealth, 
power, success and influence as part of the lives of those equipped with a university 
degree. Unfortunately, these themes also redirected many students towards very limited, 
but sometimes at the expense of ‘less attractive’, but equally vital to society, areas of 
study. Aronowitz and Giroux (2000:333) acknowledged that “colleges and universities are 
perceived – and perceive themselves – as training grounds for corporate berths”. 

4.	 Globalisation, democracy and social stability
It is apparent that the development of a work force guided by a need for a competent and 
trained society is primary to South Africa’s ability to, with purpose, energy and creativity, 
create a just environment after years of apartheid and suppression. This ideal is aligned 
with the logic of globalisation which demands investing in a labour force that creates a 
foundation for a just environment and requires structural assistance for the same reason. 
This, however, necessarily relies on the assumption that social stability can be achieved 
as a result or consequence, whether direct or indirect, of competing globally. The South 
African Council for Higher Education (CHE) publicly confirms their acceptance of this 
association by stating their commitment to the creation of a structure that envisages 
fairness and pursues greatness as inherent to the building of a just nation. It commits 
itself to achieving significant development in the quality of institutional practices. The 
CHE is familiar with the fact that the efficiency of the products of the system should 
be improved. Such an outcome requires of the inefficiency prevalent in the system to 
be confronted. This would dramatically improve the capacity for South African HEIs to 
become globally more competitive (CHE, 2000b).

A reduction in inequality embraces the presumptions that provide the foundation for the 
CHE’s reasoning for prioritising globalisation. It affirms that the CHE has assumed that 
its blueprint for improving quality of performance and managing HEIs in an efficient 
and qualitative manner promises to guarantee international financial competitiveness 
and its direct relations with social justice (Jones, 1998). Overall, globalisation looks 
attractive from a socio-political point of view. In fact, in their study, Kauder and Potrafke 
(2015:367) came to a very firm conclusion that the policy implication of their results is 
that allowing the country markets to become internationally interweaved is compatible 
with and enhances social equity (see Figure 1). Globalisation, therefore, appears on the 
surface to hold the potential and build the necessary capacity to address the injustices 
of the past, a phenomenon which in this case is backed by “rational and objective [sic] 
scientific evidence” (Kauder & Potrafke, 2015:353). 



86 Veldman  ■  Market-driven global directives and social responsibility in higher education

Figure 1:  Social equity (weighted) and overall globalisation 

The KOF Globalisation Index measures three main dimensions of globalisation: economic, 
social and political. KOF is an acronym for the German word ‘Konjunkturforschungsstelle’ 
meaning: Economic Cycle Research Institute. In addition to these three main indices, 
they also calculate an overall index of globalisation and sub-indices referring to: actual 
economic flows, economic restrictions, data on information flows, data on personal 
contact and data on cultural proximity. Data are available on a yearly basis for 
207 countries as far back as 1970.

5.	 Globalisation and structural inequality and  
	 underdevelopment
A second argument for transformation driven by global directives describes the concern 
for reducing elevated levels of ‘structural inequality and underdevelopment’ en route to 
achieving global competitiveness. Structural inequality is defined as a condition where 
one category of people is attributed an unequal status in relation to other categories of 
people (Dani & De Haan, 2008:13). This relationship is perpetuated and reinforced by a 
confluence of unequal relations in roles, functions, decisions, rights and opportunities. 
As opposed to cultural inequality, which focuses on the individual decisions associated 
with these imbalances, structural inequality refers specifically to the biases that are 
systemically rooted in the normal operations of dominant social institutions and can be 
divided into categories like residential segregation or discrimination regarding access to 
healthcare, employment and educational opportunities (Royce, 2009:216). 
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As in the United States (Liao, 2009), structural inequality is still believed to be an 
embedded part of the culture of South Africa due to the history of apartheid and 
the subsequent suppression of equal civil rights of non-Caucasian races. Structural 
inequality has been encouraged and maintained in the society of South Africa through 
structured institutions such as the public-school system with the goal of maintaining 
the existing structure of wealth, employment opportunities and social standing of the 
races by keeping students of colour from high academic achievement in high school and 
university as well as in the workforce of the country. Not only the classes that students 
take, but also the primary and secondary school they were enrolled in have been shown 
to influence their educational success and social mobility, especially their ability to 
graduate from university. Simply being enrolled in a school with less access to resources 
makes one much less likely to gain access to a university. 

Globalisation has a complex association with development and inequality, and mandates 
a new framework to help describe its effects. On one level, global competition can lead 
to productivity improvements that lead to a situation where employment falls behind 
output in a local market. This can have an enormous impact on developing economies 
that focus on industrialisation. Combating structural inequality often requires a broad, 
policy-based structural change on behalf of government institutions, and is often a 
critical component of poverty reduction. In many ways, a well-organised democratic 
government that can effectively combine moderate growth with redistributive policies 
stands the best chance of combating structural inequality (Collier, 2007:31). Much of the 
research on the link between globalisation and inequality has focused on the global scale 
– looking at inequality between countries using aggregate economic indicators such as 
gross domestic product per capita (sometimes weighted by national population). These 
measures of global inequality are limited because they implicitly assume that within-
country distributions of income are perfectly equal (Milanovic, 2005:30). Comparisons 
of inequality across individuals in the global population, and across a broader range 
of measures, regardless of national boundaries, are much rarer, but are increasingly 
possible and necessary (Milanovic, 2005:31). Beyond the need for improved measures of 
global inequality, we are currently witnessing a historic change in patterns of inequality, 
termed by Firebaugh and Goesling (2004:288) as the “inequality transition”. Since the 
1980s, evidence suggests that inequalities have increased more rapidly within countries 
than between them, heralding the reversal of increasing between-country inequality – 
a trend that began with the Industrial Revolution (Milanovic, 2005:37).

Because it may seem illogical that inequality between independent communities in a larger 
population would grow in an era of globalisation, this finding points to the importance 
of research on relative differences in inequality patterns, and on the impacts of specific 
aspects of economic globalisation, so that we can better understand how globalising 
processes influence inequality – where and for whom (Kanbur & Venables, 2007:210). 
Addressing this problem requires research aimed at identifying how distributional 
mechanisms within markets and governance arrangements are shaping inequality across 
country borders and differentially distributed populations (Lobao et al., 2007:2). The timing 
of the recent shift in inequality patterns (the early 1980s) corresponds with the rise of 
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new forms of economic globalisation that have transformed spatial relationships around 
the globe. Expanding transportation and communication networks, trade freedom, 
reorganisation of financial structures, and the rise of new regional trade agreements have 
been redefining flows of commodities, investments, labour, and political power across the 
globe (Dicken, 2007:228). In the process, the “who gets what?” of the winners and losers 
of globalisation is changing, as is the traditional role of the state in financial regulation. 
The government is no longer the exclusive actor in economic processes because markets 
have become global, regional, and local as much as they are national.

6.	 Social justice
In the West and older Asian societies, the concept of a just society has often been understood 
as the process of making sure that each citizen plays a societal role and receives some 
form of reward for their role in society. In the current article, the author rather supports 
a different definition, which moves closer to the concept of true democracy, as defined 
by Dewey (1958:18), who explained that democracy is not exclusively the function of a 
body of institutions, or the public enterprise, but rather incorporates utilitarian ways of 
group expression and contributions made by each member of such a group. He explains 
that democracy results from the virtuous cause of the self-respect and values of the 
individual. Through respecting each other, tolerating one another, giving and taking and 
prioritising realistic experiences we finally discover the only way in which individuals 
can prosper in carrying on this test which all of us have to take, regardless of whether 
we acknowledge this or not. This is, of course, the ultimate test of mankind – that of 
sharing space in such a way that the lives of others become instantly profitable in a very 
deep sense, lucrative to each one of them, and supportive in the development of the 
livelihood of those around them (Dewey, 1958:21). Harper (1970:32) alludes to this form 
of democratic enterprise as having a very specific role to play in society, and that this 
role is of a very particular nature.

6.1	 Social justice and democracy

HEIs should be perceived as the seer of social justice, as well as its clergy and its 
philosopher; or, stated otherwise, HEIs are the “Messiahs” of this enterprise and 
responsible for its delivery (Harkavy, 2006:6). Lee Bollinger (2003), president of Columbia 
University, recently commented that the primary function of universities is to satisfy “a 
spirited curiosity”. This simplistic view stands in stark contrast to the proposition made 
by Karl Marx (1970:123) in his 11th lecture on Feuerbach, that HEIs exist for real-world 
action-oriented problem-solving, and that the most significant, insatiable “human drive” 
is not being inquisitive about our environment, but instead the inherent materialistic 
needs – and as a consequence, desire – to improve it; to construct and sustain the “Good 
Society” in which members of that society live long, active, peaceful, productive, happy 
lives (Marx, 1970:123). Currently, democracy is left in complete chaos. It has become 
increasingly evident that the modern nation-state is just a grouping of economic and 
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political multinationals at the service of their own interest (Esteva & Prakash, 2014:16). 
This can be classified as a pseudo-democracy, or some form of democratic despotism.

In the current international public outcry for democracy, one should use caution not to 
confuse it with a communist movement. Instead, the emphasis is on removing hurdles 
that prevent social mobility, the creation of buffers that guard against social and 
monetary insecurity, etc. (adopted from Fultz, 2012; Kitching, 2012:27). A just society 
assigns rights and responsibilities to people, which gifts everyone with the benefits (and 
burdens) of being part of that bigger society. The kind of contributions can vary, but most 
often come in the form of taxes, social grants, tertiary education, public health, basic 
education, primary health care, labour laws and regulation of trade, etc. The aim is to 
promote fair distribution of wealth, and equal opportunity. 

In A theory of justice, John Rawls (2005:20) explained social justice as an agreement made 
behind a screen of innocence, because the role of each member within the society is not 
yet known. Everyone thus decides from an impartial outlook. Rawls (2005:73) perceives 
equality as a far-reaching primary freedom aligned with a similar freedom for others. He 
defines the outcomes to be of the most benefit to the disadvantaged individuals within a 
group, while opportunities exist for every individual within a just and equal environment 
(Rawls, 2005:76). Rawls therefore includes the procedure and distribution of social justice. 

Authors such as Robert Nozick (2013) take a more liberal view of social justice, attempting 
to consolidate social justice and modern market-driven ideologies. Perceiving it as a 
natural event, a “dominant protection agency” always appears, by means of discretionary 
agreements. This constitutes the minimal state. Nozick (2013:283) thus perceives an 
allocation as socially just based on sovereign and interactive exchange, regardless of 
whether large disparities might result. This is therefore a procedural justice. 

Friedrich von Hayek explained that only justice of procedure can be achieved in an 
industry-driven monetary system (Von Hayek, 1973:234), which is not exactly the 
outcome we wish for in a country such as South Africa, unless we desire to uphold the 
status quo, with elevated levels of unemployment, income disparity, gender inequality, 
and old and new forms of discrimination. The issue is that a university could subscribe 
to democratic values, but not necessarily be an advocate of social justice, especially if 
it builds a system around arguments such as those posed by Nozick. Unfortunately, the 
harsh reality is that there exists a uniform agreement that it is possible to consolidate 
a market-driven mentality with the conflicting societal role HEIs must play. This 
mentality has transcended through governments, regulatory bodies, societies, councils, 
universities, colleges, and finally, the programmes where it is installed into the mind of 
each individual learner, scoping the way through which he or she eventually approaches 
and perceives their mundane and professional role in broader society. 
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6.2	 The responsibility of higher education institutions as a  
	 social good

HEIs have promoted themselves in the public domain and justified public funding for 
their activities because they serve the interests of society (Lynch, 2006:4). HEIs therefore 
have a primary responsibility to create opportunities for learners to reach their full 
potential, but during the process to develop an awareness of social responsibility, 
learning to participate in a just society and promote change that will embrace democracy 
and justice. We should utilise measures that assess justice in outcomes and procedures 
(Pendlebury & Enslin, 2003:33). Even within the international context, this should serve 
as a primary mission of all HEIs, including private universities. It seems, however, that 
in some instances HEIs perceive their function in society to be fulfilled, based on the 
assumption that a degree should be able to “guarantee” personal monetary gains, which 
stimulate the economy, lead to job creation, etc. These institutions neglect public gains 
which, in a broader context, should benefit all of society (Brennan & Naidoo, 2008:289). 
The impact on society is not only an essential moral quality of the broader society but 
eventually determines the collective value of the entire social system. 

HEIs can in many ways be compared to big companies. The issue of social justice should 
also be promoted within its own structures and systems. It educates and promotes the 
concepts of equity, democracy, fairness, etc. which eventually aid in fostering awareness 
of these qualities in the public sector; and, for its own part, it must embrace and support 
procedural justice (Harkavy, 2006:10). That should be where we start the process. HEIs 
must be aware of various aspects of equality among both their employees and learners, 
provide facilities to those with a disability and, in general, promote social justice within 
their own structures (Brennan & Naidoo, 2008:288). They should, beyond this, perceive 
themselves as the creators and guardians of intellectual property produced for the greater 
good of society at large (Lynch, 2006:4). They are the watchdogs for the free exchange of 
knowledge in a free and just society. They should function to guard freedom of thought, 
including the freedom to differ from the ‘common sense’ of our time.

6.3	 The example of engineering education and its contribution  
	 to social justice

Engineering as a profession serves as an excellent example of how social justice can be 
promoted within our academic offerings. In the case of engineering degree programmes, 
national accreditation bodies prescribe the contents of the curriculum. Eventually, it is 
also the social construct of these accreditation bodies that permeate our programmes. 
Their values and principles become ingrained in the minds of our students who enter 
the industry, carrying these values over to those they work with, employ, their families, 
and eventually spreading them through society. The way in which these accreditation 
boards word their definition of engineering, in itself, provides good insight into how we 
academically guide our students:
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6.3.1	 The United Kingdom’s (UK) Royal Academy of Engineering 

The UK defines Engineering programmes based on four vital challenges. Three of these 
challenges are reflexive (improved engineering leadership, training and public recognition 
of engineers) whereas the fourth, “Drive faster and more balanced economic growth”, 
refers to social justice, by means of promoting corporate interests “to improve the 
capacity of UK entrepreneurs and enterprises to create innovative products and services, 
increase wealth and employment and rebalance the economy in favour of productive 
industry” (Royal Academy of Engineering, 2012).

6.3.2	 Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET)

ABET, which is the biggest international non-governmental organisation that accredits 
3 709  engineering programmes, distributed over 752 universities and colleges in 
30  countries, defines an engineer as an expert with “knowledge of the mathematical 
and natural sciences gained by formal learning, experience, and practice is applied with 
judgment to create ways to apply in a financially responsible manner the materials and 
forces of nature to the benefit of the livelihood of mankind” (https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/ABET).

6.3.3	 The Engineering Council of South Africa (ECSA)

ECSA defines engineers as qualified professionals who practise science, engineering 
science, and technology with a focus on problem-solving of financial value and issues 
critical to the advancement of society. Problem-solving should rely on the basic sciences, 
mathematics and engineering knowledge. Solutions depend on the ability of the engineer 
to analyse and synthesise, using sound technical and financial principles as a guideline. 
Any solutions must consider the needs of societies, be sustainable and protect the 
physical environment (ECSA, 2017). 

6.3.4	 The Canadian Engineering Accreditation Board

The Canadian Engineering Accreditation Board defines an engineer as a professional 
required to be competent in engineering, as well as conceptualising the effect of their 
work on society. As a result, accredited engineering qualifications must contain sufficient 
mathematical, scientific and engineering education, in addition to the fact that they 
must also develop graduate attributes and an understanding of the impact of their work 
on the environment, culture, economy and society, and of the principles of developing in 
a sustainable manner.

The Canadian definition offers a completely different view. Some of these definitions of 
engineering can be analysed in a way that environment and society exist to be exploited. 
Some professionals therefore have reasoned that because of this approach, engineers 
have been appointed as “hired guns” to be utilised for political and financial gain. 
Unfortunately, it is a given that HEIs aligned their engineering programmes with the 
appropriate regulatory body. The outcome in terms of who and what we produce because 
of this is self-evident. In a system that appropriately targets social justice as a component 
of its programmes, evaluation should be founded on the clear and implicit terms of how 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ABET
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ABET
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it delivers professionals and outcomes (education, research and community service) that 
assist in the dispensation of financial prosperity, improved individual livelihood and 
social equity.

Within the realm of social justice, HEIs should necessarily add a space for measuring 
the relation of the institution itself and society. This is measured by the explicit and tacit 
terms for how it manages to deliver professionals and products (by research and through 
community service) that aid in the distribution of wealth, opportunities for personal 
activity and social privileges. In this paper, it was shown how social equity and levels of 
globalisation are assumed to be positively correlated (Figure 1) and that the one seems 
to strengthen the other. This seems like a highly convenient truth. 

SA currently ranks 61st on the Globalisation Index. Yet, one needs to take a much closer 
look at the reliability and validity of Figure 1 to see how the outcome of the calculations 
objectively matches the real-time ‘state of the nation’: Smaller countries seem to be over-
represented at the top of the rankings, suggesting that there might be some bias in how 
the final values are calculated (distances to neighbouring countries are short, making it 
easier to engage in foreign travel, or there are few places to visit at home). Relevance of 
using international mail (used as part of the KOF calculation) seems low given the rise of 
email and the Internet. Trade in books and newspapers are falling in many places due to 
the rise of e-books and online news sites. Also, in some countries people may access books 
and newspapers through libraries. This is not reflected in the KOF data. ‘Internet users’ is 
based on people with access to the Internet, but how can this be established accurately 
if, in some countries, the community relies heavily on Internet cafés rather than home 
connections? Trade calculations often ignore the informal sector which can account for 
a substantial proportion of actual trade. Many countries have large numbers of illegal 
foreign migrants. They are not counted in the KOF. Some countries share diplomatic 
offices. This means that although they may have a presence in another country, the 
KOF index does not recognise this. Some countries choose to be neutral and do not 
participate in UN peacekeeping missions or other international organisations as a result. 
This does not mean they are less globalised than those that do. By publishing ranking, 
KOF seems to be implying that those at the top are ‘better’ than those at the bottom. This 
is not necessarily true as globalisation brings problems as well as benefits to countries. 
These factors all question this ‘persistent positive link’ that governments/institutions/
businesses claim to exist between the degree of globalisation and social justice.

The standard Heckscher-Ohlin model of international trade predicts that a country’s 
relatively abundant factors gain, and a country’s relatively scarce factors lose, from 
globalisation. In high-income countries, skilled workers should thus gain from the process, 
whereas unskilled workers should lose. Social injustice in consequence of globalisation 
should thus also be prevalent even in high-income countries (Hillman, 2008:175). Yet, the 
most affected are the less affluent countries. 

Income equality is usually viewed as one of the most important determinants of social 
justice (Kauder & Potrafke, 2015:355). Depending on the variable used to measure 
inequality, the time, and the dataset, South Africa’s Gini coefficient ranges from about 
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0.660 to 0.696. The Gini coefficient is the measure of income inequality, ranging from 0 
to 1 where 0 is a perfectly equal society and a value of 1 represents a perfectly unequal 
society. This would make South Africa one of the most consistently unequal countries 
in the world (Bhorat, 2015). The wealth of South Africa’s top 10% of the financial elite 
has grown by 64% in the first 17 years after the fall of apartheid, while the poorest 10% 
have seen no financial growth whatsoever (Church, 2016). In 2017, and Oxfam Report 
(2017) showed that just eight individuals, all men, own as much wealth as the poorest 
half of the world’s population, calling for action to curtail rewards for those at the top. 
As decision-makers and many of the super-rich gathered for the World Economic Forum 
(WEF) annual meeting in Davos, the charity’s report suggests the wealth gap is wider 
than ever, with new data for China and India also indicating that the poorest half of the 
world owns less than previously estimated (Oxfam, 2017). 

The number of social grants awarded to individuals in South Africa has increased 
exponentially over the past twenty years: from an estimated 4 million in 1994 to 17 191 121 
by February 2017. The lack of household access to food is one of the biggest drivers of social 
grants (FACTSHEET: Social grants in South Africa – separating myth from reality, 2017). 
One should therefore expect substantial funding from public and private industry to be 
directed towards these basic but vital research issues that threaten the livelihood of the 
South African population (including nutrition, food security, agriculture, public health, 
etc). Yet, substantial reductions to the budgets of government agencies limited funding 
for most of these fields of study. The government budget remained relatively stagnant 
over recent years and was even subject to substantial budget cuts. Government has 
purposefully and steadily increased its funding for technology research and development 
over time, understanding that achieving substantive technical progress requires long-
term government commitment. Naledi Pandor (2014), the then Minister of Science and 
Technology, publicly stated that the increased financial support to technology research 
is aligned with the National Development Plan (NDP) and should be perceived as an 
important message about government’s commitment to improve the capacity of South 
Africa to compete globally.

The question arises as to why government would direct more funding towards research 
that is globally driven (such as technology development) but does not contain any value 
in terms of the needs of local communities. Also, career prospects for students who 
graduate with a degree in the social sciences is limited. This narrow view has had an 
especially negative impact on the humanities and social sciences departments at HEIs, 
with some being downsized, others closed completely, and some merged with other 
departments for the sake of financial relevance and competitiveness (Waghid, 2001:457). 

Within the context of social justice, the future looks bleak. One finds that the CHE (2000a) 
proposals for restructuring explicitly refer to “increasing capital- and knowledge-intensive 
production and services [which] have created a growing demand for skilled professionals 
in the scientific, technological, technical and business fields”. The consequence is that the 
“availability of skills in the sciences and the technological, technical and business fields” 
is (being considered) as a precondition for (global) competitive success (CHE, 2000a), but 
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that the issue of social justice is completely omitted from this statement. The negative 
impact globalisation exerts on domestic democratic institutions is not going to vanish 
soon. Education must not be confused with labour training. Educators should resist 
allowing commercial values to shape the purpose and mission of HEIs. Already in 1952, 
Richard Hofstadter identified the danger of private enterprise mentalities within HEIs, 
concluding that the most vital argument in favour of HEIs should not be based on their 
service, but instead on the principles they depict. The values of justice, freedom, equality, 
and the rights of citizens as equal and free human beings are central to the role of 
educating students for the demands of leadership, social citizenship, and the democratic 
public sphere (Waghid, 2001:459). 

Estimates of globalisation show that South Africa almost exponentially increased its 
international presence after the democratisation of the country in 1994 (Figure  2). 
Unfortunately, the extent of globalisation for local universities is difficult to measure 
and only open to speculation. If evidence such as that provided by Kauder and Potrafke 
(2015:360), who showed that to become globally integrated is consistent with and 
promotes social equity (Figure  1), one should expect that for South Africa, estimates 
of social equity should show a concomitant improvement. Historical data shows that 
South Africa has always had a high rate of unemployment, entering the ‘top’  10 for 
the first time in 1997 with an unemployment rate of 22.9%. More than three decades 
later, the unemployment rate in South Africa was 26.5% in the last three months of 2016 
after reaching a 12½‑year high of 27.1% in the previous period. Within the context of 
social equity and/or democracy, it would be safe to conclude that globalisation has not 
emancipated the masses, at least not in South Africa. Government intervention that 
promotes globalisation as a vehicle for achieving equity, and how HEIs respond to this 
call, have therefore failed the very people it was intended to benefit. Regardless of how 
insignificant this might seem, South Africa is not as happy as it used to be (Figure  3).

Figure 2:  South Africa – overall globalisation
Source: Adapted from TheGlobalEconomy.com, The Swiss Institute of Technology in Zurich
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Figure 3:  South Africa – happiness index
Source: Adapted from TheGlobalEconomy.com, The World Happiness Report

To step back and remove oneself from the implacable logic of a single-minded contemporary 
paradigm is to step out of the chains of an abstract temporality. Democracy and social 
justice cannot be boxed into any single category of globalisation, because social justice 
is multifactorial and relies on a complex interplay of everything that defines us as 
both isolated beings and collectively, as communities. Authors such as Sharon Gewirtz 
(1998:472) therefore argue that (social) justice has two inter-connected dimensions, one 
rational (individual) and the other distributional (social). Post-modern HEIs approach 
social justice only from within a limited and fragmented framework. Eventually, the 
discussions within our academic programmes have become synonymous with discussions 
of how material and monetary resources are distributed in society (who gets what?). 
These discussions neglect social cohesion and equality beyond financial wealth. In the 
process, HEIs jeopardise issues at an individual level, such as gender equality and human 
rights (Kauder & Potrafke, 2015:360), but also broader community issues, such as the fear 
and threat of homogenisation of cultures (Back et al., 1996; Lingard & Rizvi, 1998:63). 

As a matter of convenience, it can be said that HEIs have neglected their responsibility 
towards society, using the excuse that such business should be left to the politicians. 
Instead, HEIs have become subordinated to the demands of the international market 
place, with a message that is being contradicted by its context. Considering that large 
sums of corporate capital flow are invested in HEIs, efforts to transform them are directed 
according to imperatives of private industry. Power is handed over to big multinational 
companies (Waghid, 2001:458). Linked to this is the view that globalisation is the “direct 
consequence of the expansion of European cultures across the world via settlement, 
colonialization and cultural mimesis” (Yang, 2003:272). Other authors contend that 
globalisation is also seen as a form of specifically American cultural imperialism (Porter 
& Vidovich, 2000). Statistics from the United States Department of Defence indicate that 
as far back as 1999 the US military already had troops in 135 countries (or 70% of the 
world’s countries) (US Department of Defense, 1999). This is unprecedented in world 
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history and it should be questioned whether this presence is in the name of democracy 
and to safeguard human rights. More broadly, globalisation is perceived by many as 
“Western cultural imperialism” (Porter & Vidovich, 2000:45). This hegemony is considered 
a process of social control that is subtle in that it is not evident or even potentially under 
conscious control, but is carried out through the moral and intellectual leadership of a 
dominant socio-cultural group. 

The most essential element is that this hegemonic sense is generated by the community 
who accept it as common sense (Baillie, 2012:41). Elite reproduction theorists perceive 
educational processes in terms of how they systematically prepare students for their 
differentiated future positions within a contemporary capitalist economy and social 
structure (Moore, 2004). This preserves inequality. It displays great power over “other 
cultures and is often seen as especially unfavourable to small and weak cultures”. Since 
the costs of market-driven reforms may be imposed politically and economically on 
already “weakened social groups”, that is, the poor and unemployed, socio-economic 
inequality is aggravated as a result (Im, 1996:280). This is a major barrier in achieving 
democracy, which cannot thrive in an environment where there exists serious socio-
economic inequality. The globalisation of HEIs aims to produce “citizens that feel at 
home in the world”, but where the process is driven by a combination of financial and 
educational motivations, it becomes almost impossible to achieve (Haigh, 2008:430), 
because the boundaries between institutional transformation and the imperatives of the 
market place have seemingly become blurred (Waghid, 2001:460). Real progress is being 
impeded by institutional management systems that prioritise financial sustainability as 
their model (Haigh, 2008:440). A very strong case can therefore be made against the 
ascendancy of market-driven global directives in defining the restructuring of HEIs and 
its failure in creating a just ‘global’ society. 

The perception of the university as a competitive (global) enterprise is countered with 
the public service model and the notion of “higher education as a public good” (Olsen, 
2007:30; Van Vught, Van der Wende & Westerheijden, 2002:105). Previously, there was a 
reluctance to invest in HEIs in developing nations, which were seen to serve only the local 
elites. Higher education is not mentioned by the Declaration of the World Conference 
on Sustainable Development or the UN Millennium Development Goals (WSSD, 2002; 
UN,  2005). Preserving the underdevelopment of HEIs in low-income countries both 
motivates international student migration and fuels a ‘brain drain’ that supports the 
hegemony of the West; they can pick the ‘best performing products’ and send the rest 
home (Task Force on Higher Education and Society, 2000). 

Also, more research indicates that high- and middle-income countries benefit from 
globalisation whereas low-income countries do not gain from it. In 2003, it was 
estimated, however, that over 1.2 billion people in the world (or approximately 20% of 
the world population) must live on the equivalent of less than one US dollar a day. The 
issue is that the number of poor households is increasing at a much higher rate than 
the well-to-do household (United Nations, 2003). Overall poverty rates, however, have 
declined in all regions, even though progress has been uneven: half of the extreme poor 
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live in Sub-Saharan Africa. The number of poor in the region fell only by 4 million with 
389 million people living on less than US$1.90 a day in 2013 – more than all the other 
regions combined (The World Bank, 2016). Birdsall (2002:70) concluded that globalisation 
is fundamentally asymmetric for poor countries because their economic structure and 
markets are asymmetric. The risks of globalisation hurt the poor more. The structure of 
the export of low-income countries depends heavily on primary commodity and natural 
resource which make them vulnerable to global shocks (Samimi & Jenatabadi, 2014). 
Ironically, the international agencies that promote planetary citizenship also encouraged 
belief in or reliance on academic or other formal qualifications as the best measure of a 
person’s intelligence or ability to do a job (Bloom, 2003).

Some sceptics reason that the era of globalisation has come to an end (Gray, 2009:7). 
These authors consider globalisation as a fruitless exercise and conclude that it was 
highly idealistic. Kauder and Potrafke (2015:365) reason that the problem is not with 
globalisation itself, but rather in the way it has been managed. HEIs have developed 
a mentality not to question the benefit of market-driven education but to blame the 
mishaps on those responsible for its implementation. There seems to be a ‘general’ 
agreement that global multilateral frameworks and contracts of collaboration have 
not delivered the desired outcomes (Gray, 2009:11). This is true even outside the realm 
of tertiary education, with the recent withdrawal of Britain from the European Union 
(Brexit) serving as a good example. Several global role-players can therefore be perceived 
as having withdrawn from the ‘Global Project’, in an environment where regional and 
national conflicts have drawn us back into an era that simulates that of the ‘Cold War’, 
with controlled travel and barriers to migration, financial isolation, etc. Most of us are 
disillusioned with contemporary society and how the economic drivers and dominant 
discourse necessarily lead us to selfish, point-gaining competitive behaviour. 

In 2016, South African HEIs were hit with major student protests, coined #FeesMustFall, 
which began in mid-October 2015 in response to an increase in tuition fees. Protests 
started at the University of Witwatersrand and spread to the University of Cape Town 
and Rhodes University before rapidly spreading to other universities across the country, 
causing massive destruction to public property and violent clashes between students 
and law authorities. By October 2016, the Department of Higher Education estimated 
that the total cost in property damage due to the protest since 2015 had amounted to 
R600 million (equivalent to US$44.25 million). Even though the focus of the protests was 
on a rise in fees, several other factors formed the background for the protests. Lack of 
funding for poorer students to attend university, high incomes for university managers, 
lack of student housing, a real decline in government funding for HEIs, lack of social 
transformation, to broader socio-economic, racial and even gender inequality issues were 
the main drivers of this campaign. Tension is created as soon as the ‘goals’ of a university 
do not match the needs of society. The author of this paper views #FeesMustFall as the 
most concrete evidence that HEIs in South Africa have neglected their role in creating a 
just society – not only by failing to address issues of social justice within their teaching 
programmes, but also by failing to respond in a socially just manner to their students, 
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and on a much broader scale, the youth of South Africa. Within a system that is market-
driven, combined with the consequences of the #FeesMustFall campaign, South African 
HEIs face a major crisis, which will not be solved unless institutions imbed more socially 
sensitive principles into the system.

Conclusion
Globalisation is a new phenomenon causing global transformation and an extension 
of the chronic process of modernity. By some, it is considered as both a sought-after 
illusion and a dreaded evil. Yet, whatever it is, it is clearly the hegemonic discourse 
of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (Porter & Vidovich, 2000:464). 
Unfortunately, the global system and dependency perspectives suggest that the structure 
of the economy creates widening international disparity. Transformation of political and 
monetary systems have been hampered by those who believe that globalisation provides 
an amicable solution to the inequalities of the world. Neo-liberal contenders insist that 
globalisation in a capitalist socio-political environment promotes social justice. This 
statement is supported by a body of research that suggests that global inequality is being 
flattened, the North-South, core periphery, rich country-poor country divide is being 
destroyed as globalisation progresses (Wade, 2004:568).

From those who contend that poor countries are closing the gap between themselves and 
developed countries, one should be able to deduce that poor countries should ‘theoretic
ally’ have faster growth as they exploit the returns to closing the productivity gap (Barro 
& Sala-I-Martin, 1995), which is contradicted by current and forecasted state of the nation 
reports. Historically, through colonisation and exploitation, Western countries enriched 
themselves (Mahutga, 2006:1864) and concomitantly retarded the growth of poorer states 
by forcing them onto political and social paths that made technological advancement and 
competition with the core difficult if not impossible (Wallerstein, 1974:388). HEIs did not 
leave this process unscathed, even though they function in an environment where there 
exists an expectation that they contribute towards a country’s competitive edge in the 
global marketplace by producing intellectual property, perceived as a commodity of high 
value. There are those who contend that market competition within and between HEIs, 
will create more efficient and effective institutions, and that management principles 
derived from the private sector which monitor, measure, compare and judge professional 
activities, will enhance how HEIs are functioning (Naidoo, Sankar & Veer, 2011:1146). 
Yet, the increasing demand for HEIs to be managed as a global business has happened 
at the expense of its social contract. This consumerist turn in HEIs has been aligned 
with policy discourses of distrust through which professional groups in the public sector 
are positioned as selfish opponents of change who are perceived to work against the 
interests of other stakeholders (Naidoo, Sankar & Veer, 2011:1146). As a result, we need 
to question how much freedom exists within management of HEIs when it comes to 
‘thinking new thoughts’ or being creative or transformative. How does change come 
about and what costs are involved for those who would initiate it? To ‘swim against the 
stream’ in any thought field is a risky and costly business. 
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HEIs occupy space and time – it is a space of poaching and hidden territories; thus, there 
are many ‘other spaces’ that institutional management could profitably explore, develop 
and utilise. This activity, however, should take place under the umbrella of social justice, 
taking into consideration issues such as faith, tradition, culture, ethnicity, human rights 
to ecology and critical theories, such as feminism and the intersection of race, law, and 
power. Even though social justice as a term is ill defined, each of us knows what we 
mean by it. A simple approach in terms of transforming our HEIs, would follow a formal 
route, first, to break down prevailing ‘common sense’ followed by a constructive process 
in which innovative ways of management are introduced. The historical conjuncture is 
ultimately a performative space elaborated among multiple planes, diverse trajectories, 
and unpredictable depths, but a path worth walking!

“Democracy is dead. Long live democracy! Our dreams don’t fit into your ballot box!”
� (Indignados, Spain)
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for moving away from a student deficit to an institutional 
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education chances of success for young black South Africans 
and concludes with describing Kingston University’s role in 
influencing change across the sector. 

mailto:f.ross@sgul.kingston.ac.uk
mailto:j.tatam@kingston.ac.uk
mailto:a.hughes@kingston.ac.uk
mailto:Owen.Beacock@kingston.ac.uk
mailto:Owen.Beacock@kingston.ac.uk
mailto:n.mcduff@kingston.ac.uk
http://dx.doi.org/10.15249/12-1-172


105African Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 12 No. 1, June 2018, 104‑115104 Ross, Tatam, Hughes, Beacock & McDuff  ■  “The great unspoken shame of UK Higher Education”

1.	 Introduction
It is widely accepted that the purpose of higher education is for the public good, and 
through a shared commitment to education, that progress in social justice and equality 
will be achieved (Nixon, 2011). However, many argue these values are increasingly under 
threat through the advancement of the neoliberal agenda with deregulation, marketisation 
and the growth of alternative providers, league table positioning and competition for 
students (Hazelkorn, 2017). Any higher education system has to be understood within 
its political, social and economic context and some argue the UK is becoming more, not 
less, unequal (Dorling, 2015). The Institute of Fiscal Studies reports that inequality is 
lower than before the recession of 2008‑2010, but this masks the fact that absolute child 
poverty is projected to rise, and stark and growing inequalities exist between young and 
old, as living standards for younger people have dropped (Belfield, 2016). 

As this paper was first given at a conference in Stellenbosch, we reflect on estimates from 
the World Bank that South Africa is among the most unequal countries in terms of income 
distribution in the world. The history of South Africa and the legacy of apartheid mean 
that segregation and racial disadvantage are structural and entrenched, and explain the 
existence of educational inequality at all levels in South African higher education with a 
concentration of black and coloured students at historically disadvantaged universities 
(Van Broekhuizen et al., 2016). The discourse around the attainment gap in South Africa 
is expressed and measured in terms of failures in progression. Of the 60% of black African 
students who survive their first year, only 15% graduate, with a resulting loss to the 
knowledge economy (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2014). We argue 
in this paper that racial inequality in higher education is an ethical and social justice 
concern. It is not good enough for differences to exist below the radar, to be avoided as 
being too uncomfortable, or explained away as an individual rather than an institutional 
or systems deficit. We explore these themes by drawing from our experience of trying to 
reduce inequalities in attainment for black and minority students at Kingston University. 
Kingston is a modern comprehensive (post‑1992) university located in South West 
London, UK. It has a history of successful and innovative widening participation policies 
and successive leadership committed to tackling inequalities through systemic change. 

We begin by discussing the racial inequalities, which are prevalent within UK higher 
education, and the role that an ethical and social justice approach can play in influencing 
change. Secondly, we review the literature on the progress made in the UK in terms of 
Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) groups within UK schools (primary and secondary 
education) and successful widening participation policies in higher education. The 
literature reveals a paradox in that while BME groups are doing better than many of their 
white counterparts in primary and secondary education, and widening participation is 
a success story in UK higher education (Offa, 2017), there has been a manifest failure 
in ensuring the attainment of BME students in higher education. The evidence is stark: 
BME (domestic) students are much less likely to complete a degree course; obtain a 
‘good’ degree (under the UK’s rather archaic classification of a first or upper second 
class honours) (Universities UK [UUK], 2016); take up postgraduate research; obtain a 
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graduate level job (ECU, 2015); and, not surprisingly, are less likely to view their degree 
courses as good value for money (Neves & Hillman, 2017). This is clearly an ethical issue 
as it has an impact on individuals, but it also has important consequences for the wider 
economy and business because of the failure to fully realise the potential of a large and 
growing section of the future workforce. Having explained the theoretical context, we 
describe our institutional approach to narrowing the gap of inequality of attainment for 
all our students, the progress that has been made, and the next steps.

1.1	 A note on terminology – BME

The term BME is widely applied in publicly available data and used in the UK to describe 
all non-white ethnic groups. People are not externally classified but self-classify, 
voluntarily, into a particular category. The collection of this data is justified as a means 
of monitoring outcomes for different ethnicities and promoting equality of opportunity. 
Very few students refuse to self-classify. However, the term is problematic as it groups 
together people from very different backgrounds (Singh, 2009) and may disguise issues of 
intersectionality or super-diversity (Vertovec, 2007). Despite its limitations, in this paper 
we use the term, as it is widely recognised and describes patterns of marginalisation 
and segregation caused by attitudes toward an individual’s ethnicity (UUK, 2016). This 
is a very different approach from some other European countries such as France where 
the collection of such data would be illegal. This paper focuses on “home” rather than 
international BME students. 

2.	 The context: widening participation and BME student  
	 under-attainment
Widening participation in higher education has been a feature of government policy 
in the UK and Europe for the last twenty years and in post-apartheid South Africa. 
Social justice arguments have been used to promote the increase of numbers of young 
people entering education and the proportion from under-represented groups (Preece, 
2006; Burke, 2012). Higher Education Funding Countil (Hefce) (2015) data shows 28% 
of all entrants are from BME groups in England and UK-wide data shows that over the 
ten-year period from 2003/4 to 2013/14, the total proportion of BME students increased 
from 14.9% to 20.2% (ECU, 2015), although this increase is not the case for all ethnic 
groups or at all universities (Runnymede, 2015). Whilst ethnic minorities now constitute 
a higher proportion at the most selective institutions than they did six years ago, there is 
still significant under-representation of some groups. Black British Caribbean and Other 
Black home students, for example, are still significantly less likely to attend a selective 
institution than their White British counterparts (Department of Business Innovation 
and Science, 2015:13). 

As noted earlier, while the number and diversity of young people entering university 
has expanded, the evidence on outcomes is much less positive. Of all UK domiciled (as 
opposed to international) BME students graduating in 2015 across the UK, 24% more of 
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the white student cohort received a first or upper second class degree (1st or 2:1) than 
the BME student cohort (78.4% of white students achieved a 1st or 2:1, but only 63.4% of 
BME students) (Equality Challenge Unit [ECU], 2017). 

Nationally there is variation in attainment across the broad ethnic groups, with Chinese 
heritage students doing best followed by those of Indian, Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
heritage, with those with Black Caribbean and Black African backgrounds doing least 
well (ECU, 2016). This hierarchy is very similar in the compulsory education sector in 
England. However, the major difference between schools and universities is that in 
schools Chinese, Indian, Bangladeshi and Black African students all outperform White 
British pupils but in UK universities all these groups attain less well than white students 
(Department for Education, 2015).

Despite the scale and persistence of the attainment gap in the UK, it has until recently 
received relatively little attention in higher education and has tended to be explained 
in terms of student characteristics, the ‘student deficit’ model, rather than by any 
shortcomings in institutional practices. 

2.1	 What accounts for the BME attainment gap?

The literature reveals there is growing awareness across the sector that the causes of the 
attainment gap are complex and multi-causal. As we argue elsewhere (McDuff et al., 2018), 
initial explanations tended to be on the ‘deficiency’ of the student in relation to factors 
such as entry qualifications, socio-economic status, work and family commitments or 
cultural differences. However, some large and well-controlled studies, for example Broecke 
and Nicholls (2007) and, more recently, Hefce (2015) have convincingly challenged this 
view. The Hefce report compared results of over 280 000 students graduating from English 
universities in 2013‑2014. It showed that the attainment gap of 16 percentage points in 
those obtaining a first or upper second class degree (76% White vs 60% BME) was only 
reduced to 15 percentage points when controlling for entry qualifications, age, disability, 
a participation of local areas measure, sex, subject studied, previous school type and 
institution attended. 

Based on this evidence, at Kingston we have sought to move the emphasis away from 
‘fixing’ the student to ‘fixing the institution’, or more precisely, fixing the ‘fit’ between 
our increasingly diverse student body and our institutional processes and practices, 
taking a systematic institution-wide approach (Berry & Loke, 2011; Stevenson, 2012). 
This approach is challenging when the initial response by academic staff is to see the 
problems of BME students ‘fitting in’ and attainment to be the result of wider societal 
issues rather than the institution (Stevenson, 2012). This paper therefore builds on the 
evidence of differential degree outcomes and the various attempts to understand and 
explain (and in some cases explain away) the causes. It sets out the objectives adopted 
by Kingston University in London and the social justice and institutional-wide approach 
taken to address the issue, and shares our efforts to spread this approach across the 
Higher Education sector in the UK. 
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3.	 Aims, approach and methods
Given the initial reticence of staff to accept that the role of the institution should be the 
key focus of our improvement/change programme and the belief that we were only likely 
to make progress with systemic change, the aims were to:

•• Introduce systemic change in staff attitudes and practice to shape a common 
commitment to equality of opportunity. With commitment from the top of the 
organisation, this expectation extended to all functions and levels across the university 

•• Build upon local commitment to ethical practice to promote a co-ordinated social 
justice and transformational change effort across the university

•• Make things easy for staff, by introducing and explaining a new institutional KPI and 
value added metric, so that they were able to spend their energies on innovation and 
developing positive relationships.

The key elements of our approach, methods and institutional action are described 
below in terms of their contribution to redistributive justice and stimulating system-
wide change to reduce inequalities and enable student success. As this paper reports an 
institutional improvement programme rather than a conventional research study, we did 
not require ethics committee approval. 

3.1	 Initiating an institution-wide conversation 

An ethical approach to change requires shared values and leadership commitment. With 
impetus from new leadership on the Equalities Committee and support from the Vice 
Chancellor, we initiated a year-long conversation using attainment data and a map of the 
student journey, asking the question: ‘If all students follow this journey, why do some do 
better than others?’ We had meticulous and supported conversations to help academic 
staff make sense of the impact of inequalities on their students’ performance, which 
they often experienced as difficult and uncomfortable. This was important for raising 
awareness, developing relationships and building institutional ownership of the change. 
It was vital for staff to recognise that higher education aims to be a transformative 
experience, but for too many of our students this was not the case. 

3.2	 Adopting an institutional key performance indicator

In the UK, universities are the responsibility of a Board or Council. With appointed lay 
membership, they oversee and call the executive to account. They are responsible for the 
rules, policies and financial decisions. Commonly, governing Boards monitor progress of 
institutional performance indicators, which are considered to be of strategic importance. 
As we note earlier, it was our view that the attainment gap at Kingston, while typical 
of many universities, had to be confronted and tackled – not by a few people in the 
Equalities Directorate, but by the whole institution. Working through the Vice Chancellor, 
the Board was persuaded to make improving the attainment of our BME students one 
of twelve institutional KPIs – to redress what one of the governors described as “the 
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great unspoken shame of higher education” – and borrowing from Jeremy Bentham, the 
founder of modern utilitarianism who believed the measure of right and wrong was to 
achieve “the greatest happiness of the greatest number”. Kingston is believed to be the 
only large university to have taken the step of adopting an institutional KPI and it has 
proved immensely helpful in driving the change programme and keeping the ethical 
issues highly visible.

3.3	 Adopting a suitable metric

Another key component of the Kingston approach has been the development and use 
of Value Added (VA) data, as created for university league tables in the The Guardian, a 
national British newspaper. One of the ways in which academics have sought to explain 
away the differences in attainment has been to suggest that they are down to differences 
in entry qualifications, or subjects of study. The VA removes these issues from the equation 
and also allows us to isolate any impact of other measurable factors such as socio-
economic status, gender and disability. 

VA scores are calculated by taking actual degree outcomes for all graduates across the 
UK for the last five years, broken down by entry qualifications and subject of study, to 
arrive at a probability that a given student, with a given entry qualification, studying a 
particular subject will achieve a 1st/2:1 degree. Aggregating these probabilities produces 
an ‘expected’ percentage for a cohort of students who should achieve a 1st/2:1 degree. If 
the cohort achieves this percentage, the VA score is 1.0. For percentage attainment above 
or below the expectation, the VA score is proportionately greater or less than 1.0. 

VA bar charts have been produced for the last eight years for the institution, the faculties 
and all courses. (Figure 1 shows the institution level chart.) By removing the influence of 
entry qualifications and subject of study the VA exposes the extent of the unexplained 
gap and has proved a very powerful way of engaging staff in first accepting that the 
student deficit model does not explain the gap and then seeking alternative explanations 
and solutions to address the issue. 

The institutional KPI is to bring the VA score for our BME students to 1 by 2018/19 (i.e. that 
they should be achieving the same level of the average student nationally, irrespective 
of ethnicity, with the same entry qualifications and studying the same subject, over the 
last five years). Thus our focus is on improving the attainment of our BME students, 
and not just closing the gap, which could theoretically be achieved by lowering the 
attainment of our white students. The VA data allows academic and professional staff 
across the university to make sense of inequalities of outcomes in a non-threatening and 
non-judgemental way, and provides a baseline from which action can be taken at the 
academic front line.
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Figure 1:  Institutional Value Added (VA) scores 2009/10 to 2016/17

The red and green colours depict a score of either above or below 1.0. The further away from 1.0 the score is, then the darker 
the red or green colour. Scores close to 1.0 lighten in shade and eventually go grey.

3.4	 Targeting implementation at the institution and the  
	 individual

Our implementation plan has three streams:

3.4.1	 Improving institutional processes 

This includes embedding the KPI target and individual course metrics in university 
planning processes and equalities considerations as part of the university academic 
progression and promotion framework. A cross-institutional steering group has been 
established to ensure that this is not just seen as an equalities project. 

3.4.2	 Enhancing the knowledge and skills of staff 

The approach to learning and teaching is clearly a key component and we have focused 
on a number of areas to improve staff knowledge, skills and confidence, firstly through 
face-to-face presentation of the VA data. Over 100 meetings have been held with staff 
across the institution and, though time-consuming, these have proved an invaluable way 
of engaging staff in productive discussions about the issues. Initial scepticism, or denial, 
usually quickly moves to acceptance and exploration of possible solutions. Many staff 
are uncomfortable talking about race including, quite often, concern about using the 
wrong terms. These meetings have given them a safe space to explore this. Secondly, we 
have offered a range of training and support, including unconscious bias workshops and 
training in our Inclusive Curriculum Framework. This helps staff to consider three issues:

a)	 Is the curriculum accessible?

b)	 Can students see themselves in the curriculum?

c)	 How well does it equip all our students to work in a diverse world? 
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3.4.3	 Raising knowledge and skills of students

We have seen it as essential to raise the awareness of students about the sector’s struggle 
with the attainment gap, the approach their university was taking and the ways they 
can get involved in making change happen. For example, students have been trained 
as curriculum consultants to explore, with academic staff, the complex issues around 
inclusive curricula and how their learning and teaching can be made more meaningful 
and relevant to students form a range of backgrounds and experiences. 

4.	 Results and discussion
The UK does not have the huge challenges of structurally embedded racial disadvantage 
that South Africa is having to grapple with. Although there has been growth in enrolment 
of young black students in South Africa’s less selective and privileged institutions, 
outcomes are poor, with high attrition and low graduation rates (Council on Higher 
Education, 2013). We too have similar, but different, forms of racial disadvantage. For 
example, universities have a poor record of representation of BME staff in institutional 
and leadership positions (ECU, 2016) as well as the pervasive under-attainment of 
BME students at British universities. We suggest the apparent complacency around 
underachievement of home BME students, which is sector wide, longstanding and 
persistent, is wholly unacceptable and in our view represents significant moral and 
economic failure. There is progress. For example, widening access and participation of 
disadvantaged students in higher education has made great strides and the Office of 
Fair Access (Offa, 2017:2) notes that work should not “grind to a halt on enrolment” but 
universities should prioritise ensuring success throughout the student life cycle. This 
view is reinforced by Chris Husbands (2017), the Chair of the new national Teaching 
Excellence Framework (TEF), on the publication of the first set of national results. He 
emphasises that universities need to change their systemic practices rather than focusing 
on singular and unconnected policies. We took this approach because we were convinced 
that it was only by taking a systemic approach to improvement that we would have a 
chance to make a difference to deep structural problems. We are in the fourth year of 
our programme so it is still relatively early days to fully evaluate, but we can point to a 
steady improvement in BME attainment over the last three years with the VA score for 
BME students improving steadily from 0.87 to 0.99 while the score for White students 
also increased from 1.11 to 1.13. 

Given the caveats about not drawing premature conclusions, what can we say about 
the factors that can be attributed to this success? As an institutional-wide improvement 
programme we believe that it is only by changing the culture and conditions that 
reinforce current practice that the institution will face up to systemic disadvantage. This 
is important, as to do the morally right thing for all individuals, regardless of class, 
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation and other ‘protected characteristics’,* should be the 
driving force of an ethically motivated university (Watson, 2014). It is also important as, by 

*	 Protected characteristics are enshrined in British equalities legislation.
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focusing on the conditions that support all students’ success, we will enable marginalised 
and disadvantaged groups to do better along the lines of Bentham’s fundamental axiom 
of benefit for the greatest number. 

The second point of importance to this discussion is that BME groups in compulsory 
education are keeping pace with white children and in some areas, such as London, are 
outperforming their white counterparts. This raises the question: how is it that when 
they come to university they start to lose ground? Our own experience tells us that denial 
and resistance to facts around performance suggest a widespread reluctance and lack of 
confidence of staff to engage in debates about inequality and social justice or knowledge 
of how to address them in a meaningful way, given their own experience of HE or their 
own privilege. Too often, staff attend equality and diversity training or unconscious bias 
workshops without a real idea about how to translate this new insight into practice. Staff 
are therefore often left to deal with creating an inclusive learning environment after 
attending a few hours of generic training in isolation of a culture that fully supports and 
recognises the benefits of inclusivity. A rights-based and inclusive culture that is owned 
at the top and aligned to systems and processes including planning, promotions and 
the curriculum is beginning to make an impact. It is important that those conversations 
take place, that they are supportive and that they create a shared responsibility and 
commitment to change which avoids the individual deficit model. 

This brings us to the third point in this discussion. David Watson’s (2014) book, published 
shortly before he died, emphasised the moral purpose of the university and picked out 
the value of conversation to develop capability within systems for fairness and equity. 
He also argued that a “common framework should be created of learning opportunities, 
which should be available in any given area, giving people control over their lives” 
(Watson, 2014:68). These ideas underpin what we have set out to do at Kingston – where 
the inclusive curriculum framework brings together three key principles:

1.	 Create an accessible curriculum.

2.	 Enable students to see themselves reflected in the curriculum.

3.	 Equip students with the skills to positively contribute to and work in a global and 
diverse world. 

Whilst other forms of curriculum frameworks accommodate diversity and difference, 
the inclusive curriculum framework recognises not only that diversity should be 
accommodated in the curriculum but that the curriculum must develop and build the 
diversity skills of students and staff (e.g. intercultural competencies, ability to work 
effectively with people from different socio-economic backgrounds etc.). In others words, 
the diversity of the student and staff population should be used as an asset to ensure 
future success for all our students in the global world (Brink, 2009). 

Finally, what of the future? Our approach has attracted national attention with an award 
of £500 000 from the Higher Education Funding Council (England) to spread our work on 
Value Added and the inclusive curriculum to five other institutions. This match funded 
project means our five partners are committing their own resources to learning from 
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Kingston over an eighteen-month period. The aim is to determine the transferability 
and conditions for replication for further roll-out across the sector. Each institution will 
replicate the value added score and receive training on how to effectively disseminate this 
across the course teams of their choice. Alongside this, the institutions will also receive 
‘train the trainer’ workshops enabling them to disseminate the ‘inclusive curriculum’ 
within the context of their own equality agendas and approach to inclusive pedagogy. 
We emphasise the importance of developing the skills to have the important discussions 
about privilege, social justice and fairness, because without these discussions and 
reflections on the changing role of the universities and equality practices, step change is 
unlikely. Making a step change is urgent. 

We end with the words of David Blunkett, a former Minister in the Blair Labour Govern
ment, who said seventeen years ago that “in a knowledge-economy, higher education 
becomes a potentially powerful instrument of social justice, since it serves not only as a driver 
of wealth creation, but as a critical determinant of life chances” (Blunkett, 2000: para. 66).
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