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ABSTRACT 

The rank progression intentions of South African associate professors is important given the 

declining numbers of full professors in the country. By focusing on a large South African research 

university where both research and teaching criteria are recognised for promotion to full professor, 

this article explores associate professors’ perspectives on academic promotion and the role of 

teaching as a criterion. Key findings from an on-line survey and interviews are that; age and the 

number of years spent in the rank play a significant role in influencing intentions to become a full 

professor (or not), there is dissatisfaction with the level of support for promotion applications and, 

more women than men expressed positive perspectives about teaching as a criterion in promotion. 

The study points to how academic promotion processes, criteria and support could be enhanced 

to increase the number of full professors in South Africa.  

Keywords: academic promotion; higher education; professoriate; university teaching; academic 

rank progression; South Africa  

INTRODUCTION 
The transition to full professor is often considered as a rite of passage in an academic career 

and signifies the recognition of professional accomplishment (Bitzer 2008, 265; Gardner and 

Blackstone 2013, 411). Full professors are knowledge-producers and decision-makers in the 

academy. In many cases they constitute senior university leadership. They are accorded: status, 

prestige, relative autonomy, independence to pursue their scholarship and, a higher pay grade 

(Enders 2001, 5; Pedro 2009, 418; Sanfey 2010, 557).  

South African universities in particular, face difficult and unprecedented challenges with 

a shrinking professoriate which is not being replenished at the rates required to sustain the 

growth of the higher education sector. However, offset against public-demands for racial and 

gender diversity to redress historic apartheid inequities (Sehoole and Ojo 2015, 266); simply 

filling professorial positions by turning a blind eye to the requirements for academic excellence 

is not an option because universities could risk damaging their institutional reputation and 
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international recognition (Bitzer 2008, 278). Associate professors are therefore important as the 

potential pool of future full professors in the country. One way to become a full professor is 

through academic promotion but attaining the rank of full professor is a long and difficult 

journey. Academics who achieve this rank need to demonstrate evidence of a national and 

international reputation which, derived from peer-credibility, marks their standing in the 

academic community (Bitzer 2008, 278). 

Studies on rank progression have focussed on understanding the trajectories of early career 

academics from doctoral studies into junior ranks in the academy and supporting their 

subsequent transition over time (see Reybold 2003, 235; Lindholm 2004, 603; Young 2006, 

191; Toews and Yazedjian 2007, 119; Green 2008, 117; Finnegan and Hyle 2009, 443; 

McAlpine 2014, 835; Sehoole and Ojo 2015, 253; Waaijer 2015, 43). The few studies that 

explicitly examine promotion from associate professor to full professor show that institutions, 

academic departments and individual associate professors have differing expectations of 

promotion processes and criteria (Buch, Huet, Rorrer and Roberson 2011, 44; Crawford, Burns 

and MacNamara 2012, 43; Wilson 2012, 1; Gardner and Blackstone 2013, 418; Matthews 2014, 

4). These studies show that research productivity is often the main determinant of promotion to 

full professor, with teaching playing a minor role in the promotion decision at this rank (if at 

all).  

Typically, professors within any discipline are expected to; show sustained excellence in 

their scholarly endeavours (Sanfey 2010, 554), be better qualified, have published more 

research than non-professors, undertake leadership responsibilities and, carry out academic 

management roles (Rayner, Fuller, McEwen and Roberts 2010, 621). Given the knowledge 

generation demands of a developing society which are exacerbated by declining numbers of 

full professors in the country, the rank progression intentions of South African associate 

professors become important. This raises questions about associate professors’ expectations 

regarding academic promotion to full professor and how they feel about teaching being used in 

the promotion decision, taking into account the obligations for research productivity at this 

rank.  

PROFILE OF THE SOUTH AFRICAN PROFESSORIATE  
Since the associate professor rank acts as a pipeline to full professor. It is important to 

understand the composition of these ranks especially in South Africa, where the higher 

education sector is expanding – much like the rest of the continent, and the demands for 

knowledge production in this developing context are increasing (Teferra 2014, 9). South 
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African academic staffing by rank spanning two decades shows that full professors as a 

proportion of staff is decreasing over time (Figure 1). While it was expected that full professors 

would represent the smallest proportion of academics, the proportion of associate professors, 

the smallest category of academic staff in South Africa, decreased from 10 per cent in 1992 to 

7 per cent in 2014. Of concern is the overall shrinking numbers in the professoriate (in the ranks 

of both full professor and associate professor). This could have negative implications for 

knowledge production and academic leadership over time. 

 

 
Data sources: 1992, 1995, 1998 and 2001 (Boshoff 2005); 2004 (CHE 2016); 2009 (HESA 2011); 2014 (DHET  
2016a) 
 
Figure 1: Proportions of academic staff by rank in South African universities (1992‒2014)  
 

In South Africa considerable attention is being paid to the composition of the professoriate 

specifically with regard to who are they and how many there are. In order to redress the 

historical disadvantages inherited from apartheid and to achieve equity in the workplace; 

universities are required by law to take reasonable measures to ensure compliance with the 

Employment Equity Act1 (South African Government 1998) in line with the country’s 

Constitution. They have to account for gender and racial representation in the academy.  

Recent media reports show that universities are under pressure to explain why there are 

so few Blacks2 in the professoriate in post-apartheid South Africa. Although the number of 

Black academic staff at each rank level has increased, the professoriate has remained largely 

White (Figure 2). For the period 2009‒2014 the proportional representation of Blacks has 

averaged 32 per cent at the rank of full professor and was even smaller at 22 per cent at the rank 

of associate professor. From the viewpoint of Black academics, the shortage in the professoriate 
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is due to the lack of supportive networks, and hostile institutional cultures (grounded in White 

norms) which create a ‘chilly climate’ in the academy and act as barriers to rank progression 

(Potgieter 2002, 26‒27; Mkhwanzi and Baijnath 2003, 109). From university leadership 

perspectives, the dearth of Black professors is largely due to the unattractiveness of academia 

as a profession for first-generation university students who, in their drive to support their 

families, take jobs which offer better pay than the academy resulting in the high turnover of 

Black staff (Jansen 2015, 1); the small pool from which to draw future Black professors since 

a long period of time elapses between getting a PhD and becoming a professor (Price 2014, 1) 

and under-funding from government for postgraduate studies, resulting in the production of too 

few doctoral graduates (Habib 2014, 1).  

Although few would disagree that there is a problem, there is less consensus on how 

existing rank progression models might be serving as gatekeepers into the professoriate and 

more importantly, what could be done institutionally to ameliorate the situation. Black associate 

professors represented the smallest proportion of academic staff by rank in South African higher 

education between 2009 and 2014 (Figure 2).  

 

 
Data source: 2009‒2014 (DHET 2016a). Dataset includes all temporary and permanent staff coded as 
instructional research professionals  
 
Figure 2: South African academic staff by rank and race: 2009‒2014 
 

While Figure 3 indicates that women are over-represented in the ranks of lecturer and under-

represented in all other ranks, Subbaye and Vithal (2016, 2) demonstrated that the gender-gap 

in the higher ranks was diminishing. However, studies have shown that the trend toward gender 

parity is progressing at a slow rate given the country’s constitutional commitment to gender 
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equity (Boshoff 2005, 360; Subbaye and Vithal 2016, 3). Buch et al. (2011, 41) reported that 

in the US, more women than men tended to ‘stand still’ at the rank of associate professor. This 

is reflective of what seems to be happening in South Africa, with more women represented in 

the rank of associate professor than in that of full professor, suggesting that this transition might 

be particularly challenging for women academics.  

 

 
Data source: 2009‒2014 (DHET 2016a). Dataset includes all temporary and permanent staff coded as 
instructional research professionals  
 
Figure 3: South African academic staff by rank and gender: 2009‒2014 

 

PROMOTION PROCESSES AND CRITERIA  
Promotion processes are typically based on the collective judgments of various committees 

comprising peers, senior academics and university officials. Differences among universities 

may include the number of levels of adjudication and moderation as well as differences in the 

criteria used for appraisal (Ornstein, Stewart and Drakich 2007, 5). What is common is that 

promotion to full professor is still largely dependent on research productivity (Macfarlane 2011, 

59; Crawford et al. 2012, 51; Cretchley, Edwards, O’Shea, Sheard et al. 2014, 2; Altbach 2015, 

6).  

Altbach (2015, 6) and Probert (2013, 2) explain that reliance on research is related to the 

growing importance of university rankings, where indicators of university performance are 

skewed toward research rather than measures such as teaching and learning. This imbalance in 

the criteria considered for promotion has led to discontent among academics. Wilson (2012, 1) 

found that associate professors were the unhappiest people in the US academy largely because 

they spent too much time doing service work and not enough research which diminished their 
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competitiveness and limited their career options. Hence the dependence on research criteria to 

assess associate professors for promotion to full professor is being challenged.  

More universities around the world are starting to create alternative pathways and 

recognising more than just research productivity such that associate professors can be promoted 

to full professor (Probert 2013, 17). In South Africa nine universities consider teaching in their 

academic promotions but its application is limited to junior ranks and the ‘minimum 

requirements for promotion to the higher levels are biased towards research at the expense of 

teaching ...’ (CHE 2015, 102).  

Therefore, by using the case of one South African university where research and teaching 

are evaluated for promotion to full professor (Vithal, Subbaye and North 2013, 323), this article 

explores the intentions of associate professors in becoming full-professors. The specific 

research questions were: what are associate professors’ perspectives on becoming full-

professors in future; what are their perspectives on academic promotions and what do they think 

about teaching as a criterion for promotion to full professor? 

 
CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY 
In 2014 five of the 25 universities in South Africa produced more than half (52.6%) of all the 

publication-outputs in the country. These universities were the: University of KwaZulu-Natal 

(UKZN), University of Pretoria (UP), University of Cape Town (UCT), Stellenbosch 

University (SU) and the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits). Together these universities 

compromised the top five research-productive universities in the country (DHET 2016b, 28‒

29). Figure 4 demonstrates that even at these research universities the proportion of staff in the 

rank of associate professor has decreased from 2009 to 2014. Furthermore, when examining 

the staff headcounts in the ranks of associate professor and full professor by race and gender in 

2014, Figure 5 shows that White males dominate the professoriate (at both associate- and full- 

professor ranks) and that, Blacks and females are under-represented in varying proportions 

across all five research universities.  

The University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), which is a large contact university (Bunting 

and Cloete 2010, 3), is ranked as the top research-productive university in South Africa (DHET 

2016b, 28). UKZN recognizes teaching in academic promotions to full professor (Subbaye and 

Vithal 2015, 5). Hence insights from UKZN’s associate professors’ perspectives on promotion 

could have implications for growing the professoriate via academic promotion nationally and 

in research universities in particular. 
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Data source: 2009 and 2014 (DHET 2016a). Dataset includes all temporary and permanent staff coded as 
instructional research professionals in 2009 and 2014.  
*DHET (2016b, 29)  
 
Figure 4: Proportions of academic staff by rank at UKZN (2009‒2014) 
 

 

 
Data source: 2014 headcounts (DHET 2016a). Dataset includes all temporary and permanent staff coded as 
instructional research professionals in the ranks of associate and full professor.  
 
Figure 5: Number of staff in the professoriate in 2014 by Race and Gender 
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Promotion to full professor at UKZN is merit-based (UKZN 2011, 4) and has the mandatory  

requirement that applicants demonstrate strength in both research and teaching and excellence 

in two of the four main areas in the promotions policy (teaching, research, university service 

and community engagement) (Subbaye and Vithal 2015, 5). Applications for all rank levels 

require the submission of teaching portfolios. Details on the academic promotion process and 

associated appraisal criteria are reported elsewhere (also see Vithal et al. 2013, 322; Subbaye 

and Vithal 2015, 5). Despite the equal valuing of teaching and research in promotions policies 

and processes for over a decade, perceptions among academic staff at the university are that 

research matters more for promotion and that teaching is not valued. Therefore, examining 

UKZN’s associate professors’ perspectives on teaching as a criterion for promotion to full 

professor could contribute to a broader understanding of the perceived under-valuing of 

teaching at UKZN. 

An on-line survey provided a profile and snapshot of associate professors’ perspectives 

on academic promotions and the use of the teaching criterion at the university; and produced 

data that enabled a group analysis of these perspectives. Interviews with 5 associate professors 

provided explanations for the quantitative results generated from the survey. Ethical clearance 

to conduct this study was obtained as part of a larger doctoral project (Subbaye 2014). The 

survey was developed using LimeSurvey (2015) and hosted on a secure server (no public 

access) to ensure confidentiality of the respondents. A pilot study was conducted to assess the 

feasibility, ease of use and time to complete the online survey and to reduce potential 

ambiguities in the survey statements and categorical response variables (n=8).  

A list of the email addresses of all associate professors (n=126) at UKZN was obtained 

from the University’s Human Resources division. In July 2015, an email invitation containing 

an explanatory brief (informed consent), copies of the ethical clearance document and the 

gatekeeper’s permission letter, and the link to an online survey was sent to these associate 

professors. The survey was available in English and open for participation for a total of six 

weeks. Three follow-up requests for participation were sent each fortnight. Responses to the 

on-line survey were exported to IBM SPSS Statistics 23 (SPSS 2015) and all metadata on 

participants were scrubbed from the exported file to safeguard the anonymity of the 

respondents. 

A total of 39 associate professors (AssocProfs) responded, resulting in a 31 per cent 

response rate. Eight individuals who did not classify their gender and/or did not respond to 

more than half the survey questions were excluded from the analysis. Another eight elected not 

to participate in the survey, citing busy work schedules (n=3), leave (n=2), fear of reprisal (n=2) 
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and inability to access the survey on-line (n=1).  

Measures in the analysis included two outcome variables (OV), namely ‘OV1: intention 

to become a full professor in future’ and ‘OV2: intention to apply for promotion at UKZN to 

become a full professor in future’. The outcome variables were coded with dichotomous 

responses where (1=No, 2=Yes). These variables were measured by the survey statement ‘I 

would like to become a full professor by:’ Possible responses to this statement were: 

1=Applying for promotion at UKZN; 2=Applying for a vacancy at UKZN, 3=Applying for a 

vacancy at another university, and 4= I have no intention of become a full professor in future. 

Survey statements were measured using Likert scales ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree (where 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=uncertain, 4=agree, 5=strongly agree).  

Descriptive analyses included frequencies, cross-tabulation, and measures of central 

tendency. Thereafter Cronbach’s Alpha (α) co-efficient was used to determine the internal 

reliability and consistency of the constructs on perspectives on promotion. A value greater than 

0.7 was considered reliable (Field 2009, 675). Seventeen items in the analysis appeared to be 

worthy of retention (Cronbach’s Alpha=0.767). Missing data was excluded from the analysis 

which accounts for the varying denominators throughout the analysis.  

Binomial tests were conducted to determine whether there were any statistically 

significant differences in the proportions of responses p(H1) compared to the presumed test 

proportions of p(H0)=0.50 for each survey statement (Likert scales were recoded to 0=Disagree 

and 1=Agree for this test). Notwithstanding the small sample size, t-tests were then used to 

compare the means of two independent groups in order to determine if there were any 

statistically significant differences between the groups (where p<0.05 and effect size d>0.7). 

De Winter (2013, 6) showed that applications of the t-test to small samples provided Type I 

error rates close to the 5 per cent nominal value in most cases, provided that the effect sizes 

were large (d>.7), and resulted in acceptable statistical power (i.e., 80%). Where relevant the 

median was used to split the groups (i.e., age and number of years in rank). The analysis aimed 

to determine if there were any statistically significant differences (with large effect sizes) in 

perspectives on academic promotions among associate professors for seven different groupings:  

 

i) Gender (1=female; 2=male),  

ii) Race (1=black, 2=white),  

iii) Age (1= Less or equal to 50 years, 2=Greater than 50 years),  

iv) Discipline (1= Sciences and 2=Social Sciences) 

v) Years in the rank (1=less than 5 years; 2=greater than 5 years),  

vi) Intention to become a full professor in future (1=no; 2=yes), and 
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vii) Intention to apply for promotion to full professor at UKZN in future (1=no, 2=yes).  
 

Pursuant to the on-line survey five associate professors from the 4 Colleges were interviewed 

to get a deeper understanding of their perspectives about academic promotion and the role of 

teaching. Quotes from these interviews and comments from the on-line survey are used to 

substantiate results with significant differences. Finally, the results reported from the survey do 

not represent any group apart from itself. Therefore, the parameters for generalizability from 

this sample to the larger population of associate professors is limited. 

 
MAIN FINDINGS 
A descriptive profile of the survey respondents (Tables 1 and 2) and interview participants 

(Table 3) is provided and mainly results that demonstrate statistically significant differences 

(Tables 4 and 5) are subsequently reported. The quantitative results are substantiated by 

comments from the on-line survey and quotes from the interviews. The findings are broadly 

categorized by perspectives on: becoming full-professors, applying for promotion, the 

promotion processes and the promotion criteria.  

 

Descriptive profile of the respondents 
Of the 31 associate professors there were more male (n=19) than female (n=12) respondents. 

Twelve South African Blacks, 11 Whites and 8 foreign nationals participated in the study. There 

was an almost even distribution of AssocProfs by age (n=16 ≤50 years and n=15 >50 years), 

and number of years in the rank (n=16 ≥5 years and n=15 <5 years). The majority of the 

respondents were from the Sciences (n=20) with n=11 from the Social sciences. More 

respondents became associate professors by applying for promotion from senior lecturer at the 

university (n=19) than those who applied for a vacancy at the rank of associate professor (n=12) 

(Tables 1 and 2). The next section provides a description of the respondents’ intentions of 

becoming (or not) full professors in the future and their perspectives on academic promotions 

processes and criteria at the university. 

 

On becoming a full professor and applying for promotion (or not) 
The results showed that the majority of the associate professors wanted to become full 

professors in future (n=20). Their main motivations were to be a leading scholar in their 

disciplinary field (n=10), to achieve a sense of accomplishment (n=4), international recognition 

for their work (n=4); financial security (n=1) and to become a deputy vice-chancellor (n=1). 

Most associate professors intended to apply for promotion at UKZN (n=17) with n=3 opting to 
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apply for a vacancy at another university.  

Younger associate professors wanted to become full professors (t(31)=2.086, p=0.046, 

d=1.200) and intended to apply for promotion (t(31)=2.481, p=0.019, d=1.272) compared to 

older associate professors. Similarly academics in the rank for less than five years wanted to 

become full professors (t(31)=2.700, p=0.011, d=1.290) and intended to apply for promotion 

(t(31)=2.077, p=0.047, d=1.196) compared to those who were older and those who remained in 

the rank for longer than 5 years. As explained by an interview participant who did not want to 

apply for promotion.  

 
If I work really hard at the [promotion] application and so on. I’m going to have the full 
professorship for a year. Is it really worth it? I don’t know. I don’t think so. (Interview #3) 

 
In particular Black academics agreed that once one became an associate professor there was an 

expectation from one’s peers that one would eventually become a full professor compared to 

White professors (t(31)=2.086, p=0.050, d=.890) (Table 5). Pressure to meet these expectations 

may be compounded by an intrinsic motivation to grow the small number of full professors 

who are Black as mentioned by an African female associate professor who aspires to become a 

full professor:  
 
We still dealing with the impact of the apartheid. Why? Can you believe I am the only black South 
African woman here? Black African, not Coloured or Indian. I am the only one. At UNISA I think 
there are 5 now. AT Wits there’s one. At UP and UJ, none. UCT and Stellenbosch, none. All the 
universities in the Eastern Cape, none. No women in [discipline removed to preserve anonymity]. 
We [black African females] are less than 10 in the country. (Interview#2) 
 

Those respondents who did not want to become a full professor in future (n=11) cited the 

following reasons: the promotion criteria and processes at UKZN were challenging (n=5); 

upcoming retirement from the academy (n=3); there is no distinction between associate and full 

professors (n=2); and that the UKZN culture was hostile (n=1).  

Two of the associate professors (one White female and one Black male) both of whom 

were from the Social Sciences, aged ≥ 50 years and in the rank for more than five years, 

indicated that they had made prior applications for promotion to full professor. The male 

reported making two previous attempts and was unsuccessful in both bids because his teaching 

portfolio was rated at strength. He intended to become a full professor by applying for 

promotion elsewhere. The female indicated that she had made one attempt and was 

unsuccessful because she did not meet the research criterion. She did not intend to apply again 

because she would be retiring shortly. Both these respondents indicated that they did not receive 

any useful feedback after unsuccessful attempts at promotion to full professor and did not think 
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that teaching should be a core criterion in promotions. 

 

On the promotions process  
Associate professors were asked to rate their views on the transparency of the promotion 

application process and its associated timelines. This study found that those in the rank for less 

than five years thought that the timelines were appropriate compared to those who were in the 

rank for longer (Table 5: t(31)=2.385, p=0.024, d=.871). 

With regard to support before and during the promotion process, associate professors who 

intended to apply for promotion reported that prior support to develop a teaching portfolio was 

readily available compared to those who had no intention of applying for promotion (Table 5: 

t(31)=-2.4755, p=0.021, d=.902). However, one interviewee pointed out that building a 

portfolio takes time yet the support provided by the Quality Promotions and Assurance division 

(QPA) at the university is a short-term event.  

 
You need to build a teaching portfolio over years ... that is what makes a very good teaching 
portfolio. So, the experience of building the portfolio is very critical. Sure, QPA does really try. 
They will say ‘We want to help you all to work on your teaching portfolios one afternoon, or even 
on one day’. But it’s not a day thing. (Interview #4) 

 
Older associate professors did not think that there was adequate support from senior staff and 

younger associate professors were unsure if such support was available to them (Table 5: 

t(31)=2.298, p=0.029, d=.833). An interviewee pointed out that in her discipline there were too 

few senior staff to provide support for promotions:  
 

My boss – he always tells me you are the senior academic here. You should take the initiative. But 
I don’t have support. I am on my own. (Interview#2) 

 
Perspectives on the committees that decide on promotion applications showed that younger 

associate professors seemed satisfied with the overall conduct of the decision-making 

committees compared to older associates professors, who disputed that the committees made 

decisions in a fair manner (t(31)=2.461, p=0.021, d=.899). Furthermore older associate 

professors were not convinced that these committees communicated in a transparent manner 

about the outcome (t(31)=2.747, p=0.011, d=1.00) (Table 5). 

 

On the promotion criteria  
Associate professors who wanted to become full professors in future (t(31)=-2.533, p=0.018, 

d=.881) and specifically those who intended to apply for promotion (t(31)=-2.297, p=0.033, 

d=.935) felt that all the criteria currently used at UKZN were relevant. However, older 
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respondents (t(31)=2.260, p=0.032, d=.825) and those who had been in the rank longer than 

five years (t=2.924, p=0.007, d=1.072) did not think the criteria were relevant (Table 5). One 

interviewee had this to say about the relevance of the criteria to his work:  

 
I think quite a lot of thought was put into the teaching so that it’s not lagging behind research. But 
... I’m doing all this wonderful community service and you guys don’t have a metric for allowing 
me to be valued alongside the people who are doing teaching and, the people who are pumping 
out papers. (Interview#1) 

 
Most respondents felt that the criteria for promotion (research and teaching) at UKZN were 

more difficult to meet than at other comparable universities (Table 4: n=21, p(H1)=0.04). One 

interviewee explained that the teaching criteria specifically have become more onerous over 

time compared to a pre-merger institution:  
 
That was in 2002 ... I could be mistaken. But at that time ... it was at then-University of Natal. I 
guess promotion was a little bit more lax. You must have had a teaching portfolio obviously, which 
I had ... but the criteria and the different aspects were not as onerous as they are presently 
(Interview#4)  
 

In addition most respondents did not think that the criteria adequately accommodated 

disciplinary differences (Table 4: n=19, p(H1)=0.011). 
 

If you do an analysis of data all over the country and in fact internationally, certainly my 
[disciplinary] output of research is not same as the output of say, biology or chemistry. Not all 
disciplines are the same but we all get measured the same. (Interview#3) 

 
Associate professors who intended to become full professors did not think that teaching should 

be a core criterion for promotion.  
 

The teaching portfolio should not be a compulsory criteria for promotion for a research-led 
university like UKZN (online respondent #36). 

 
By contrast, those who did not intend to become a full professor agreed that teaching should be 

a criterion for promotion (Table 5: t(31)=2.564, p=0.019, d=.981). Despite these divergent 

views on using teaching in promotions, most respondents felt the criteria currently used to 

evaluate the teaching portfolio were comprehensive (Table 4: n=19, p(H1)=0.015) with 

statistically significant differences between those who agreed and those who disagreed with 

this survey statement.  

Women associate professors in particular felt that the criteria used to assess the teaching 

portfolio for promotion were comprehensive (t(31)=2.591, p=0.015, d=.927) and that the 

distinction between the teaching portfolio ratings of strength and excellence were apparent to 
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them (t(31)=2.637, p=0.015, d=.996) (Table 5), as evidenced in the quotes below: 
 

I enjoy teaching. At the same time, I’ve always put more effort into teaching than into research. 
And I’ve done way more than expected even of excellence (Interview#3).  

I haven't started preparing, but I intend to apply for promotion this year. I have to have a teaching 
portfolio that is more than strength. And I have shown that I’ve surpassed my research productivity 
units for three years (Interview#5). 

 
Table 1: Race, gender and age of survey respondents 
 

 
 
 
Table 2: Becoming an associate professor by College and number of years in rank 
 

I became an associate professor at UKZN by: 

Disciplines 

Total 

Sciences 
(includes: 

Colleges of 
Agriculture, 

engineering and 
science and 

Health sciences) 

Social 
Sciences  
(includes: 

Colleges of 
Law and 

management 
studies and 
Humanities) 

Applying for a 
vacancy at 
UKZN 

Number of 
years in the 
rank 

Less than 5 years 4 1 5 
Greater than equal 
to 5 years 6 1 7 

Total 10 2 12 
Applying for 
promotion from 
senior lecturer 
to associate 
professor at 
UKZN 

Number of 
years in the 
rank 

Less than 5 years 8 2 10 
Greater than equal 
to 5 years 2 7 9 

Total 
10 9 19 

Total Number of 
years in the 
rank 

Less than 5 years 12 3 15 
Greater than equal 
to 5 years 8 8 16 

Total 20 11 31 
 
 

Race AGE RANGE Total 
Less than equal 

to 50 years  
Greater than 50 

years 
African Gender Female 1 2 3 

Male 1 1 2 
Total 2 3 5 

Coloured Gender Female 1 0 1 
Total 1 0 1 

Indian Gender Female 3 0 3 
Male 1 2 3 

Total 4 2 6 
White Gender Female 0 3 3 

Male 3 5 8 
Total 3 8 11 

Foreign 
national 

Gender Female 1 1 2 
Male 5 1 6 

Total 6 2 8 
Total Gender Female 6 6 12 

Male 10 9 19 
Total 16 15 31 
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Table 3: Descriptive profile of interview participants 
 

 
Interviewee 

#1 
Interviewee 

#2 
Interviewee 

#3 
Interviewee 

#4 
Interviewee 

#5 

Gender Female      
Male      

Age Less than equal to 50      

Greater than 50      

Race 
African      

White      
Foreign national      

Time in rank Less than equal to 5 years      

Greater than five years      
Intends to 
become a full 
professor 

Yes      

No      

 
 

DISCUSSION 
The findings showed that two factors played a significant role in associate professors’ 

perspectives on becoming full professors and academic promotion – age and time in rank. 

Firstly, younger associate professors intended to become full professors by applying for 

promotion and had positive perspectives on promotion processes and criteria. One possible 

reason is that associate professors who are not facing imminent retirement often look for 

opportunities for demonstrable career progress (Finnegan and Hyle 2009, 444) compared to 

those who are older and are within five years of retirement, who often seek to extend their 

careers through consultations and professional organisations (Baldwin and Blackburn 1981, 

609) as opposed to pursuing promotion. Putting together an application for promotion takes 

time and those who are closer to retirement age would rather invest that time preparing for post-

retirement activities. 

Secondly those associate professors who were in the rank for longer than five years did 

not want to become full professors and had negative views about promotion timelines and 

criteria. These findings are similar to those of Matthews (2014, 3) who found that associate 

professors who were in the rank for longer than five years, experience a career-slump and as a 

result were more likely to feel underappreciated by their institutions and dissatisfied with their 

careers. These associate professors also tended to be more sceptical about promotion outcomes. 

Therefore, preparation for promotion to full professor should begin soon after promotion to 

associate professor because this is the best time to reassess opportunities, resources, skills, and 

career goals (Sanfey 2010, 555). Institutions can support these preparations by designing 

orientations and providing ‘anticipatory guidance’ (Matthews 2014, 5).  
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Table 4: Descriptive analysis: Perspectives on promotions (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.767, number of items = 17) 
 

Perspectives 
about: Items 

Strongly 
Disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 
 

(2) 

Uncertain 
 

(3) 

Agree 
 

(4) 

Strongly 
Agree 

(5) 
Mean Median SD 

Binomial tests 
Test 

proportion 
Exact Sig  

(2-tailed) 
Expectations 
regarding 
promotion to 
full professor 

At UKZN I think once you become an associate professor, 
your peers expect you to become a full-professor 1 7 4 14 5 3,47 4,00 1,137 ,50 ,076 

I think there is little difference between the remuneration of 
associate professors and full-professors at UKZN 3 7 14 4 3 2,90 3,00 1,094 ,50 ,585 

The 
promotions 
process at 
UKZN 

I think the promotion procedures are transparent at UKZN 8 4 7 10 2 2,80 3,00 1,349 ,50 1,00 
I think the time-lines for the promotion-applications 
procedure are appropriate at UKZN 3 6 6 13 3 3,20 3,50 1,186 ,50 ,307 

Support for 
promotion 
applications  

At UKZN, I think there is adequate support, from senior staff, 
for associate professors who want to apply for promotion 5 13 8 3 2 2,50 2,00 1,106 ,50 ,108 

I think that support for developing a teaching-portfolio, for 
promotion to full-professor is readily available at UKZN 5 10 4 9 3 2,87 3,00 1,306 ,50 ,845 

The 
promotions 
decision 
committees  

I am confident the College promotion committees make 
decisions about promotion at UKZN in a fair manner 5 8 8 8 2 2,83 3,00 1,206 ,50 ,832 

At UKZN I think that the committees which make decisions 
about promotion, communicate their decisions in a way that 
is transparent about the reasons for the outcome 

5 10 7 6 3 2,77 3,00 1,251 ,50 ,405 

The promotion 
criteria in 
general 

I think that there is little difference between the criteria for 
applying for a vacancy and the criteria for applying for 
promotion, to associate professor at UKZN 

7 11 5 6 2 2,53 2,00 1,252 ,50 ,108 

I think the criteria for promotion to full-professor are more 
difficult to meet at UKZN than other comparable universities 3 2 5 4 17 3,93 5,00 1,388 ,50 0.004* 

I think the promotion criteria adequately accommodate 
disciplinary differences 9 10 7 3 2 2,33 2,00 1,213 ,50 0.011* 

In my view all of the criteria currently used to evaluate 
promotions to full professor at UKZN are relevant 8 5 3 9 6 3,00 3,50 1,554 ,50 ,851 

The teaching 
criteria in 
particular 

I think the criteria that are used to assess the teaching-
portfolio are comprehensive 3 3 5 12 8 3,62 4,00 1,293 ,50 0.015* 

The distinction between the teaching-portfolio ratings of 
strength and excellence are apparent to me 2 9 4 10 6 3,28 4,00 1,306 ,50 ,557 

I think the teaching criteria used for promotion at UKZN 
unfairly favours those who have an education-related 
qualification 

5 8 5 7 6 3,03 3,00 1,451 ,50 1,00 

I think teaching should be a core criterion that is assessed 
for promotion to full-professor at UKZN 3 13 3 7 5 2,97 2,50 1,326 ,50 ,701 

I think the teaching criteria are easier to meet than research 
criteria at UKZN 5 8 5 11 2 2,90 3,00 1,269 ,50 1,00 

*p<0.05       
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Table 5: Group mean comparisons ‒ Perspectives on promotions 

 

Perspectives 
about: Item Group 

statistics 

Gender 
Race 

(excl Foreign 
nationals) 

Age Discipline Number of years in 
rank 

Intention to become 
a full professor in 

future 

Intention to by 
apply for 

promotion 

Female 
(n=12) 

Male 
(n=19) 

Black 
(n=12) 

White 
(n=11) 

<=50 years 
(n=16) 

>50 
years 
(n=15) 

Sciences 
(n=20) 

Social 
Sciences 

(n=11) 

<5years 
(n=15) 

>=5years 
(n=16) 

No  
(n=11) 

Yes  
(n=20) 

No  
(n=14) 

Yes  
(n=17) 

Expectations 
regarding 
promotion to 
full professor 

At UKZN I think once 
you become an 
associate professor, 
your peers expect 
you to become a full-
professor 

Mean 3,270 3,580 3,820 2,820 3,530 3,400 3,320 3,730 3,860 3,130 3,550 3,420 3,210 3,690 
Std. Dev 0,905 1,261 0,982 1,250 1,246 1,056 1,157 1,104 1,099 1,088 1,128 1,170 1,251 1,014 
t -0,770 2,086 0,316 -0,967 1,83 0,29 -1,13 
p 0,448 0.050* 0,754 0,344 0,08 0,78 0,27 
d 0,282 0,890 0,113 0,363 0,668 0,113 0,422 

I think there is little 
difference between 
the remuneration of 
associate professors 
and full-professors at 
UKZN 

Mean 3,000 2,840 3,360 2,550 3,130 2,670 2,680 3,270 3,000 2,810 2,820 2,950 3,000 1,240 
Std. Dev 0,775 1,259 1,027 1,036 1,356 0,724 1,157 0,905 1,177 1,047 1,250 1,026 2,810 0,981 
t 0,425 1,861 1,176 -1,546 0,46 -2,91 0,46 
p 0,674 0,078 0,253 0,134 0,65 0,78 0,65 
d 0,153 0,785 0,423 0,568 0,171 0,114 0,836 

The 
promotions 
process at 
UKZN 

I think the promotion 
procedures are 
transparent at UKZN 

Mean 3,000 2,680 3,550 2,550 3,130 2,470 2,630 3,090 3,210 2,440 2,640 1,629 2,640 2,940 
Std. Dev 1,095 1,930 1,368 1,036 1,407 1,246 1,383 1,300 1,251 1,365 2,890 1,197 1,550 1,181 
t 0,664 1,933 1,374 -0,911 1,63 -0,46 -0,58 
p 0,513 0,069 0,181 0,372 0,12 0,65 0,57 
d 0,204 0,824 0,497 0,343 0,588 0,457 0,218 

I think the time-lines 
for the promotion-
applications 
procedure are 
appropriate at UKZN 

Mean 3,730 2,890 3,450 2,820 3,470 2,930 3,000 3,550 3,710 2,750 2,910 3,370 2,790 3,560 
Std. Dev 1,009 1,197 1,128 1,250 1,246 1,100 1,291 0,934 1,139 1,065 1,136 1,212 1,188 1,094 
t 2,031 1,253 1,243 -1,335 2,39 -1,04 -1,85 
p 0,053 0,255 0,224 0,193 0.024* 0,31 0,08 
d 0,759 0,529 0,459 0,488 0,871 0,392 0,674 

Support for 
promotions 
applications 

At UKZN, I think 
there is adequate 
support, from senior 
staff, for associate 
professors who want 
to apply for 
promotion 

Mean 2,270 2,630 2,090 1,136 2,930 2,070 2,580 2,360 2,790 2,250 2,730 2,370 2,640 2,380 
Std. Dev 0,786 1,257 2,730 1,009 1,223 0,799 1,170 1,027 1,051 1,125 1,421 0,895 1,336 0,885 
t -0,961 -1,389 2,298 0,525 1,35 0,76 0,64 
p 0,345 0,180 0.029* 0,604 0,19 0,46 0,53 

d 0,343 0,464 0,833 0,200 0,496 0,303 0,229 

I think that support 
for developing a 
teaching-portfolio, 
for promotion to full-
professor is readily 
available at UKZN 

Mean 3,270 2,630 3,000 2,450 3,270 2,470 2,950 2,730 3,070 2,690 2,360 3,160 2,290 3,380 
Std. Dev 1,104 1,383 1,414 1,214 1,387 1,125 1,311 1,348 1,328 1,302 1,362 1,214 1,267 1,147 
t 1,394 0,971 1,735 0,435 0,80 -1,06 -2,46 
p 0,175 0,344 0,094 0,668 0,43 0,13 0.021* 
d 0,511 0,417 0,634 0,165 0,289 0,620 0,902 
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The 
promotions 
decisions 
committees 

I am confident the 
College promotion 
committees make 
decisions about 
promotion at UKZN in 
a fair manner 

Mean 3,000 2,740 2,910 2,820 3,330 2,330 2,890 2,730 3,070 2,630 2,550 3,000 2,430 3,190 
Std. Dev 0,775 1,408 1,300 1,250 1,291 0,900 1,243 1,191 1,269 1,147 1,440 1,054 1,342 0,981 
t 0,660 0,167 2,461 0,365 1,01 -0,92 -1,15 
p 0,515 0,869 0.021* 0,718 0,32 0,37 0,09 
r 0,229 0,071 0,899 0,131 0,364 0,357 0,647 

At UKZN I think that 
the committees which 
make decisions about 
promotion, 
communicate their 
decisions in a way 
that is transparent 
about the reasons for 
the outcome 

 
Mean 3,000 2,630 3,000 2,640 3,330 2,200 2,890 2,550 3,210 2,380 2,450 2,950 2,360 3,130 
Std. Dev 0,775 1,461 1,183 1,362 1,345 0,862 1,329 1,128 1,311 1,088 1,368 1,177 1,277 1,147 
t 0,902 0,669 2,747 0,765 1,89 -1,00 -1,72 
p 0,375 0,512 0.011* 0,452 0,07 0,33 0,10 

r 0,316 0,282 1,000 0,276 0,689 0,392 0,634 

The 
promotion 
criteria in 
general 

I think that there is 
little difference 
between the criteria 
for applying for a 
vacancy and the 
criteria for applying for 
promotion, to 
associate professor at 
UKZN 

Mean 3,044 2,530 2,910 2,180 2,470 2,600 2,260 3,000 2,430 2,630 2,820 2,370 2,640 2,440 
Std. Dev 0,965 1,429 1,221 1,168 1,302 1,242 1,240 1,183 1,342 1,204 1,537 1,065 1,447 1,094 
t 0,044 1,428 -0,287 -1,615 -0,42 0,86 0,43 

p 
 

0,965 
 

0,169 0,776 0,121 0,68 0,40 0,67 

r 0,422 0,611 0,102 0,611 0,157 0,340 0,156 

I think the criteria for 
promotion to full-
professor are more 
difficult to meet at 
UKZN than other 
comparable 
universities 

Mean 3,180 4,370 4,090 4,180 3,870 4,000 3,680 4,360 3,430 4,380 4,090 3,840 4,140 3,750 
Std. Dev 1,537 1,116 1,446 1,079 1,506 1,309 1,416 1,286 1,604 1,025 1,446 1,385 1,351 1,438 
t -2,241 0,167 -0,259 -1,343 -1,90 0,46 0,77 
p 0,390 0,869 0,798 0,193 0,07 0,65 0,45 

r 0,886 0,071 0,092 0,503 0,706 0,177 0,280 

I think the promotion 
criteria adequately 
accommodate 
disciplinary 
differences 

Mean 2,550 2,210 2,550 2,090 2,330 2,330 2,320 2,360 2,640 2,060 2,180 2,420 2,290 2,380 
Std. Dev 1,368 1,134 1,214 1,044 1,496 0,900 1,250 1,206 1,499 0,854 1,250 1,216 1,267 1,204 
t 0,687 0,942 1,176 -0,103 1,28 -0,51 -0,20 
p 0,501 0,358 0,249 0,919 0,22 0,62 0,85 
d 0,271 0,406 0,000 0,033 0,475 0,195 0,073 

In my view all of the 
criteria currently used 
to evaluate 
promotions to full 
professor at UKZN 
are relevant 

Mean 3,270 2,840 3,090 2,180 3,600 2,400 3,050 2,910 3,790 2,310 2,180 3,470 2,290 3,630 
Std. Dev 1,737 1,463 1,578 1,537 1,549 1,352 1,580 1,578 1,311 1,448 1,537 1,389 1,590 1,258 
t 0,692 1,368 2,260 0,240 2,92 -2,30 -2,53 
p 0,498 0,186 0.032* 0,813 0.007* 0.033* 0.018* 
d 0,268 0,584 0,825 0,089 1,072 0,881 0,935 
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The 
teaching 
criteria in 
particular 
 

d4(Teaching criteria 
Core): [I think 
teaching should be a 
core criterion that is 
assessed for 
promotion to full-
professor at UKZN] 

Mean 3,000 2,950 3,000 2,820 2,930 3,000 2,950 3,000 2,860 3,060 3,730 2,530 3,290 2,690 

Std. Dev 1,414 1,311 1,612 1,328 1,335 1,363 1,311 1,414 1,351 1,340 1,272 1,172 1,437 1,195 

t 0,101 0,289 -0,135 -1,010 -0,42 2,56 1,30 

p 0,921 0,776 0,893 0,921 0,68 0.019* 0,23 

d 0,037 0,122 0,052 0,037 0,149 0,981 0,454 

I think the teaching 
criteria are easier to 
meet than research 
criteria at UKZN 

Mean 3,180 2,740 2,550 3,360 2,600 3,200 3,050 2,640 3,070 2,750 3,090 2,790 3,070 2,750 

Std. Dev 1,250 1,284 1,508 1,027 1,242 1,265 1,224 1,362 1,269 1,291 1,578 1,084 1,439 1,125 

t 0,930 -1,488 -1,311 0,837 0,69 0,56 0,67 

p 0,363 0,155 0,201 0,413 0,50 0,58 0,51 

d 0,347 0,628 0,479 0,317 0,250 0,222 0,248 

I think the criteria 
that are used to 
assess the teaching-
portfolio are 
comprehensive 

Mean 4,270 3,220 3,820 3,820 3,640 3,600 3,610 3,640 3,690 3,560 3,730 3,560 3,570 3,670 

Std. Dev 0,786 1,396 1,079 1,328 1,646 0,910 1,461 1,027 1,494 1,153 1,104 1,423 1,284 1,345 

t 2,591 0,000 0,088 -0,055 0,26 0,36 -0,20 

p 0.015* 1,000 0,382 0,957 0,80 0,72 0,85 

d 0,927 0,000 0,030 0,024 0,097 0,133 0,076 

The distinction 
between the 
teaching-portfolio 
ratings of strength 
and excellence are 
apparent to me 

Mean 4,000 2,830 3,640 3,270 3,500 3,070 3,220 3,360 3,380 3,190 3,270 3,280 3,140 3,400 

Std. Dev 1,095 1,249 1,206 1,348 1,557 1,033 1,396 1,206 1,609 1,047 1,191 1,406 1,351 1,298 

t 2,637 0,667 0,877 -0,288 0,38 -0,01 -0,52 

p 0.015* 0,513 0,390 0,776 0,71 0,99 0,61 

d 0,996 0,289 0,325 0,107 0,140 0,008 0,196 

I think the teaching 
criteria used for 
promotion at UKZN 
unfairly favours 
those who have an 
education-related 
qualification 

Mean 3,000 3,060 3,360 2,450 3,290 2,800 3,060 3,000 3,310 2,810 2,820 3,170 2,930 3,130 

Std. Dev 1,483 1,474 1,433 1,368 1,490 1,424 1,552 1,342 1,702 1,223 1,401 1,505 1,492 1,457 

t -0,098 1,521 0,896 0,098 0,88 -0,63 -0,37 

p 0,923 0,144 0,378 0,922 0,39 0,53 0,71 

d 0,041 0,650 0,336 0,041 0,337 0,241 0,136 

where *p<0.05; d>.700 
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However, irrespective of age or time in rank most associate professors were dissatisfied with 

the level of support for promotion applications available from senior staff. Given that the 

number of full professors is declining at the university (Figure 4) this result was not unexpected. 

However, it does point to a potential crisis in terms of staff development within the 

professoriate. Younger associate professors actively seeking support but not finding it may end 

up disillusioned and eventually become reluctant to apply for promotion. The risk here is that 

the longer they remain in the rank the more unlikely they are to become full professors and, the 

vicious cycle of the shrinking professoriate will continue. This problem is not unique to UKZN, 

Buch et al. (2011, 40) and Gardner and Blackstone (2013, 423) also showed that associate 

professors did not have mentors and were less likely to receive any support in terms of their 

career trajectory to full professor. Thus the university needs to consider creative alternatives to 

providing opportunities for support that are accessible to aspirant full professors.  

Perspectives that the promotion criteria (both teaching and research) are difficult to meet 

were also expected because the criteria for the professoriate are generally more difficult to 

achieve than criteria for the junior ranks of lecturer and senior lecturer (Subbaye and Vithal 

2015, 17). However, no national empirical data is currently available to confirm or refute that 

the UKZN criteria are more difficult to meet than at other comparable universities in South 

Africa. This is an area that requires further research. Yet another expected finding about the 

promotion criteria was that they did not adequately accommodate disciplinary differences. This 

finding is linked to a change in the research criterion in 2008 from faculty-specific to university-

wide; and may be explained by how this criterion is applied by the College committees that 

make promotion decisions. The university-wide application of the teaching criterion and its 

evaluation (via the teaching portfolio) has remained relatively constant for more than a decade 

at UKZN (Vithal et al. 2013, 322). An interviewee’s comment about the lack of recognition for 

community engagement criterion in the promotion highlights the point that for promotions 

awarded from 2009‒2013, no academic, at any rank level, was promoted on this criterion 

(Subbaye and Vithal 2015, 17). Given that the scope of academic work, particularly in the rank 

of associate professor, has broadened (Toews and Yazedjian 2007, 121; Matthews 2014, 5) are 

the current promotion criteria too narrow or inflexible? 

Notwithstanding the historical use of the teaching criterion, those who aspired to become 

full professors thought that teaching should not feature as a core criterion in the promotion 

decision. The literature offers a variety of explanations which could assist in explaining this 

finding. Firstly, these associate professors may perceive research as the key driver for 

promotion (Cretchley et al. 2014, 3). Secondly aspirant full professors may associate their 
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professorial identities with research accomplishments (Rayner et al. 2010, 623). Thirdly, they 

may want to keep their options for inter-institutional mobility open by focusing their efforts on 

the more widely -used research criterion (Altbach 2015, 6). Fourthly, it is conceivable that those 

who intend to become full professors perceive that being assessed on teaching will lower the 

status of being a full professor especially if they want to be recognised as leading scholars, 

which they associate with research productivity (Bitzer 2008, 277).  

Ironically, those who did not want to become full professors thought that teaching should 

be a criterion for promotion. These divergent perspectives about the (non) inclusion of teaching 

as a criterion for promotion, need not be irreconcilable and may reflect the respondents’ 

commitment to teaching within the framework of their current work and its relationship to their 

future plans about the professoriate (Wattiaux, Moore, Rastani and Crump 2010, 3372).  

The literature shows that the toll of teaching obligations is heavier on women (Zulu 2013, 

753; Dlamini and Adams 2014, 127) and that women have a tendency to ‘gravitate towards 

teaching’ (Obers 2014, 116). Hence it came as no surprise that more female respondents in this 

study had positive perspectives on teaching as a criterion for promotion than men. Johnston 

(1998, 68) found that Australian women academics participated more in professional 

development activities related to teaching than male academics which may account for why, in 

this study, women were more knowledgeable about the criteria used to assess teaching, better 

able to make a firm judgment on the comprehensiveness of the criteria and were more clear 

about the different teaching portfolio ratings than men. These perspectives on teaching offers 

some insight as to why those women who applied for promotion to associate professor in the 

period 2009‒2013 had better teaching evaluations than men (Subbaye and Vithal 2016, 11). 

Women may have a better understanding of the teaching requirements which may have 

contributed to their success rates. A counterpoint could be that the women who participated in 

this study may have applied for promotion to associate professor and were evaluated with 

excellence in teaching in the past, which in turn may contribute to their positive predispositions 

towards teaching that were revealed in this survey.  

The dominant forces (described in the literature review) explaining Blacks under-

presentation in the professoriate were attributed to the unsupportive, chilly climate in the 

academy; market-forces luring candidates to better paying jobs resulting in high staff turnover, 

the pipeline issue of not having sufficient numbers of suitably qualified Blacks’ and, resource 

constraints to support and grow the Black professoriate. These external forces may be 

compounding the pressure to become a full professor was which strongly felt by Black 

academics in this study. This finding is especially relevant in the current South African context 
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of transformation of the professoriate and the drive for employment equity. One implication, in 

post-apartheid South Africa, is that Black associate professors who perceiving greater pressure 

than their White counterparts to perform and excel, are consequently experiencing a greater 

need to prioritise key activities in a context that expects them to attain the rank of full professor 

(Mkhwanzi and Baijnath 2003, 110; Wattiaux et al. 2010, 3373). But as cautioned by Potgieter 

(2002, 27) since Black academics are faced with having to live up to often unrealistic goals and 

performance expectations, not supporting or mentoring and providing constructive feedback 

about career their development can have serious consequences for the number of Blacks in the 

academy (Potgieter 2002, 33).  

 
CONCLUSION 
South African universities are experiencing a shrinking professoriate which is not being 

replenished at the rates required to sustain the growth of the higher education sector. Therefore, 

it was encouraging that the majority of the participants in this study wanted to become full 

professors – but this aspiration was dependent on their age and how long they remained in the 

rank of associate professor. This study is useful in reviving discussion and debate on how 

academic promotion processes and criteria could serve as enablers or barriers to the rank of full 

professor and contribute to addressing equity in South African universities. While there is some 

support, it is limited to developing teaching portfolios for promotions. Universities could also 

consider advocating for peer-mentoring support or guiding self-help groups, by creating spaces 

to allow associate professors to come together to discuss their careers more broadly and 

promotions opportunities in particular. (Wilson 2012, 1). Discussions between academic staff 

and university leadership about the promotion criteria seem overdue. This study raises two 

important questions about promotion criteria. Does the historical emphasis on research and 

teaching criteria in academic promotions adequately reward and recognise the current nature of 

academic work? Should the criteria be broadened or differentiated? These questions (and 

others) need to be addressed so that there is a shared understanding about what is required to 

become a full professor in South Africa 

South African Whites are disproportionately over-represented in the professoriate (Figure 

2) and more males occupy the highest ranks of university leadership as vice-chancellors and 

deputy vice-chancellors (see: Subbaye and Vithal 2016, 4). Therefore, Blacks and women’s 

continued under-representation in the professoriate implies that university leadership positions 

are likely to remain White and male dominated in the foreseeable future. In-depth qualitative 

studies are required to understand; Blacks’ experiences as associate professors and specifically, 

the perspectives of black senior lecturers and their rank progression plans, given their under-
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representation at the rank of associate professor (Figure 2) and, why women’s academic careers 

seem to stall at the rank of associate professor (Figure 3). Finally, it can be argued that the 

cumulative effect of supporting Blacks and women, to be promoted into the professoriate has 

the potential to create a critical mass of academics who could eventually transform knowledge 

production, leadership and decision making in South African higher education institutions. 

 

NOTES 
1. The act stipulates that employers should implement affirmative action for designated groups 

(Blacks, women and people with disabilities); and put in place measures that ‘ensure the equitable 
representation of suitable qualified people from designated groups in all occupational categories 
and levels in the workforce’ (section 15.1d, 18). 

2. According to the Employment Equity Act (1998), Blacks ‘is a generic term which means Africans, 
Coloured and Indians’ (Chapter 1, 6). 
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