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STATEMENT BY THE CHAIRPERSON OF THE 
BOARD 

Prof Mosa Moshabela
Chairperson of the Board 

As we gaze upon the 2030 pinnacle of the National 
Development Plan, it is with great pleasure and 
anticipation that I present our five year strategic 
plan. 

We recognise that South Africa still faces many 
developmental challenges that require the whole of 
society’s commitment and action. As the premier 
research enabling and performing institution, the 
NRF is conscious of its pivotal position in the 
transformation of the national science system 
for excellence, innovation, sustainability towards 
developmental impact.

In a world that is increasingly complex and 
interconnected, our commitment to enhancing 
research and human capacity for the NSI remains 
steadfast. This strategic plan is not just a roadmap; 
it is our collective vision for developing relevant high 
end skills for knowledge based economic and for 
empowering researchers, fostering collaboration, 
and driving impactful outcomes that serve the 
nation and beyond.

Over the next five years, we aim to harness our 
position in the NSI, and social capital embedded 
in extensive national and global partnerships 
networks to leverage our expertise, funding and 
research infrastructure to navigate challenges with 
resilience. With the support of our stakeholders, 
we will build the NRF into an organisation that not 
only meets the needs of national science system 
today but is also poised to provide thought 
leadership for its evolution in the future. 

We will employ the following strategic levers to 
ensure that our services lead to impact on scientific 
knowledge and society:

•	 Strengthen our position of thought leadership 
in the national science system for enabling the 
research enterprise to deliver knowledge and 
societal impact

•	 Funding modalities for impactful research and 
human capacity development 
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•	 Transformative resource mobilisation for 
sustainability. 

•	 Leveraging expertise from our cutting-
edge research infrastructure and team, to 
commercialise know-how.

•	 Harness digital technologies and NRF held 
research development data to position NRF as 
the go to hub for research data and analytics in 
the national science system.

On behalf of the NRF Board, I thank the Department 
of Science Technology and Innovation (DSTI) for 
its steadfast support to the NRF, the leadership 
and staff of the NRF for their dedication to the 
Mandate of the organisation and the broader 
stakeholder community for continued support.

Prof Mosa Moshabela
Chairperson of the Board 
National Research Foundation
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STATEMENT BY THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER

Dr Fulufhelo Nelwamondo 
Chief Executive Officer

As we stand at a pivotal moment in our nation’s 
journey, 30 years into our democracy, we recognise 
the pressing developmental challenges that lie 
ahead and the untapped potential of science and 
research to address these issues. In alignment 
with the 7th  Administration’s national development 
priorities and the strategic focus outlined in the 
STI White Paper and the STI Decadal Plan, the 
NRF Strategic Plan for 2025 to 2030 establishes 
a comprehensive framework aimed at building on 
our foundational capabilities for impactful research 
that contributes to a better society. 

Over the next five years, the NRF will uphold 
the strategic pillars established in our 2025 
strategy while introducing innovation as a core 
element within our legislative mandate. Our 
Strategy 2030 will be guided by four strategic 
pillars: Transformation, Innovation, Excellence, 
and Sustainability for Impact (TIES4I). These 
pillars will serve as a roadmap for designing and 
implementing initiatives that have the greatest 
potential to empower society through science 
and drive meaningful developmental outcomes. 

Put more succinctly the strategic interventions are 
framed around the TIES4I and outlined below. 

a. Transformation

i. Building on the success of the previous 
strategic plan in transforming the student grant 
demographics in terms of under-represented 
students, the 2025-2030 strategic plan focuses on 
addressing underrepresented young researchers. 

ii. The historical HEI landscape is still highly 
uneven in capacity, resources, research output, 
etc. The 2025-2030 strategic plan gives additional 
attention towards addressing this persistent 
historical wrong. Specific interventions targeting 
Historically Disadvantaged Universities will be 
established. 

iii. The NRF will drive the democratisation of 
research knowledge within the NSI through the 
embedding of digital transformation systems 
within internal and external systems. A key aim will 
be an agile NRF granting system and the provision 
of key research performance data to the NSI. 
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iv. The NRF will continue to support foundational 
and applied research; however, more emphasis will 
be placed on inter- and transdisciplinary support.

b. Impact and Innovation

i. Building on the NRF Impact Framework 
developed under the previous strategic plan, the 
NRF will further embed the framework through 
inclusion in appropriate funding instruments 
as well as developing appropriate metrics and 
measures of impact (quantitative and qualitative). 

ii. The NRF will support both foundational and 
applied research with emphasis on meeting the 
objectives of the DSTI Decadal Plan and the 7th 
Administration’s MTDP.

iii. The NRF National Facilities will drive innovation 
linked to their unique infrastructure capabilities. 
In particular, products and know-how will be 
developed in medical isotopes, astronomy 
instrumentation, big data, and AI systems. 

iv. The NRF will assist the DSTI in the development 
of Social Services and Humanities research 
infrastructure.

c. Excellence

i. The NRF will, over the next strategic period, 
deliver cutting-edge research infrastructure 
inclusive of the delivery of Meerkat Plus to the 
SKAO. Furthermore, the large infrastructure 
requirements for the next decade will be prioritised 
and planned. 

ii. The NRF will continue to support key funding 
instruments and, where appropriate, ensure they 
are aligned with the Decadal Plan and MTDP 
to ensure maximum impact with respect to 
government priorities. 

iii. The NRF rating system will be reviewed and 
updated to ensure it remains relevant in the 
modern research and innovation landscape.

d. Sustainability

 i. The NRF will diversify its income streams through 
the development of partnerships with global 
funding agencies, NGOs, and Industry. This will be 
led by the newly formed Business Advancement 
and Partnerships directorate. 

ii. Where appropriate and aligned with National 
Facility core competencies, the NRF will 
commercialise existing know-how and products 
at the National Facilities (e.g., medical isotopes).

The strategic outcomes we aim to achieve over 
the next five years are anchored on the TIES4I 
framework, the priorities of the STI Decadal Plan, 
and the Medium-Term Development Plan (MTDP) 
as they pertain to NRF functions. A significant 
enhancement from our Strategy 2025 will be the 
introduction of new strategic levers designed to 
accelerate our progress toward the NRF’s vision.

I wish to express my heartfelt appreciation to 
the NRF Board for their diligent governance 
and to the Minister of Science, Technology and 
Innovation for guiding the NRF toward a strategic 
vision that benefits society through research. I also 
acknowledge the substantial contributions of the 
NRF Executive and all employees.

Dr Fulufhelo Nelwamondo 
Chief Executive Officer
National Research Foundation



NRF - STRATEGIC PLAN 2030 v

OFFICIAL SIGN-OFF 
It is hereby certified that this Strategic Plan: 

•	 Was developed by the management of the National Research Foundation; 

•	 Takes into account all relevant policies, legislation and other mandates for which the National Research 
Foundation is responsible; and

•	 Accurately reflects the outcomes, outcome indicators and targets which the National Research 
Foundation will endeavour to achieve over the period 2026 to 2030. 

Chief Financial Officer 

Chief Executive Officer 

Chairperson of the NRF Board 

Approved by: 

Minister of Science, Technology and Innovation
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LIST OF ACRONYMS
AGSA Auditor General of South Africa

CoE NRF-DSTI Centre of Excellence

DHET Department of Higher Education 
and Training

DSTI Department of Science, 
Technology and Innovation

ERF Engaged Research Framework

ERRP Economic Reconstruction and 
Recovery Plan 

GERD Gross Expenditure on Research 
and Development 

HCD Human Capacity Development

HDIs Historically Disadvantaged 
Institutions

HEIs Higher Education Institutions

IP Intellectual Property

LRSP Leading Researcher and Scholars 
Programme

MTEF Medium-Term Expenditure 
Framework

MTSF Medium-Term Strategic 
Framework

MTDP Medium-Term Development Plan

NDP National Development Plan 

NEP National Equipment Programme

NRF National Research Foundation

NRF-
iThemba 
LABS

iThemba Laboratory for 
Accelerator-Based Sciences

NRF-SAAO South African Astronomy 
Observatory

NRF-SAASTA South African Agency for Science 
and Technology Advancement

NRF-SAEON South African Environmental 
Observation Network

NRF-SAIAB South African Institute for Aquatic 
Biodiversity

NRF-SARAO South African Radio Astronomy 
Observatory

NRIP National Research Infrastructure 
Platforms

NSI National System of Innovation

ORTARChI Oliver Reginald Tambo African 
Research Chairs Initiative

PFP Postgraduate Funding Policy

RISA Research and Innovation Support 
and Advancement

RIF Research Impact Framework

RIP Research Infrastructure Platform

RIPP Research Infrastructure 
Professional Programme

R&D Research and Development

SAIF South African Isotope Facility

SARChI South African Research Chairs 
Initiative

SARIR South African Research 
Infrastructure Road Map

SGC Societal Grant Challenge

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals

SET Science, Engineering and 
Technology

STI Science, Technology and 
Innovation 

TID Technical Indicator Description

TIES4I Transformation, Impact, Excellence 
and Sustainability for Impact

TVET Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training 

WP STI White Paper on Science 
Technology and Innovation 

WP-PSET White Paper on Post-School 
Education and Training 
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1.	 Constitutional Mandate

Not applicable

2.	 Legislative Mandates

National Research Foundation Act, 1998 
(Act 23 of 1998 as amended)

Establishes the NRF and prescribes the primary 
mandate of the NRF as “to contribute to national 
development by: 

a)	 Supporting, promoting and advancing 
research and human capacity development, 
through funding and the provision of the 
necessary research infrastructure, in order to 
facilitate the creation of knowledge, innovation 
and development in all fields of science and 
technology, including humanities, social 
sciences and indigenous knowledge.

b)	 Supporting and promoting public awareness 
of, and engagement with, science. 

d)	 Developing, supporting and maintaining 
national research facilities

c)	 Promoting the development and maintenance 
of the national science system and support of 
government priorities.” 

Astronomy Geographic Advantage Act, 
2007

Provides for the preservation and protection of 
areas in South Africa uniquely suited to optical 
and radio astronomy, and for intergovernmental 
cooperation and public consultation on matters 
concerning such areas.

3.	 Policy Mandates

National Development Plan: Vision 2030

The National Development Plan (NDP) is a long-
term development plan that provides a strategic 
framework for development planning across 
Government. It addresses the triple challenges of 
poverty, inequality and unemployment. 

Medium-Term Development Plan 

The Medium-Term Developmental Plan (MTDP) 
2024 to 2029 identifies three Key Strategic 
Priorities for the 7th  Administration. The MTDP time 
horizon corresponds with the period of a five-year 
electoral cycle and political administration of the 
State. The MTDP is the implementation plan for 
period of the 7th  Administration and sets the pace 
for the achievement of the National Development 
Plan (NDP) Vision 2030 targets.

White Paper on Science, Technology and 
Innovation, 2019

The White Paper on Science Technology and 
Innovation (WP STI) places STI at the centre of 
South Africa’s development agenda. It recognises 
rapid international technological advances and the 
need for South Africa to position itself to respond 
to such developments. 

White Paper for Post-School Education 
and Training, 2013

The White Paper for Post-School Education and 
Training (WP PSET) advances priorities in the post-
school education sector, including expansion of the 
variety and number of post-school opportunities 
available to youth.
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Science, Technology and Innovation 
Decadal Plan 2022 to 2032

The STI Decadal Plan serves as an implementation 
plan for the 2019 STI White Paper. The period of 
the Decadal Plan (2022-2032) largely coincides 
with the last phase of the NDP 2030. The Decadal 
Plan sets out the STI priorities and thematic 
focus areas for the next decade to support the 
achievement of the NDP outcomes.

South African Economic Reconstruction 
and Recovery Plan (2020)

Aims to stimulate equitable and inclusive economic 
growth through nine interventions, to reconstruct 
and reignite the South African economy in three 
phases. Phase 1: Engage and preserve, which 
includes a comprehensive health response to 
save lives and curb the spread of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Phase 2: Recovery and reform, which 
includes interventions to restore the economy while 
controlling health risks. Phase 3: Reconstruct and 
transform, which entails building a sustainable, 
resilient and inclusive economy.

Policies and Other Mandates

In addition to the above policies, the NRF also 
implements the following macro-STI policies of the 
Government to advance STI and human-capacity 
development: 

•	 The Strategy for Human-Capacity 
Development for Research, Innovation and 
Scholarships.

•	 The Staffing South Africa’s Universities 
Framework.

•	 The Science Engagement Strategy.

•	 The Research Outputs Policy.

•	 The South African Research Infrastructure 
Roadmap (SARIR).

•	 National Strategy for Multiwavelength 
Astronomy.

•	 South African Marine and Antarctic Research 
Strategy.

•	 Strategic Policy Framework on Disability for the 
Post-School Education and Training (PSET) 
System.

4.	 Institutional policies and 
strategies governing the 
five-year planning period

The NRF uses its strategic plan, policies and 
frameworks to perform its legislative mandate. 
The policies and frameworks articulate the 
organisation’s position in relation to national 
priorities and plans and ensure that the organisation 
implement programmes that respond to the needs 
of its stakeholders. The current three strategy 
critical policy and frameworks are outlined below.

DSTI-NRF Postgraduate Funding Policy.

The funding for postgraduate studies is governed 
through the DSTI-NRF Postgraduate Funding 
Policy (PFP). The Policy aims to improve access, 
throughput and success across the system, by 
providing funding that addresses needs and 
inequalities among beneficiaries while advancing 
excellence. The implementation of the Policy 
commenced in the last three years. 

NRF Research Impact Framework

In this Framework the NRF advances research 
impact, which positions the NRF as decisive 
and intentional about its support for research 
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and research approaches that have the potential 
for knowledge and societal impact. It adopts an 
approach that considers ex-ante assessment 
of impacts in research proposals and ex-post 
assessment of completed research projects and 
portfolios against the knowledge and societal 
impact criteria. 

NRF Engaged Research Framework

This Framework advances approaches that 
engage communities and society in, and with 
the research across its full cycle, provide for 
multiple ways of interactions of research and 
stakeholders and aim to improve democratisation 
of science through inclusive research process. 
This framework is considered to be a critical 
enabler for the effective implementation of the 
NRF Framework to Advance the Societal and 
Knowledge Impact of Research. 

5.	 Relevant court rulings

None.



Part B: Our 
strategic focus
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1.	 Vision

“Research for a better society.”

An overarching NRF’s strategic intent is to have 
research, knowledge and innovation contribute 
optimally to inclusive and sustainable national 
development. It is about a knowledge and 
research enterprise whose products and effects 
bring about the advancement of the frontiers of 
knowledge and innovation to improve the quality 
of life for the people of our country, improve the 
competitiveness of strategic sectors and industries 
of our economy, provide for better protection and 
preservation of our national natural heritage, and 
lead to elevation of the technological base of our 
country. All of these in order to bring about a better 
society through research. 

2.	 Mission

As per its statutory mandate, the NRF’s raison 
d’ȇtre is: 

“To enable and facilitate the 
contribution of scientific research and 
knowledge to national development.”

3.	 Values

The NRF’s shared values reflect the organisation’s 
core ethics and principles. They are lived values 
that inspire employees and articulate the NRF’s 
aspirations regarding workplace behaviour and 
institutional culture. The NRF’s values support 
its long-term strategic direction and the strategic 
pillars for enhancing the impact of the knowledge 
enterprise being, transformation, innovation, 
excellence and sustainability.

People-centred

People are our greatest asset and are thus 
treasured and nurtured. We invest in current 
and future researchers in order to create a 
transformed, innovative, excellent and sustainable 
research enterprise with impact. We invest in 
our employees in order to create a transformed, 
empowering, inclusive and diverse working 
environment, and to advance health and wellness 
in the work environment. NRF is committed to 
a transformation agenda, that not only aims to 
transform the demographics of the workforce of 
the national science system, but also to reorientate 
the research enterprise to be responsive, relevant 
to community and national developmental 
priorities.

Ethics and integrity

Integrity forms the basis of our business principles. 
As an organisation and individually we act with 
honesty and probity. We are consistent, fair and 
transparent in our actions and decisions.

Accountability

We are accountable for the way in which we 
utilise public resources in pursuit of national 
development. We make commitments and are 
prepared to be judged against them. We are 
responsible for our actions. 

Passion for excellence

We recognise our obligation to society and to 
the research enterprise to deliver the highest 
standards in all areas of our mandate and to seek 
out and support excellence.
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World-class service 

We are concerned about our stakeholders, their 
needs and their perceptions. We aspire to and 
are committed to provide exceptional service at 
all levels.

Respect

We recognise the inherent worth of every human 
being, embrace our diversity, and treat everybody 
we encounter with dignity and respect. We respect 
the environment and all living creatures in our care 
and promote sustainable development.

4.	 Situational analysis

4.1	 External Environment 
Analysis

Strategic realignment

The rising influence of rapidly developing countries 
such as China and India are injecting dynamism 
into global research collaborations, fostering 
new opportunities for partnerships aimed at 
sustainable development. This shift facilitates 
enhanced knowledge creation and the potential 
for impactful, large-scale initiatives. However, it 
also introduces challenges rooted in persistent 
geopolitical tensions, which may lead to a 
decline in public funding, reduced international 
collaboration, slower adoption of open science 
practices, heightened risks to research integrity, 
lagging technological advancements, increased 
demands for tangible development outcomes from 
research, and the necessity for greater resilience 
in addressing emergencies like pandemics and 
climate-induced disasters.

Despite these challenges, there is a significant 
opportunity to bolster relationships and 
collaborations among developing nations through 
strategic alliances such as BRICS and the African 
Union (AU). These partnerships can help mitigate 
barriers to entry and improve access to capital-
intensive, cutting-edge scientific infrastructure and 
talent, which are often dominated by developed 
nations. However, the dominance of developed 
countries in these areas may still pose limitations 
for emerging research ecosystems.

Furthermore, the establishment of a government of 
national unity in South Africa introduces both risks 
and opportunities. While power-sharing among 
diverse stakeholders can lead to policy instability 
and potentially undermine public confidence 
in state institutions, it may also drive a greater 
demand for accountability and transparency, 
thereby fostering economic recovery and 
strengthening institutional resilience.

To navigate this complex external environment, 
South Africa’s National System of Innovation (NSI) 
should prioritise scientific diplomacy. By leveraging 
its global and regional networks, the NSI can 
secure funding, gain access to international 
research infrastructures, and foster collaborative 
initiatives. This strategic approach not only 
enhances South Africa’s research capabilities 
but also contributes to building a more equitable 
global research landscape.

Economic outlook

South Africa’s economy faces persistent systemic 
challenges, including load shedding, logistical 
inefficiencies, and global supply chain disruptions. 
These issues significantly hinder productivity, 
innovation, and the research landscape. Yet, 
despite these hurdles, there remains potential 
for growth and transformation - though realising 
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this potential will require deliberate and strategic 
interventions, particularly in the realm of research 
funding.

The constraints on public funding for research 
are expected to persist during the Medium-Term 
Development Framework (MTDF) period, tied 
closely to the broader economic environment. 
Nevertheless, opportunities exist to rethink and 
revitalise funding models. According to the 2023 
STI Indicators Report, South Africa continues to 
underperform in research investment, with current 
spending at 0.61% of GDP - far below the National 
Development Plan (NDP) target of 1.5%. While 
this decline is concerning, it presents a strategic 
opportunity to foster greater collaboration, 
particularly with the private sector. 

Strengthening public-private partnerships could 
unlock new sources of funding, provided that 
research initiatives are aligned with industry needs 
and deliver tangible economic and social benefits. 
However, significant obstacles remain. Private 
sector engagement in research has traditionally 
been limited, driven by risk aversion and 
misalignment between academic research and 
industry requirements. Overcoming these barriers 
will require concerted effort, including policy 
shifts and incentives to encourage investment in 
science, technology, and innovation (STI).

Currency volatility further complicates the 
economic landscape. The NRF is vulnerable to 
financial risks due to its reliance on importing 
advanced technologies and materials, while 
it seeks to expand its exports of services and 
isotopes. Managing these risks in a fluctuating 
global economy will demand innovative financial 
planning and resource mobilisation. Additionally, 
the ongoing challenges of water and energy supply, 
coupled with budget cuts, put further strain on 

research infrastructure. To ensure resilience, the 
NRF must adopt innovative solutions to improve 
service delivery, eliminate maintenance backlogs, 
and secure sustainable funding.

Social dynamics

Rising social consciousness and the demand for 
inclusivity are reshaping how societal challenges are 
addressed, moving away from expert-dominated 
approaches toward more open, participatory, and 
interdisciplinary models. This shift is particularly 
important for the research enterprise, which 
must actively engage diverse perspectives and 
worldviews. Ensuring that the research workforce 
reflects the demographics of the society it serves 
is not just an aspiration but an urgent necessity. A 
more representative workforce is better positioned 
to address the pressing challenges faced by the 
country.

South Africa’s young population presents a 
significant opportunity for developing the skills 
needed for future industries. However, capitalising 
on this demographic advantage requires 
a transformation of education and training 
systems, particularly in science, engineering, and 
technology (SET). The research enterprise must 
adapt its methods and approaches to remain 
relevant to a rapidly changing society. In doing 
so, it must consider both the researchers and the 
intended beneficiaries of research outcomes in its 
decisions regarding investments and interventions 
in research and human capacity development.

However, there are significant barriers to achieving 
this transformation. The perception that SET 
subjects are difficult continues to discourage many 
students, particularly from underrepresented 
groups, from pursuing careers in these fields. This 
challenge is exacerbated by foundational issues in 
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the education system, especially in disadvantaged 
communities. The NRF’s science engagement 
initiatives aim to address this by making science 
more accessible, engaging, and relevant to 
everyday life. However, for these efforts to be truly 
effective, they must be scaled up and integrated 
with broader education reforms.

The inequality within South Africa’s higher 
education system remains stark. Historically black 
universities (HBUs) continue to be under-resourced 
and underperform compared to their historically 
advantaged counterparts. This entrenched 
inequality must be addressed if the research 
enterprise is to be fully inclusive and capable of 
driving innovation. The NRF’s support for human 
and research capacity development at HBUs is a 
step in the right direction, but systemic change is 
required. In the upcoming MTDF period, the NRF 
will implement redesigned university development 
programs and funding mechanisms aimed at 
enhancing the capabilities and productivity of 
HBUs. These efforts must go beyond short-
term interventions and focus on addressing the 
structural deficiencies that have long hindered the 
potential of these institutions.

In summary: While South Africa’s economic and 
social dynamics present significant challenges, 
there are also opportunities to drive growth and 
transformation through strategic interventions in 
research and innovation. The key to success lies in 
addressing systemic issues – both in funding and 
inclusivity – while fostering strong partnerships 
between the public and private sectors. Ensuring 
that the research workforce reflects the diversity 
of the society it serves, South Africa can unlock 
new possibilities for innovation and development. 
However, achieving this will require sustained 
commitment, innovative solutions, and long-term 
vision.

Technological change

Rapid technological advancements have 
transformed business models and altered the 
industry landscape. This shift poses challenges for 
older, inflexible organisations that risk becoming 
obsolete. Conversely, it opens opportunities 
for more agile and adaptable companies to 
implement essential changes and effectively 
navigate transitions to gain a competitive edge. 
Current technology trends include:

•	 Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning 
(ML)

•	 Multi-Cloud computing provide access to 
powerful computational resources and large 
storage capacities

•	 Blockchain technology can be used to create 
secure, transparent, and decentralised 
databases 

•	 Remote work and collaboration tools

•	 Digital twins – enable simulations and 
optimisation in real-time across industries

•	 Personalisation and customer experience

•	 Augmented and Virtual Reality

•	 Sustainability – smart grids, energy efficient 
systems

The institutional framework for Science, 
Technology, and Innovation (STI) and the 
methods of service delivery need to be realigned 
and reorganised to leverage technological 
advancements, thereby boosting STI productivity 
and its impact on development. This transformation 
should encompass various aspects of the 
research ecosystem, including research funding, 
infrastructure management, resource allocation, 
educational delivery, and public involvement. To 
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ensure the long-term success of the National 
Research Foundation (NRF), it is essential to adopt 
more integrated, efficient, flexible, and customer-
focused business models.

Environmental

The escalating effects of climate and global change 
pose significant challenges to society, impacting 
both current and future economic development 
and human wellbeing. Ecosystem services are 
crucial in this context, highlighting the need for 
ongoing capability-building for both long- and 
short-term interventions to sustain these services 
amidst adverse environmental changes.

The increasing frequency and severity of extreme 
weather events are becoming evident, leading 
to loss of life, costly infrastructure damage, and 
disruptions to economic activity. To improve 
responses, a deeper understanding of both 
global and local climate and weather patterns is 
essential. In addition, slower, less visible changes 
such as intensified droughts and the degradation 
of ecosystems both in our oceans and on land 
continue to hinder development. Novel research 
is vital to detect and respond to these gradual 
changes and to mitigate the future impacts of 
climate change.

The NRF National Facilities are strategically 
positioned to address these challenges. 
Investment in the adaptation and resilience 
capabilities of these facilities is critical. 
Furthermore, this situation presents an 
opportunity for increased public funding to expand 
research support in this vital field of science. The 
NRF is already taking a leading role in advancing 
global change science through the NRF-SAEON, 
paving the way for impactful research and 
innovative solutions.

4.2	 STI Landscape

The macro-policies and strategies formulated 
by government sector departments, which 
concentrate on higher education, science 
and innovation, health, minerals and energy, 
agriculture, the environment, water, and industrial 
development, are essential for the operation and 
activities of the NRF. In particular, the Department 
of Higher Education and Training (DHET) and the 
Department of Science, Technology and Innovation 
(DSTI) have created and executed various 
strategies and policies to steer the advancement 
of our science system. These include:

•	 The Strategy for Human Capacity 
Development for Research, Innovation and 
Scholarships.

•	 The Staffing South Africa’s Universities 
Framework.

•	 The Science Engagement Strategy.

•	 The Research Outputs Policy.

•	 The South African Research Infrastructure 
Roadmap.

•	 Discipline-specific strategies and plans that 
include astronomy, Marine and Antarctic 
Research, biotechnology, Palaeosciences and 
nanotechnology.

Advancing the research agenda on 
the continent – towards a Pan-African 
Research Foundation

South Africa is a signatory to several international 
treaties, which inform the work of the NRF. The 
country, along with the NRF, has emphasised 
its role in contributing to the continent’s 
development, particularly through the African 
Union’s (AU) Agenda 2063. This agenda serves 
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as a strategic framework aimed at the socio-
economic transformation of Africa, enhancing 
and expediting the implementation of initiatives 
focused on growth and sustainable development.

On a global scale, the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) identify key priority 
areas for fostering a better and more sustainable 
future for all. These goals establish targets for 
2030 to tackle multidisciplinary global issues such 
as poverty, inequality, hunger, health, education, 
gender equality, environmental challenges, 
innovation, and economic growth. These issues 
are recognised as critical areas for research and 
innovation investment, aligned with and guided by 
the strategic priorities of individual countries.

At the continental level, developmental goals are 
set in the African Union’s Agenda 2063 and while 
the continental science, technology and innovation 
priorities are set in the Science, Technology and 
Innovation Strategy for Africa, 2024 (STISA-2024). 
The NRF is part of a network of research 
advancement bodies that promote collaboration 
and partnerships to enhance the capacity of the 
continent’s research institutions and support 
research programmes that advance Africa’s 
development. Select prominent partnerships 
and networks include Science Granting Councils 
Initiative in Sub-Saharan Africa (SGCI), Future 
Earth Global Secretariat Hub, African Open 
Science Platform (AOSP), OR Tambo SARChI 
Chairs, and the AJ CORE programme. Through 
the SGCI, more than USD 50 million has been 
unlocked during the last 6 years.

While the NRF will continue to place emphasis 
on developing a more strategic approach to the 
NRF and SA’s engagement in strategic alliances 
and global platforms to benefit SA, the next five 
years will also have a stronger focus on  the 
broader continent. Whereas there are a number 

of partnerships on the continent that continue to 
advance research, the need for a consolidated 
structure/organisation to drive the research 
agenda for the continent remains. In this regard, 
the NRF will focus on several initiatives including 
a) initiating engagement with the African Union in 
collaboration with the DSTI; b) better leveraging 
SA’s BRICS membership and G20 Presidency 
to benefit the SA and continental STI agenda; c) 
gaining more prominent engagement and influence 
in UN forums; d) driving new impact oriented 
skills development programmes such as the  
Presidential PhD Programme and e) continued 
leadership of strategic continental initiatives such 
as SGCIs and AOSP. A concept note towards 
the establishment of a Pan-African Research 
Foundation will be developed. Such a concept 
note will also consider the funding modality for the 
proposed structure.

National Development Plan: Vision 2030

The National Development Plan (NDP) is a 
long-term development plan of government. It 
provides a strategic framework for development 
planning across government. It addresses 
the triple challenges of poverty, inequality and 
unemployment blueprint of South Africa’s socio-
economic development. Among other enablers, 
it places Science, Technology and Innovation 
(STI) as key to South Africa’s socio-economic 
development agenda. The NDP also outlines 
the need to improve the relationship between 
government, industry and the knowledge 
enterprise. It further sets targets to which the NRF 
can directly contribute through its programmes, 
such as:

•	 Increase the percentage of Doctoral-qualified 
staff in the higher education sector from the 
2012 baseline of 34% to over 75% by 2030.
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•	 Increase the number of students eligible to 
study towards maths and science-based 
degrees to 450 000 by 2030.

•	 Produce more than 100 Doctoral graduates per 
million per year by 2030 – implying an increase 
from the 2021 baseline of 1 420 to over 5 000 
annually.

Medium-Term Development Plan 

The Medium-Term Developmental Plan (MTDP) 
2024 to 2029 identifies three Key Strategic 
Priorities for the 7th Administration. The MTDP 
time horizon corresponds with the period of a five-
year electoral cycle and political administration of 
the State. The MTDP is the implementation plan 

for a period of the 7th Administration and sets the 
pace for the achievement of the NDP Vision 2030 
targets. 

The NRF contributes to national development 
by providing funding and grants, research 
infrastructure, collaboration and networking 
platforms as well as public engagement with and 
in science. The NRF takes policy and direction 
from the National Development Plan and Medium-
Term Development Plan in alignment with the 
Science, Technology and Innovation Priorities set 
by the DSTI through the White Paper on Science 
and Technology and the STI Decadal Plan. The 
MTDP sets three Key Strategic Priorities with 
related outcomes that are most applicable to the 
mandate of the NRF:

White Paper on Science, Technology and 
Innovation, 2019
The White Paper on Science Technology and 
Innovation (WP STI) places STI at the centre of 
South Africa’s development agenda. It recognises 
rapid international technological advances and 
the need for South Africa to position itself to 
respond to such developments. It advocates for 
the adoption of the principles of open science as 

a means of growing the STI outputs and impact. 
The White Paper acknowledges the country’s 
achievements over the past decades but notes 
the need to accelerate transformation of the 
knowledge enterprise to achieve an inclusive 
science system that is responsive and innovative. 
It prioritises the need to increase investment and 
expand the research system and to promote 
partnerships among universities, society, industry 

MTDP Key Strategic Priority Selected outcomes 

Strategic Priority 1: Inclusive 
growth and Job creation

i.	 Increased employment opportunities and innovation for growth

ii.	 Re-industrialisation, localisation and beneficiation

iii.	 Increased infrastructure investment and job creation

iv.	 Energy security and a just energy transition

v.	 Science, technology and innovation for growth

Strategic Priority 2: Reduce Poverty 
and tackle the high cost of living

i.	 Improved education outcomes and skills - expand vocational and 
technical training in schools and post-school institutions

ii.	 Skills for the economy - produce the skills that the economy needs, we 
will expand vocational and technical training in schools and post-school 
institutions and take a demand-led approach to skills development.

Strategic Priority 3: A capable, 
ethical and developmental state

i.	 Improved service delivery at local government - strengthen disaster 
management capabilities at local government to respond effectively to 
any unforeseen events.
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STI WP and Decadal Plan NRF Contribution Over the MTEF

Modernisation of sectors of the 
economy:

•	Manufacturing

•	Mining

•	Agriculture

Modernisation opportunities:

•	32 SARChI Chairs in manufacturing, mining, and agriculture-
related fields.

•	The National Facilities all have research infrastructure and 
programmes that address modernising areas of the economy 
e.g. 

•	IThemba Labs – Material research and AI applications in mining 

•	SAIAB – Aquaculture and fisheries including rural food security. 

Support through RIPs, Grants, CoEs and Science Engagement.

New sources of growth:

•	Circular Economy

•	Digital Economy

New sources of growth opportunities:

•	11 SARChI Chairs in circular and digital economies-related areas.

•	Big data storage, management and utilisation by NFs – NRF-
SARAO, NRF-SAAO and NRF-iThemba LABS.

•	Support through RIPs, Grants, CoEs and Science Engagement.

Large research and innovation 
programmes: 

•	Health

•	Energy

Large research and innovation programmes:

•	45 SARChI Chairs in health have been established.

•	More than 10 Chairs in energy and climate change-related areas

•	NRF-iThemba LABS isotopes for medical applications.

•	NRF IThemba LABS – Foundational physics and associated 
strengths should South Africa wish to maintain and possibly 
enhance its nuclear power generation.

Support through RIPs, Grants, CoEs and Science Engagement.

and Government to ensure a cohesive National 
System of Innovation (NSI).

STI Decadal Plan, 2022 - 2032

The STI Decadal Plan serves as an implementation 
plan for the 2019 STI White Paper. The period of 
the Decadal Plan (2022-2032) largely coincides 
with the last phase of the NDP 2030. The Decadal 
Plan sets out the STI priorities and thematic 
focus areas for the next decade to support the 
achievement of the NDP objectives.

The Decadal Plan is premised on advancing 
a whole-of-government/ whole-of-society 
approach to innovation in South Africa. The 
intention is to optimise synergies among STI-
intensive government departments and the rest of 

government through joint programming and co-
funding for STI priorities. The aim is to advance 
policy certainty to maximise the contributions 
of business, civil society and academia to STI 
initiatives and investments.

The Decadal Plan highlights key areas for 
investment and development to 2032, along 
with human resources for STI, transformed 
research system, and an enabling environment for 
innovation (and impact). The National facilities 
within the NRF are all directly linked to the 
objectives of the Decadal plan through the existing 
and future research infrastructure. Where required, 
dedicated programmes can be designed around 
existing infrastructure and expertise in all the 
objectives of the Decadal Plan.
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STI WP and Decadal Plan NRF Contribution Over the MTEF

Address Societal Grand Challenges 
(SGC):

•	SGC 1: Climate change and environment

•	sustainability. 

•	SGC 2: Education, Skills and the Future 
of Work.

•	SGC 3: Future of society (safe, secure 
and equitable society).

Addressing SGCs: 

•	SGC 1: 29 SARChI and one CoE have been established in this 
field, and the NRF has two national research facilities aligned to 
the SGC1, namely NRF-SAEON and NRF-SAIAB.

•	SGC 2: 21 SARChI Chairs have been established in this field. 

•	SGC 3: 43 SARChI Chairs have been established in this field.

Support through RIPs, Grants, CoEs and Science Engagement.

The NRF is reconfiguring its funding approach 
by developing new research programmes that 
support established researchers to lead multi and 
trans disciplinary research teams. The investments 
in research support will be integrated through 
thematic research support and will continue to 
support the foundational disciplines as well as 
mission-led research. This funding approach will 
enhance the NRF’s human capital development 
pipeline and will support research areas that are 
aligned to the STI Decadal plan research priority 
areas.

4.3	 Internal Environment 
Analysis

NRF Vision 2030

An overarching NRF’s strategic intent is to have 
research, knowledge and innovation contribute 
optimally to inclusive and sustainable national 
development. It is about a knowledge and research 
enterprise whose products and effects bring about 
the advancement of the frontiers of knowledge 
and innovation to improve the quality of life for the 
people of our country, improve competitiveness of 
strategic sectors and industries of our economy, 
provide for better protection and preservation of 

our national natural heritage, and lead to elevation 
of the technological base of our country. All of 
these in order to bring about a better society 
through research. 

Overview of progress on Strategic Plan 
2025

The NRF is on course to achieve at least 90% 
outcome indicator targets for the Strategic Plan 
2025, as outlined the table below. The following 
are noteworthy:

•	 Development and implementation of Research 
Impact Framework

•	 Development and implementation of Engaged 
Research Framework

•	 Commissioning of the South African Isotope 
Facility (SAIF)

•	 Completion of MeerKAT and commencement 
of the SKA-Mid project

•	 Implementation of the DSTI-NRF Postgraduate 
Funding Policy

•	 Implementation of the NRF Connect as the 
upgraded NRF grant management system

•	 Establishment of business advancement, 
digital transformation and business partnership 
operating model
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Outcome Outcome Indicator Five-Year Target YTD Performance 2024/25

A transformed 

(Internationally 
competitive and 
sustainable) 
research Workforce

Profile of NRF-funded 
postgraduate students who 
have completed their studies

Black – 80% Black – 86%

Women – 55% Women – 61%

Profile of NRF-funded 
researchers producing 
research outputs.

Black – 48% Black – 53%

Women – 42% Women – 45%

Enhanced impact 
of the research 
enterprise.

Entrenchment of knowledge 
and societal impacts in 
excellent research supported 
by the NRF.

Portfolio of excellent 
research supported by the 
NRF is justified with sound 
ex-ante and ex-post 
knowledge and societal 
impact.

Research Impact Framework 
approved in 2022/23.

Implementation approach 
approved and execution 
commenced.

Inclusive support of all 
domains of science.

Research support 
portfolio informed by 
a deliberate Research 
Agenda.

A report illustrating 
supported domains of 
science will be produced 
after March 2025

Evidence-based decision 
making to enhance the 
impact of the research 
enterprise.

Improved organisational 
and NSI analytics and the 
use thereof in strategic 
decision making

Research Development 
Information Platform (RDIP) 
design completed 

Enhanced impact 
of science 
engagement (SE)

Engaged science entrenched 
in the research enterprise.

Mainstreaming of SE in 
the research Enterprise.

Engaged Research 
Framework approved. 

A transformed 
organisation that 
lives its culture and 
Values

Representation of designated 
groups in leadership, 
management, supervisory 
(P1-7) occupational levels.

Women – 38% NRF is currently driving 
interventions to promote 
and develop organisational 
culture as well as to address 
the few shortcomings 
identified from the culture 
survey conducted in 2021.

Black – 55% 
(Towards mirroring the 
Employment Equity Plan 
targets)

Inclusive, enabling and 
learning organisation.

Improvement on baseline 
survey’s results

A co-created culture 
enhancing high performance 
and service excellence. 

Improvement on baseline 
survey’s results

NRF Institutional Review

The latest NRF Institutions review was completed 
in 2022, and the following key issues were 
identified as critical:

•	 NRF Research Impact Framework (RIF)

•	 Resource Allocation Model

•	 Transfer some of the contract funding to the 
NRF baseline.

•	 Establishment of new national institutes

The Framework was wholly supported and the 
principles for the resource allocation model were 
supported. The NRF is ramping up implementation 
of the RIF as discussed in this plan. The DSTI 
continue to work with the NRF on the appropriate 
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resource allocation model. The NRF will increase its 
efforts to diversify its revenue to increase available 
resources to advance the coverage of its support. 
The actions by DSTI and NRF on the transferring 
of some of the contract funding to the NRF 
baseline funding, are ongoing. The NRF intends to 
enhance institutional synergies and collaborations 
through the establishment of National Institutes 
through ways that include consolidation of 
existing programmes and national facilities. In this 
regard the NRF is directed to follow an approved 
Framework Document that guide establishments 
of national institutes.

Overall, the review was positive and affirms the 
NRF as well-governed and active national STI 
policy implementation agency. 

Institutional Policies

DSTI-NRF Postgraduate Funding Policy 
(PFP)

The funding for postgraduate studies is governed 
through the DSTI-NRF Postgraduate Funding 
Policy (PFP) which came into effect during 
the 2021 academic year. The Policy responds 
to the challenges of transformation, barriers 
to completion, financial need, disability, and 
incentivising excellence. The implementation of 
the PG Policy has resulted in a reduction in the 
number of students that can be funded due to the 
increase in the implementation of the full cost of 
study (FCS) for financial need students against a 
constant available funding. The DSTI and the NRF 
are working on resources to mobilise initiatives 
designed to increase the number of students 
benefiting from this scheme.

Growing the number of PhDs for the 
sector

Over the years, the NRF support for emerging 
researchers has grown to include funding 
programmes such as Thuthuka, Black Academic 
Advancement Programme (BAAP) and the nGAP 
Research Development Programme. These 
programmes are aimed at growing the number 
of PhDs in the sector and are open to individuals 
of all ages. Other funding programmes provide 
additional bursaries and scholarships for PhDs 
and other levels of study, namely masters and 
honours, to students who meet the funding criteria, 
including age threshold at the time of application.  

Following discussions between the NRF, DSTI, 
and the stakeholder community on age and 
fulltime study criteria of the DSTI-NRF Post 
Graduate Funding Policy, the NRF intends to 
allocate 20% of the postgraduate funding, across 
all levels of study – honours, masters, and PhD 
– to students who fall outside the age limits of 
these study levels. This would be subject to the 
Minister’s direction and ultimately, revisions to 
the policy. Thus, the NRF will introduce a “no 
age restriction” category and 20% of the funding 
would be allocated to students in this category. 
While this quota may seem low, it is important to 
highlight that the demand for NRF bursaries and 
scholarships remains significantly high even for 
students who meet the age criteria for fulltime 
study. As such, increasing the allocation beyond 
20% would require much more significant funding.

NRF Research Impact Framework (RIF)

Through this Framework the NRF advances 
research impact, which position the NRF to be 
decisive and intentional about its support for 
research and research approaches that have the 
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potential for impact. The NRF includes impact 
assessment that is both ex-ante (i.e. planning and 
proposal review before the research has begun, to 
identify potential for impact) and ex-post (i.e. case 
studies after the research has been completed), 
while concomitantly monitoring and evaluating the 
portfolio of projects in order to maximise impact. 
The NRF will advance a research-culture shift to 
encourage awareness of potential impact, and 
approaches that support impact, throughout the 
research process.

The Research Impact Framework (RIF) criteria is 
currently being piloted in the granting calls for the 
Thuthuka grants and has guided the introduction of 
the Impact Awards at the Annual NRF Awards. The 
RIF implementation will be gradual and responsive 
to needs of stakeholders, while ensuring that NRF 
remain on course to deliver on its strategy.

NRF Engaged Research Framework 
(ERF)

This framework is considered to be a critical 
enabler for the effective implementation of the 
NRF Framework to Advance the Societal and 
Knowledge Impact of Research. It is aimed at 
advancing research that: 

•	 Integrates considered approaches to engaging 
communities and society in, and with, the 
research across its full cycle, ensuring 
communities are primary stakeholders, 
active contributors, as well as beneficiaries of 
research; 

•	 Encompasses the multitude of ways 
researchers interact with stakeholders and 
communities over the various phases of 
research, from identifying research questions 
and the (co)production of knowledge, to its 
dissemination, application and impact; and 

•	 Aims to improve the democratisation of science 
through the inclusive participation of societal 
stakeholders in the research process and thus 
improving public trust in science.

The ERF provides a pathway to impact and aligns 
with the National Science Engagement Strategy. 
It provides direction for value add to the science 
engagement initiatives, by providing platforms of 
community involvement in and leadership of the 
processes of knowledge creation. 

The implementation of ERF has started with 
capacity building initiatives and introduction 
of science shops. ERF is a critical strategy 
implementation framework that will guide the NRF 
programmes and actions during the period of this 
strategic plan.

Resources and Services

The NRF receives most of its funding through 
transfers from DSTI. Overall, the national science 
system resources are stretched resulting in unmet 
demand for funding and inadequate investment 
in the maintenance of National Facilities. 
Most new funding goes into large research 
infrastructure projects with little made available 
for maintaining existing facilities. In response to 
resource constraints to mandate delivery as well 
as the oncoming digitalisation revolution, the NRF 
established to strategy critical functions: Business 
Advancement and Digital Transformation. 

Business Advancement Division will optimise 
revenue generation from NRF services, by 
repositioning services, and where appropriate, 
exploit opportunities for innovation from its 
own service and leveraging resources through 
partnerships and networks. 

Digital Transformation Division will transform 
stakeholder experience through deployment of 



NRF - STRATEGIC PLAN 203018

digital services that not only provides internal 
operational efficiency but changes the stakeholder 
interface with NRF experience and provide digital 
platforms for collaboration and data for decision 
making.

The implementation of the NRF Connect had a 
teething problem that impacted service experience 
by grantholders, students and institutions. Most 
of these challenges have been resolved, and the 
organisation has implemented corrective action 
plans to address the challenges. 

Governance

The NRF received Clean Audit Awards from the 
Auditor-General of South Africa (AGSA) in past five 
successive years. This achievement demonstrates 
a sound internal control. 

NRF Budget Programmes and 
Organisational Structure

Internally, the NRF is functionally organised 
into four budget programmes to deliver on its 
legislative mandate and contribute to MTDP Key 
Strategic Priorities for 2025 to 2029 as well as the 
STI Decadal Plan.

The NRF budget programmes are as follows:

•	 Programme 1: Administration – Its scope 
includes support services and systemic 
enterprise-wide coordination capabilities 
to achieve synergies, shared systems, and 
economies of scale as well as to provide 
strategic direction, performance, risk and 
compliance frameworks. The frugal, yet 
optimal and efficient, design of this programme 
is necessary, especially in this phase of the 
national economic cycle where resources 
are scarce, and the needs are too numerous 
for the available resources. The programme 
contributes the achievement of the planned 

outcomes in the NRF Strategic Plan, by 
delivering internal services to the service 
delivery business units of the organisation. 

•	 Programme 2: Science Engagement – The 
purpose of the programme is to develop a 
scientifically literate society that can make 
informed, evidence-based decisions, engage 
critically with science, and effectively address 
societal challenges. Its main activities are 
coordination of national science engagement 
initiatives and transforming the relationship 
between science and society through leveraging 
resources from both public and private 
sectors to design and implement high-impact 
interventions that fosters public awareness, 
understanding, and engagement with science 
knowledge and scientific research. NRF-
SAASTA is the lead Business Unit for delivery of 
science engagement services of the NRF and 
national coordination of science engagement 
across the NSI. Science engagement services 
of the NRF are delivered through National 
Facilities, Research Advancement and NRF-
SAASTA Business Units, individually and 
collaboratively. 

•	 Programme 3: Research and Innovation 
Support and Advancement (RISA) – The 
purpose of programme is to support, promote, 
and advance research and human capacity 
development, through funding and research 
infrastructure provision, to facilitate the creation 
of knowledge, innovation and development in 
all fields of science and technology, including 
humanities, social sciences and indigenous 
knowledge. Its main activities include the 
design and implementation of funding 
frameworks, funding instruments, funding 
calls, grant management, promotion of 
research excellence and impact towards the 
achievement of the NRF mandate and strategic 
outcomes and vision in the NRF Five-Year 
strategy (NRF Strategy 2026-2030). Research 
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Advancement is the lead Business Unit for the 
delivery of the programme activities. 

•	 Programme 4: National Research 
Infrastructure Platforms (NRIP) – The purpose 
of programme is to provide leading-edge 
research infrastructure platforms in support 
of the production of world-class knowledge 
and innovation outputs and in the process 
facilitate human capacity development and 
science engagement. This is done to ensure 
that the national research enterprise has the 
requisite infrastructure to undertake globally 
competitive research and innovation; train 
the next generation of researchers; support 
engagement with science by and with the public; 
and promote innovation that has a positive 
social, environmental, and economic impact. 
The services of this programme are delivered 
through the National Facilities Business Units, 
namely, South African Astronomy Observatory 
(NRF-SAAO), South African Radio Astronomy 
Observatory (NRF-SARAO), South African 
Institute for Aquatic Biodiversity (NRF-SAIAB), 
South African Environmental Observatory 
Network (NRF-SAEON) and iThemba 
Laboratory for Accelerator-Based Sciences 
(NRF-iThemba LABS). 

The NRF’s operating and service delivery 
organisational units perform the full scope of 
the four programmes, thereby necessitating the 
creation of Divisional Structure to provide strategic 
direction, policy coordination and ensure effective 
execution to deliver strategic outcomes assigned 
to each programme. Some of the Divisions may 
share a name with related budget programme. 

The NRF has five Divisions which are as follows:

•	 National Research Infrastructure Platforms 
(NRIP) – This Division carries the same name 
as Programme 4 and is for delivery of services 
to stakeholders.

•	 Research, Innovation and Impact Support 
and Advancement (RIISA) – Provides 
external services that advances research and 
science literacy towards knowledge creation, 
innovation and societal impact through the 
funding and support for human and research 
capacity development, as well as public 
engagement with and in science. This Division 
consists of two service delivery Business 
Units, South African Agency for Science and 
Technology Advancement (NRF-SAASTA) and 
the Research Advancement (NRF-RA). NRF-
SAASTA leads and executes work covered by 
Programme 2 while NRF-RA similarly does for 
Programme 3.

•	 Business Advancement (BA) – Provides 
internal coordination services in of science 
diplomacy, partnerships, stakeholder 
management. It also provides a platform 
for NRF interface and connection with the 
national science system through creation 
of system wide local and global networks, 
leading and managing country membership 
and participation in global science bodies 
and groups on behalf of the national science 
system. This Division scope of work therefore 
straddle external services delivery activities and 
internal services. The external service delivery 
activities are covered in Programmes 2, 3 and 
4.

•	 Digital Transformation (DT) – Provides 
support service functions and systemic 
enterprise-wide coordination of acquisition 
and management of technologies, systems, 
governance infrastructure, and business 
intelligence required to enhance organisational 
capabilities to deliver on its mandate and 
strategic direction. The division aims to 
transform the organisation through the 
adoption of interoperable digital platforms 
and applications in achieving service delivery 
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excellence underpinned by evidence lead, 
strategic decision-making supported 
by a robust organisational performance 
management system. This Division scope 
of work therefore straddle external services 
delivery activities and internal services. The 
external service delivery activities are covered 
in Programmes 2, 3 and 4.

•	 Finance and Supply Chain (FSC) – Provides 
Finance and Supply Chain function as a 
shared service across the NRF. It aims at 
ensuring that the NRF has and maintains 
effective, efficient, and transparent systems of 
financial management and procurement with 
proper internal controls that warrant the most 
economical and transparent use of resources 
within and in compliance with various laws, 
regulations and prescripts.

•	 Corporate Services (CS) – Provides internal 
critical business enablement services in the 
areas of people management internal and 
external communication, and NRF estate 
management. It aims at creating a supportive, 
conducive and transforming organisational 
culture and people relations; positive 
reputation and goodwill of internal and external 
stakeholders; and a value adding and estate 
portfolio that supports delivery of services to 
stakeholders. 

The Divisional structure may be updated during the 
period of executing this Strategic Plan, to improve 
effectiveness of execution without changing the 
Strategic Plan.

NRF Budget Programme structure Organisational Structure – Divisions and Business Units
Internal services

Programme 1: Administration Finance and Supply Chain 
Corporate Services
Digital Transformation (DT) 
Business Advancement (BA)

External services
Programme 2: Science and engagement RIISA, Research Advancement 

NRF-SAASTA
NRIP, National Facilities

Programme 3: Research and Innovation 
Support and Advancement (RISA)

RIISA, Research Advancement
NRIP, National Facilities
Digital Transformation (DT)
Business Advancement (BA)

Programme 4: National Research 
Infrastructure Platforms (NRIP)

NRIP, National Facilities
Digital Transformation (DT)
Business Advancement (BA)
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Variable Strength Weaknesses

Systems

•	Excellent national and international 
reputation 

•	Good cohort of experts

•	Community cohort

•	Established grant management system

•	Cutting-edge Research Infrastructure

•	Clean audit and compliance with good 
governance

•	Supportive DSTI

•	Strong relationships with university and 
other research institutions

•	Too many instruments, need for 
rationalisation

•	Too reliant on government resources

•	Silo approach (systems/processes)

•	Limited product development experience

•	Policy misalignment

•	Data not easily accessible

•	Limited capacity to measure impact beyond 
knowledge

•	Lack of business model (e.g. marketing and 
developing products markets)

•	Systems are still mostly manual and less 
efficient in service delivery

People

•	Well-qualified and diverse staff members 

•	Employees embodying the company’s 
values 

•	Ability and willingness to continually self-
introspect 

•	Continually striving to align with the National 
and Global Strategy protocols 

•	Transformed internal workforce 

•	Employee wellness programme

•	Willingness to collaborate

•	Inflexible recruitment processes (Policies are 
too rigid)

•	Non-responsive Remuneration Framework 

•	Communication (common understanding of 
where the company is)

•	Turnaround times for filling vacancies for 
critical and scarce skills

•	Highly skilled staff exodus 

4.4	 Summary of SWOT Analysis

The Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities 
and Threats (SWOT) integrated with internal 
and external environments situational analysis 
provides guidance on the strategic pillars, drivers 
and initiatives of the NRF for the next five years. 
Following on the situational analysis and the 
strategic direction for NRF Strategy 2030, the 
following drivers are considered to be critical to the 
pace of strategy implementation and achievement 
of the strategic outcomes:

•	 Resources that match growth in demand of 
services and associated inflationary pressures.

•	 Knowledge and societal impact of research is 
critical for the relevance and sustainability of 
the NRF and the national science system.

•	 Strategic partnerships with multiplier effect on 
resources, scale and scope of NRF Mandate.

•	 Investment in digital transformation towards a 
future fit organisation.

•	 Competitive employee value proposition to 
advance retention and high performance.

•	 Ability to maintain a fleet of National Facilities 
Research Infrastructure Platforms (RIPs), to 
remain globally competitive.



NRF - STRATEGIC PLAN 203022

Variable Strength Weaknesses

Organisational 
Structure

•	New organisational structure recent 
revisions and implementation

•	New structure allows for uniformity, 
transparency

•	Service Delivery Model implemented in 
certain areas – move in right direction

•	Strong Governance structures

•	The combination of Governance, Risk, 
Compliance, Ethics and Legal – good 
decision

•	One NRF-concept is a strength as it speaks 
to critical mass and integration

•	Creation of Digital Transformation and 
Business Advancement divisions to drive 
resource mobilisation through partnerships, 
and create digital platforms for facilitate 
collaborative research and capacity 
development

•	In general, happy with new/current structure 
– still new and to be proved effective.

•	Service Delivery Model not fully operational 
– for example service level agreements and 
regular engagements in some divisions – to 
be optimised

•	Change Management and communication 
must be improved

•	NRIP Corporate structure too flat 

•	Integration of cross-cutting functions and 
service delivery between NFs

•	Highly dispersed model (number of sites) – 
necessary but complex factor

•	Delayed implementation of new structure

•	Positioning of SAASTA to be tested

Resources

•	Finances well managed (clean audit)

•	Scalable systems in place to manage 
finances 

•	Capacitation of finance (recent realignment 
exercise setting up the structure)

•	Infrastructure intensive organisation (high 
asset value)

•	Growth in investment into infrastructure 
(asset sustainability ratio > 1)

•	Infrastructure maintenance – The National 
facilities have significant maintenance 
challenges within the existing budgets. If 
not addressed over the next 5yr period, the 
National Facilities will have certain functions 
reduced or stopped.

•	Turnaround time for spending money too 
long

•	Incremental budgeting 

•	(Dealing with external factor: below 
inflationary increases)

•	Lack of room for new initiatives in core 
budget

Technology

•	Cutting edge technologies that impact most 
industries in the economy

•	Robust Systems and databases

•	Effective ERP System Architecture

•	Cyber Security Framework

•	Lack of standardisation

•	Sub-Optimal Performance of Systems

•	Delayed Adoption of Technologies

•	Cost of acquiring Expertise

•	NRF Connect Teething Challenges

•	Challenges to servicing different Domains
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Variable Strength Weaknesses

Opportunities Threats

Political

•	Increased role of science as a leverage to 
achieving developmental goals 

•	Large scope of adoption of technology to 
improve services

•	Increased opportunity to respond to policies 
through science diplomacy. Increased 
funding through positioning for impact.

•	Increase positioning for SA as an honest 
broker

•	Showcase value of role of science in policy 
challenges

•	Increased positioning of NRF as partner of 
choice resulting in increased resourcing and 
impact programmes

•	Geo-politics, for example the decision by 
the United States (US) to cut research 
funding to other countries in 2024/25.

•	Tighter control on the research enterprise 
by the state

•	Erosion of the epistemological basis of 
science

•	Funding for science is overtaken by shorter 
social-economic priorities

Economic

•	Where appropriate ensure that foundational 
research undertaken at National Facilities 
moves down the innovation value chain 
Satisfy market demand on product 
development

•	Revenue Diversification

•	Reduction in public funding of science

•	Decline in developmental impact of research

Social

•	Increased demand for science engagement 
with, and in science

•	Leverage of science and innovation to 
accelerate reduction of inequality

•	Adoption of open access approach publicly 
funded science

•	‘Never let a good crisis go to waste’

•	Drive the NRF Research Impact Framework

Social responsiveness of interventions

Relevance of the offerings to stakeholders of 
different needs
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Variable Strength Weaknesses

Technology

•	Ensure National Facilities drive foundational 
research and where appropriate develop 
technologies and products that can be 
commercialised. 

•	Thought Leadership (e.g. Modelling, 
Predictive Analytics, Research Support and 
Advancement)

•	Digital platforms that facilitate collaboration 
with and across disciplines locally and 
globally

•	Efficient and effective business processes

•	Lower the cost of production of and access 
to scientific knowledge – Open Science

•	Research enterprise of the future, with 
diminishing human direction and labour

•	Increased participation of society in the 
research

•	Data privacy and security 

•	Ethical dilemmas from unregulated new 
digital technologies

•	Cybersecurity concerns

•	Exclusionary high cost of adoption

•	Technology change fatigue and resistance

•	The present and future fitness dichotomy 

•	Transition challenges from legacy systems, 
overcoming inertia of research institutions 

•	Automation

Legal

•	Accommodative NRF legislative mandate

•	NRF National Science System and 
Government priorities legislated promotion 
and support roles

•	National convener roles within the NSI

•	Lobbying and engagement with draft 
legislation to promote and protect the NRF’s 
mandate vis-à-vis Innovation

•	Legislation that stifles value creation

•	Cost of noncompliance Complex internal 
rules in pursuit of compliance

Environmental

•	NRF national footprint (internal and funded)

•	Climate change mitigation and adaptation 
research needs (renewable sources)

•	Scientific research to develop solutions with 
impact (human settlements)

•	Research that leads to innovation (better 
houses, production methods – working with 
other NFs)

•	Human Capital Development

•	Monitoring and prediction (research) – 
EW4ALL

•	Climate Change Bill

•	Surrounding oceans and resources that are 
untapped 

•	Loss and Damage (COP resolutions) 

•	National Framework for Climate Services

•	Staff health risks related to air pollution. 
vector-borne diseases and heat

•	Increased operational costs for adaptation 
and mitigation

•	Disruption to operations including field work

•	Damage to infrastructure due to extreme 
weather events
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4.5	 NRF Strategic Pillars 

Based on a national and international situational 
analysis, the NRF has identified five critical success 
factors of the knowledge enterprise for this 
Strategic Plan that will inform the organisation’s 
decisions and priorities over the next five years. 
(i) Transformation of the knowledge enterprise; (ii) 
Enhancing Innovation within the NSI, (iii) Striving 
for excellence and international competitiveness; 
(iv) Sustainability, both knowledge enterprise and 
of the environment, and (v) Accelerating Impact 
of the knowledge enterprise on society, the 
economy, the environment and within the research 
enterprise. The five Pillars are abbreviated TIES4I.

These success factors are inseparable and 
interdependent and serve strategic pillars and as 
a lens to inform the organisation’s decisions and 
priorities over the next five years. Together they 
form a coherent structure for the NRF Strategy 
2030, envisaging a mutually beneficial relationship 
between the knowledge enterprise and society. 
Each of these are discussed below.

Transformation

Transformation is essentially about fundamental 
change in form, nature or function. It is about 
structural or internal change that modifies the 
nature of a system or being. In the modern South 
African context, transformation is understood 
to be a process of transition from the legacies 
of the apartheid past, with its ideologies and 
discriminatory practices, into a new democratic 
era with new or modified practices, institutions, 
values and beliefs that have societal legitimacy.

Innovation

Investing in funding and infrastructure to support 
high-end skills development and research is crucial 
for fostering innovation. By creating a robust 
ecosystem that nurtures talent and encourages 
cutting-edge research, we can equip individuals 
with the necessary skills to drive technological 
advancements and creative solutions. This 
commitment to developing a competitive 
workforce not only enhances the capacity for 
innovative thinking but also stimulates collaboration 
between academia, industry, and government. 
Ultimately, such strategic investments pave the 
way for breakthrough discoveries and products, 
positioning the nation as a leader in innovation 
and ensuring sustainable economic growth. 

The NRF will achieve its innovation objectives by 
executing the functions outlined in its legislative 
mandate. This will, where appropriate, include 
the development of novel technological expertise, 
products and intellectual property (IP) generated 
from its research infrastructure platforms and 
associated foundational research.

Excellence 

Excellence is generally understood as a 
comparative judgement of an endeavour, rather 
than a substantive one. To be excellent means 
‘to excel’, in other words to be judged better 
than others in terms of predefined criteria. In 
general, excellence can be ascribed to a person, 
an organisation, a product, or the performance of 
an activity. In the global knowledge and science 
system, the judgement of excellence is often 
done in terms of either a comparative evaluation 
or rating against benchmarks, process norms, 
criteria and goals, or a sector-wide ranking. 
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Excellence of the research enterprise includes the 
following:

•	 Knowledge production – produces and 
disseminates knowledge

•	 Quality of the knowledge outputs – high 
standards of research

•	 Skilled workforce – fosters and develop high 
skilled workforce

•	 Ethics and integrity – adhering to ethical 
standards

•	 Impact and relevance – address real-world 
challenge and contributes to societal needs

Sustainability

To ensure a sustainable knowledge enterprise, 
growth must be balanced with available 
operational and financial resources. For instance, 
growth in postgraduate enrolment must be 
balanced with undergraduate enrolment and must 
take cognisance of available supervisory capacity, 
and institutional capacity and infrastructure. 
Similarly, growth in the researcher cohort must be 
commensurate with expectations of the country 
to become a knowledge-led economy.

The NRF is positioned through its legislative 
mandate to promote and support the development 
of the national science system and support 
government priorities. In this role the NRF provides 
funding programmes, research infrastructure 
platforms and collaboration platforms that bridges 
institutional gaps, develop research and human 
capacity of institutions and facilitates networks 
and partnerships that multiply resources and 
expertise. The NRF therefore, play a critical role in 
the continued competitiveness and sustainability 
of the science system enabling it to better 
contribute to national and global development. 

Impact

The societal impact of research is multi- 
dimensional and affects various aspects of life 
and wellbeing of communities. According to The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), ‘impact can be positive 
and negative, primary and secondary, short-term 
and long-term effects produced by a development 
intervention, directly or indirectly, intended or 
unintended’.

The national science system and its institutions 
are intentional interventions established to 
contribute to national development. The NRF 
takes a developmental approach in its design 
and implementation of its programmes and 
instruments, ensuring that it invests in areas 
with latent developmental potential. The societal 
impact of research includes:

•	 Economic Impact

•	 Social Impact

•	 Environmental impact, and

•	 Cultural Impact

Some of the areas of impact are:

•	 Education and knowledge

•	 Evidence based policy making

•	 Social change and transformation

•	 Environmental sustainability

•	 Technological advancement

During the next five years the NRF continues to 
be guided by its Vision 2030 and its Framework 
to advance knowledge and societal Impact to 
deliver on its Mandate for contributing to national 
development and achievement of its Strategic 
Plan 2030 impact statement. NRF Vision 2030 
identifies the following key areas of results and 
components of value-creation framework: 
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People: Highlights the NRF’s ambition to 
introduce deliberate interventions to ensure 
an excellent, transformed, and sustainable 
South African cohort of researchers and 
technical expertise. In this regard, the DSTI-
NRF Postgraduate Funding Policy, which has 
equity, excellence, and sustainability at its core, 
was implemented in 2020, with the first cohort 
funded in 2021. The NRF is in the process of 
conceptualising a new Research Infrastructure 
Professional Programme (RIPP). This programme 
will support the development of a cohort of 
scientists and operators whose specialised 
knowledge and competencies are required by the 
national knowledge enterprise to ensure optimal 
research capability and maximum utilisation of 
research infrastructures. The NRF has completed 
the development of the Leading Researcher and 
Scholars Programme (LRSP), which focuses on 
the acceleration of career progression and increase 
in the number and diversity of South African 
Black and/or women researchers among leading 
international researchers and scholars in the NSI. 
The programme requires a total investment of 
R2 billion to fund 120 grantholders for five years.

The research enterprise: Cutting edge research 
Infrastructure is core to the modern research 
and innovation ecosystem and the South 
African Government has invested deeply in 
research infrastructure. The National Equipment 
Programme managed by NRF addresses lab 
scale infrastructure. Medium sized infrastructure 
is managed through the DSTI in the form of 
thirteen selected infrastructures that form part of 
the DSTI South African Research Infrastructure 
Roadmap (SARIR). The NRF hosts three of 
these infrastructure platforms (SAPRI, EFTEON, 
SMCRI) and is a core member of an additional 
four (BBSA, BIOGRIP, Diplomics and NSCF). At 
the National and International level, the NRF has 
five1 National Facilities in three clusters: subatomic 

1	  SAEON functions similarly to a National Facility but is yet to 
be proclaimed as one)

research, astronomy and the environment and 
biodiversity. The NRF is well positioned in terms 
of research infrastructure to drive the aims of the 
decadal Plan. At the Global level NRF hosts SALT 
and is part of the SKAO and in terms of access 
provides South African researchers to global scale 
infrastructure such as CERN. Over the period of 
the 2030 strategic plan the NRF will be looking 
to ensure optimal alignment between the SARIR 
programme and the National Facilities to ensure 
optimal service to the NSI. Furthermore, the NRF 
will be motivating where appropriate that in the 
formation of National Institutes that key National 
Infrastructure is integrated as needed.

During the period 2025 – 2030 it is envisaged 
that DSTI infrastructure policy measures will be 
unpacked through a co-creation effort between 
the DSTI and the NRF. This will entail:

•	 Developing suitable funding mechanisms for 
large research infrastructure. 

•	 Cementing the role of National Facilities and 
large research Infrastructure in innovation. 

•	 Establishing the key infrastructure requirements 
of the main DSTI research plans e.g. Multi-
Wave-Length Astronomy Strategy. 

•	 Finalising the outstanding South African 
Research Infrastructure Roadmap (SARIR) 
projects. 

•	 Planning and establishing Social Science and 
Humanities Infrastructure for the NSI along with 
key partners such as the HSRC. 

•	 Establishing High level Infrastructure 
governance structures that look at the optimal 
integration of infrastructure within the NSI. 

•	 Reviewing future large research infrastructure 
investments (post 2030). Planning for these will 
need to take place before 2030 for possible 
implementation 2030-2040. 
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•	 Integration between infrastructure of different 
scales and other instruments such as Institutes 
and COEs 

•	 Reviewing types of global research 
infrastructure access programmes and the way 
in which access is managed and funded. 

Focuses on the strategic positioning of the NRF 
in the research enterprise institutional landscape 
to steer and nudge the NSI towards responding 
to societal challenges and the need for systemic 
transformation. Transformation achievements 
overlap with those discussed under People 
above. 

Research infrastructure: Focuses on the need for 
research infrastructure platforms to be established 
in all domains of science, a differentiated approach 
to research infrastructure provision and a 
national lens approach for research infrastructure 
provision. Attention is given to developing research 
infrastructure platforms within the humanities, arts 
and social sciences.

The relationship between science and society: 
Envisions a society in which knowledge is created, 
used, challenged, valued and shared by all in the 
interest of addressing the needs and demands of 
communities. 

The organisation we want to be: Describes 
a transformed, coherent learning organisation 
that strives for excellence through its lived 
organisational culture. 

Resourcing: Highlights the need for sustainable, 
predictable and dependable resourcing. 
The constrained fiscus adversely affects the 
implementation of the full extent of NRF Vision 
2030.



Part C: Measuring 
Our Performance
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5.	 Institutional 
Performance Information

5.1	 Impact Statement

Impact statement
Empowered society 

through science

The NRF is primarily an enabler of the national 
science system by strategically allocating public 
funds for HCD, access to necessary research 
infrastructure and expertise, opportunities for, 
mobility, development and management of large 
research infrastructure for local and global research 
communities, advance public engagement with 
and in science. In addition, the NRF may and does 
perform research through its national facilities. NRF 
designs and delivers its services across a wide 
range of fields of science and economic sectors 
and a diverse beneficiary groups and institutions. 

Through its services, the organisation empowers 
society by enabling individuals to:

•	 Develop a better understanding of their role in 
the world and their potential to influence it.

•	 Acquire knowledge and skills that can be 
utilised to create products and services aimed 
at enhancing well-being and driving economic 
prosperity.

•	 Access and engage in collaborative networks 
that pool resources and expertise, fostering 
synergies to address complex and high-impact 
challenges.

•	 Contribute to the creation and application of 
knowledge.

The NRF recognises the importance and 
complementary roles of all scientific disciplines 
towards the realisation of its impact statement and 
legislative mandate. While the natural sciences 
focus on the physical world, the social sciences 
studies human behaviour and societal structures. 
During the period of this strategic plan, the NRF 
will advance interdisciplinary approaches in its 
support for research and capacity development, 
by promoting complementary collaborations 
between social sciences, indigenous knowledge 
systems and STEM fields in tackling complex 
societal challenges. 

5.2	 Measuring Our Outcomes

The NRF TIES4I strategic pillars provide strategic 
anchors for the achievement of the NRF Vision 
2030, impact statement, and the outcomes. 
The outcomes for the next five years were set to 
align with the three MTDP key strategic priorities 
and guided by the STI Decadal Plan. The NRF 
Framework to Advance Knowledge and Societal 
Impact and its supporting Framework for Engaged 
Research are critical for directing execution of 
the strategic plan by promoting interdisciplinary 
collaborations and focusing the NRF functions on 
achievement of impact.
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Table 1: Outcomes and outcome indicators over the five-year period

Outcomes Outcome Indicators Baseline Five-year target (at 
2029/30)

MTDP Strategic Priority 1: Inclusive growth and job creation

Established competitive 
research workforce that 
contributes to inclusive 
economic growth

Percentage of qualified 
NRF-funded Postgraduate 
students that have 
progressed into Emerging 
Researchers programmes

New 20

Percentage of NRF-funded 
postgraduate students 
exiting with qualifications

77 85 

Research that is strategically 
aligned to economic growth 
priorities 

Percentage of knowledge 
outputs from NRF funded 
research that aligned to 
areas linked to priority 
economic sectors of the 
Decadal Plan

New 60 

IP and Technology knowhow 
portfolio generated from NFs 
research and infrastructure.

New 
Comprehensive IP and 
Technology knowhow 
portfolio

MTDP Strategic Priority 2: Reduce Poverty and tackle the high cost of living

Responsiveness of funded 
research to societal 
challenges

Percentage of research 
outputs of NRF funded 
research linked to the 
Societal Grand Challenges 
(SGC)

52 55 

Percentage of research 
outputs from NRF- funded 
collaborative research 
addressing SGC and 
Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) 

52 55

Number of engaged/
participatory research 
projects focusing on solving 
local societal challenges.

4 12

MTDP Strategic Priority 3: A capable, ethical and developmental state

Responsive, relevant and 
credible research of NFs

Established National 
Facilities portfolio’s 
interactions with Humanities 
and Social Sciences

New Portfolio of interactions 
with HSS is established

Level, in percentage RIPs 
capacity/time, subscribed for 
research

New 80



NRF - STRATEGIC PLAN 203032

Outcomes Outcome Indicators Baseline Five-year target (at 
2029/30)

The three average number of 
research outputs that bear 
affiliation to NRF National 
Facilities in Web of Science

655 655

Capable national science 
system

Percentage improvement 
Research productivity of 
HDIs funded for capacity 
development for a minimum 
period of two years 

New 5

Percentage improvement 
in high end skills (Masters 
and Doctoral) outputs of 
HDIs funded for capacity 
development for minimum 
period of two years

New 5 

Percentage growth in the 
pool of rated researchers 4 952 10 (5447)

Percentage of NRF 
funded research projects 
incorporating science 
engagement.

New 50

Percentage increase in 
science engagement 
interventions focusing on 
building a science literate 
society

New 15

A diverse and increased 
funding from partners to 
support NRF sustainable 
R&D projects

Percentage increase of the 
Rand value of partnerships 
for funding research, skills 
development and access to 
infrastructure

New 30

Percentage increase in the 
number of collaborations 
and expert networks for real 
time and long-term response 
to national emergencies and 
development.

New 5 
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5.3	 Explanation of Planned 
Performance over the five-
year Planning Period

The NRF Strategic Plan outcomes for 2029/30 
are encored on strategic pillars of TIES4I to inform 
the outcome indicators and planned targets. This 
ensures that planned developmental results create 
long-term value for beneficiaries and national 
development. The outcomes are also grounded 
in the Mandate of the NRF to ensure that the 
complete sets the organisation’s interventions are 
optimally deployed in pursuit of developmentally 
impactful strategic outcomes. The outcomes 
cover the following key results areas:

•	 Knowledge advancement

•	 Innovation and development

•	 High-end skills development

•	 Collaboration and Networking

•	 Evidence-based decision making

•	 Science System capacity development

•	 Public engagement 

The outcomes for Strategic Plan 2025-2030 
provide a guide to the design and optimisation 
interventions and services delivered by the 
organisation over the next five years. The NRF 
aims to achieve the following outcomes through 
its activities and outputs: 

•	 Establishing a competitive research workforce 
that contributes to inclusive economic growth

•	 Research that is strategically aligned to 
economic growth priorities

•	 Responsiveness of funded research to societal 
challenges 

•	 Responsive, relevant and credible research of 
NFs 

•	 Capable national science system

•	 A diverse and increased funding from partners 
(national, international and industry) to support 
NRF sustainable R&D projects Capable 
workforce within the broader National System 
Innovation.

5.3.1	 Overview of Outcomes

Established competitive research 
workforce that contributes to inclusive 
economic growth

The NDP recognises the critical role of science, 
technology and innovation in the development 
of the country, and sets targets for expansion 
the high-end skills and effectiveness of NSI. The 
STI Decadal Plan identifies mature industries 
with high employment potential and in need of 
modernisation to extent their production life, 
such as Agriculture, Mining, and Manufacturing. 
It further identifies digital and circular economy, 
as concepts that will have a growing impact on 
economic competitiveness and development. 
The NRF’s support and advancement of human 
capacity development for research and other 
knowledge-based careers, is in the form of 
interventions provided at different phases of 
development across the HCD pipeline. Taking 
the cue from identified STI priorities and National 
Development goals in both NDP and MTDP, the 
NRF will carefully design funding and granting 
programmes and instruments, to improve its 
contribution to a competitive research workforce 
in the identified areas of high economic growth 
and job creation potential. 
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While the prevailing practice of funding relatively 
broad PhD topics largely driven by academic 
interests has yielded significant knowledge returns, 
scaled innovation and socio economic impact have 
been suboptimal. Developing high-level end skills 
that foster economic growth and demand-driven 
innovation requires a well-coordinated approach 
from broad stakeholders, including industry, 
academia, policy makers and entrepreneurs/
investors at national and international level. The 
NRF working with DSTI, the Presidency, DHET and 
National Skills Fund (NSF) will be implementing 
new PhD training approaches in response to the 
Presidential PhD Programme announced by His 
Excellency President Cyril Ramaphosa in 2023. 
The Presidential initiative aims to build sufficient 
skilled human capital aligned with four graduate 
absorption impact pathways, namely: (i) industry 
employment that drives sector innovation, job 
creation and growth; (ii) entrepreneurship that 
scales development of new businesses, industries 
and jobs; (iii) policy linked programmes that address 
structural policy challenges and facilitate science 
diplomacy; (iv) academic research and teaching 
that continually produces new knowledge, skills, 
capabilities and innovations.

Research that is strategically aligned to 
economic growth priorities

The NRF Mandate, provides that the organisation 
funding and provision of the necessary 
infrastructure for research must lead to knowledge, 
innovation and development. It is when the 
knowledge and innovation occur in areas of high 
economic growth and employment potential that 
the NRF supported research would most likely 
contribute to achievement of developmental 
impact. This outcome aligns with the STI Decadal 
Plan and contributes to the MTDP Strategic 
Priority 1 outcomes.

Responsiveness of funded research to 
societal challenges

Society continues to be buffeted with existential 
and developmental challenges that require 
collective ingenuity of the human race to adapt or 
radically break away from the current path. The 
STI Decadal Plan identifies three societal grant 
challenges that require continued research and 
development interventions. These challenges also 
overlap with Sustainable Development Goals. 
The NRF, with support from the DSTI, manages 
a range of Strategic Investment Programmes 
and larger research infrastructures dedicated to 
addressing knowledge and solutions gaps in the 
areas of the SGCs. Through its National Facilities 
and Funding and Granting Strategic Investment 
Programme, the NRF is well positioned to support 
research that will contribute to the outcomes in 
the MTDP Key Strategic Priority 2.

Responsive, relevant and credible 
research of NFs

The National Facilities of the NRF are established 
to enable research that is excellent, globally 
acknowledged and that contribute to national and 
global sustainable development. In order to achieve 
this outcome, the research infrastructure platforms 
must be selective on the research programme that 
will contribute to further sustainable development 
and position of the national science system 
and have a potential to address government 
priorities. The NFs are established by government 
as a public good to ensure that the country’s 
scientific global standing is maintained and as 
an investment in innovation and technology. This 
outcome reflects the NFs’ knowledge productivity, 
science domains coverage and specific research 
derived products, data and services supplied for 
government priorities and societal needs. The 
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outcome contributes to the MTDP Key Strategic 
Priority 3. 

Capable national science system 

Related outcomes contributing to MTDP Priorities 
1 and 2 were focused on socio-economic 
development potential of the high end skills. This 
outcome reflects the overall size of the research 
workforce, which the STI White paper 2019 
describes as inadequate. According to the STI 
Indicator Report of 2023, the academic staff is 
ageing resulting in pressure for fast progression 
along the HCD pipeline. People are a critical asset 
for the national science system. The state is the 
custodian of overall HCD for the country. 

The national science system consists of several 
institutions with differentiated function al focus. The 
NRF, as a key enabler of the system, is often tasked 
to fill the gaps, build platforms for connections and 
collaboration and cultivate networks for the South 
African science system The Higher Education 
Institutions are a key component of the system 
that delivers high end skills required for national 
development and lead the knowledge production. 
HEIs that served historically disadvantaged 
communities were and continue to be under-
resourced and thereby undermine the potential 
to contribute to research enterprise’s impact on 
production of skills, knowledge and development. 

Science Engagement is considered to be a 
pathway for developmental impact of research. 
Through science awareness, education, 
communication, promotion initiatives, the NRF 
implements the National Science Engagement 
Strategy. Science literacy empowers individuals 
and communities to take initiative in resolving 
personal, community and even national challenges 
and exploit opportunities. Through the promotion 
of engaged research, the NRF will create platforms 

that can be co-created with community needs 
so that informed science can be accessed by 
communities. Public engagement programmes 
also promote collaborative research approaches. 

Since skills production and knowledge production 
are core responsibilities of the state this NRF 
strategic outcome contributes to MTDP Key 
Priority 3. 

A diverse and increased funding from 
partners to support NRF sustainable 
R&D projects

Challenges that research addresses are becoming 
increasingly complex and global, to be addressed 
by individual researchers, disciplines, institutions 
and countries acting alone. Science is therefore a 
global enterprise. Furthermore, data and research 
contributions from Africa have the potential to 
improve global research initiatives. This outcome 
promotes the creation of system level capacity 
for collaboration, resources mobilisation, 
partnerships and country participation in global 
networks. The outcome contributes to all areas 
of the STI Decadal Plan and MTDP Key Strategic 
Priority 3, by providing system level capability 
to respond to emergencies and pursue national 
development opportunities. lobal products on at 
climate change risk are often locally relevant as 
they don’t incorporate data from Africa.

5.3.2	 Key Strategies 

Over the past five years, the NRF has crafted 
Vision 2030 which was implemented through 
its five year Strategic Plan 2020 to 2025 and 
the successive Annual Performance Plans. This 
involved the development strategies to steer 
the organisation away from a transactional to a 
strategic position, where it will be intentional about 
the developmental change it aims to achieve when 
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designing and deploying its interventions across 
its functions. The following strategic frameworks 
developed during the past five years will enable 
the execution of Strategy 2030:

•	 Societal and Knowledge Impact;

•	 Engaged Research Framework;

•	 Equity, Diversity and Intersectionality Guide; 

•	 Leading Researchers and Scholars 
Programme; and 

•	 DSTI-NRF postgraduate funding policy.

The organisation undertook an organisational 
review and structure optimisation process, to 
create capabilities that will enable it to realise the 
full potential of its legislated mandate.

During the next five years the NRF will focus 
on developing in concurrence with DSTI and 
executing priorities as outlined in Table 2.

Table 2: NRF Strategic Priorities

Key NRF Function Strategies/Priorities 

Fund and granting

Funding modalities to advance impact

Presidential PhD programme

University development Programme and Collaborations

Development of National Institutes

National Facilities

Inter-NFs collaboration platforms

Integration of and development of research infrastructure for Humanities and 
Social Sciences 

Basic research, innovation and commercialisation where appropriate

Science Engagement
Science System wide capacity for public engagement with and in science

Funding modalities to advance system-wide science engagement

Collaboration and 
Networking

Collaboration platforms that leverage resources and exploit synergies

Strategic management of partnerships for impact

NRF service Digital transformation for service excellence, enable collaborations and 
networks and foster evidence based decision making in the NSI

5.3.3	 Enablers 

Drawing from the situational analysis conducted 
by the NRF the following factors were identified 
as important to the achievement of the planned 
results over the period of this plan:

•	 Cluster instruments to optimise value, e.g. few 
but large dedicated programmes to respond to 
emerging and future challenges.

•	 Increase system/process synergies between 
and within functions of the NRF

•	 Develop smart systems to inform and support 
research development, management and 
collaboration and networking within the NRF 
and across the NSI.

•	 Develop enabling and agile systems and 
internal policies that allow experimentation with 
partners.
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•	 Develop programmes that respond to broader 
society/industry needs. 

•	 Develop and implement programmes for 
income diversification and impact, driven by 
complementary private and public actors.

•	 Develop and implement a business 
development model that supports the research 
value chain up to commercialisation.

•	 Balanced approach to advance research 
across all fields, by integration between natural 
sciences and social sciences and field specific 
support.

•	 Flexibility in our hiring processes, especially for 
critical and hard-to-fill roles.

•	 Bespoke Talent attraction and retention 
strategy.

•	 Succession Management. 

•	 Employee Value Proposition (e.g. Staff referral 
practice, staff awards)

•	 New approaches to dealing with mental health. 

•	 Enabling procurement through internalising 
the Public Procurement Act, 2024 [PPA] and 
impending regulations through policy and 
system changes, training and awareness.

•	 Overall Solution – Drive One NRF and Business 
Partner Model and change management.

5.4	 Key Risks and Mitigations

In developing the organisational Strategic Risks, 
the NRF Management and the Board concluded a 
robust risk review process where both internal and 
external factors are considered to understand and 
appreciate the interconnectedness of risks and 
potential adverse impact on our mandate delivery. 
The table below presents several risks that were 
identified by the Board as they align to Strategic 
outcomes and aspirations within the STI Decadal 
plan. 

Inherent socio-economic risk affects financial 
and human resource sustainability within the 
organisation with various uncertainties that 
provides both upside and downside potential. 
Operational challenges are escalating due to 
pressure on sustainable investment into our 
research platforms and delivery of our mandate. 
The NRF is pro-actively engaging role players 
to position the organisation for greater societal 
and economic impact, embracing innovation as 
well as diversifying income resources to be more 
sustainable. 

A detailed mapping was conducted to illustrate the 
direct (primary and secondary) as well as indirect 
impacts of various risks on multiple outcomes. 
The table below only maps the primary impact 
alignment of the eleven approved strategic risks to 
the Strategic outcomes and will be used to guide 
appropriate mitigation action during strategy 
execution.
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Table 3: NRF Strategic Risk Register

Outcomes Key risks Risk mitigations

Established 
competitive research 
workforce that 
contributes to 
inclusive economic 
growth 

Inadequate levels 
of system-wide 
transformation.

Mandate risk relating to 
the NRF’s contribution to 
the transformation agenda 
within the NSI. Despite the 
NRF Act and mandate it 
provides, there is a risk that 
the organisation is unable 
to influence decisions 
on a systemic level to 
create equity and address 
transformation.

•	Implement informed transformation targets and 
reporting.

•	Restructured RIISA and implementation of SAASTA 
business model.

•	Develop and implement programme for exceptional 
early career researchers and the Equity, Diversity, 
and Inclusion (EDI) Framework

•	Intensify support to young academic staff through 
instruments such as the New Generation of 
Academics Programme (NGAP), Black Academics 
Advancement Programme (BAAP) in South African 
institutions. 

Research that is 
strategically aligned 
to economic growth 
priorities

Failure to secure funding 
to resource the mandate

Lack of long-term 
sustainability to deliver the 
NRF mandate that may 
negatively impact the NRF 
reputation. This is caused 
by insufficient funding levels 
or unsynchronised receipt of 
funding as well as escalating 
costs and contractual 
obligations.

•	Rationalise NRF activities to the service delivery 
model and budget requirements.

•	Develop aligned responses for growing investments 
in the sector into the future. 

•	Secure sustainable funding and strategic 
engagement on issues outlined in NSI documents 
and Decadal Plan. 

•	Implement income diversification intervention.

•	Mobilisation of funds through the Presidential PhD 
Programme

•	Correct proportions for strategic initiatives, baseline 
and contracts

•	Review the NRF infrastructure and investment 
strategy.

•	Implement cost containment measures and make 
prudent decisions to contain annual increases.
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Outcomes Key risks Risk mitigations

Responsiveness of 
funded research to 
societal challenges

Inadequate science 
diplomacy

Research Impact risk due to 
not creating and valorising 
research that is both of high 
scientific quality, and useful 
for society and retain the 
NRF license to operate and 
maintain a cohesive trust 
relationship.

•	Build flexibility into the resourcing of the research 
enterprise to enable management to take 
accountability for achieving national development 
outcomes. e.g. humanities, arts and social sciences.

•	Implement and monitor ‘Advancing Impact 
Framework’ e.g. Impact report classifications and 
tracking tools. 

•	Implement and monitor ‘Engaged Science 
Engagement Framework’.

•	Implement and monitor ‘Research Excellence 
Framework’.

•	Implement and monitor Open Access obligations.

Responsive, relevant 
and credible research 
of NFs

Inability to embrace and 
coordinate innovation 
and embed changes that 
can absorb new skills 
and leverage value chain 
insights [opportunity]

Performance risk given the 
need for specific skillsets. 
Inadequate pipeline of the 
skills required to meet future 
workplace needs

•	Capacitate and set up Business Advancement and 
Innovation capacity and develop innovation areas. 

•	Create opportunity funnel overseen by internal 
innovation group.

•	Define skills requirements and cultivate.

•	Enter into agreements with industry sectors to 
ensure SET skills and available RIs.

•	Ensure organisational structure and statutory 
mandates alignment. 

•	Focus on skills and capabilities of the future. BIG 
Data, AI, 4IR, etc.

•	Secure data platforms and develop analysis 
capabilities.

•	Deploy a reporting repository. 

•	Monetise products and services.

Capable national 
science system

Ageing and failing 
infrastructure

Financial risk due to 
uncertainty of resourcing 
and funding for projects that 
the NRF is contracted to 
deliver and specifically risk 
of underfunding or delayed 
delivery.

•	Design and implement appropriate contractual risk 
transfer mechanisms.

•	Limit scope creep, ensure goodness of fit, capability 
test for projects. 

•	Embed good governance and risk management 
processes in capital projects.

•	Consider postponement of non-critical projects per 
Treasury recommendations.

•	Establish research infrastructure portfolio 
management capability.

•	Establish adequate maintenance capabilities and 
capital investment strategy.

•	User and subscription monitoring.
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Outcomes Key risks Risk mitigations

Inability to sustain 
research platform hosting 
obligations and protect 
our research infrastructure 
or areas.

Loss of licence to operate 
with resultant loss of 
funding and support from 
government, international 
organisations, local science 
councils and universities.

•	Implementation of alternative communications 
strategy and business models for sustainability 
(SARAO, SAAO / SALT, etc).

•	Ensure adequate management resources and 
mitigations such as appropriate staff and stakeholder 
access and security.

•	Define priorities and implementation steps for 
interventions such as University Development 
Programme (UDP) and collaboration research 
agenda.

•	Maintain RFI monitoring infrastructure and processes 
and mitigation such as trunk radio, wi-fi for 
communities, etc. 

•	Ongoing engagement with stakeholders at 
established stakeholder forums (stakeholder 
expectation management)

•	Social and community upliftment implementation 
plans.

•	Environmental stewardship.

Failure to attract, develop 
and retain critical 
expertise.

Skills risk relating to the 
inability of the NSI to attract 
and retain technical skills 
whilst creating equity in the 
workplace and address 
transformation and ensuring 
talent retention and 
succession.

•	Improve the equity profile of system. Implement and 
report on the succession and retention interventions 
regularly.

•	Coordinate and formalise artisan, internships / 
learnership, partnerships for Human Capacity 
Development.

•	Identify new mechanisms to promote 
competitiveness and retain talent.

Inability to coordinate 
and influence science 
engagement

Stakeholder risk due 
to loss of support from 
stakeholders due to 
ineffective communication 
and addressing interests and 
develop interest in STEM

•	Ensure scalable programme that can be adapted to 
the amount of secured funds.

•	Set up Science Engagement Information 
Management System (SEIMS).

•	Embed engagement with science and monitor 
progress.

•	Systematic review / stakeholder sentiment analysis

•	Ensure fair inclusion of change management and 
stakeholder engagement components in the design 
and establishment of the required capability and new 
operating model for science engagement.
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Outcomes Key risks Risk mitigations

A diverse and 
increased funding 
from partners 
to support NRF 
sustainable R&D 
projects

Loss of International 
standing and relationships 
with research performers

Relevance risk due to 
possible changes in national 
priorities and/or lack of 
support of NRF strategy 
by various stakeholders 
including the international 
community. international 
obligations, funding 
opportunities}

•	Execute Strategic implementation plans and monitor 
initiatives. 

•	Geo-political drivers in any part of the globe, such 
as the cut in research funding by the US. For the 
2025/26 financial year, the total estimated value 
of the affected projects with income from the US 
stands at R35 million, which equates to about 0,6% 
of NRF annual budget. However, the full impact 
of US withdrawal on the NRF extends far beyond 
funding. The greatest risk relates to our researchers, 
who are most likely to be enticed to take up 
positions in countries such as Europe, where there is 
better funding for research. This would significantly 
affect the number of funded researchers.

•	Set up and capacitate Business Advancement and 
ensure tracking Dashboards for Strategic initiatives. 

•	Influence adoption of policy on National level through 
APP implementation.

•	Set up, capacitate, and amend Industry partnership 
strategy, JINR, DIRCO,

•	Ensure re-design to enhance RIISA productivity.

•	Set up and capacitate NRIP management for main 
mandates. Consider delivery mechanisms and 
greater coordination such as institutes.

All outcomes Failure to attract, develop 
and retain critical 
expertise (at the NRF).

Skills risk relating to the 
inability of the NRF to 
attract and retain technical 
skills whilst creating equity 
in the workplace and 
address transformation and 
ensuring talent retention and 
succession.

•	Implement Organisational Development Projects of 
grading and skills development.

•	Improve the equity profile of the NRF technical and 
managerial layers. Implement and report on the 
succession and retention interventions regularly.

•	Define the employee value proposition components 
of incentives, benefits and ensure performance 
management and effective recruitment processes.

•	Coordinate and formalise artisan, internships/
learnerships, TVET partnerships for Human Capacity 
Development.

•	Identify new mechanisms to remain competitive and 
attract and retain talent.

•	Ensure resonating culture and values
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Outcomes Key risks Risk mitigations

Unaffordability 
to capacitate the 
organisation and transition 
to fit-for-purpose 
structure [opportunity]

Performance risk from the 
failure to timeously transition 
to required structure with 
enhanced processes whilst 
maintaining systems caused 
in part by unaffordability to 
capacitate appropriately

•	Integrate and streamline processes. 

•	Ensure continuous engagement between business 
units within the NRF to eliminate in-efficiency.

•	Business Partner capacity addition, 

•	Business process and risk ownership and role clarity

•	Ensure congruence between strategy, objective 
setting, KPIs / performance targets with requirement 
analyses (critical, long-term, short-term)

Assist DSTI structural reviews of NSI in context of 
Decadal Plan and HESTIIL review.

Business Interruption and 
inadequate resilience

Failure to restore or maintain 
normal business functions, 
processes or systems from 
a disruptive event such as 
natural disasters, cyber 
breaches, unauthorised 
access, or loss/theft of data, 
electricity supply, pandemics, 
etc. Inadequate (not fast 
enough or detailed enough) 
to reset.

•	Ensure priority surveillance and action through 
integration of cyber security monitoring and 
response into ICT Standard Operating Procedures. 

•	Augment NRF-wide security awareness and threat 
management. 

•	Partner with dedicated cyber security experts 
further mitigate breaches or impact should breaches 
occur. This is augmented with NRF-wide security 
awareness and threat management, cyber resilience 
testing across the organisation and tactical plans 
through ICT Forum and lessons learned shared. 

•	Improve monitoring and reporting using appropriate 
tools.

•	Conduct training and awareness on the 
Organisational Resilience Policy and Plans of the 
NRF.

•	Review the NRF Resilience plans to include all 
interruption scenarios (i.e., life threatening diseases, 
black-out events, emergency response plans, crisis 
management plans etc.) and implement pro-active 
solutions such as solar, water security, etc.

6.	 Public entities

N/A



Part D: Technical 
Indicator 

Descriptions 
(TIDs)
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Indicator title Percentage of qualified NRF-funded Postgraduate students that 
have progressed into Emerging Researchers programmes

Definition Postgraduate students are the next generation of researchers and high-end 
skilled workers in the economy and research enterprise.

Source of data NRF Grant Management System

Method of calculation or 
assessment

Number of that completed PG studies of the five years that are enrolled 
in NRF Emerging research programmes divided by the total number of 
PG students that completed their studies. The answer is expressed as 
percentage. 

Assumptions Completion rate and availability of funds for the Emerging researchers’ 
programmes.

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

N/A

Desired performance A higher percent than the target is preferred

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3

Indicator title Percentage of NRF-funded postgraduate students exiting with 
qualifications

Definition Postgraduate students exit studies at different levels, sometimes without 
qualification. This indicator measures the contribution of the NRF to students 
that have completed qualifications. 

Source of data NRF Grant Management System
Method of calculation or 
assessment

Divide the count of NRF Funded PG students that completed studies over 
the Five year period by the total count of those that were due to complete 
and express this as a percentage.

Assumptions Adequate level of funding for students is maintained over the period of their 
studies

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women = N/A

•	Target for youth = N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities = N/A
Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	N/A

Desired performance A higher percent than the target is preferred
Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3
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Indicator title Percentage of knowledge outputs from NRF funded research that 
aligned to areas linked to priority economic sectors of the Decadal 
Plan

Definition Research leads to knowledge outputs and innovation of process and 
products. This indicator measures the extent to which research that is 
funded by the NRF leads to more knowledge outputs and innovation.

Source of data NRF Grant Management System 

Method of calculation or 
assessment

Divide the difference of the sum of number of publications and patents in 
year five of the Strategic Plan and those in the baseline year by the total 
sum of both publication and patents in the baseline year. Express this as 
percentage. 

Assumptions Factors accepted as true and certain to happen without proof

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance A higher percent than the target is preferred

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3

Indicator title IP and Technology knowhow portfolio generated from NFs research 
and infrastructure

Definition IP and Technological knowhow are generated in the course of performing 
research and building of cutting edge research infrastructure. This indicator 
measures the outcome of NRF investment into its National Facilities in terms 
of innovation.

Source of data NRF National Facilities Innovation Register

Method of calculation or 
assessment

A list of IP and Technological know-how products that are on the innovation 
pathway at various technical readiness levels above basic research.

Assumptions Sufficient funds are made available for funding prospective innovation 
projects

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance A higher percent than the target is preferred

Indicator Responsibility DCEO for Programme 4
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Indicator title Percentage of research outputs of NRF funded research linked to the 
Societal Grand Challenges (SGC)

Definition NRF funds research across different disciplines and sectors. Societal Grant 
Challenges (SGCs) are outlined in the STI Decadal Plan. Growing proportion 
of SGC related research outputs demonstrate the strategic priority of the 
SGC. This indicator measures the extent to which NRF contributes to 
development of solutions to address the SGCs

Source of data NRF Grant Management System

Method of calculation or 
assessment

Divide the count of research outputs in field of the SGCs by the total count 
of research outputs conducted by NRF funded researchers and affiliated 
researchers, expressed as a percentage.

Assumptions The funding for research in SGCs will reflect their growing importance for 
sustainable development

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A
•	Target for youth – N/A
•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A
•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance A higher percent than the target is preferred

Indicator responsibility DCEOs for Programmes 4 and 3

Indicator title Percentage of research outputs from NRF- funded collaborative 
research addressing SGC and Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs)

Definition The developmental goals and challenges outlined in the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and the SGCs often requires collaborative 
research approach. NRF promotes collaborative research. This indicator the 
extent to which multi-institution and disciplines are advanced by the NRF 
through its funding of research in the areas of SDGs and SGCs.

Source of data Funding mandates and priorities of partners reflect the importance of the 
SDGs and SGCs.

Method of calculation or 
assessment

A count of funded collaborative research projects in the fields of SDGs 
and SGCs divided by the overall count of funded collaborative projects, 
expressed as percentage 

Assumptions The funding for research in SGCs will reflect their growing importance for 
sustainable development

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A
•	Target for youth – N/A
•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A
•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance A higher percent than the target is preferred

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3
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Indicator title Number of engaged/participatory research projects focusing on 
solving local societal challenges

Definition This indicator measures the number of engaged/participatory research 
projects that involve community participation, among others, focusing 
on addressing and solving societal challenges through methods such as 
citizen science initiatives and science shops. These projects aim to promote 
inclusive research that directly involves citizens, with an emphasis on locally 
relevant issues.

Source of data Contracts, Third-party Reports, Photos, Data

Method of calculation or 
assessment

A simple count of the number of projects.

Assumptions Accuracy and completeness of data depend on reliable reporting by project 
implementers and third-party. documentation for citizen involvement.

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance A higher count than the target is preferred

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 2

Indicator title Established National Facilities portfolio’s interactions with 
Humanities and Social Sciences

Definition The NRF National Facilities traditionally focused on SET fields, it is 
recognised that the HSS plays a critical part in advancing the developmental 
impact of research. This indicator measures the extent to which the NRF 
supports multi- and trans-disciplinarity in research. Meaning of the indicator

Source of data NFs information systems

Method of calculation or 
assessment

Assess the portfolio of research promotion initiatives, research and 
infrastructure projects for the degree of participation by the HSS and NRF 
NFs

Assumptions

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A 

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A 

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 4
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Indicator title Level, in percentage RIPs capacity/time, subscribed for research

Definition The continued relevance of NRF NFs is critical for the National System 
of Science, as it provides the necessary infrastructure for the HCD and 
Research production. Use of RIPs is on an application and formal award of 
use. Meaning of the indicator

Source of data NFs information systems

Method of calculation or 
assessment

The number of units [time] awarded divided by the total technically available 
units, expressed as a percentage

Assumptions Funding to maintain RIPs to retain competitiveness and relevance is made 
available.

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 4

Indicator title Three years average number of research outputs that bear affiliation 
to NRF National Facilities in Web of Science

Definition Measures the research publications produced by researchers affiliated to the 
National Facility published within the reporting period and as appearing in 
journals/periodicals registered with / recognised by Web of Science (WoS) 
and/or DHET (publication lists).

Source of data Peer reviewed knowledge outputs databases, such as Web of Science

Method of calculation or 
assessment

Count of publications that are published in journals/periodicals registered 
with / recognised by WoS and/or DHET (publication lists) which include a 
reference to an association or affiliation with NFs of the NRF, or to any of its 
flagship RIPs. 

The first quarter of the calendar year will be reported as part of the 
proceeding financial year reporting, and excluded from the current financial 
year report (the reporting period will cover the calendar year, and not the 
financial year, cumulatively)

Assumptions Continued competitiveness of the NRF National Facilities 

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance A higher count than the target is preferred

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 4
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Indicator title Percentage improvement Research productivity of HDIs funded for 
capacity development for a minimum period of two years

Definition The NRF institutional capacity development support ensures that 
investments for HCD and research support are effective in terms of scope, 
relevance and productivity. This indicator measures the improvements 
realised by the supported institutions in terms of research productivity.

Source of data NRF Grant Management System

Method of calculation or 
assessment

The difference in number of publications in recognised journals at the 
baseline year divided by the similar number at year five, expressed as a 
percentage.

Only institutions that have been supported for a minimum period of two 
years are included in the calculation. 

Assumptions The support to the institutions is sustained and adequate

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A 

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A 

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3

Indicator title
Percentage improvement in high-end skills (Masters and Doctoral) 
outputs of HDIs funded for capacity development for minimum 
period of two years

Definition The NRF institutional capacity development support ensures that 
investments for HCD and research support are effective in terms of scope, 
relevance and productivity. This indicator measures the improvements 
realised by the supported institutions in terms of high end skills productivity.

Source of data NRF Grant Management System

Method of calculation or 
assessment

The difference in number of masters and PHD graduations at the baseline 
year divided by the similar number at year five, expressed as a percentage.

Only institutions that have been supported for a minimum period of two 
years are included in the calculation. 

Assumptions The support to the institutions is sustained and adequate

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A 

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A 

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3
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Indicator title Percentage growth in the pool of rated researchers

Definition Rating of researchers gives a proxy on the highest levels of research skills 
in the human capacity development for the national science system. This 
indicator measures the growth in the pool of established researchers. 

Source of data NRF Grant Management System

Method of calculation or 
assessment

The difference in number of rated researchers at the baseline year and the 
number of the same at year five of the plan divided by the same number at 
baseline year, expressed as percentage.

Assumptions None

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3

Indicator title Percentage of NRF-funded research projects incorporating science 
engagement 

Definition This indicator measures the percentage of NRF-funded research projects 
that integrate science engagement activities. It tracks the extent to which 
supported researchers engage in outreach and communication efforts 
aimed at promoting science literacy and community engagement, ultimately 
enhancing public understanding of and participation in science.

Source of data NRF Connect, research reports, funding reports

Method of calculation or 
assessment

Content analysis of granted research funding proposals and an assessment 
of those that have science engagement activities, divide them by the overall 
number of projects funded during the period and express it as percentage. 

Assumptions Reliability of reporting on science engagement activities by researchers and 
consistency in documenting engagement efforts and public outreach.

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 2
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Indicator title Percentage increase of the Rand value of partnerships for funding 
research, skills development and access to infrastructure

Definition This indicator measures the amount of additional revenue that is raised 
through NRF private and public partnerships.

Source of data NRF Financial Systems and Partnerships Information.

Method of calculation or 
assessment A per the accounting policies and financial performance 

Assumptions None

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A 

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3

Indicator title Percentage increase in science engagement interventions focusing 
on building a science literate society

Definition This indicator measures the percentage increase in the number of science 
engagement interventions focusing on building a science literate society. 
It tracks the extent to which additional interventions have been introduced 
that seeks to engage with different publics, ultimately enhancing public 
understanding of and participation in science.

Source of data Records of interventions.

Method of calculation or 
assessment

Number of new initiatives, divide them by the overall number of initiatives 
during the period and express it as percentage. 

Assumptions Factors that are accepted as true and certain to happen without proof.

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 2
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Indicator title Percentage increase in the number of collaborations and expert 
networks for real time and long-term response to national 
emergencies and development

Definition The capability of national response to emergencies and developmental 
challenges often requires collaboration, teams and multi-institutional 
approach. This indicator measures the contribution to building scientific/
technical capability of national science system to respond to national 
development and emergencies.

Source of data NRF Partnerships Information System 

Method of calculation or 
assessment

A count of formally established networks 

Assumptions None

Disaggregation of beneficiaries 
(where applicable)

•	Target for women – N/A

•	Target for youth – N/A

•	Target for people with disabilities – N/A 

Spatial transformation (where 
applicable)

•	Contribution to spatial transformation priorities – N/A

•	Description of spatial impact – N/A

Desired performance Performance that is higher than targeted performance is desirable

Indicator responsibility DCEO for Programme 3
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