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A TRANSFORMATIVE RESEARCH APPROACH:
Embedding Equity, Diversity, Inclusion (EDI) and
Intersectionality Approaches into Research Funding

Each issue of NRF Research Insights explores a developing topic or theme that influences the global research, science
and technology, innovation, and higher education sectors. The short publications outline these global developments
and trends and consider how they may, or have, had an impact on the South African research environment. The
National Research Foundation’s (NRF) initiatives in response to these developments are also unpacked to provide
readers with an understanding of the NRF's plans and ambitions.
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In this issue of NRF Research Insights, global trends
and developments in the areas of transformative
research and equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI)
within the research environment are unpacked.
These discussions include considerations of
intersectionality, and how this further affects
inclusion, research and research funding. The
importance of advancing EDI in the research
sector is highlighted, along with developments
internationally, as well as across Africa. NRF
Research Insights explains how the NRF has
responded to these developments and the trends
it has uncovered when intersectional analysis is
used. Finally, the document considers how the
NRF's Transformation Framework and document,
Advancing EDI in the Research Enterprise, will
influence NRF-funded research, granting, and
researchers.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, global institutions have focused on the
advancement of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) with
a view to promoting fairness and representation. Increas-
ingly, intersectional approaches are used to ensure great-
er awareness of the multiple barriers faced by individuals.
Drawing on these concepts assists in addressing the in-
equalities faced by marginalised groups, including women,
racial minorities, indigenous people, persons living with dis-
abilities, and the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer

or questioning, intersex, asexual, and more (LGBTQIA+)
community. LGBTQIA+ refers to terminology used to de-
scribe a person's sexual orientation or gender identity." In-
ternationally, EDI and intersectionality have received atten-
tion in various settings including workplaces, educational
institutions, and communities in pursuit of a more just and
equitable society. Globally, universities, researchers, and re-
search funding agencies (also referred to as science grant-
ing councils) have recognised several persistent challenges
in the creation of diverse research teams, advancement of
equity, and in enabling those from marginalised groups to
access funding opportunities. In response, research fund-
ing agencies have introduced interventions to advance the
equality of women, and some have started to incorporate a
broader EDI and intersectional lens to ensure a more rep-
resentative science system and to drive transformative and
inclusive research. These developments are the topic of this
NRF Research Insights.

2. EDI, Intersectional Approaches,

and Transformative Research

EDI interventions aim to create an environment that is in-
clusive of individuals with diverse backgrounds through en-
suring equitable opportunities to participate and creating a
sense of belonging. “...Intersectional approaches emerged
in the 1950s to 1970s from the US civil rights and feminist
movements. In 1989, the legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw
coined the term intersectionality [in her theoretical frame-
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work?] to describe how multiple forms of discrimination,
power and privilege intersect in Black women’s lives, and
how their specific intersectional experiences are erased
when sexism and racism are treated separately”.® It is ac-
knowledged that, while intersectional approaches are “...
not relevant to all research, intersectional analysis is often
central to studies that address questions with direct or indi-
rect human implications”.* Intersectional analysis explains
how individuals in their different groupings belong to multi-
ple categories and identities, or socio-political dimensions,
such as gender, race, class, and sexual orientation and dis-
ability, which in turn shape their social identities and inform
the barriers that they face. Taking the intersection of these
identities into account plays a vital role in addressing sys-
temic barriers faced by underrepresented groups in society.
Intersectional analysis not only considers the socio-political
dimensions outlined above, but also the contextual domains
and environmental conditions that may pose as additional
barriers.®> In essences, EDI is about ensuring that everyone
in society has the opportunity to thrive, regardless of their
background or identity.

Intersectionality is a lens through
which you can see where power
comes and collides, where it
interlocks and intersects. It’s not
simply that there’s a race problem
here, a gender problem here, and a
class or LBGTQ problem there...

Kimberlé Crenshaw. ¢

Along with the increased focus on the advancement of
EDI, researchers have come to focus on transformative re-

search. Transformative research is research that is inclusive
of different races, genders, sexes, cultures, socio-economic
classes, and those who are living with disabilities in its con-
ceptualisation, methodology, and analysis. Transformative
research also draws on methodologies such as transdisci-
plinary, interdisciplinary, and engaged research, as well as
developments around responsible research to advance the
opportunity for research impact. Transformative research
extends beyond including diverse researchers in research
projects, to taking diversity into account in the research. It
has been found that through “...focusing on the compound-
ed effects of social categories, intersectional analysis can
enhance the accuracy and experimental efficiency of sci-
ence”’. Transformative research advances research ex-
cellence, impact, and societal change. It aims to create a
positive change by addressing systemic inequalities and
through the promotion of equitable and co-created out-
comes. These views are also evident within the increased
focus on the principles of Responsible Research Assess-
ment (RAA), which encourages science granting councils
to consider inclusion and impact in the research that they
are supporting.

Transformative research advances
research excellence, impact, and
societal change.

3. International Perspectives in Advancing

EDI and Transformative Research

With an awareness of developments around gender-in-
clusive research, EDI and intersectionality, the Global Re-
search Council (GRC) and other research funding institu-
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tions have developed policies and interventions to advance
EDI through the research that they fund and support, often
with a particular focus on the inclusion of women. An under-
standing of gender inequalities has also led to a broader
focus on EDI and intersectional approaches to deal with
systemic barriers.

The GRC is a virtual organisation of science granting coun-
cils. After recognising the fundamental role of funding or-
ganisations in the advancement of EDI, the GRC adopted a
Statement of Principles and Actions: Promoting the Equality
and Status of Women in Research® in 2016. To promote the
implementation of these principles and actions, the GRC
formed the Gender Working Group® in 2017. This group’s
name has since changed to the EDI Working Group so as to
highlight the growing focus on broader diversity and inter-
sectionality. The GRC’s statement focuses on raising aware-
ness about EDI and the creation of policy frameworks, in-
cluding dedicated or strategic programmes, to advance
EDI. The GRC considers “...the integration of the gender
dimension in research design and in the analysis of research
outcomes” as one of two key principles in the advancement
of EDI. The Working Group identified ten actions to advance
EDI and transformative research, which revolve around en-
gagement in national discussions of policy frameworks;
the collection of disaggregated data; providing training
on equality and diversity policies; the identification of un-
conscious bias; the exploration of pathways for women to
succeed; the establishment of dedicated programmes; the
promotion of family-friendly practices; and the recognition
of the advantages of the gender dimension in research.

Aligned to the GRC’s principles, three key areas that the
NRF has identified as central are (i) advancing full and eg-
uitable participation in research; (ii) integrating gender and
intersectional approaches into research design to promote

transformative research; and (iii) collecting data to track EDI
progress. Within these three areas, international funding
bodies have already introduced various interventions, with
some highlights discussed below.

i. Advancing full and equitable participation in research
There are numerous examples internationally about re-
search agencies developing interventions to advance gen-
der inclusivity. For example, the European Union’s Horizon
2020 programme supports women’s participation, which is
embedded in different parts of the Work Programme. The
United Kingdom Research and Innovation (UKRI) agency
requires Gender Equality Statements for UKRI-funded proj-
ects. In the USA, taking a broader EDI and intersectional
approach, the National Science Foundation’s (NSF) AD-
VANCE programme promotes systemic change through in-

tersectional strategies to build “...more diverse and capable
science and engineering workforce”.™®
... the National Science Foundation’s
(NSF) ADVANCE programme
promotes systemic change through
intersectional strategies ...

Proposals to NSF ADVANCE must use ‘intersectional ap-
proaches’ in designing change strategies, taking into ac-
count how gender, race, and ethnicity intersect in social
identity. Additionally, safeguarding measures are being rein-
forced across funding agencies to protect researchers, and
organisations such as the Wellcome Trust support work-life
balance through parental leave and caregiving provisions.

ii. Integrating gender and intersectional approaches into
research design to promote transformative research
Funding agencies also emphasise the integration of gender
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8 Global Research Council (GRC). 2016. Statement of Principles and Actions: Promoting the Equality and Status of Women in Research. Available from: https:/
globalresearchcouncil.org/fileadmin/documents/GRC _Publications/Statement of Principles and Actions Promoting the Equality and Status of Women

in_Research.pdf. Accessed 21 January 2025.

9 GRC 2019. ‘Supporting Women in Research. Policies, programs and initiatives undertaken by public research funding agencies: Available form: https://anr.fr/
fileadmin/documents/2019/GRC_GWG Case_studies final.pdf. Accessed 2 August 2025.

0 National Science Foundation (NSF). ADVANCE: Organizational Change for Gender Equity in STEM Academic Professions (ADVANCE): Available from:
https://www.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/advance-advance-organizational-change-gender-equity-stem-academic/5383/nsf20-554. Accessed 12 August 2025.
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and diversity considerations in research as essential to trans-
formative, inclusive, and excellent scientific advancement.
Transformative research not only challenges existing para-
digms but also incorporates gender and intersectional anal-
ysis to increase societal relevance, impact, and accuracy. In
line with this development, the Irish Research Council has
made the decision to only fund ‘excellent research’, which
is research that fully considers whether a potential sex and/
or gender dimension is relevant to the research content and
fully integrates sex/gender analysis. The aim is to ensure
maximum impact, societal benefit, and the optimisation of
innovation.'" Similarly, Canada’s International Development
Research Centre (IDRC) focuses on ‘gender transformative
research’, combining the focus on gender and transforma-
tive research to addresses the root causes of inequality and
promote empowerment through inclusive methodologies.
Various countries, including those in the EU and South Ko-
rea, have now adopted policies that require or encourage the
integration of sex and gender analysis into research design
across disciplines—including science, technology, engineer-
ing and mathematics (STEM), medicine, and agriculture.
Furthermore, some peer-reviewed journals have adopted the
Sex and Gender Equity in Research (SAGER) guidelines for
reporting sex and gender in order to ensure excellence in
research.” However, it should be noted that clear guidelines
on quantitative intersectional analysis are not available, al-
though there is general agreement on the usage.™

A pioneering project on inclusive and transformative re-
search is the University of Stanford’s Gendered Innovations
project. It focuses on the development of practical meth-
ods of sex, gender, and intersectional analysis for scien-
tists and engineers as well as identification of case studies

of how sex, gender and intersectional analysis leads to in-
novation and discovery.' The project has identified how a
lack of such analysis leads to research outcome failures,
and explains that “...Doing research wrong costs lives and
money”."® Transformative research is increasingly defined
by its potential to drive social, economic, and environmental
impact through inclusive, participatory, and action-oriented
approaches.

“...Doing research wrong costs lives
and money”’

iii. Collecting data to track EDI progress

The GRC EDI Working Group produced a report emphasis-
ing the importance of collecting and analysing disaggregat-
ed data to promote EDI in research. This involves gathering
consistent data on, among others, applicants and success
rates to identify barriers and inform targeted interventions.
Both qualitative and quantitative data are used to evaluate
progress towards EDI goals. Several countries and institu-
tions have adopted these practices, including a focus on
intersectional data. In Canada, federal granting agencies,
namely the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR);
the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of
Canada (NSERC); and the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada (SSHRC), under the leadership
of the Canada Research Coordinating Committee (CRCC),
have developed a Tri-Agency EDI Action Plan, which in-
cludes the collection of self-identification data to monitor

diversity, assess gaps, and improve policies, while ensuring
confidentiality and inclusivity.'® Similarly, the University of
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" The Irish Research Councils (IRC). 2012. Gender strategy & action plan 2013 — 2020: Ensuring excellence and maximising creativity and innovation in Irish
Research. Available from: irish_research council gender action plan 2013 -2020.pdf. Accessed 2 August 2025.

2 Nielsen. M.W., Gissi. E., & Heidari. S. et al. 2025. ‘Intersectional analysis for science and technology: Nature 640, pp. 334. Available from: hitps://doi.
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® Ibid., p. 334.

4 University of Stanford. ‘Gendered innovations in science, health & medicine, engineering, and environment. Available from: https://genderedinnovations.
stanford.edu/. Accessed 2 August 2025.

5 Gendered innovations in science, health & medicine, engineering, and environment. ‘What is Gendered Innovations?’ Available from: https://
genderedinnovations.stanford.edu/what-is-gendered-innovations.html. Accessed 2 August 2025.

6 Government of Canada. ‘Tri-Agency EDI Action Plan for 2018—2025’ Available from: https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/InterAgency-Interorganismes/EDI-EDI/
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Michigan Library and the National Center for Institutional Di-
versity (NCID) developed an open data toolkit for diversity,
and analyses patterns in funding outcomes. In South Africa,
the University of Cape Town is working to adopt more inclu-
sive, non-binary gender descriptors in its data systems."”
These efforts aim to better understand and support diverse
research communities.

4. African Perspectives in Advancing EDI and

Transformative Research

The need to advance EDI and identify barriers at the inter-
section of, among others, race, gender, sex, and disability,
has also been noted in Africa. The Science Granting Coun-
cils_Initiative in Sub-Saharan Africa (SGCI) has partnered
with organisations including the South African Human Sci-
ences Research Council (HSRC); the South African National
Chapter of the Organisation for Women in Science for the De-
veloping World (OWSD); and other global partners to play a
key role in advancing an intersectional gender transformative
approach in knowledge production. The SGCI works with 17
African science granting councils to enhance their ability
to strategically fund research and innovation projects. The
SGClI's “...influence extends to advancing gender equality
and inclusivity (GEl) by embedding GEI principles into the
research funding lifecycle”.”® The SGCl's GEI focus began
in 2016 and was informed by both a review of its first annual
report and the GRC'’s Statement of Principles and Actions:
Promoting the Equality and Status of Women in Research."®

The SGCl's Gender Mainstreaming Framework and Action
Plan were adopted in 2018%° to provide flexible guidelines
for the integration of GEI into council operations. From 2019,
in an effort to understand and incorporate intersectionality,

The SGCI’s and HSRC’s GEI Project
has been running since 2020,
working with African research
councils to increase diversity in
science and technology

the SGCI (with support from the NRF, the German Research
Foundation (DFG), and the HSRC) explored how intersec-
tionality could inform research funding practices. The study
analysed the extent to which intersectional frameworks
were embedded in research grant-making, human capital
development, and research cycles. The study’s recommen-
dations were integrated in SGCl’s capacity strengthening
activities.?2! The SGCI's and HSRC’s GEI Project has been
running since 2020, working with African research councils
to increase diversity in science and technology. In Phase 1
(2020-2023) the SGCI and its partners supported councils
to increase women'’s participation in research; reform institu-
tional policies to address barriers to women'’s advancement
and leadership in research; and to integrate sex, gender,
and diversity analysis into research to enhance innovation
and quality. In Phase 2 (2023-2025), they are concentrating
on the promotion of the equality and status of women in re-
search; extending GEI beyond gender to EDI; and embed-
ding GEI in research teams, content and research design.
The aim is to shift paradigms in order to promote methodol-
ogies with a GEI lens.

5. South Africa’s Perspective on

Transformation and EDI

Given South Africa’s historical legacy of apartheid and racial
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inequality, the transition to democracy in 1994 marked a piv-
otal shift towards redressing inherited racial and socio-eco-
nomic inequalities. Central to this transformation agenda
is the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996),
which enshrines foundational values including human dig-
nity, equality, non-racialism, non-sexism, and the advance-
ment of human rights and freedoms. Higher education has
been identified as a critical sector for achieving social jus-
tice and national development. Policy instruments such as
the Higher Education White Paper 3 (1997) and the National
Plan for Higher Education (2001) articulated a vision for a
transformed, coherent, integrated, and responsive higher
education system capable of supporting the country's de-
velopmental priorities through research, innovation, and hu-
man capital development. This vision is further reinforced in
the National Development Plan (NDP) 2030, which positions
higher education, science, and research as central to South
Africa’s transition to a knowledge-based economy.

Building on this foundation, more recent policy develop-
ments have emphasised the importance of EDI within the
post-school education and training (PSET) and science,
technology, and innovation (STI) sectors. The White Paper
on PSET (2013) explicitly addresses the enduring legacy
of race and gender disparities, asserting that social justice
requires targeted interventions to ensure equitable access
and success for historically disadvantaged groups.?? Sim-
ilarly, the White Paper on STI (2019) highlights persistent
inequalities in representation at senior levels, particularly
at the intersection of race and gender. It calls for strategic
measures to enhance the participation and empowerment
of women.? This should be considered within the interna-
tional context where research has found that African women
in particular are positioned at the intersection of race and

gender-based oppression.?* The Strategic Policy Framework
on Disability for the PSET System (2018) further acknowl-
edges that disability remains an under-addressed dimen-
sion of transformation, necessitating focused efforts to align
disability inclusion with broader transformation goals.

6. Advancing EDI and Transformative

Research through the NRF

In line with national policy and its Vision 2030, the NRF
is committed to the advancement of the transformation of
South Africa's research landscape, and to support efforts
to advance EDI and transformative research. The NRF’s fo-
cus on advancing transformation has been in place since
the organisation was established. In 2017, it adopted an
internal Transformation Framework, based on corrective
action within a broad social justice framework, to guide its
activities. The Transformation Framework aims to achieve
transformation beyond representation by addressing sys-
temic barriers, working with sectoral partners, and focus-
ing on research excellence. The Transformation Frame-
work focuses on:
i) Transformation of the equity profiles of the South African
research workforce;
i) Transformation of the knowledge enterprise;
i) Transformation of the relationship between science and
society; and
iv) Building a diverse and fully inclusive learning organisa-
tion (One-NRF).

The NRF’s focus on advancing
transformation has been in place since
the organisation was established
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22 Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). 2013. White Paper for Post-School Education and Training. Building an Expanded, Effective and
Integrated post-school system, p. 4 & 5. Available from: htps://www.dhet.gov.za/SiteAssets/Latest%20News/White%20paper%20for%20post-school %20

education%20and%20training.pdf. Accessed 11 August, 2025.

23 Department of Science and Innovation (DSI). 2019. White on Science, Technology and Innovation, p. 44 & 49. Available from: https://www.dsti.gov.za/

images/2019/White_paper web copyv1.pdf. Accessed 11 August, 2025.

24 See for example: Harnois, C.E. 2010. ‘Race, Gender, and the Black Women’s Standpoint,. Sociological Forum 25(1), 68-85. Available from: https:/
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1573-7861.2009.01157.x. Accessed 11 August 2025; Smith, S, 2021. ‘Black feminism and intersectionality’ International
Socialist Review, 91. Available from: https://isreview.org/issue/91/black-feminism-and-intersectionality. Accessed 2 August 2025; Mkhize, Z. 2017. ‘The

Intersection of Race and Gender for Black Women in Higher Education.’ Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317253234 The intersection
of race and gender for Black women_in_higher education. Accessed 28 July 2025.
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In addressing challenges of equity within the South African
researcher workforce and postgraduate student cohort,
and in meeting its transformation goals, the NRF introduced
several funding instruments. The Thuthuka programme,
initiated in 2001, provides targeted support for emerging
Black and women researchers, with interventions to stimu-
late research at historically disadvantaged institutions. The
Black Academics Advancement Programme (BAAP) was
established in 2017 to increase the participation of Black
South African academics, and persons with disabilities
employed at South African universities. The DSI-NRF Post-
graduate Student Funding Policy was introduced in 2021
and was developed around the principles of equity, im-
proved efficiency and throughput, and the prioritisation of
fields and disciplines. In line with these principles, alloca-
tion targets are set for South African citizens and perma-
nent residents, women, Black South Africans and students
living with disabilities.

Furthermore, and based on evidence regarding ongo-
ing EDI challenges, the NRF adopted a document enti-
tled Advancing EDI in the Research Enterprise in 2023,
with interventions to advance EDI and transformative re-
search. This EDI document is contextualised by the NRF's
Transformation Framework. Analysis in the document finds
that, despite significant advancements in diversifying rep-
resentation in the South African research enterprise, key
challenges continue to limit transformation. African and
Coloured women, and persons living with disabilities, con-
tinue to be significantly underrepresented in postgraduate
studies, senior academic positions, and research leader-
ship roles. The NRF’s analysis of disaggregated research
funding data® and rating data found that interventions have
not sufficiently shifted representation of these individuals.
The document recommends further, focused, interventions
and outlines these across the three key areas of advancing
diverse representation and full participation in the South

African research enterprise; advancing transformative re-
search; and collecting and analysing disaggregated data
to promote EDI.

The NRF acknowledges that transformation of the research-
er landscape is not only about demographic representa-
tion, but also transformation of the institutional landscape,
full participation, and the type of research that is being un-
dertaken and funded. The EDI document noted challenges
related to historical inequalities between institutions, soci-
etal norms, institutional cultures, and challenges around
work-life balance, mentorship, and gender-based violence
(GBV). These continue to act as barriers to transformation
beyond representation. The NRF is, therefore, developing
specific interventions to support institutional capacity de-
velopment and will provide training and support to limit
such barriers.

The NRF views transformation, inclusivity, innovation, im-
pact, and sustainability as inextricably linked and central
to promoting excellence across the research enterprise.
For this reason, it places research excellence at the in-
tersection of transformation, knowledge advancement,
international competitiveness, and societal benefit, with
a clear understanding that it is not only about scientific
rigour, but also inclusivity, ethics, relevance, transferabil-
ity, and engagement with society. The NRF’s Framework to
Advance the Societal and Knowledge Impact of Research
explains research impact as “...A beneficial change in
society or knowledge advancement, brought about as a
direct or indirect result of the NRF’s research support in-

it is not only about scientific
rigour, but also inclusivity, ethics,
relevance, transferability, and
engagement with society
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2 See: NRF Insights 2024, volume 4 & 5. Available form: https://www.nrf.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/NRF-Insight-Volume-4.pdf & https://www.nrf.ac.za/

wp-content/uploads/2025/03/NRF-Insight-Volume-5.pdf. Accessed 11 August 2025.
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terventions, whether planned or unintended, immediate or
longer-term”. In line with this, the NRF has adopted a fo-
cus on transformative research to advance research with
impact. Transformative research brings together, among
others, the elements of EDI, transformation, engaged and
co-created research, trans and interdisciplinary research,
and mission-oriented research to advance the positive im-

pact of research on society.

7. Conclusion

The advancement of EDI and transformative research have
become essential in the promotion of fairness and repre-
sentation. Increasingly, higher education institutions and
research councils ask who is conducting the research,
what is the research about, how is the research process
designed, and what is its intended impact. In South Afri-
ca, in line with its overall transformation agenda, the NRF
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who is conducting the research,
what is the research about, how is
the research process designed, and
what is its intended impact

is committed to advancing EDI, intersectional approach-
es and transformative research through the promotion of
the full and equitable participation of diverse researchers;
collection and analysis of data to advance transformation;
and pursuit of a research impact agenda. The NRF aims to
achieve transformation beyond representation by address-
ing systemic barriers, working with sectoral partners, and
focusing on research excellence. In the medium term, the
NRF will focus its efforts on increasing the participation of
African and Coloured women, and persons living with dis-
abilities, while implementing its Framework to Advance the
Societal and Knowledge Impact of Research.
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