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Many Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in Africa face challenges that require the intervention 
of national governments, development partners and other stakeholders. HEIs also require new 
investment paradigms to maximize students’ acquisition of work-ready skills, knowledge and attitudes 
to enable students to contribute effectively to the workforce. The objective of this study was to 
identify reforms and investments needed to strengthen Higher Education (HE) in Africa and to inform 
the design and implementation of future investments and policy for sustainable development. A 
systematic review approach, involving a synthesis of literature on this theme in Africa in recent years, 
by African governments, education networks, academia and international bodies, was employed. The 
study used data from UNESCO and World Bank databases which were blended with the synthesis 
of the literature. The obtained literature was analysed and synthesized on the basis of its relevance 
and value to the HEIs study discourse. Textual and thematic analysis tookcentre stage with a view 
to establishing current reforms in HEIs and the concomitant investments that national governments 
and other key stakeholders need to make to have robust HEIs. The study used the Human Capital 
Theory that postulates that the most efficient path to the national development of any society lies in 
the improvement of its population, which is considered as the human capital. Despite criticisms of 
the human capital theory at the individual level on the extent to which education is directly related 
to improvements in occupation or income, human capital theorists generally assume that after all the 
known inputs into economic growth have been explained, much of the unexplained residual variance 
represents the contribution of the improvement of human capital, of which education is seen as most 
important (Merwe, 2010). The results of the study show that HEIs have done very little to promote 
Intra-Africa Academic Mobility and nurture HEI-industry partnerships to address demand and supply 
aspects of the labour force. The massification of higher education, resulting in a democratization 
of education, and the advent of the knowledge economy and globalization, among other factors, 
are being experienced without commensurate planning and with no corresponding accompanying 
increase in resources to enable the HEIs cope with the increased student population.  HEIs in Africa 
are sub-optimally capacitated to combat Africa’s pressing challenges such as unemployment, climate 
change and COVID-19 pandemic. The study points out that HEIs need to evolve in tandem with 
continental and global market needs to achieve Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) number 4 
on quality education. Further, it recommends that HEIs should encourage Intra-Africa Academic 
Mobility and foster HEI-industry partnerships to address demand-and-supply aspects of the labour 
force. In this respect, HEIs in Africa should be developing curricula aimed at building capacity of 
leaders and professionals to respond to the need to decarbonize and dematerialize development in 
Africa and leverage on the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Consequently, HEIs must prepare students to 
be entrepreneurial and resilient; able to continue to learn and reinvent themselves and their careers 
throughout their lives. Indeed, HEIs should view themselves as creative hubs where partners come 
together and harness each other’s synergy to innovate and solve societal problems.
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1. Introduction

Higher-Educational Institutions (HEIs) are tertiary-level 

learning centres that include universities, colleges, profes-
sional schools (that provide preparation in such fields as 
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engineering, law, theology, medicine, business, music, and 
art) as well as teacher-training schools, junior colleges, and 
institutes of technology. African governments, regional eco-
nomic organizations and civil society organizations have in 
the last couple of decades increasingly recognized the need 
to reshape Higher Education (HE) to meet the ever-chang-
ing skills needs in Africa. Higher education is vital in the 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment, particularly, Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
4 on quality education; SDG 5 on gender equality; SDG 8 
on decent work and economic growth; SDG 9 on industry 
innovation and infrastructure; and SDG 10 on reduced in-
equalities.

Viewed this way, HE is an indispensable form of invest-
ment in human capital, as a high level or specialized form 
of human capital whose contribution to economic growth is 
indispensable (AfDB, 2020; Fonn et al., 2018; Tilak, 2017;  
World Bank, 2017). Education for Sustainable Development 
is recognized as an integral part of Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal (SDG) 4 on quality education and a key enabler 
of all other SDGs.  Against this backdrop, several factual and 
strategic issues affecting HE have been identified and are 
summarized herein. The issues constitute the structure and 
context of subsequent sections of this paper.

The HE sector is generally characterized by low spending effi-
ciency. African governments spend about 5% of GDP on edu-
cation, which is the second highest percentage in any region 
in the world. The region has the worst education spending 
efficiency, although African countries devote significant re-
sources to education. According to the AfDB’s African Eco-
nomic Outlook (2020) report, Africa has a 58% efficiency 
score for primary education and 41% efficiency for second-
ary education, both more than 20 percentage points lower 
than the second-worst performing region in the world.

Sub-optimal infrastructure is a setback that deserves urgent 
examination. Infrastructure deficiency of HE institutions is 
an almost insurmountable challenge in Sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA) (Abugre, 2018; Fonn et al., 2018). Infrastructure defi-
ciencies have been estimated to account for 30–60% of the 
negative effects on the productivity of African HEIs.

Growth in enrolment, coupled with representation of women, 
is still insufficient to meet a rising demand for HE, and the pres-
sure on SSA countries to further expand access to HE is increas-
ing. Access to higher education for the relevant age group re-
mains at 5%, the lowest regional average in the world, just 
one-fifth of the global average of about 25%.  The continent 
has few scientists and engineers, with the share of students 
enrolled in engineering, manufacturing, and construction 
ranging from as low as 3% in Burundi to only 12.8% in 
Morocco, compared with at least 20% in Austria, Germa-
ny, Malaysia, and Mexico. Women are underrepresented in 
higher education, in particular in the fields of science and 
technology (Fonn et al., 2018).

Poor research and innovation remain a barrier to the com-
petitiveness of African HEIs. In the past, Africa was unable 

to benefit from and capitalize on the opportunities brought 
about by industrial revolutions (AUDA-NEPAD, 2019). This 
inability weakened its position in relation to international 
competitors. In light of the benefits and challenges posed by 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), Africa cannot afford 
to, nor does it have to, miss out on the innovative oppor-
tunities brought about by the 4IR especially because of the 
disruptive nature of emerging technologies coupled with the 
current COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 pandemic eras.

In view of the foregoing, the state of policy and practice 
in HE, and its connection to skills development, are interro-
gated. The subsequent implications on the SDG 4 on quality 
education; SDG 5 on gender equality; SDG 8 on decent work 
and economic growth; SDG 9 on industry innovation and 
infrastructure; SDG 10 on reduced inequalities, and SDG 13 
on combating climate change, are evaluated. Further, an ap-
praisal is made of how academic policies and practices are 
integrated in HEIs for improved quality and relevance of 
Higher education. They are the subject of the subsequent 
sections.

2. State of Higher Education Policy and Practice and its 
Linkage to Skills Development in Africa

2.1. Skills Demand and Supply

Skills development is the process that identifies skill gaps 
and develops and hones skills. Several key issues are perti-
nent in regard to HE skills development in Africa. The en-
rolment and growth of HEIs in Africa remains low. In the 
last twenty years, HE enrolment worldwide almost doubled, 
going from 19% to 38% between 2000 and 2018. Africa 
continues to lag behind, with 9% in access to higher edu-
cation, having grown from 4% in 2000, compared to the 
77% of the higher income sector (UNESCO, 2020). Access 
to tertiary education in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) doubled 
between 2000 and 2018, but the enrolment rate remained 
low at 9% in 2018, about a quarter of the global average, 
the lowest regional average in the world. The growth has 
been insufficient to match the rising demand driven by an 
improved access to primary and secondary education, a 
growing young population, and employment shifting away 
from agriculture to manufacturing and services (Gandhi, 
2018; Reddy et al., 2016). The region faces several chal-
lenges in its HE systems. For many countries in the region, it 
is extremely difficult to secure adequate funding for tertiary 
education and thus costs for tertiary education are high.  At 
the same time, growth in enrolment remains insufficient to 
meet a rising demand for tertiary education, yet pressure 
on SSA countries to expand access to tertiary education has 
intensified over time. Further, the region has remained as 
one of the regions where women’s enrolment continues to 
lag behind men’s enrolment in tertiary education. 

Internationalization and modernization remain under-artic-
ulated. A modernization in HE is a process of socio-cultural 
transformation involving values, norms, institutions, and 
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structures that include glocalization, global competition, 
branding and ranking, and institutional autonomy and ac-
ademic freedom. Disruption occasioned by global mega is-
sues (such as the rising role of technology, climate change, 
demographic shifts, urbanization, and globalization of value 
chains) are changing the nature of work and skills demands. 
Yet, HEIs are not producing students with requisite cogni-
tive, socio-emotional, technical and digital skills for the 21st 
century labour market (Williamson & Hogan, 2020). The 
major challenge facing HEIs remains the mismatch between 
skills produced and industry needs.

The massification of HE (a global phenomenon, resulting in 
democratization of education, the advent of the knowledge econ-
omy and globalization has not been commensurate with plan-
ning and accompanying increase in resources to enable HEIs to 
cope with the increased student population. Mass enrolment of 
students in universities has thus outstripped HEIs’ resources. 
Glocalization is not fully realized to widen access, globalise 
HE and equip graduates with 21st Century employability 
skills. HEIs in SSA have achieved minimally in research and 
innovation, in part due to underfunding, compared to their 
global counterparts who have more direct relationships with 
industry. Brain drain of HE faculty is an endemic problem in 
Ethiopia as in other African HEIs like Ghana where academ-
ic staff is inadequate (Abugre, 2014).

Equitable access, retention and completion remain inade-
quate in many HEIs. Many students who manage to enrol 
in education or training programmes do not complete their 
studies and miss out on obtaining formal qualifications, 
which can dramatically reduce the return on educational 
investments in terms of lifetime earning potential (Arias et 
al., 2019; Ndaruhutse & Thompson, 2016). Future proof-
ing efforts and mitigation strategies against learning losses 
occasioned by pandemics such as the COVID-19 in many 
HEIs are low. Many HEIs are not inclusive and responsive to 
the needs of all learners and educators. Inno¬vative catch-
up strategies to meet diverse learning needs and provide 
alter¬nate pathways for engaging or reengaging the most 
marginalized, especially girls and learners with disabilities, 
are inadequate.

Student engagement, mobility and employability are inade-
quately addressed. Occupational mobility and portability of 
qualifications from one HEI to another HEI within and across 
African countries remain low.  Employability of HEI gradu-
ates remains equally low due to several factors such as skills 
mismatch and low levels of literacy. For instance, of the en-
tire working-age population more than 80% in Ghana and 
more than 60% in Kenya cannot infer simple information 
from relatively easy texts (World Bank, 2018). Such young 
people cannot compete in the wage job market even though 
there is a shortage of wage jobs on offer. Educated urban 
youth thus crowd into self-employment. Not surprisingly, 
30% of youth with at least a secondary education report 
being over-skilled for their jobs. This amplifies the poten-

tially limited absorptive capacity of African labour mar-
kets (AfDB, 2020). Skills production does not match labour 
market demand or development needs (American Council 
of Trustees and Alumni Institute for Effective Governance, 
2015; Fonn et al., 2018; Mba, 2017). Further, inequality in 
academic mobility is prevalent in African HEIs consequently 
undermining research and innovation of HEIs in Africa. To 
enhance student employability there is need for curriculum 
reforms to ensure alignment with industry demands.

Governance and leadership, focused on skills development, 
presents two factors: Firstly, the skills regulation ecosystem 
remains rigid in many African countries, reducing mobility 
and making it difficult for workers to find jobs and for firms 
to find the right workers. Secondly, skills development initi-
atives are uncoordinated and disjointed across HEIs within 
a country and across Africa, resulting in duplication of ef-
forts, wastage of resources and minimal impact of HE pro-
grammes. Further, there is limited inter-HEI coordination of 
skills development.

Overall, the aforementioned issues put the realisation of SDG 
4 in jeopardy. By the year 2030, SDG 4 targets to ensure 
equal access for all women and men to affordable and qual-
ity technical, vocational and tertiary education, including 
university. 

2.2. Higher Education Leadership and Governance

Several HE leadership and governance issues may be 
discerned from the current policy and practice on the con-
tinent. Governance structures in many HEIs are generally 
weak, unreliable or ineffective, or both unreliable and inef-
fective (Abugre, 2018; Varghese, 2016; CODESRIA, 2017). 
This negatively affects SDG 4 on quality education; SDG 8 
on decent work and economic growth; SDG 9 on industry 
innovation and infrastructure. Abugre singles out deficient 
institutional policies, deficient infrastructure, unbalanced 
students’ numbers versus teaching loads, human resource 
deficits, research quality challenges and bureaucratic and/
or inconsistent administrative environment. Aburge (2018)  
claims that governmental policies thwart HEIs’ efforts to in-
itiate major changes or enact long-term policies beneficial to 
the HEIs’ development without political authorization.

Incentives are too weak to support platforms for inno-
vation and entrepreneurship development. Instead, the in-
centives stifle creativity and change in HEIs (Vuong et al., 
2017). Bureaucracy and administrative inertia affect service 
delivery. In this connection, for instance, excessive delays 
in the acquisition of teaching and research materials, long 
holdup in the hiring of academic staff and complicated, in-
consistent and non-uniform promotion systems for academic 
staff (exacerbated by a lack of clear-cut procedures to guide 
academic promotions) negatively affect the performance of 
the HEIs. At the same time, recruitment into African univer-
sities is limited and may become even narrower than it is 
currently (Abugre, 2018; Gasu, 2018).
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University education as a private good: The current gov-
ernance system of HEIs is marked by a departure from the 
public good notion to a new conception that university ed-
ucation is a private good as any other commodity in the 
marketplace for potential consumers. With a change in the 
philosophy that had driven HE in the past, there has been a 
corresponding universal shift in the tenets that underpinned 
HE governance from the traditional collegial system to man-
agerialism. It has become necessary for HE leadership in 
Africa to realign its institutional goals to meet commercial 
interests in public service delivery. The global drive to re-
define the essence of higher education has sparked debates 
regarding whether leadership of African universities has the 
capacity to manage the consequences of managerialism in a 
competitive global context.

Public universities, public funding, and government con-
trol characterized the governance and management of HE 
during the period following independence.  Not until the 
last decade of the 20th century, university governance was 
mostly influenced by the traditional understanding that HE 
was a public good with socially beneficial returns (Moswe-
unyane, 2013; OECD, 2012). The governance cultures and 
the goals which institutional leadership pursued were under-
stood to be in line with the public good philosophy. Through 
the instrumentality of neoliberal ideology now awash in the 
African political economy, however, the philosophy of HE 
as a public good is fading (World Bank, 2019).

Transitioning from traditional governance to corporate 
managerialism and academic quality: Transformations in the 
notions of public management and the corresponding gov-
ernance systems that come with it have engendered splits 
within the academic community about how to run public 
universities. In the traditional governance arrangement, HE 
leadership was largely absolved from the stress of finding 
alternative sources of funding for its institutions, as the state 
was supposed to deliver on its funding obligations. None-
theless, since the last decade of the 20th century, the HE 
landscape has witnessed massive transformations, caused by 
such factors as globalisation, internationalisation, privatisa-
tion, state downscaling and managerialism. These develop-
ments have had significant consequences on HE governance, 
as there has emerged downscaling of state funding and a 
new demand on the leadership of public universities to cor-
poratize its operations. Public universities are to make up 
for the shortfall in their funding from alternative sources, 
as the social contractual obligation on the state as the ex-
clusive funder of public universities has changed. The lib-
eralisation wave of the HE sector has brought into being 
many private academic service providers from in-country 
and offshore sources. The change from the collegial systems 
to managerial arrangements has posed new challenges to 
leadership of these institutions in meeting their mandates 
as the universities take on a posture of capitalist corporate 
entrepreneur. The shifts are essentially the products of the 

neoliberal revolution that has undercut prior notions of the 
state’s responsibility towards HE. The prior notions of HE as 
a public good, and its graduates as being a social good, have 
been questioned by the advocates of neoliberalism.

Liberalization and commercialization: The liberalization 
and commercialization experience has thrown up new chal-
lenges to the HE leadership in Africa. How this situation 
bodes for the role of HE in the national development agenda 
cannot be ignored. The liberalization wave is being pushed 
further around the carousel of globalization and internation-
alization of HE and raised many questions as to whether 
the national agendas for higher education in Africa are not 
being hijacked by the very forces that have caused its un-
derdevelopment. Indeed liberalization, commercialisation  
and  managerism cumulatively act as a barrier in achieving  
SDG 10 on reduced inequalities; SDG 8 on decent work and 
economic growth; and SDG 9 on industry innovation and 
infrastructure.

2.3. Financing of Higher Education

The landscape of HE funding in Africa has been rough for 
many years. HEIs globally, even in the developed world, face 
fiscal problems. The degree of these problems is, however, 
far greater in Africa than anywhere else. In Sub-Saharan Af-
rica, HEIs are the most financially challenged in the world 
(World Bank, 2019). The main funders of education are gov-
ernments, households, and development partners.  Globally, 
real spending on education has grown steadily over the last 
10 years with governments contributing the largest share 
of the expenditure (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). However, govern-
ment education spending in Africa, as a share of GDP has re-
mained flat in the past 10 years, as represented in Fig. 1 and 
Fig. 2 by low-income country (LIC) and lower-middle-in-
come country (LMIC) curves. In SSA countries, funding of 
the HE subsector is a critical issue due to inadequate and 
unsustainable financing sources and mechanisms (Mgaiwa, 
2018). Empirical evidence shows that the economic inabil-
ity in most African countries has been the stumbling block 
to adequate funding for HE (Tilak, 2015). Such a scenario is 
unlikely to propel Africa achieve the development of HE in 
line with its expectations, with a negative impact on SDG 4 
on quality education.

There has been an acute cut in HE budgets in recent years 
globally despite its higher return on investment.  In Africa, 
the allocated funding in relation to requests or demand is 
decreasing and creating a mismatch between student en-
rolment and budgetary allocations. The sources of funds to 
finance education at any level in most countries, both devel-
oped and developing, are determined by the tax base, polit-
ical systems, and policy principles for financing education. 
Given the importance of HE in research and its impact on 
social, economic, and technological development, HE needs 
to be at the government’s top priorities in budgeting and 
fund disbursement. 
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To have sustainable and reliable sources of funds, public 
HE institutions need to find ways to diversify their income 
streams so as to reduce their dependence on public funds, 
which are often tied to economic and political factors such 
as through grants and contracts, alumni contributions, and 
partnerships with corporate organizations. The funding 
challenge has been made complex by the COVID-19, which 
poses a new dimension in country budget allocations to fi-
nancing education. In responding to the COVID-19 crisis, 
learning institutions have had to incur additional spending 
for compliance with the necessary measures to control con-
tagion and fund programmes to make up for the losses in 
learning. Despite the urgent need for adequate funding to 
allow learning institutions to reopen safely, about 50% of 

the learning institutions cut their education budgets (Table 
1). This scarcely bodes well for the future, when macroeco-
nomic conditions are expected to worsen. It is foreseen that 
lower-income countries are more likely to see a decreasing 
trend in their education budgets or to shift from a positive 
to a negative trend after the COVID-19.

2.4. Commercialization and Privatization of Higher Edu-
cation: The Response to the COVID-19

Across the globe, there is a pressing need to support the 
freedom of HE workers and their right to participate in the 
formulation and implementation of institutional policies, 
collective agreements and regulatory frameworks around 
teaching and learning. This need includes educational tech-

Fig. 1. Real spending on Education in the last 10 years

Source: World Bank - Education Finance Watch 2021 using data from OECD, UIS, IMF and World Bank online databases. Note: 
World Bank income group classifications in 2020 are used to group countries: LIC = low-income country, LMIC = lower-mid-
dle-income country, UMIC = upper-middle-income country, and HIC = high-income country.

Fig. 2. Public Spending per Capita
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nologies (edtechs) and its impact on academic freedom, de-
cent work, quality education as well as data governance and 
privacy. In this context, commercialization and privatiza-

tion comes to the fore (Williamson & Hogan, 2020). 
Privatization and commercialization are two distinct but 

often related phenomena in the provision of public services. 

All countries High and upper 
middle-income

Lower and lower 
middle-income

Countries with decreasing budgets 
pre-COVID-19

Decreased post-COVID-19
Increased post-COVID-19

24
21

8
33

35
12

Countries with increasing budgets 
pre-COVID-19

Decreased post-COVID-19
Increased post-COVID-19

28
28

25
33

29
24

Total 100 100 100

Table 1: Change in Education Budgets after the COVID-19 by Earlier Status (%)

Source: Tanaka (2020)

Hogan and Thompson (2017) suggested that privatization 
happens to HEIs through the development of quasi-markets 
through institutional policy and structures such as state-reg-
ulated private sector participation in HEIs. Commerciali-
zation occurs in HEIs and involves the creation, marketing 
and sale of educational goods and services for commercial 
gain. The global response to COVID-19 shows the overlap-
ping nature of privatization and commercialization. On the 
one hand, privatization is apparent as a “policy tool” that 
is reflecting and responding to a rapid shift in the modal-
ity of schooling. Public-private partnerships and commer-
cial contracts are being formulated as part of a deliberate 
government strategy to use the private sector to help move 
learning online in response to the COVID-19 crisis. On the 
other hand, commercialization is about how actors profit 
from the “commodification” of education. Interestingly, 
commercialization is simultaneously prolific and hidden in 
our mapping of the global response to COVID-19. The sheer 
scale of products and services on offer to HEIs to assist with 
online learning attests to this.  Even though many of these 
products and services are being offered “free” for a limited 
time, it would be perceived that this social response is a key 
feature of “disaster capitalism” and evidence of how “pan-
demic politics” is beginning to affect practices of learning, 
with the global education industry likely capitalizing on an 
avenue of future profitability (Williamson & Hogan, 2020).

COVID-19 pandemic has been used as an exceptional op-
portunity for expanding privatization and commercialization in 
HE, particularly through the promotion of edtech as short-term 
solutions to campus closures and the positioning of private sector 
actors as catalysts and engineers of post-pandemic HE reform 
and transformation. This is argued on the premise that emer-
gencies produce catalytic opportunities for market-oriented 
privatization policies and commercial reforms in education. 
Indeed, pandemic privatization and commercialization of 
HE during the COVID-19 emergency is a multi-sector pro-
cess involving diverse actors that cut across government, 
business, consultancy, finance, and international govern-

ance, with transnational reach and various effects across 
geographical, social, political, and economic contexts. All 
this illustrates how “disaster techno-capitalism” has sought 
to exploit the pandemic for private sector and commercial 
advantage. This is a space to watch and take advantage of 
in Africa.

Diverse organizations from multiple sectors translated the 
public health crisis into an opportunity to reimagine HE for the 
long term as a digitally innovative and data intensive sector of 
post-pandemic societies and economies. Face-to-face teaching 
constituted an urgent global public health threat, but it was 
perceived by organizations including education technology 
businesses, consultancies, international bodies and investors 
as a longer-term problem and threat to student “up-skill-
ing,” “employability,” and global post-COVID-19 economic 
recovery. Framed as a form of “emergency relief” during 
campus closures, education technologies were presented as 
an opportunity for investment and profit-making, with the 
growing market of edtech framed as a catalytic enabler of 
the long term (Williamson & Hogan, 2020). On the other 
hand, COVID-19 pandemic has exposed and perpetuated 
digital inequality in higher education in Africa.

2.5. Competitiveness of Higher Education Institutions

The status of the competitiveness of African HEIs is ex-
amined using four leading HE global ranking bodies: Webo-
metrics, uniRank, QS World University Ranking, and Times 
Higher Education. According to their databases, there are 
about 1,225 officially recognized HEIs in Africa in 2021, 
which is only 8.9% of 13,723 HEIs worldwide. The estimat-
ed population of the African continent is around 16.1% of 
the total world population, implying that the African HE 
system and offerings are underrepresented in the world at 
least in terms of the number of HEIs.

The Ranking Web or Webometrics is an academic rank-
ing of HEIs which uses both webometric (all missions) and 
bibliometric (research mission) indicators. These indicators 
include Visibility—web contents impact (number of exter-
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nal networks [subnets] linking to the institution's webpag-
es)—and Transparency—top-cited researchers (number of 
citations from Top 210 authors and excellence or scholar) 
number of papers amongst the top 10% most cited in each 
one of all the 27 disciplines of the full database.

The 2021 Webometrics world university ranking shows 
that eight of the ten top universities in Africa are in South 
Africa. The remaining two are in Egypt. It is noteworthy 
that the top university in Africa is number 216 globally; it 
is not surprisingly, therefore, that many African HEIs actu-
ally function on the periphery of the international scientific 
community and are unable to participate in the production 
and the adaptation of knowledge to successfully address do-
mestic economic and social problems. Quality, relevance, 
and flexibility of academic programmes remain a challenge. 
Ranking and visibility of African HEIs remain poor and 
present huge investment opportunities to contribute to im-
proved rankings.

UniRank: Out of 1,225 recognized HEIs in Africa included 
in the uniRank database,586 are public (that is, officially 
affiliated to or run by national, state or local governments) 
and 601 are private (Table 2). The type of control of the re-
maining 38 African universities included in the uniRank da-
tabase is unknown. In terms of the number of public versus 
private universities, the uniRank database shows a strong 
balance between public and private HE in the African con-
tinent as a whole. According to the uniRank, 164 out of the 
top 200 universities in Africa (82%) are public HEIs. Differ-
ences and peculiarities may exist in each African country's 
HE system, but, generally, the majority of African public 
HEIs are not-for-profit organisations, not necessarily in legal 
terms but certainly in terms of nature and institutional pur-
poses such as role, scope and mission.

The QS World University Ranking's methodological frame-
work is compiled using six simple metrics: Academic Repu-
tation (40%), Employer Reputation (10%), Faculty/Student 
Ratio (20%), Citations per Faculty (20%), International Fac-
ulty Ratio and International Student Ratio (5% each). 

The Times Higher Education World University Ranking fo-
cuses on judging research-intensive universities across the 
universities core mandates in: teaching, research, research 
influence, international outlook and knowledge transfer. 
The Rankings use indicators grouped into five areas: Teach-
ing (the learning environment), Research (volume, income 
and reputation), Citations (research influence), Internation-
al Outlook (staff, students and research) and Industry In-
come (knowledge transfer). 

Methodologies used by ranking bodies are interrogated 
to tease out salient issues of importance to African HEIs. 
The uniRank includes HEIs worldwide which are official-
ly recognized, licensed and/or accredited by national or 
regional bodies such as ministries of higher education or 
government-recognized accrediting organizations, which 
are officially licensed or authorized to grant at least four-
year undergraduate degrees (bachelor's degrees) and/or 
postgraduate degrees (master's and doctoral degrees) and 
which provide HE courses mainly in a traditional face-to-
face learning format delivered through on-site facilities.

Challenges for the competitiveness of the HE system in Africa 
are discernible. To date, a very small percentage of African 
universities has featured in these global rankings. The rea-
sons for this are diverse and complex. One clear contribut-
ing factor are the HEIs’ diverse priorities when compared 
to global elite research universities. According to the four 
ranking systems the main issues of the HE systems in Africa 
are inadequate funding, low research output and innovation 
(but for very few exceptions), lack of harmonization of the 
HE systems in the African continent as a whole, and HEIs’ 
global low reputation among academics and prospective 
employers. Many African HEIs face challenges that require 
the intervention of like-minded stakeholders collaborating 
with national governments and development partners to 
ensure students graduate with requisite skills to contribute 
meaningfully to the workforce. These challenges are a point-
er  to the risk of not attaining SD4 on quality educations, 
SDG 9 on industry innovation and infrastructure, and ; SDG 

Name of website No. of universities in 
Africa

No. of public 
universities

No. of private 
universities

No. of universities 
all over the world 

UniRank 1225 586 601 13,724

Webometrics 1917 - - 30,000

QS World University ranking 11 - - 1,000

Times Higher Education Ranking 27 - - 1,526

Table 2: Ranking Data of HEIs in Africa Based on Four Leading Global Ranking Systems in 2021

8 on decent work and economic growth.
Several HEIs invest in academic research to build up their 

profiles, but not much is invested in marketing and/or min-
ing the research to better understand the needs and wants 
of their “special customers” and the influencing roles of par-

ents in HEIs. Besides traditional research approaches, there 
is need to invest in marketing managers. In this way, the use 
of modern research techniques, such as marketing analytics 
will help research on prospective students’ expectations ( 
Mogaji et al., 2020).
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2.6. Role of Higher Education Institutions in Socio-Eco-
nomic Development   

Any strong economy in the world today is built with the 
support of education (Mgaiwa, 2018). Higher education is 
the primary mechanism for promoting economic growth, 
contributes significantly in shaping social values of nations 
and is instrumental in fostering growth, reducing poverty 
and boosting shared prosperity. It benefits the individual 
and the entire educational system. The key for success in a 
globalized world lies increasingly in how effectively a coun-
try can assimilate the available knowledge and build com-
parative advantages in areas with good growth prospects 
and in how a country can use technology to address the 
most pressing environmental challenges.

HEIs and more so universities produce new knowledge 
through research that is needed to address societal challeng-
es while promoting development. HE is a determinant as 
well as the outcome of income and economic benefits for 
public and private good (Abugre, 2018). Development is 
driven by the sum total of the skills, knowledge and experi-
ence that a society possesses—globally and locally (glocal-
ization). Higher-level institutions in SSA that are equipped 
to impart quality education and conduct relevant applied 
research can play a critical role in producing workers with 
skills to assimilate technology and make effective deci-
sions that help industry to diversify into a broader range 
of products as well as in stimulating innovations. All this 

underscores the role of HEIs in equipping graduates with 
21st-century employability skills (World Economic Forum, 
2017) (Fig. 3). Strengthening industry-academia collabora-
tion is central to this process, however.

Universities operate in local, national, regional, and in-
ternational contexts and need to acknowledge political real-
ities, community expectations, and their own espoused val-
ues. The current pattern of skills production in Africa does 
not match labour market demand or development needs as 
seen in their level of preparedness to tap into the opportuni-
ties presented by the 4IR (Fig. 4 and Fig. 5).

Africa’s level of preparedness to take up five key 4IR 
technologies is moderate to low as presented in Fig. 4. This 
situation has been occasioned by inadequate digital strate-
gies, low levels of education and skills of employees.

Inadequate investment in education has meant that Af-
rican HEIs are currently incapable of responding to imme-
diate skill needs or supporting sustained productivity-led 
growth in the medium term (Mba, 2017). This may hinder 
achievement of SDG 8 on decent work and economic growth 
and  SDG 9 on industry innovation and infrastructure.

3. Integrating Academic Policy and Practice to Improve 
the Quality and Relevance of Higher Education

In an endeavour to salvage the realisation of SGD 4 on 
quality of education and consequently SDG 8 on decent 
work and economic growth in Africa, there is need to  im-

Fig. 3. Status of Africa for technology access, use and preparedness in readiness for the 4IR

prove quality and relevance of HE through integration of 
policy and practise. This calls for innovative reforms in gov-
ernance and leadership of in HEIs.

3.1 Governance Reforms of HEIs   

HEIs’ proof of the value of HE and generation of student return 
on investment are not apparent and should be made manifest 
(Kristin Blagg and Erica Blom, 2018). HEI leaders need to 

offer more clarity on what degrees they offer and demon-
strate the relevance of the skills sets in the global and the 
local economy. HEIs should cultivate critical thinking, alive-
ness and creativity, which move students beyond content 
into memorable learning experiences. HEIs must analyse 
megatrends shaping the future of global higher education, 
use labour market intelligence and balance agility and con-
sistency in how the HEIs plan, innovate and execute their 
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higher education strategies.
HEIs can contribute to establishing Research and Labour 

Market Information Systems (RELAMIS) in anticipation of 
skills demand to provide reliable and realistic assessment 
of economic trends and labour market needs. The system 
can forecast future demand and guide HEIs accordingly in 
preparing a constant flow of skilled workforce. Data can be 
disaggregated by gender to enable interventions to main-
tain equity and access to HEIs. The RELAMIS will improve 
relevance and reduce skill mismatch of HEIs in the labour 
market.

There are several studies and actions related to HEIs on 
issues about green economy, decarbonisation and conserva-
tion as drivers to sustainable natural resource management 
and resultant creation of jobs (Burns et al., 2018; Harmsen 
et al., 2021; Muthama, 2019; Scarff Seatter & Ceulemans, 
2017).  HEIs in Africa need to do more and spearhead ef-
forts to decarbonize development in Africa. This can be 
done through sustainable alternative pathways to reach 
carbon neutrality by the end of the 21st century, by for in-
stance firmly anchoring their programming on the High 5s 
towards green growth: Light up and Power Africa, Feed Af-
rica, Industrialize Africa, Integrate Africa, and Improve the 
Quality of Life for the People of Africa.

The decolonization and the indigenization of higher ed-
ucation call for an interrogation of education programmes, 
operations, research and community outreach agenda with-
in their socio-economic environments to ensure that they 
do not perpetuate or privilege certain ways of thinking and 
knowing over others, and thus contribute to unsustainable 
resource use and environmental degradation. Deliberate ef-
forts can be made to decentre the academy as the primary 
site of knowledge production and dissemination to make 
way for community engagement and land-based research 
practices (that is, through participatory research).

Decolonial indigenization requires that universities work 
to recognize, respect, and support academic processes and 
redistribute intellectual privilege, while working toward 
collaborative relationships that decentralize administrative 
power. Instructional focus goes beyond the what to the why 
of education to help students to gain knowledge and discov-
er the joy and the beauty of applying that knowledge above 
and beyond themselves. HEIs must prepare students to be 
entrepreneurial and resilient, with the ability to continue to 
learn and reinvent themselves and their careers throughout 
their lives. Thus, HEIs must evolve in tandem with market 
needs.

HEIs should align education and jobs not only regionally 
but also internationally. The HEIs should encourage Intra-Af-
rica Academic Mobility among students and staff and forge 
HEI-industry partnerships to address demand-and-supply 
aspects of the labour force. HEIs should morph into creative 
hubs that attract diverse partners and harness synergies to 
innovate and solve societal problems and have sustainable 
impact and thus sustainable development.

The HEI organizational performance should be reformed 
through systemic changes in practice. A systemic leader-
ship philosophy in HE should be recast towards altruism 
that espouses inclusivity, equity and justice for all that are 
undergirded by integrity, social responsibility, transparen-
cy and accountability. Such leadership has insight into HE 
systems, regardless of their complexity, as well as into coa-
lition-building, advocacy tactics and collaborative skills. In 
essence, systemic leadership could thus be deem to operate 
at a higher and more complex pedestal than transformative 
leadership. 

As HEIs innovate, they should analyse several scenarios 
towards world-classiness; local marketization; internation-
alization of their programmes; education exportation within 
the broader framework of global entrepreneurship and in-

Fig. 4. African Firms Level of Preparedness in readiness for 4IR Technologies
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dustrialization of HE; investment in infrastructure that sup-
ports the digital economy, diversification of funding streams 
to include more domestic sources; and data and evidence 
on labour market information towards demand-driven skills 
system. The HEIs should undertake regular labour market 
surveys to produce up-to-date information on the status of 
Human Resource and Development (HRD) in their countries 
and/or support research and development programmes that 
transfer knowledge and technology for sustainable devel-
opment.

3.2. Re-Thinking Leadership Philosophy of Higher Educa-
tion Institutions

A fundamental question globally is whether higher ed-
ucation serves social, political and cultural purposes, is a 
central institution of democracy, or is to be perceived, more 
instrumentally, as an engine for producing measurable 
learning performance and associated workforce productiv-
ity gains (White, 2019). The answer to this question most 
certainly will drive African HE policy and practice in the 
coming decade.

Higher education, a viable gateway to African renaissance, 
must identify multiple and flexible learning and career pro-
gression pathways to a sustainable future tailored to learners’ 
unique needs and circumstances and the labour market. In-
vestment in a high-quality workforce can create a virtuous 
cycle where relevant and quality skills enable productivity 
growth and foreign direct investment, which result in more 
and better jobs for the current workforce and more public 
and private investment in the education and training system. 
It has multiple benefits of contributing to the attainment of 
SDG 4 on quality education and SDG 8 on decent work and 
economic growth. This, in turn, increases employability and 
productivity for the current and the future workforce.

Higher education leadership philosophy should be recast 
towards altruism, which involves the unselfish concern for 
others; doing things simply out of a desire to help, and not 
because one feels obligated to do so out of duty, loyalty or 
religious reasons (Mallén et al., 2015). An effective altruism 
in HEIs espouses inclusivity, equity and justice for all, does 
“good better” and puts a human face to university leader-
ship as it dismantles bureaucracies that disenfranchise HEI 
community members. In the lecture room, it can be demon-
strated by teaching the why as much as the what of educa-
tion to help students not only to gain knowledge but also to 
discover the joy and the beauty of applying that knowledge 
above and beyond themselves.

Visionary leadership and a sense of urgency are essential to 
drive the change needed in HEIs. Veney and Sugimoto opine 
that innovative organizational practices have the greatest ef-
fect on performance when they are implemented in concert 

with one another and are well aligned to achieve organiza-
tional goals. Thus, improving organizational performance 
requires systemic changes in practice. Tuition rates contin-
ue to skyrocket while countries spend less on HE than their 
original projections, resulting in budget cuts across HE—
all the while when tuition fees in many HEIs have become 
increasingly beyond the reach of most youth. Worse still, 
budgetary allocation to universities is likely to shrink even 
further in the foreseeable future. In Kenya, for instance, the 
government slashed funding to its public universities by 
US$400 million (a 26% reduction) in the 2020/2021 finan-
cial year (Nganga, 2020). Nganga reported that Universities 
would get US$1.13 billion, down from the US$1.53 billion, 
which the government had planned to spend on the institu-
tions earlier in the year as a cost-cutting drive attributed to 
the coronavirus crisis, that is significantly hurting revenue 
collections and reducing economic activity.

In view of this reality, HEIs become the new altruism 
battleground. Altruistic HEI leaders are at their wits’ end 
to find alternative streams of funding (including bursary 
schemes and scholarships) to support core HEI functions 
and needy but bright students through their education. The 
leaders may opt to get into strategic partnerships with phil-
anthropic organizations to fund programmes targeting vul-
nerable and marginalized populations or people living in 
conflict and crisis-prone environments. Consequently, social 
responsibility becomes a hallmark of altruistic HEI leaders 
who may innovate and ensure that their corporate social re-
sponsibility dockets are vibrant and make a real difference 
for the neediest students. In the process, HEIs can leverage 
alumni to sponsor specific activities or engage in strategic 
public-private partnerships to secure additional funding.

3.3. New Business Model of HEIs – the Triple Helix Model

Grey matter is a country’s main resource, and knowledge 
has become a key driver of competitiveness.  Knowledge pro-
duces growth. HEIs can rely on an eclectic mix of business 
models to inform their programming and forge cross-sec-
toral relations with like-minded players. Informed by the 
Helix Model while downplaying its limitations, progressive 
HEIs can forge mutually beneficial, tripartite, evolving stra-
tegic partnerships with a government and industry to foster 
a country’s sustainable economic and social development 
and contribute meaningfully to a knowledge-based econo-
my (Fig. 5). While governments can, and do, formulate rel-
evant policies and provide finance, innovation support and 
advisory services to HEIs, HEIs can undertake research and 
development activities and host technology transfer offices 
and test centres, and industry can engage in entrepreneurial 
venturing and product and service development.
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Apart from the triple helix model, there are many models 
such as the strategic leadership style. This paper however 
isolates Systematic Leadership (SL) model based on its key 
tenet to inform an inward look at one’s leadership strengths. 
Through the use of self-analysis tools such as the styles in-
ventory, the SL model holds out promise for transformative 
altruistic leadership. The following are key components of 
the SL model.

Systematic HEI leaders envision, clearly imagine or 
mentally see a future state.  They see existing ideas and 
imagine ways to creatively or innovatively make the idea 
better or use them in different ways. Systematic HEI leaders 
both need to involve or engage the interests, emotions and 
commitment of all members in their teams or organizations 
and to value team members’ time, talent, ideas, and resourc-
es towards achievement of their HEI’s vision and mission.  
Further, systematic HEI leaders secure members’ commit-
ment and intentionally invite them into conversations and 
involve them in decision-making, for to such leaders every 
opinion counts. Such leaders who see African students being 
globally competitive will motivate students accordingly.

Systematic HEI leaders need to develop or bring out the 
capabilities and possibilities of others, as they teach, coach, 
mentor and advise others. They must consciously find ways 
to help others embrace new ideas, learn new skills, and 
stretch themselves to new possibilities. Such leaders are 
need for the realisation of Africa’s Agenda 2063. Systematic 
HEI leaders plan or strategically design or formulate steps 
and procedures or map to reach a desired vision or out-
come. They act or exert energy towards an outcome. They 
move forward on an idea to actualise it. They need to be 
proactive in taking initiatives to launch an idea as well as 
operate within different systems to steer their institution to 
great heights. They need to establish strategic internal and 
external partnerships using their collaborative leadership 
skills, coalition-building and advocacy tactics and complex 
systems’ insights as shown in Fig. 6. HEI systems should 
hire systematic leaders as a strategic move to ensure their 
institutions are globally competitive, successful and resil-
ient. This would then pave way for the realisation of SDG 4 

on quality education, SDG 8 on decent work and economic 
growth in Africa, and SDG 5 on gender equality.

Harnessing the right human resource follows a process of in-
ception, development, motivation and maintenance. Inception 
involves strategic human resource planning to recruit and 
select the best fit for an HEI. Once an employee is present-
ed to the institution, the employee undertakes development 
activities that include training, capacity building and pro-
vision of opportunities for career development. Motivating 
the employee may include a provision of rewards, awards 
and recognition as well as adequate compensation, disci-
pline and counselling. In terms of maintenance, motivation 
may involve a provision of a robust health insurance and 
workplace safety as well as regular communication.

In a given HEI, faculty and staff must share in the vision 
and the core values of an institution. Information about the 
HEI can be provided in different formats such as through 
emails, trainings, notices, banners and brochures. More 
comprehensive training must be provided to retain employ-
ees and increase productivity as shown in Fig. 7.

In terms of inputs, a human resource team should ensure 
that faculty, staff and students understand organizational 
dimensions (such as the culture of learning and commitment 
to improving performance) and how the dimensions relate 
to human resource development capacity (such as leader-
ship and professionalism). In terms of processes within the 
organizational context, faculty, staff and students should be 
made to understand about strategic relationships and build 
trust. They should be guided on the relationship between 
systems and processes and their contribution to creation of 
a high performance work system and culture as well as the 
system of accountability. The human resource team must 
help faculty, staff and students understand the outcomes the 
institution seeks to achieve.

The human resource team can scan the context within 
which an HEI operates. In the face of labour market shifts 
and the rise of automation, HEIs can work collaboratively to 

Fig. 5. Triple Helix Strategic Interaction

Fig. 6. Key Elements of Systematic Leadership



69 Mbithi et al., (2021) / J. sustain. environ. peace 4(2) 58-73

change education models to models that promote the ideals 
an HEI espouses. 

Higher education leaders need to rethink the purpose of ed-
ucation to adequately prepare students for the future world of 
work. HEIs need to prepare students to be entrepreneurial 
and resilient. This is a route towards attainment of SDG 8 
on quality of work and economic growth. On their part, stu-
dents should be equipped with learning to acquire skills to 
continue learning and reinventing themselves and their ca-
reers throughout their lives. All this means that HEIs should 
evolve in tandem with market needs (Fig. 7) and provide 
life-long, life-wide and life-deep learning for all learners ( 
Bélanger, 2016).

New human resource models ensure the growing discon-
nect between employer demands and college experience 
are addressed. HEI leaders can devise creative approaches 
that give students lifelong learning skills that are valuable 
in the long term. Indeed, lifetime education can be effective 
in tackling the skills mismatch between what employers say 
they want and what HE delivers.

Global HEI network will likely be the new normal where 
institutions partner in sophisticated ways to bring value 
to one another. New business models in human resourc-
es, of necessity, must entail augmenting education-busi-
ness through strategic collaborations, which may include 
cross-border partnerships and transnational education or 
capacity-building models. HEIs may partner with businesses 
and industry to help students and faculty apply their skills 
in the workplace. In that way, both parties not only gain 
but also bring down the cost of education. At the same time, 
curricula can be tailored to align more closely to needs of 
the job market and sustainability (Scarff Seatter & Ceule-
mans, 2017). Indeed, internalization of education can be an 
invaluable outcome of strategic collaborations.

From demographic trends, large cities continue to grow 
as centres of jobs and careers. HEIs should be able to adapt 
quickly to these needs and align education and jobs region-
ally and internationally. At the same time, they should forge 
HEI-industry partnerships to address demand-and-supply 
aspects of the workforce. 

HEIs have a potential to be a creative hub, where partners 
come together and harness each other’s synergy to innovate 
and solve societal problems through research, innovation, and 
entrepreneurship. In this respect, HEIs will need to adopt a 
mind-set that views 4IR-related technology disruption as an 
opportunity to innovate if they are keen to build on their vi-
sions, missions and core values. Technology disruption here 
refers to the introduction of a new or existing technology 
that is used and/or created in manner that the incumbent is 
rendered outdated, over a period of months, years or dec-
ades. Winner HEIs will most likely be those that are best at 
partnering. In any case, each HEI should ensure they are 
the preferred partner of choice in a rapidly changing world. 
New emphases on human resource in HEIs will ensure they 

not only are locally grounded but also are globally connect-
ed with technology to enhance linkages and networks.

Rising incomes in developing countries, an important 
prerequisite to demands for educational opportunities, 
mean that institutions have new opportunities for innova-
tive educational business models to address the growth in 
demand. New education models may include new delivery 
modes such as blended learning and flipped classrooms un-
dergirded by relevant pedagogy, andragogy and heutagogy 
(Heick, 2015) tailored to students’ unique needs.

HEIs will make strategic decisions to become more dis-
tinctive in their academic mission so that student choice is 
informed with real clarity about what that an institution 
offers. In addition, HEIs need to participate in university 
rankings, which are the most globally prominent ways to 
judge institutional reputation -overall.

3.4. The Role of Higher Education Institutions and AfDB in 
Africa’s Transformation Agenda  

The Pan African vision of “an integrated, prosperous and 
peaceful Africa, driven by its own citizens and represent-
ing a dynamic force in the international arena” is driven 
by the confidence that, Africa has the capacity to realize 
her full potential in development, culture and peace and 
to establish flourishing, inclusive and prosperous societies. 
Africa is committed towards achieving her aspirations. The 
aspirations are tightly dependent on the capacity of Africa 
to produce the skill set needed to drive sustainable devel-
opment and maintain a peaceful environment—a skill set 
that is both globalized and glocalized in application and 
takes cognizant of the fact that Africa needs to capitalize on 
her demographic dividend. Africa has the largest concentra-
tion of young people in the world. The continent’s youthful 
population presents an opportunity for accelerated econom-
ic growth and innovation. The youth aged below 35years 
form about three quarters of African populations. In addi-
tion, the share of Africa’s youth in the world is projected 
to increase to 42% by 2030 and is expected to continue to 
grow throughout the remainder of the 21st century, more 
than doubling from current levels by 2055. While Africa’s 
demographic structure offers immense opportunities for a 
demographic dividend, it poses risks as well, such as under-
employment or a lack of unemployment and educational 
opportunities (UN Population Division, 2015).

HEIs can play a crucial role in addressing these chal-
lenges through effective training so that graduates have the 
capacity to embrace technological advancements required 
to spur development. Central to this process is concrete 
government and development partners support to HEIs. 
Subsequently, well-structured linkage with industry to pro-
mote a transfer of skills that are not only relevant but also 
demand-driven can be achieved. HEIs in African however 
face some big challenges despite the gradual increase in the 
number of students enrolled for tertiary education Fig. 8. 
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HEIs offer Africa an opportunity to tap into its capacity to 
produce enough skilled work force to spur social, economic 
and environmental aspects of sustainable development.

In line with Agenda 2063, Africa aspires for development 
that is people driven. Thus, home-grown financial mecha-
nisms are key in financing HEIs in Africa (African Union 
Commission, 2015). The transformation Africa seeks for is 
deeply entwined with the objectives of the AfDB strategy 
2013-2022, that aims to improve the quality of the con-

tinent’s growth by focusing on the High 5s: Light up and 
Power Africa; Feed Africa; Industrialize Africa; Integrate 
Africa; and Improve the Quality of Life for the People of 
Africa. The High 5s reflect inclusive growth and a transition 
to green growth, aspects that are central to transforming 
the lives of the African people while achieving sustainable 
development. Therefore, HEIs could play the central role in 
networking with key stakeholders  to address the High 5s 
and Agenda 2063. This will be realised as concerted efforts 

Fig. 7. Strategies for Harnessing Human Resources

Fig. 8. Gross Enrolment in Tertiary Education in SSA

Source, author. Data retrieved from UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) databank
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by governments and development partners strategically 
support HEIs to implement measures that will ensure access 
to higher education for all in line SDG 4.

4. Conclusion and Recommendations

The trends synthesized in the previous sections, in the 
context of the attainment of SDG 4 in Africa, bring follow-
ing issues to the fore: 

The employability of HEI graduates is low due to several fac-
tors such as skills mismatch and HEIs infrastructure. Infra-
structure in HE is relatively sub-optimal and generally falls 
short of international standards. Engagement of students in 
skill development initiatives in the workplace—such as ap-
prenticeships; internships; indentured learnerships; attach-
ments; volunteerships and in-service training—is limited.  
The skills regulation ecosystem remains rigid in many Afri-
can countries, reducing mobility and making it difficult for 
workers to find jobs—and for firms to find the right work-
ers. Skills development initiatives are uncoordinated and 
disjointed across HEIs within a country and across Africa, 
resulting in a duplication of efforts, wastage of resources 
and minimal impact of the programmes. There is limited in-
ter-HEI coordination of skills development. An accurate pre-
diction of specific skills needs key by key thematic cross-cut-
ting themes across the continent. Skills production does not 
match labour market demand or development needs. These 
issues need to be addressed for Africa to achieve SDG 4 on 
quality education and SGD 8 on decent work and economic 
growth.

High female attrition rates are undermining the potential im-
pact of increased female enrolment.  This is a threat to the 
attainment of SDG 5 on gender equality. The massification 
of higher education has led to increased opportunities for 
marginalized, and that universities and HE systems have 
implemented interventions such as affirmative action pol-
icies and targeted financial aid to improve gender diversity 
although these have not gone uncontested. Attrition rates 
among women however remain extremely high and Africa 
has the lowest female enrolment rate overall globally. This 
issue begs for greater inclusion of females in higher educa-
tion. 

Challenges in HE leadership and governance are contributing 
immensely to weak competitiveness of African HEIs. These 
further undermine the realisation of SDG 4 on quality ed-
ucation by 2030. A transformation of HE leadership and 
governance is critical. To adapt to continually changing 
HE sector needs, universities must adopt an organizational 
learning leadership style that encourages experiment and 
change and rewards the relevance of teaching and learning. 
The rapidly evolving challenges of the productive sectors 
and exponential changes in technology mean that universi-
ties must be able to continually learn about changing sec-

tor needs and adapt teaching and research accordingly. To 
this end, an adoption of altruistic leadership philosophy and 
the triple helix and systemic models will prove beneficial in 
achieving SDG 4 on quality education.

Low research and innovation reputation is notable, to the det-
riment of SDG 9 on industry innovation and infrastructure.  
The staff incentive and support system is not conducive to 
maintaining a long-term team of senior researchers in uni-
versities.  Generally, there needs to be efforts to support 
staff both in developing curricula that meet needs of the 
broader society and in building research capacity. Further, 
there is a need for stronger incentives and support systems 
to build strong research teams and portfolios involving in-
dustry players. This would include the necessary HEIs’ in-
frastructure and, in turn, trigger and grow innovations.

Most of the HEIs collaboration arrangements in Africa are 
somewhat ad-hoc and not institutionalized. There are strong 
financial, technical and human capital related rationale for 
a collaboration between HEIs. This arrangement hinders 
opportunities for more systematic cooperation that could 
be supported by continental and sub-continental network 
organizations and undermines SDG 10 on reduced inequali-
ties.  Collaboration between universities in the Africa region 
is a much under-utilized opportunity to build the region’s 
collective capacity for higher education. African HEIs can 
enhance their collaboration with stakeholders. In addition, 
there is need for engagement with other stakeholders in 
industry, international development and civil to galvanize 
complementary resources and increase impact. Further, ef-
forts should be made to enhance mutually beneficial global 
partnerships and internationalization for resource mobili-
zation and access of research infrastructure to support re-
search and innovation at African institutions. 

Africa’s level of preparedness to take up five key 4IR technol-
ogies is low- negatively impacting on the achievement of SDG 
9 on industry innovation and infrastructure African HEIs 
should see this as an opportunity to design curricula geared 
towards addressing the skill needs presented by 4IR. The 
disruptive nature of 4IR technologies may take a toll on 
many African HEIs if strategies to mitigate against such set-
back are not formulated. HE leadership may leverage on 
the current COVID-19 to make relevant inroads. Finally, it 
is recommended that a roundtable discussion, organised by 
ESDA, with policymakers and Vice chancellors to communi-
cate this new knowledge products would  be timely.
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