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Introduction

• Increasingly, Africa’s development challenges are becoming transnational: poverty breeds 
migration and the movement of people

• The development challenges require tackling from interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 
approaches

• Tackling the SDGs provides a good illustration of this

• The pandemic has provided several lessons and opportunities for how things work

• The presentation throws a spotlight on the role of research institutions in Africa by:
§ Highlighting the changing state of research in Africa
§ Addressing some of the innovative ways in which universities are responding
§ Identifying some of the key gaps and the transnational and transdisciplinary initiatives



The Changing State of Research in Africa (1)

• Most of the research undertaken in Africa is done at African 
universities, mainly by public universities. There is limited 
transnational and transdisciplinary collaboration

• For several decades, the contribution of Africa to global knowledge 
production was known to be just about 1 percent, with over 50 
percent of that generated by South African Universities

• More recent evidence suggests that the narrative is changing, but … 



The Changing State of Research in Africa (2)

• At the end of 
2018, a year prior 
to the onset of 
the pandemic, 
Africa’s 
contribution to 
the knowledge 
space globally 
was observed to 
increase to about 
3.5 percent

Source: Van Schalkwyk et al. (2021) https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210112144237619 



The Changing State of Research in Africa (3)

• In terms of the 
impact of 
research from 
Africa, the 
figure here 
suggests a 
growing 
influence for 
publications 
originating 
from Africa

Source: Van Schalkwyk et al. (2021) https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210112144237619 



The Changing State of Research in Africa (4)

• The main 
source of the 
growing 
research 
output from 
Africa 
remains 
South 
African 
Universities

Source: Van Schalkwyk et al. (2021) https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210112144237619 



The Changing State of Research in Africa (5)

• The figure underscores the fact that while the overall story about research 
output represents great news, it also points to the unfortunate fact that 
others are being left behind

• Given the increasing transnational nature of development challenges, no 
part of the region will necessarily be ok if others around them remain 
vulnerable

• This is the key imperative for push towards increased collaboration and 
cooperation between higher education and research institutions in Africa



The Changing State of Research in Africa (6)

• Discovery 
science does 
not appear to 
lead in 
research 
output from 
Africa

Source: Van Schalkwyk et al. (2021) https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210112144237619 



The Covid-19 Pandemic and African 
Universities
• Covid-19 brings to the fore the need for research collaboration

• Several African universities indeed rose to the challenge nationally:
§ Complementing government efforts aimed at containing the spread of the 

Covid-19 pandemic through contributions to mass testing, the production and 
deployment of protective equipment for medical personnel and the care and 
treatment of patients

§ Undertaking research related to testing, treatment remedies and vaccine 
development 



The Covid-19 Pandemic and African Universities (2)
Innovative Responses
OAU produces handbills

SU produces face shields & 
medical robot 

UG sequences Covid-19 
genome

UDSM produces automatic 
handwashing machine

UI produces sanitisers

UoN leads in Covid-19 testing RU initiates hand sanitiser 
production

Unilag provides live 
updates on Covid-19

UCT leads in Covid-19 case 
tracking

UP models Covid-19 
pandemic in SA

AAU Faculty joins 
national taskforce

Wits university tests for 
Covid-19 and produces PPE

ARUA member universities



The Covid-19 Pandemic and African 
Universities (3): Impact on Research 

Impact on Research
• There is growing interest in how the pandemic has affected research 

output in African universities (not much evidence of collaboration 
though)

• Some preliminary reports suggest that many academics took 
advantage of the period during which universities were closed to 
work on their research and publications; 
§ Makerere University reported a significant increase in the number of scientific 

publications in 2020 (Liri, 2021)



Where are the Gaps?

• African universities are gradually evolving with little government 
recognition
• African governments have not demonstrated sufficient willingness to 

invest in discovery science  
• The amount of investment required by African universities for 

research far outpaces the amount that international funders are 
willing to put in 
• Africa could be at the forefront of vaccine development if the role of 

African universities was taken more seriously



Where are the Gaps (2)

• Even though African universities have risen quite well to the
challenges brought on by the pandemic through research and
collaboration with national governments, the distribution of these
efforts, remain uneven when leading African universities are
compared by region
• South African universities far outpace their contemporaries across the

region by way of contribution
• The pandemic has shown that insofar as a problem persists in one

part of the region, it soon becomes a problem for the entire region if
not for the world



Towards Transnational and Transdisciplinary 
Research Collaborations 
• Collaborative efforts aimed at ensuring that no part of the region is 

left behind seem to be a more sustainable response to global 
challenges in a post-pandemic world and platforms that seek to 
foster, enhance and expand such engagements will be key 

• Collaboration between scientists in Africa and their international 
peers will be crucial for the development of research in Africa and to 
provide a diversity of perspectives and approaches from the 
developing world



ARUA and Collaborative Research

• There are hardly any universities in the region that are in a strong enough 
position on their own to make the desired impact required for Africa’s 
transformation 

• ARUA brings together leading universities on the continent to work by 
pooling their own limited resources, with a view to doing what research 
universities do:

• expand and enhance significantly the quality of research done in Africa by African 
researchers

• enhance graduate training through various capacity building programmes
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ARUA Centres of Excellence

Name of Centre Location Name of Centre Location

Energy Stellenbosch University Poverty and Inequality University of Cape Town

Water Rhodes University Migration and Mobility University of the 
Witwatersrand

Materials Development 
and Nanotechnology

University of the 
Witwatersrand

Urbanisation and 
Habitable Cities 

University of Lagos

Food Security University of Pretoria Post-Conflict Societies Addis Ababa University

Climate Change University of Cape Town Unemployment and Skills 
Development

University of Lagos

Non-Communicable 
Disease

University of Nairobi Notions of Identity Makerere University

Good Governance Addis Ababa University



The ARUA Vaccine Development Experience

• ARUA launched its Vaccine Development Research Hubs with support from 
the Open Society Foundation (OSF) and the UK Research and Innovation 
(UKRI)/ GCRF.

• This ensures that all ARUA member universities can take advantage of the 
momentum already generated by member universities in Southern Africa 
in the area of Vaccine Research on a more sustainable basis through 
collaborative research and exchanges aimed at capacity building

• This is one way of guaranteeing that the benefits of discovery science in 
the area of vaccine research can be more rapidly shared and spread across 
the African region



UI
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OAU
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UG

UCT

MU

UR

UDSM

AAU

UN

WITS
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SU

RU

UKZN

Hubs for ARUA Vaccine Development Research and Capacity Building



The ARUA Experience (2)

• The 13 CoEs provide an avenue for collaborative research. They are 
both transnational and transdisciplinary

• There are at least 75 of such centres of excellence at universities 
across Africa. ARUA plans to develop 40 more over the next decade

• The World Bank alone has committed to investing more than US$580 
million to support these in Africa. 



Conclusions

• Research is rising in Africa with growing impact on global knowledge 
production

• African Higher Education institutions are beginning to evolve beyond 
their traditionally expected roles (national and undergraduate) and 
need to be supported.
• The new focus of strengthening post-graduate training must be encouraged

• Research collaborations that require inclusive partnerships built on 
shared principles, visions and goals will be key to the pursuit of 
development on a more sustainable basis in a post-pandemic world


