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Academic networks like SANORD could play a vital role by encouraging 
the development of institutional structures that support such exchanges. 
Without these, institutions can so easily obstruct such programmes. For 
example, at Linköping University, a research levy meant that funding for 
exchange programmes was ‘top-slicing’ by as much as 40 per cent or 50 per 
cent. This meant that money intended for staff and student movement – the 
very rationale for the exchange – instead went towards the host university’s 
administrative costs. Ultimately, this made the exchange unsustainable. Higher 
education institutions also tend to frequently restructure and rationalise in ways 
that impact on exchange activities. Högskolan Väst, for example, centralised 
onto one campus and revised its curriculum so that our first exchange had to be 
rapidly re-organised in order to continue.

University-based academics are under much pressure to conduct research, 
supervise post-graduate students and publish – activities that often take 
precedence over undergraduate teaching. Being strictly a teaching exchange, the 
Linnaeus-Palme programme did not allocate time for research and publications, 
nor did it free up time spent in the lecture room. In terms of research output, 
none of the 40 minor field studies completed under the exchange with 
Högskolan Väst resulted in publications due to time constraints and other 
pressures on participating staff. Eight of the Rhodes students, however, went 
on to pursue master’s degrees (by research) at their home university, which also 
elicited significant income for the university by way of government funding. 
However, such programmes open up vast potential for research collaboration 
where alternative funding can be accessed (see, for example, Assmo and Fox 
2015).

Despite the problems referred to above, our experiences with 
internationalisation and teaching sustainability have left a rich legacy. Over 
90 student and staff exchanges have taken place and, as we have argued, they 
have likely succeeded in building capacity to address key challenges raised 
in the SDGs. On a theoretical pedagogical level, our analysis and reflections 
indicate that meaningful exchange of staff and students combined with 
curriculum innovations facilitated by the exchanges enhanced deep learning 
about sustainable development, enhanced North–South understanding and 
strengthened global solidarity.
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Chapter 8
Preparing to build researchers’ capacity in  

development and community mobilisation: Towards  
sustainable North–South collaborations

Thembinkosi E Mabila and Rachael J Singh

In this chapter, we report on a pre-collaboration study that we conducted 
to establish potential participants’ expectations of a Southern African–Nordic 
Centre (SANORD) project aimed at enhancing research capacity at the 
University of Limpopo in South Africa. The SANORD project, entitled ‘The 
politics of development and community mobilisation’, is aimed at deepening 
researchers’ capacity in relation to these issues, as well as strengthening 
relations between two higher education institutions in southern Africa 
(the University of Limpopo in South Africa and the National University of 
Science and Technology in Zimbabwe) and one from a Nordic country (the 
University of Bergen in Norway). 

The pre-collaboration study was conducted at the University of Limpopo’s 
Turfloop Campus. One of South Africa’s historically black institutions, 
Turfloop is located in the country’s northern-most and largely rural province 
of Limpopo. Our inquiry sought to ensure that participants at the university 
were prepared for the collaborative project in a timely manner ahead of  
its implementation.

As co-ordinators of the project at the University of Limpopo, we 
adopted the motto, nihil de nobis, sine nobis (nothing about us without us). 
Our intention was to engage potential participants in the project on our 
campus by giving them a chance to communicate their ideas to us first. Our 
hope was that this would help them to be clearer and more articulate when 
communicating with partners on other campuses and so contribute to the 
design and implementation of the project. 

Aware that the collaboration would involve actively working with local 
communities in Limpopo province, we interviewed heads of university 
departments or units that would be participating in the project, namely, the 
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Turfloop Graduate School of Leadership, the School of Social Sciences, the 
School of Economic and Management Sciences, and the Rural Innovation and 
Development Hub. The following questions were used to guide the inquiry: 

●● How can a collaboration between Southern and Northern higher education 
institutions contribute to community mobilisation in the South? 

●● What are the relevant political issues pertaining to community 
mobilisation in our area? 

●● What are the perceived roles of stakeholders in the development of 
capacity related to community mobilisation? 

●● Are any particular skills needed to ensure that the collaboration works 
effectively?

While foregrounding these four questions, we also kept the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in mind, particularly SDG 4 (quality education) 
and SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals). We contextualised these as follows: 

●● To what extent could the SANORD project ensure high-quality research 
training that is both inclusive and equitable while promoting lifelong 
learning opportunities for all stakeholders in the project? 

●● How could our study help to strengthen the means of implementation 
and so help to revitalise future global partnerships for sustainable 
development? 

International collaboration linked to research-capacity development has 
become an important feature of South Africa’s research landscape. As 
Sooryamoorthy (2013) pointed out, this has become an accepted and 
productive norm, partly because science is no longer a centralised activity 
located in a single place but is dispersed far and wide. Hence, a report on the 
European Union’s access to South Africa’s research innovation programmes 
(SACCESS 2013) suggests that South African researchers’ collaboration 
with their European counterparts positively facilitates the flow of knowledge 
and other resources to South African innovation systems. Moreover, South 
Africa’s post-graduate sector has also endorsed international collaboration 
and research partnerships as a key strategy for achieving the SDGs. Examples 
include the strategic establishment of institutes such as the Stellenbosch 
Institute for Advanced Study, the African Doctoral Academy, and the 
Johannesburg Institute for Advanced Study, where according to Vale (2010) 
‘academics from all over the world are invited to fulfil their true calling – to 
read, to think, to write and to talk’. 

Nevertheless, experts on North–South research partnerships attest 
that the agenda-setting process remains a formidable obstacle in many 
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international collaborations. Bradley (2008: 674), for instance, pointed out 
that the ‘literature on North–South research co-operation often laments the 
continued domination of collaborative agendas by the interests of Northern 
donors and scholars, and almost invariably calls for more equitable Southern 
engagement in agenda-setting processes’. 

In this chapter, we report on the ways in which we sought to foreground 
the voices, expectations and needs of southern African participants in an 
international research partnership. The collaboration was deemed crucial for 
capacity building among researchers and for contributing to the achievement 
of SDG 4. The collaboration was also deemed important in the three 
institutions’ efforts to ‘strengthen the means of project implementation and 
revitalise North–South partnerships, and by implication ensure a sustainable 
development agenda’, as advocated by SDG 17. 

We hoped to achieve these ends through the promotion of North–South 
and South–South partnerships, built on the shared principles, values, vision 
and goals that seek to ‘place people at the centre of development’ (Dahl 2014). 
It was our view that eliciting the views of Southern stakeholders from the 
very beginning would be crucial for enhancing their buy-in, and help to 
sustain the North–South collaboration that spurred the study. For this reason, 
two key ideas formed the basis for our research; the first is that it is crucial for 
Southern partners to voice their concerns and be heard during the preparatory 
stages of North–South collaborations; the second is a concern to ensure the 
sustainability of North–South collaborations. The next section reviews these 
concepts in the light of the local and international literature. 

Reviewing the literature 
Many scholars have commented on the complexities of establishing mutually 
beneficial collaborations between North and South. Ashman (2001) and 
Kruckenberg (2015) point out that the most serious challenges relate to 
issues of power sharing and power relations. Simon et al. (2003) allude to 
the political and environmental complexities in and around the locations 
where collaborative work takes place. Similar to the arguments we advance 
here, Bradley (2008) refers to the complexity of the agenda-setting process, 
but stops short of referring to the crucial issue of involving all stakeholders 
in agenda setting during the preparatory stages of a collaborative process. 
Meanwhile, Termeer et al. (2010) indicate that professionals facilitating 
such partnerships can expect to be challenged in terms of their ideology and 
values as these relate to politically loaded relationships and fragile social trust, 
financial dependence or independence, and cultural and physical distance. 
Surprisingly, they do not suggest addressing these issues in the preparatory 
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stages of a collaboration. In addition, Onokerhoraye et al. (2012: 128) lament 
two weaknesses in research collaborations. The first is that ‘the impact of 
North–South partnerships on research capacity building has often related 
more to individual rather than institutional capacity building’. The second is 
that such partnerships tend to focus ‘too much on the one-directional transfer 
of capacity from North to South, which is usually at the expense of effective 
partnership work, mutual learning and responsiveness to the peculiar needs of 
institutions in both the North and the South’ (2012: 128). 

Without question, North–South collaborations can be challenging 
and disconcerting. Yet, despite reviewing a considerable body of scholarly 
literature, we found no studies that described or discussed consultations 
between stakeholders during the preparatory stages of a collaboration to 
ascertain their views and needs prior to project implementation. The only 
mentions of participatory decision-making in the collaborations we reviewed 
seemed to take place during and not before the implementation phase. 
For example, Simon et al. (2003) comment on the politics of participatory 
decision-making in a capacity-development project; Schelling et al. (2008) 
argue for an integrated approach to the planning of a capacity-development 
project; Atkins et al. (2016) advocate e-learning because they see it as 
inherently more participatory than other approaches. 

Combining their own observations with feedback from the co-ordinators 
of a medical post-graduate capacity-development project, Amare, et al. (2017) 
list the strengths of effective collaboration programmes as: good planning, 
close supervision during implementation, appropriate budget utilisation, 
regular communication and periodic evaluations. In our own project, we 
sought to achieve ‘good planning’ and ensure that participants from the South 
would share ownership of the project from the very beginning through a pre-
implementation needs-determination process.

When it comes to studies of research-capacity building at higher 
education institutions in South Africa, we found four that usefully highlight 
the importance of context and sustainability. 

In the first study, Singh (2015) explored the challenges and successes 
of research-capacity building at the University of Limpopo. The many 
programmes at the university that were engaged in research-capacity building 
both for staff and post-graduate students were examined. It was found that a 
multipronged approach was being used to advance the institution’s research 
culture. Various strategies were applied, including supervisor training, support 
for doctoral programmes, women in research and post-graduate students, 
as well as incentives for staff engaged in research, participation in funded 
projects and in community-linked research activities. Singh’s study revealed 
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that higher education institutions in South Africa lag behind in terms of 
research capacity because of challenges pertaining to staff qualifications 
and staff retention, a lack of infrastructure and an underdeveloped research 
culture. In addition, Singh explained that: 

Research capacity building in a rural environment is also challenging, 
for example: experienced researchers are often ‘poached’ by other HEIs; 
funding for research capacity building initiatives is limited; the culture of 
research is adversely affected by poor supervisory skills; and the language 
of research (English) is a second language for the majority of students and 
academics. (2015: 184) 

Two recommendations emerged. The first was that capacity-building initiatives 
must be designed to ensure sustainability (see also Frantz et al. 2014; Puukka 
2008). The second was that capacity builders should give careful consideration 
to contextual factors (see also Segrott et al. 2006).

In the second study, Frantz et al. (2014) examined a research-capacity 
development project in an unnamed South African higher education 
institution that was initiated as part of a North–South research collaboration. 
The researchers adopted a framework informed by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) in which capacity development is 
conceptualised as a process through which researchers’ abilities to perform 
functions, solve problems, and set and achieve objectives are fostered in a 
sustainable way. The UNDP framework has five steps, the first of which 
parallels the main idea of this chapter, namely: ‘engaging the partners and 
building consensus’ before embarking on a collaborative journey. The UNDP 
framework was also used to analyse the project’s outcomes. According to the 
study, the international collaboration improved the potential for capacity 
building and networking as the institutional partnership between the 
collaborating universities focused on building capacity at the individual and 
institutional levels. The institution’s operational plans and existing North–
South partnerships were identified as core assets, and the strategy was to 
develop participating researchers and the institution through improving staff 
qualifications, supervision capacity and research output. Clear targets were 
set and the project was implemented between 2000 and 2012. Monitoring 
and evaluation were conducted using existing quality assurance infrastructure. 
Learnings that emerged included that collaboration is time consuming and 
challenging; multiple strategies are needed to build capacity; co-supervision 
with Northern partners was necessary to enable staff to achieve master’s and 
doctoral qualifications. Frantz et al. (2014: 1216) concluded that through this 
collaboration, participants ‘were able to develop intra- and inter-disciplinary 
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partnerships’ that maximised ‘capacity-building efforts’. Although there are 
similarities in the approach taken in that study and ours, Frantz et al. (2014) 
simply assessed the capacity of the partnering groups at the start of the 
partnership, whereas our project deliberately built in a mechanism to give the 
Southern stakeholders the space to determine the direction that the initiative 
should take.

The third study was conducted by Balfour and Lenta (2009). They 
examined research-capacity development at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 
between 2003 and 2007 in the context of the merger of two higher education 
institutions with widely differing research cultures and levels of expertise. 
Their strategy was to increase the research output of the newly merged 
institution through a process of transformation that involved mentoring, 
holding seminars and the co-authoring of articles. They recorded successes 
by using this approach, and were able to attract funding for further research. 

The final example linked a university and a government department. In 
the study, Nesamvuni (2014) described a model for collaboration related to 
agricultural research and development in Limpopo province. Arguing that 
effective research and development requires new forms of collaboration based 
on opportunities offered by willing stakeholders, the author set out to assess 
the research capacity of the Department of Agriculture in Limpopo and to 
make suggestions for establishing an effective programme of collaborations. 
A PESTEL analysis was used to measure the (political, economic, social, 
technological, environmental and legal) impact of the collaboration project on 
crop and livestock production. Nesamvuni identified some weaknesses which 
were ascribed to, among other things, a lack of involvement from relevant 
stakeholders, demotivated and uncooperative participants, and limited 
attention paid to suggested policies or strategies. Hence, the recommendations 
that emerged from this study included the need to involve stakeholders in 
more meaningful ways, and to combine research capacity, environments, and 
technologies with appropriate institutional arrangements (Nesamvuni 2014).

Our comparison of these four studies revealed that strategies and models 
for building research capacity probably need to differ depending on context. 
This reinforced our view that any new research-capacity building programmes 
needed to be carefully and thoroughly planned – communities differ, as do their 
needs. Swilling (2014) usefully emphasises the need to re-think the science–
policy interface in South Africa. He suggests experimenting with knowledge 
production, using, for example, a reflexive approach that deconstructs 
the discourses of participatory policy making as well as transdisciplinary 
approaches that legitimise researchers as active change agents (Swilling 2014). 
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Research methodology
For this study, we took a qualitative approach, using an instrumental case-
study design (Stake 2005). As noted, our aim was to gain an understanding 
of the needs and priorities of the southern African partners in the SANORD 
collaboration, which would then inform the planning and delivery of the 
capacity building project for community mobilisation. Thus, we conducted 
an in-depth inquiry into stakeholders’ perceived requirements, views and 
expectations regarding the upcoming project. Data were collected via 
interviews with the prospective participants in the project and analysed 
thematically. 

As noted, the participants came from different departments within 
the university. Of common concern was their involvement in community 
development and mobilisation through their undergraduate and post-
graduate programmes. The sample consisted of twelve participants who 
were representative of those who would be involved in the forthcoming 
collaborative project. Included were post-graduate candidates at master’s and 
doctoral levels, as well as staff, school directors, programme managers and 
heads of the identified departments, since they would be at the forefront of 
research development activities to follow.

Participants had varying levels of experience in collaborative efforts 
that included working with a number of researchers from the Netherlands, 
and Belgium, as well some of the Nordic countries, including Finland and 
Norway. The interviews were held in the participants’ offices and were guided 
by, but not limited to, the following six key questions that served to create 
space for wide-ranging discussions:

●● How can higher education institutions contribute to community mobil-
isation in the South? 

●● What are the relevant political issues pertaining to community mobilisation?
●● What is your opinion of the envisaged SANORD collaboration in the 

light of the politics of community mobilisation?
●● What roles can other university stakeholders play in the development of 

capacity in relation to community mobilisation?
●● What role do you think the Northern partner should play in this 

collaboration?
●● What skills do you think are needed for the effective development of a 

community mobilisation project? 

Prior to conducting the inquiry, we informed the participants about the aims 
and objectives of the envisaged community mobilisation study, and obtained 
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their consent to use their responses in our research. In addition, we assured 
the participants that their identity would be kept confidential at all times, and 
ascertained that their participation was voluntary. Accordingly, respondents 
are quoted below but are not named.

During the interviews, we made notes of the participants’ responses. 
These notes were then consolidated at a debriefing session immediately 
after each interview. The data were then analysed thematically following the 
prescripts of thematic analysis advocated by Braun and Clarke (2006), and in 
accordance with the following steps: i) familiarisation with the written data; 
ii) generation of initial codes; iii) collation of codes into potential themes; 
iv) generation of a thematic map; and v) definition and naming of identified 
themes. After completing our analysis, we asked respondents to confirm the 
themes and data interpretations before we prepared a final report that was 
then shared between the two collaborating institutions in the South. 

Findings and discussion
The key themes that emerged from the interviews were considered crucial in 
determining elements of the larger project that all participating departments 
needed to discuss. The themes identified were stakeholder co-operation, 
knowledge co-generation, power relations, skills development, and policy 
development. Certain facets of participants’ contributions transcended these 
thematic classifications; in our view this indicated that the prospective 
collaborators held a common understanding of what would be essential for 
the successful implementation of the larger project. 

Stakeholder co-operation
Stakeholder co-operation will play a key role in the achievement of the SDGs 
since the ability to enhance knowledge, learn together, facilitate capacity 
development, collaborate and jointly create solutions to development 
challenges is often well served by good stakeholder co-operation (OECD 
and Camoes Institute 2016). Hence, it is not surprising that this theme 
cut across all participants’ responses in our study. When asked about their 
perceptions and expectations of the envisaged collaboration, they were 
explicit that the project should: ‘add value for all parties’; ‘enhance co-
operation between different faculties within the university’; and ensure 
‘representative community participation’. 

Our view was that the SANORD project would meet these requirements, 
as the project grant vividly pronounced on the need to foster an equal 
partnership that would mutually benefit all participants. Hence, we were 
pleased when a respondent in our preparatory study elaborated on this, 
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adding that ‘through the envisaged collaboration, the university will sharpen 
activities such as experiential learning, volunteerism and engaged research’. 
This view also reflected the notion of enhancing workplace readiness in 
students who would be involved in the project. Other comments highlighted 
participants’ hopes that the project would benefit from resource sharing and 
that they themselves would gain knowledge and skills that would enable them 
to enhance stakeholder co-operation. As one respondent put it: ‘There are 
multiple avenues to be explored here, and each faculty or department will 
have different angles that they can contribute, so collaboration within this 
diverse society is important.’ 

The fact that countries differ both culturally and politically has major 
implications for the ways in which higher education is organised, and how 
quality within the different higher education institutions is perceived (NOQA 
2011). For several years, the Nordic Quality Assurance Network in Higher 
Education has included stakeholder co-operation as an element in measuring 
the quality of higher education (NOQA 2011). This is especially important 
in relation to international co-operation and partnerships that aim to help 
countries build on the achievements of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) and to make more rapid progress towards the realisation of the 
SDG targets (Osborn et al. 2015). Participants in our inquiry agreed with the 
NOQA (2011) that the central goal of stakeholder co-operation is to ensure 
that close contacts are maintained with stakeholders in the higher education 
and community sectors, and to ensure the delivery of quality projects.

Consideration of these issues is key to the successful implementation 
of such projects because, as Osborn et al. (2015) suggest, the SDGs pose a 
transformational challenge. High-income countries, particularly, are facing 
a paradigm shift – from conditions in which knowledge generation and 
transfer were unidirectional from North to South, to conditions in which 
mutual benefit is expected to be derived from an interchange of knowledge. 
Participants in our inquiry were clear: in the larger collaboration, the benefits 
must not be one-sided. 

Knowledge co-generation
The role of international co-operation among universities has become more 
marked in recent years. This coincides neatly with the United Nations’ 
development agenda, sharpened and spelled out through the SDGs, which 
strive towards a world in which learning and knowledge-generation are widely 
advocated. The traditional functions of educating and conducting research, as 
well as the importance of a wider interface between university and society, 
need hardly be emphasised here (Aranguren et al. 2012). 
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All participants in our study stressed the importance of the envisaged project 
as an opportunity for stakeholders to contribute to knowledge co-generation. 
They all emphasised that the most important issue would be to define what 
community mobilisation is. The reasons given for this were: i) there is a gap 
between theory and practice when it comes to community mobilisation, and 
this collaboration has the potential to help bridge this gap, thereby adding real 
meaning to the concept; ii) the project needs to clarify what sorts of partnerships 
can drive and sustain community mobilisation; iii) defining the concept will 
enhance knowledge co-generation and help to create a space in which to 
rethink, transform and produce knowledge collectively; iv) the definition will 
help researchers and community members to better understand the relevance of 
community mobilisation in initiating peaceful change.

According to Odebode (2012), the role of knowledge co-generation 
cannot be overemphasised given the effect it has on rural communities, and 
particularly on community projects geared towards rural development. In 
their understanding of and explicit association with the value of knowledge 
co-generation, participants in our study concurred with Odebode’s (2012) 
observations that the success of such projects is largely due to the positive 
relationships that researchers can build with communities.

Power relations
In their review of the SDGs, Deacon and St Clair (2015) show that a plethora of 
studies attribute persistent poverty to global, national and local power relations 
that enable dispossession, inequity and disrespect for people’s rights and dignity. 
Like Nyasimi and Peake (2015), they conclude that unless dealt with effectively, 
such power relations will create serious obstacles for the realisation of the SDGs. 
Turning to research collaborations between universities, Atkins et al. (2016) 
remark, ‘the traditionally inequitable balance of power and resources between 
northern and southern institutions has often led to what has been described 
as scientific colonialism.’ Our participants’ opinions differed on political issues 
pertaining to community mobilisation. One thought the project would ‘help 
clarify issues of power relations in community mobilisation.’ Another asked, 
‘Whose reality counts, because there are different power relations?’ A third 
noted that: ‘It is difficult to implement community mobilisation effectively 
within highly prescriptive environments.’ 

Commenting on these issues, Steenkamp and Uhr (2000) point to the 
critical role that power relations play in community mobilisation. They cite 
the case of the Makuleke Land Claim, in which power relations around a 
community-based resource-management project and a land claim initiated by 
the community had the unintended consequence of weakening the community’s 
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bargaining power relative to the state. They conclude that skewed power 
relations negatively affected the Maluleke community’s ability to develop and 
pursue an independent bargaining strategy with respect to the land claim. 

A very different view came from one participant in our study who wondered 
whether there was a place for politics in the research-capacity development 
project, and asked: ‘I’m not sure why SANORD would want to be involved 
with politics.’ Schneider (2002: 145) raised similar concerns, asking: ‘In 
the context where the state has had the power to implement major policy 
initiatives…why has conflict persisted as high politics.’ What this signifies is 
the importance of our pre-collaboration inquiry in affording participants the 
opportunity to clarify their concerns and thus contribute more effectively to 
the planning phases of the project.

Skills development
A report compiled by researchers from the Earth Institute of Columbia 
University strongly suggests that information and communications 
technologies (ICTs) will play a special role in the future of low-income 
countries (Ericsson 2015) – a point strongly and cogently echoed by the 
United Nations Broadband Commission. The Earth Institute’s researchers 
suggest that ‘in essence, ICTs are “leapfrog” and transformational 
technologies, enabling all countries to close many technology gaps at record 
speed’ (quoted in Ericsson 2015: 2). This supports the view of Seegolam 
et al. (2015), who contend that ICTs are an important development factor 
around the world. In this, they support the United Nations’ view that ICTs 
have the potential to help enable the achievement of SDGs, and place strong 
emphasis on the provision of ICT infrastructure and skills. Referring to the 
role of collaboration in skills development, Herbert-Cheshire (2000) revealed 
that many contemporary strategies for rural development are based upon 
notions of self-help and bottom-up, community-based initiatives which are 
said to ‘up-skill’ individuals. Nelson and Stroink (2012) added that, since 
the role of the university in society is to be a place of exploration, reflection, 
experimentation and innovation, such collaboration projects create breeding 
grounds for skills development. 

In our inquiry, consensus emerged that skills development was a major 
potential benefit of the envisaged collaboration. Respondents noted that 
‘multiple soft and hard skills’ (including ICT-related skills) would likely be 
acquired by prospective participants. The dominance of these views about 
ICT were interesting because they support our own experience of research 
development at the university, where the majority of past and present capacity-
development projects supported by Northern partners have focused on ICT-
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related skills. These have included the use of computer-based research and 
data-analysis programmes such as Nvivo, AtlasTI and STATA. 

Policy development
In September 2015, when nations across the world adopted the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and its associated SDGs, it was 
hoped that this would prove highly catalytic in influencing policy related 
to development. In theory, the SDGs should create an environment fertile 
for communities (including children, young women and men) to participate 
in policy development as ‘critical agents of change’ (Olaiya 2016: 34). Our 
inquiry yielded mixed views on this. Our interview notes reveal participants’ 
concerns about the role of the future collaborative project in empowering 
prospective participants as agents of policy development. Some comments 
reflected participants hopes related to ‘gaining new insights’. One participant 
said: ‘For all, it will unpack new and emerging policy issues that seek to enable 
the exploration of intellectual highways which may or may not cut across 
each other in trying to understand the flows and fluxes in development and 
community mobilisation.’ This echoes the views of Barrett et al. (2011: 40) 
who suggested that such ‘partnerships have an increased potential to build 
interdisciplinary research capacity in order to positively affect policy and good 
practice within diverse contexts or settings’. An opposing view on this theme 
was expressed by some participants who were concerned about the ‘envisaged 
project’s focus’ on politics rather than on ‘more important policy issues’. One 
participant asked, ‘Why not pick up on some policy issue like the DST’s 
grand challenges1 [or something like that]?’ 

Referring to collaboration and policy development, Nelson and Stroink 
(2012: 3) explain that proper consultation in collaboration projects contributes 
to ‘the democratisation of knowledge creation, as it is then no longer seen 
as the exclusive domain of academia’. For this reason, we hope that, by 
taking a more flexible and fluid approach to community involvement and 
mobilisation, the university might serve as a knowledge-creation hub in ways 
that are accessible to anyone seeking new knowledge and advanced thought.

Conclusion
Our findings indicate that, based on previous experiences, most participants 
in the forthcoming project saw North–South relationships as involving 
unidirectional transfers of knowledge that tend to mostly benefit the 
Northern partners from whom project funds and certain kinds of expertise 
are sourced. Nevertheless, most respondents also indicated their belief 
that collaboration remains paramount for higher education institutions in 
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the South, and specifically for success in projects like the planned one on 
development and community mobilisation. These findings led us to conclude 
that, for our project to succeed, stakeholders from South and North needed to 
co-operatively determine the project’s purpose and objectives.

In a nutshell, the lessons we learned were that consultation ahead of 
project implementation can help to create an inclusive environment that 
is conducive to wider buy-in from participants, as well as strengthen the 
means of project implementation and, by implication, extend opportunities 
for lifelong learning. If well conceptualised, projects that engage all partners 
from the start have the potential to help revitalise global partnerships in ways 
that enhance their sustainability and effectiveness, as well as involving lower-
income-country partners as the architects of their own destiny. Hence, we 
argue that preparing and organising such collaborative processes should be 
a team effort that fully includes all participants, from teaching staff to those 
who plan and implement the policies that encourage such initiatives.

Our findings highlighted important areas to plan for within the 
envisaged SANORD collaboration. In particular, it became clear that to 
enhance knowledge co-generation the collaboration would need to foster 
stronger stakeholder co-operation. Participants in our study were positive 
about the project because, in their view, it had the potential to deepen 
the understandings of all stakeholders of the power relations inherent in 
community mobilisation. Furthermore, their hopes that the collaboration 
would help ensure skills development, as well as empower participants to 
contribute to policy development, were articulated and acknowledged. 

The sentiments expressed in the interviews made it clear that the 
participants were confident that benefits would flow from the project. By 
way of warning, however, it is useful to note the caution expressed by Hogue 
(1993), that when communities do not develop a pattern of collaboration, the 
potential for community development diminishes. A lack of collaboration, 
he argues, results in a lack of direction, win/lose behaviours, a lack of 
commitment, and poor planning. 

In the light of this, participants concluded that the planned collaboration 
needed to be tailor-made to ensure that fertile ground was created to address 
the six key questions highlighted in the pre-project inquiry. This approach 
should also align the implementation of the project with SDGs 4 and 17, as 
well as with targets related to capacity building that are embedded in several 
of the other SDGs. Finally, careful tailoring should help to direct the project 
towards the kind of international co-operation between North and South 
that brings change and new knowledge to all partners involved, and not only 
to those in the lower-income countries.
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Note 
1	 South Africa’s Department of Science and Technology (DST) has identified five 

‘grand challenges’: namely, a) strengthening the bio-economy, b) contributing to 
space science and technology, c) meeting energy security needs, d) responding 
to global change (with an emphasis on climate change), and e) contributing 
to a global understanding of shifting human and social dynamics’ (see https://
nationalgovernment.co.za/suppliers/view/152/department-of-science-and-
technology; accessed September 2017).
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Chapter 9
North–South research collaboration and the Sustainable 

Development Goals: Challenges and opportunities for academics
Stephen Mago 

North–South research collaboration has a long history and is 
celebrated for enhancing knowledge transfer between academics and higher 
education institutions in the two geographic regions. Knowledge transfer 
between the North and South presents an opportunity for academics and 
institutions to contribute towards the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) as set out in the United Nations Agenda 
for Sustainable Development 2030 (UN 2016). But does North–South 
collaboration enhance effective knowledge transfer? What geopolitical factors 
affect these collaborative efforts? And what challenges do the SDGs present 
for academics? 

In this chapter, I offer a short summary of international research and debate 
about North–South research collaboration. I explore some of the potentials 
and pitfalls of such collaborations, examining how it can be a catalyst for 
knowledge transfer in the context of the SDG era. My aim is to contribute to 
the discourse about ways in which academics and/or institutions in the North 
can collaborate with those in the South to build research capacity. 

The SDGs comprise a list of 17 goals and 169 targets to be achieved by 
2030 (UN 2016). Building on the success of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), the SDGs are intended to be more inclusive and call for the 
whole world to be involved in their achievement. Noting this, Mohamedbhai  
(2015: 1) stated that unlike the MDGs, the ‘SDGs were crafted by a group of no 
less than 70 countries, including developing ones’. The SDGs also give higher 
education institutions a prominent role to play in their implementation. As 
such, the goals present ‘a unique opportunity for universities’ (Mohamedbhai 
2015: 1). In particular, SDG 17 (on partnerships for achieving the goals) has 
significance for academic researchers who are active in cross-regional research 
networks (UN 2016). 



KNOWLEDGE FOR JUSTICE164

Higher education institutions have a prominent role to play in 
accomplishing the SDGs by 2030 (Van der Valk 2015). As they are already 
part of international networks and research collaborations, these institutions 
should therefore be able to play a leading role in extending and consolidating 
global partnerships (Halvorsen 2016), which is one of the five transformative 
shifts identified in the SDGs. Discussion in this regard has already begun. 
For example, the theme of the International Association of Universities’ 15th 
General Conference held in Thailand in November 2016 was ‘The role of 
higher education as a catalyst for innovative and sustainable societies’. As a 
follow-up, the University of Bergen (2017) organised a workshop to discuss 
the role of universities in the implementation of the SDGs. 

In university efforts to contribute to the achievement of the SDGs, co-
operation among academics will be crucial. Since academics contribute to the 
production of new knowledge (Bradley 2008; Halvorsen 2016), collaboration 
has the potential to enhance knowledge sharing to the benefit of all parties. 
Although research institutions in the South have capable human resources, 
that is, academics and professionals, they are based in countries with limited 
public funding for research (Breidlid 2013; Ishengoma 2016b). North–South 
collaboration may assist in the transfer of essential financial resources from 
North to South. For example, as Ishengoma (2016a) pointed out, the University 
of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania has benefitted significantly from collaborative 
arrangements with several Northern donor countries and institutions. 

On the other hand, a number of challenges limit the capacity of Southern 
academics to participate in collaborative research. For example, South Africa 
is the only southern African country with advanced research facilities. The 
country’s National Research Foundation (NRF) has helped academics and 
institutions to make reasonable strides in research. Academics in universities 
and other research institutions receive financial support through a number 
of NRF-sponsored research programmes. However, the majority of 
African countries lack similar funding bodies, hence the need for research  
capacity building.

In this chapter, I have three aims:
●● To review some of the debates around North–South research collaboration 

and knowledge sharing among scholars and/or institutions.
●● To reflect on the geopolitics of research collaboration between the two 

regions.
●● To identify particular challenges facing academics from the South.

To achieve these objectives, I used ‘literature research methodology’, defined 
as ‘to read through, analyse and sort literatures in order to identify the essential 
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attribute of materials’ (Lin 2009: 179). I conducted an extensive internet search 
using the following keywords and phrases: ‘North–South collaboration’, 
‘South–South collaboration’, ‘partnerships’, ‘knowledge sharing’, ‘geopolitics 
of research’, ‘academic institutions’, ‘sustainable development goals’ and 
‘SDGs’. I selected literature using Wang’s literature selection principles (cited 
in Lin 2009), namely: purpose (whether the literature is valuable), authority 
(whether it was written by respected authors in the field of North–South 
research collaboration), effectiveness (in explaining the problem under 
discussion) and reliability (for example, articles published in respected 
journals). I used a qualitative approach to summarise the debates.

Debates about North–South research collaboration
Partnership as a concept refers to a relationship between institutions or 
individuals based on two principles: equity (fairness) and mutual benefit 
(Ashman 2001). Collaboration theorists have noted six critical factors that lead 
to an effective partnership or collaboration: trust, co-operative relationships, 
mutual influence, commitment, active communication and joint learning 
(Ashman 2001). Based on partnerships between the Netherlands and various 
Southern countries, Baud (2002) has argued that North–South partnerships 
can create effective systems for knowledge production. Hassan (2006) has 
stated that collaboration is a critical driver for knowledge sharing that is 
global and fruitful: ‘It’s a trend that benefits not just the developing world, 
but the entire world’ (Hassan 2006: 79). Further, North–South collaboration 
may contribute to reducing the North–South research divide, illustrated by 
gaps in authorship, numbers of full-time researchers and research expenditure 
as a percentage of GDP (Blicharska et al. 2017).1 

While Engelhard and Box (1999) have argued that development 
dynamics have the potential to widen the research divide between the North 
and South, strengthening North–South research capacities may help to close 
this gap through the pooling of resources and knowledge sharing. According 
to Hassan (2006), North–South research collaboration could eliminate the 
‘research monopoly’ that Northern nations enjoyed in the past. The monopoly 
has the effect of skewing research agendas to benefit the North more than the 
South. Indeed, given the North’s hegemonic position in educational discourse, 
Breidlid (2013: 358–359) pointed out that North–South collaboration ‘may 
be perceived as an attempt to entrench the huge disparities between the 
North and the South’. 

To some extent, these geopolitical dynamics in education and research 
are shifting. Organisations, such as the Southern African–Nordic Centre 
(SANORD) and Nuffic (a Dutch organisation focused on educational and 
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research support) are strengthening cross-regional research collaboration 
by bringing scholars together at conferences and promoting collaborative 
research partnerships between member universities in the North and South. 
Similarly, many international donor organisations now give preference to 
funding collaborative research projects and programmes between scholars 
or institutions, thus encouraging North–South research collaboration. 
SANORD, for example, gives preferential financial support to North–South 
collaborative presentations. In addition, donors such as Nuffic run training 
programmes for doctoral candidates and their supervisors to strengthen 
doctoral programmes in southern Africa. The five-year Development Research 
Uptake in Sub-Saharan Africa (DRUSSA) project is another example. 
Funded by the Department for International Development (DFID) from 
2011 to 2016, the project aimed to strengthen research through increasing 
research uptake in twenty-two African universities.

Meanwhile, several scholars have questioned the integrity of North–South 
partnerships for a range of reasons. Institutions located in the North often 
have more power due to their generally wealthier economies. In this context, 
North-based institutions ‘bring in funds, expertise and resources to conduct 
research in low-income countries’ (Van der Veken et al. 2017: 1), leading to 
a situation where Southern partners are viewed as ‘receivers’, while Northern 
partners are viewed as ‘givers’ in research collaboration arrangements (Binka 
2005). Such a scenario empowers institutions based in the North at the 
expense of those in the South. Here, Andre Gunder Frank’s (1970) thesis of 
‘dependency theory’ seems relevant, and the risk of creating a ‘dependency 
syndrome’ among Southern researchers is certainly a real one. In this regard, 
Carbonnier and Kontinen (2014, cited in Ishengoma 2016b: 153) compare 
the capacity-building objectives of North–South research collaborations 
to ‘…the colonial enterprise of “civilising” the South’. Similarly, Breidlid 
(2013) has criticised the North, citing Norwegian scholars and institutions 
in particular for having a ‘what’s in it for me?’ mentality. Ishengoma (2016b: 
149) also observed that:

The neocolonial structure within which North–South research 
collaborations operate, limits their potential to impact on capacity 
building. In practice, Southern researchers are often the weaker partners 
as a result of their nations’ weaker economic bases.

To enhance North–South collaboration, South–South research collaboration 
constitutes a potential mitigating factor in terms of power relations. 
Governments in the South have realised the importance of investing in 
research (Blicharska et al. 2017), in growing the research capacities of 
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Southern researchers and, empowering Southern institutions to pursue ‘true 
partnerships’ (Binka 2005) with other researchers. 

The foregoing illuminates the geopolitical context in which North–
South research collaborations take place. Donors, governments and other 
stakeholders should play a central role in promoting North–South research 
networks and achieving balanced relationships. The concept of ‘netweaving’ 
may be useful here. An alternative to networking (Stevenson 1998), 
netweaving proposes to create a stronger and sustainable social fabric for 
effective relationships. The idea is to avoid the creation of new boundaries; 
rather, netweaving aims to extend and strengthen existing networks (Krebs 
and Holley 2006). According to Monesson (2007), this form of networking 
‘transfers the focus from “What’s in it for me?” to “What’s in it for them?”’ 
(Monesson 2007: 12). Thus, as partners help others to achieve their goals, 
with the anticipation of receiving benefits in the long run, they create stronger 
collaborations and partnerships.

Research, academics and the Sustainable Development Goals
The SDG framework is built on five key themes, namely: people, planet, 
prosperity, peace and partnerships (SDSN 2015). This model, as noted by 
Holden et al. (2016), ‘is in conflict with the popular three-pillar model of 
sustainable development, which seeks to balance social, environmental, and 
economic targets.’ The 17 goals include, among other things, the elimination 
of poverty, promotion of decent work and economic growth, and reduction 
of inequalities. Specific areas cover: agriculture, gender, health, education, 
equality, climate, water and sanitation, industry and innovation, energy 
efficiencies, sustainable cities, poverty, peace and justice, and partnerships. 
Further, the SDGs are expected to perform better than the MDGs, given 
the new goals’ ‘SMART target approach’. Targets from the 2030 Agenda are 
specific, measurable, attainable, relevant and time bound (SDSN 2014: 4). 

Higher education institutions are positioned to contribute to almost all 
areas of the SDGs through teaching, research and community engagement 
(Mohamedbhai 2015). In addition, the wide acceptance of the SDGs by higher 
education institutions makes academics and researchers key actors in their 
achievement (Mohamedbhai 2015). First, higher education institutions have 
an active role to play in ensuring that the concept of sustainable development 
is well understood, through research and dissemination of information.2 

Second, higher education institutions are positioned to receive national 
and international support to work towards the achievement of the SDGs. For 
example, in South Africa, Green Campus Initiatives (GCIs) were established 
at the University of Cape Town (in 2007), Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
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University (in 2011) and Durban University of Technology (in 2011) 
in response to climate change; the GCIs were extended in support of the 
SDGs. GCIs involve university students and academics in the achievement 
of environmentally friendly institutions in response to Goal 13 (climate 
action) and Goal 15 (life on land). South Africa’s Department of Higher 
Education and Training pledged to support green initiatives in the country 
during the launch of the extended GCI at the University of Cape Town in 
2012 (BuaNews 2012). The government’s pledge created a good foundation 
for SDG achievement.

Third, university partnerships have the potential to leverage SDG  17 
(partnerships for the goals). The response of higher education institutions 
to the SDGs and their implementation is an important component in the 
development of knowledge and the achievement of knowledge sharing 
through partnerships. Clarke et al. (2016) argued that co-production 
relationships (collaborations) promote the achievement of SDGs through 
knowledge sharing. At the same time, universities that produce evidence-
based research can contribute to the achievement of the goals. This raises the 
question of what specific strategies higher education institutions can put in 
place to contribute to the SDGs in effective and meaningful ways? 

Strategies for higher education institutions 
Higher education institutions can implement several strategies to enhance 
SDG achievement, including research and innovation, a co-ordinated 
institutional approach, staff and student training, and the establishment  
of associations. 

Research and innovation
The Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN 2015: 16) pointed 
out that:

Through research and development (R&D) they can create and incubate 
new technologies, they can identify strategic priorities and best practices 
in strategy and innovation, and they can help to monitor the agenda 
through the collection, analysis, and interpretation of primary data.

At a conference on research and innovation held by Universities South Africa 
(USAf ) in April 2016, delegates established that ‘research and innovation is a 
key determinant in performance on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
2030’ (USAf 2016: 1). The conference’s keynote session noted the importance 
of an integrated and transdisciplinary research approach towards meeting the 
SDGs, so as to widen the scope of knowledge and its accessibility. According 
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to Halvorsen (2016: 293), ‘Knowledge is everywhere and potentially accessible 
to anyone who seeks it out.’ Multidisciplinary research is likely to increase 
accessibility, thus promoting the success of the SDGs.

The establishment of multidisciplinary research involves co-ordinated 
research activities that attempt to promote wide and deep investigations, 
which can potentially cover all aspects of the SDGs. Such research 
collaborations broaden opportunities for knowledge sharing among academics 
and institutions. North–South collaboration in multidisciplinary research 
facilitates the achievement of solid research outputs (Engel and Keijzer 
2006). By addressing multiple areas of the SDGs, collaborative research 
relationships have the potential to promote their achievement.

Co-ordinated institutional approach
The SDGs must be incorporated into universities’ strategic plans 
(Mohamedbhai 2015). Budgets should also be set aside to financially boost 
efforts towards achieving the SDGs through collaborative research. An 
institutionalised approach to the SDGs is the only way to ensure academics 
and students in higher education institutions embrace their implementation. 
Mohamedbhai (2015) proposed that higher education institutions could 
establish research units or institutes that focus on the SDGs so as to 
realise lasting results. Governments of the respective countries could fund 
such arrangements, or resources could be mobilised through collaborative 
programmes. For example, through its NRF, the South African government 
encourages universities to establish research chairs, which could be established 
with the aim of addressing issues around the SDGs. 

Staff and student training
Academics need to be trained on the integration of SDG-related issues in 
curricula. The United Nations has developed PhD and master’s programmes 
on the Sustainable Development Goals in an effort to produce graduates with 
a comprehensive understanding of the SDGs. These graduates may provide 
critical analysis of the SDGs (SDSN 2015; UN 2016). Universities also have 
a role to play in this regard, as ‘the key nodes of higher education, training a 
new generation of sustainable development leaders, and playing a key role in 
public awareness and education as well’ (SDSN 2015: 16).

Establishing associations
Associations to support collaborative research and the achievement of the 
SDGs should be supported at local, national, regional and international 
levels. At a regional level, the Association of African Universities and the 
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Association of Universities of Latin America and the Caribbean are two 
examples (Mohamedbhai 2015). Internationally, the Global Universities 
Partnership on Environment for Sustainability has a membership of more 
than six hundred universities. Such initiatives are likely to have an impact on 
research and the achievement of the SDGs. 

Challenges for Southern academics in the SDG era
Academics based at institutions in the South face a myriad of challenges 
that need to be addressed to enhance success in collaborative research for the 
advancement of the SDGs. For South-based academics to improve prospects 
for North–South research collaboration, they need to embrace e-learning 
technologies to facilitate effective communication. The advancement of 
information and communications technology (ICT) has had a positive impact 
on collaboration and knowledge sharing. It is now easier for researchers in the 
North to work effectively with those in the South and vice versa.

As mentioned earlier, South–South co-operation plays a prominent role in 
promoting North–South co-operation. However, South–South collaboration 
is challenged by a lack of research funds, as South-based institutions are often 
limited by weak economies. Competition for resources is not helping global 
collaborative efforts. Halvorsen (2016: 280) lamented that the ‘focus on 
competition between higher education institutions and their managements 
has been a dangerously destructive phase in the evolution of universities’. 
Instead, universities should collaborate in both resource mobilisation and 
research programming. Jostling for ‘rich’ research partners only creates 
cleavages, new boundaries and exclusions, leading to destructive forces against 
academic co-operation. 

The absence of democracy and good governance in developing countries 
also impedes collaboration activities. Freedom of speech translates into 
freedom of research. Academics should have the freedom to research in 
their areas of interest and disseminate information without fear. According 
to Halvorsen and Skauge (2004: 141), ‘students can contribute to the social 
capital necessary for the construction of healthy civil societies and socially 
cohesive cultures, achieving good governance, and building democratic 
political systems’. The same applies to academic researchers.

Fragmentation, which inhibits regional co-operation, is another challenge 
that limits research collaboration. Regional integration in Africa has created 
a competition for the best grouping, leading to what has been termed the 
‘spaghetti bowl’ effect,3 whereby countries belong to a complex and overlapping 
web of regional blocs (Fergin 2011; Sorgho 2016). One country can become 
a member of several regional blocs. For example, Kenya, Uganda, Niger 
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and Burkina Faso are each members of four regional groupings. It can be 
argued that competition for membership of regional blocs weakens regional 
integration in Africa and weakens collaboration. Multiple memberships 
create multiple and complex sets of agreements that can lead to conflicts 
(Fergin 2011; Sorgho 2016).

Conclusion
In this chapter, I discussed the debates around effective North–South research 
collaboration and knowledge sharing among academics and institutions. 
I made an effort to illuminate the geopolitics of North–South research 
collaboration and the problem of imbalances created by different positions of 
power. I concluded that, despite such concerns, North–South collaboration 
can be mutually beneficial for all parties if managed well. I then discussed the 
potential of research collaboration to advance the achievement of the SDGs 
through evidence-based academic research. I examined some strategies that 
higher education institutions could use to support the implementation of 
SDGs, namely: research and innovation, a co-ordinated institutional approach, 
staff and student training, and establishing associations. Lastly, I briefly 
explored some of the challenges faced by academics in conducting collaborative 
research in the SDG era. I identified the following key areas of focus: the need 
to embrace e-learning; the need to advance South–South collaboration; the 
need for democracy and good governance; and the advancement of regional 
co-operation, which is a precursor for research collaboration. From the foregone 
analysis, it is clear that North–South collaboration and partnerships will not be 
a ‘magic bullet’ for the achievement of the SDGs.

Notes
 1	 ‘The World Bank’s data shows that the national average number of scientific 

and technical journal articles produced in 2011 by researchers from Northern 
countries was 10 442, compared to 1 323 from Southern countries; full-time 
equivalent researchers per million people was 3 220 in the North and 393 in the 
South for the period 2005–2014; expenditure on research and development was 
1.44 per cent and 0.38 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) in Northern 
and Southern countries respectively for the period 2005–2014’ (Blicharska et al. 
2017: 22). 

2  	 The 2015 SANORD conference in Namibia, where the SDGs were intensively 
discussed, was a good example of this.

3  	 The spaghetti bowl concept has also been used to refer to the continent’s web of 
overlapping trade agreements, which presents an obstacle to successful regional 
integration and trade in Africa.
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Chapter 10
Education for employability: A response to industry demands

Robert L Martin, Regina Krause, Martha T Namutuwa,  
Evgenia Mahler and Hartmut Domröse

Higher education institutions have implemented work-integrated 
learning (WIL) programmes in response to the need to improve student 
employability (Bhaerman and Spill 1988; Hardman and Averweg 2011; Pillai 
et al. 2011). Such programmes seek to address the need for non-cognitive 
skills, referred to broadly as employability skills (Charner 1988; Harvey 
2001; Jayaram and Engmann 2014). Despite attempts to improve student 
employability, employers continue to report dissatisfaction with the skills 
and competencies of graduates (Crossman and Clarke 2010; McQuaid 2006; 
Maclean and Ordonz 2007). 

In response to lessons drawn from the collaboration between the 
Hochshule Wismar University of Applied Sciences and Namibia University 
of Science and Technology (formerly the Polytechnic of Namibia), the 
Voice of Business (VoB) project was created to develop employability skills 
of participating students in Germany, Namibia and South Africa. Students 
who join the project complete an entrepreneurial leadership course and 
a company-provided project within a multidisciplinary student-research 
and development team (MSRDT). The project also aims to strengthen the 
curricula used by the institutions involved. 

The Voice of Business project
The VoB project aims to complement and strengthen efforts to embed WIL 
into higher education curricula to enhance student employability skills. The 
programme has five main characteristics: 

●● Project-based learning.
●● Multidisciplinary student research and development teams.
●● Entrepreneurial leadership.
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●● An approach to emotional, social and cognitive competence development that 
complements the student’s task-based knowledge or technical competence.

●● A focus on reflection and critical thinking that aims to develop the 
student’s competency to think and become a life-long learner.

Based on experiential learning theory, through the VoB project, companies 
with real business challenges provide work-related projects to students 
(Dressler and Keeling 2004; Kolb and Kolb 2008; McCarthy 2010). The 
universities then grade the project in order for the student to obtain course 
credit. This approach benefits all parties, as follows:

●● The company receives a solution to a real business challenges as well as an 
opportunity to scout for new talent.

●● The university strengthens its relationship with industry and receives direct 
feedback on the relevance of its programme offerings and curriculum.

●● The student is given the opportunity to apply task-related knowledge and 
gain work experience.

Through the project, students receive practical experience of working in multi- 
disciplinary teams. This approach departs from the traditional WIL approach, 
as students learn not only to resolve real work problems but also how to work 
as part of multidisciplinary teams in particular. MSRDTs also offer students 
an opportunity to develop skills in research, entrepreneurial leadership, ideas 
generation and project management within a team environment. Students 
develop problem-solving abilities through the integration of information, 
data, techniques, tools, perspectives, concepts and theories to resolve work-
related challenges. MSRDTs therefore enable students to work on real 
business problems and to respond holistically to industry needs as identified. 

The course on entrepreneurial leadership uses an integral approach 
to develop entrepreneurial, leadership and emotional intelligence. The 
programme combines the concepts of entrepreneurship and leadership to 
develop students into entrepreneurial leaders, either as employees or as self-
employed business owners.

The programme’s focus on competence development aims to equip 
students with theoretical and task-related knowledge as well as associated 
competencies that enable them to reflect, learn and develop their critical-
thinking abilities. The reflective-learning and critical-thinking approach 
allows students to contextualise learning and develop a continuous learning 
approach that predisposes them to life-long learning. Therefore, it emphasises 
the development of the three competency clusters described by Boyatzis 
(2008), namely: cognitive, emotional and social intelligence. 

The theoretical foundations of the entrepreneurial leadership course 
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include experiential learning theory, complex adaptive systems theory, critical 
thinking and intentional change theory. The programme’s beneficiaries 
(students, university, companies and community) each form their own system. 
These beneficiaries, while interacting within themselves and with each other, 
also interact and operate with other systems. Further, different individual 
systems have to adapt to constant changes within the wider system in which 
they operate.

Experiential-learning theory proposes that learning is greatly enhanced 
if combined with experiential activities in a work environment (Kolb and 
Kolb 2008; McCarthy 2010; Sattler and Peters 2011). Student participation 
in a company-based project aims to strengthen students’ understanding 
of the working world and to offer them the opportunity to put theory  
into practice. 

Complex adaptive systems theory (also known as ‘complexity’ theory) 
seeks to understand how order emerges in complex, non-linear systems, such 
as galaxies, ecologies, markets, social systems and neural networks (Gill 2013; 
Homer-Dixon 2002). This project takes into account that all role players form 
part of a system, are individually a system and form part of other systems. 
Critical thinking, also described as higher-order thinking by Scriven and 
Paul (1987, cited in MacKnight 2000), is the intellectually disciplined process 
of actively and skilfully conceptualising, applying, analysing, synthesising 
and/or evaluating information gathered from, or generated by, observation, 
experience, reflection, reasoning or communication, as a guide to belief and 
action. The focus on reflection and reflective learning aims to strengthen 
students’ critical thinking competencies. Intentional change theory proposes 
that most sustainable behavioural change is intentional (Boyatzis 2008; Sinatra 
and Pintrich 2003). The theory also recognises that leadership development 
involves the emergence of nonlinear and often discontinuous experiences in 
an iterative cycle (Boyatzis 2006). 

Multidisciplinary student research and development teams:  
lessons learned
In 2009, Wismar University in Germany launched its first MSRDT to work 
on a project. The project co-ordinator engaged students to participate in the 
MSRDT project on a voluntary basis. Teams were formed consisting of students 
from different disciplines working together on a project that addressed a real-
life business problem. Students from different faculties attempted to develop 
innovative and market-oriented products and services. However, in the early 
years, regional business enterprises provided ideas and professional mentoring 
to the student teams.
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This project had two objectives, first, it aimed to create networks and 
improve connections between academics and industry in the region and 
second, it sought to merge the resources of the university and the regional 
economy to mutually benefit higher education and industry. Furthermore, 
it aimed to improve the cross-curricular training of students. For example, 
students from three different faculties (engineering, design and economics) 
were given the opportunity to work on an idea as a team outside of their area 
of study in order to learn and apply other sciences. This resulted in a win-
win situation for the students, the industry partner and the higher education 
institution. 

In 2012, a master’s thesis evaluated the results of the MSRDT project, 
confirming the model’s success and identifying challenges. The main challenges 
students faced were the need for personal responsibility, the difficulties of 
managing time constraints and internal conflicts within teams. The process 
of screening the ideas was also found to be challenging and time consuming, 
albeit also interesting and engaging. Initially, communication between the 
MSRDT and the companies that provided the projects was a challenge in 
terms of hierarchical procedures, as companies feared an uncontrolled outflow 
of trade secrets and confidential information.

Wismar University learned from these challenges and put mechanisms in 
place to address situations that were initially underestimated. Following the 
university’s evaluation, a number of improvements were made:

●● The university intensified student participation in MSRDT.
●● The university offered complementary workshops to coach students in 

soft skills.
●● The partnership agreements were revised to clearly define the collaboration 

between the companies that provided the project ideas and the MSRDT.
●● The university approved start-up ideas by students as work items for 

MSRDT.
●● The departments of the university expanded multidisciplinary networking.

This learning experience allowed Wismar University to apply the MSRDT 
concept in a three-year collaboration project with the Polytechnic of 
Namibia. First, a pilot project between the two institutions was implemented, 
with student teams from different disciplines working on a business idea or 
problem. These business ideas or problems were received from businesses that 
had agreed to participate in the project.

The Polytechnic of Namibia adapted the MSRDT concept used at 
Wismar and introduced it within the WIL framework. However, students 
who participated in the project in Namibia received recognition and course 
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credit upon completion of their tasks, while in Germany students did not earn 
credits for the project. 

Each institution prepared students participating in the project, albeit 
differently. Both institutions trained the student teams on team dynamics; in 
addition, the Namibian teams were taught self-branding and work readiness 
skills. 

The students who participated in the pilot study in Namibia were evaluated 
in terms of their employability (communication skills, interpersonal skills, 
problem solving skills, critical thinking skills, creativity skills and workplace 
preparation). The two student teams were required to share their experiences 
through reports, but these were assessed as part of student evaluations only in 
Namibia. All of the participants indicated that they had gained skills through 
participating in the MSRDT project. 

The MSRDT project’s success resulted in the establishment of the VoB 
project, a four-year collaborative project between the Polytechnic of Namibia, 
the Vaal University of Technology and the University of Applied Sciences 
in Wismar. The project began in January 2015 and will run until December 
2018. The following section reports on progress made to the end of 2015. 

The Voice of Business project as an example of  
North–South collaboration
The German Academic Exchange Service obtained grant funding for the 
continuation of the initial project with the inclusion of Vaal University of 
Technology in South Africa. A project committee was formed to oversee 
the project and to ensure that project objectives are met. The committee 
meets regularly to develop the project strategy; to clarify partners’ roles and 
responsibilities; and to schedule, organise and monitor the planned activities, 
including the co-ordination and planning of staff and student exchanges and 
evaluation of activities. Meetings, workshops, seminars and conferences are 
attended jointly and designed to strengthen relationships as well as to assess 
progress and identify best practices. 

The first meeting was held on 16 February 2015 in the presence of all 
participants. To minimise administrative work, the Wismar University co-
ordinator drafted internal documents related to staff ’s time and travel costs. 
Representatives from participating universities observed that the internal 
regulations at each institution often hindered the reimbursement process. 

In terms of administrative management, in general, it was agreed that 
each African partner university will be responsible for the project within its 
own country. Wismar University, as the lead partner, is responsible for the 
following: 
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●● General project management and quality assurance.
●● Financial management of the project.
●● Reporting to the German Academic Exchange Service on project 

outcomes.
●● Organising and hosting partner meetings.

The co-ordinator is responsible for reimbursing all expenses incurred by 
the partners. At the second project meeting, a guide for reimbursement was 
developed and discussed with the partners, with set deadlines for submitting 
claims. Each partner is responsible for spending its own money, but in ways 
that are in line with the regulations set out in the financial guidelines. In terms 
of communication, apart from the project meetings, all partners communicate 
regularly via e-mail, phone and Skype.

At the first meeting, the project team was formed and the partners’ 
responsibilities were determined. The discussion resulted in agreements 
concerning project activities, milestones, a staff-exchange programme, and the 
need for each institution to conduct a needs analysis to inform the structure 
and content of a preparatory course. 

The staff exchange consisted of Wismar University in Germany hosting 
representatives from the Polytechnic of Namibia and Vaal University of 
Technology for a four-month period from May to August 2015 to work jointly 
on course development. During the partners’ stay in Wismar, they visited the 
chamber of commerce and industry and several companies in order to familiarise 
themselves with the industries that Wismar University works with. 

The new project’s first phase focused on the development of the preparatory 
course, which intends to prepare students for the working world. The course 
emanated from a needs analysis completed collaboratively in July 2015 by 
the three partner universities. Each university consulted with local industries 
in their own areas to establish what skills are required from graduates. In all 
three countries, companies highlighted concerns about what they saw as the 
lack of employability skills among graduates. 

Next, each institution assessed the course needs by conducting a SWOT 
analysis. The project developed a holistic analysis of strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats by comparing the differences and similarities between 
the different institutions. From this analysis, the need for a preparatory course 
to enhance student employability was identified. Similarities and differences 
were also identified in terms of each institution’s curriculum needs, industry 
requirements, government regulations and levels of support for education in 
the three countries. For example, all three universities noted:

●● The challenge of obtaining industry support.
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●● That their curricula are not fully geared towards developing employability 
competencies.

●● A need to afford students the opportunity to enhance their employability 
competencies.

●● That the project creates an opportunity for the universities to engage with 
the community in ways that will also contribute to improving their image 
and impact.

●● That students might not take the project seriously if it is not fully 
integrated into the academic programme.

After the needs and SWOT analyses, the focus shifted to the development 
of the preparatory course. An extensive literature review and best-practice 
benchmarking exercise was conducted from April to July 2015, which led to 
the development of a course on employability competencies. A five-module 
course structure was developed, consisting of learning outcomes in emotional 
intelligence, team dynamics, entrepreneurial leadership, international project 
management and business basics. The course focuses on employability rather 
than employment, and on the development of skills and competencies rather 
than knowledge transfer. The further development of the five modules of the 
course were then shared between the partner university representatives, and 
discussions were held in meetings and workshops so that partners could agree 
on structure, content and deliverables of each module. 

At the end of the four-month exchange programme, the course structure, 
course outline and handbook were drafted. Representatives from the three 
partner institutions made presentations to colleagues and management 
within their respective institutions and solicited input from them to finalise 
the course materials. A blended-learning approach, with a focus on student-
centred learning was envisaged, and the partners will continue to fine-tune 
support materials and resources, such as videos, role-play activities and 
handouts. 

Expected outcomes 
All parties recognise the importance of an efficient dialogue between higher 
education institutions and industry in terms of relevant employability skills 
and competencies. The first MSRDT project’s successes and challenges have 
proven that there is a gap between the skills of university graduates and those 
required by industry.

The first outcome of the VoB project was the needs analysis, which 
identified the employability competencies required by industry. The next phase 
of the project aims to match the students’ competencies to the skills demanded 
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by businesses. For this purpose, a toolkit for preparing entrepreneurial leaders 
is being developed, with the following expected outcomes: 

●● A jointly developed curriculum and a handbook for a short course on 
entrepreneurial leadership.

●● A business simulation game will be adapted for use by students as part of 
the course.

●● MSRDTs will be established in each institution and connected with 
relevant businesses.

●● MSRDT participants will receive course credits according to the assess-
ment instruments used by each partner institution.

To achieve these outcomes, a course-development team was formed. During 
the design and implementation phase, the course-development team took part 
in a number of exchange visits. As a result of this intensified staff exchange and 
strong collegiality, collaborative structures and knowledge transfer between 
the partners has improved. The development process is expected to result in 
a newly developed course that satisfies the accreditation criteria of the higher 
education councils in the two African universities. A technical working group 
will be formed to obtain formal accreditation for the course. It is hoped that 
a major outcome of this will be inter-institutional recognition by the partner 
universities in South Africa and Namibia and, in the longer term, by Wismar 
University as well. 

The project outcomes are expected to have a significant impact on various 
stakeholder groups as outlined below.

Students
At least 24 students will acquire hands-on experience through the completion 
of real assignments within the host-company team. In addition, students will 
be given the chance to participate in specialised events during the project. 
Students with leadership potential from the different teams will participate 
in a study tour in Germany. They will be expected to present a paper at an 
international conference about the learning experience. Other intangible 
outcomes of the project activities are strengthening experiential learning and 
cultural and knowledge exchange among participants. Moreover, students 
will be able to begin to establish their own international networks.

Companies
At least six companies from South Africa, Namibia and Germany will benefit 
from actively participating in shaping their own leaders and potential future 
executives. Moreover, the project facilitates innovation transfer and exchange 
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between the research units of the universities and participating companies. 
At the end of the project a web portal will be established through which 
interested companies can share project ideas and propose co-operative 
research programmes with universities in their region.

Universities
The partner universities will profit from improved collaboration with industry 
and will gain input regarding the relevance of their curriculum. In addition, the 
presence of MSRDTs on university campuses may strengthen entrepreneurial 
spirit, creating a favourable environment for the development of science parks 
and technology centres within the universities. 

Regional economies
The regional chambers of commerce and industry are valuable partners in the 
project. The German chamber in Schwerin, for example, benefitted from the 
visit of African delegations during the previous project. German companies 
had the opportunity to present themselves and initiate cooperation with 
African partners. The exchange of international delegations and company 
visits initiated by the VoB project may facilitate the exchange of good practices 
and provide networking and recruitment opportunities for the participating 
countries of Germany, South Africa and Namibia.

Conclusions
In this chapter, we described the VoB project and outlined the project’s 
background and progress to date. The evaluation of the pilot project shows 
that the student teams involved have gained valuable work experience. The 
employability of about 15 student participants improved, and some students 
found employment within the businesses they were assigned to or in related 
companies, while other students started their own business ventures.

Lessons drawn from the earlier collaboration between two higher 
education institutions led to the establishment of the VoB project, which aims 
to strengthen the curriculum used by the institutions involved in the project. 
This improved curriculum focuses on strengthening students’ employability 
through the introduction of the employability competencies course. This 
course aims to expose students to real business issues; this exposure is expected 
to improve the employability of graduates.

It is recommended that each institution strengthens its relationship 
with industry partners and reviews its curriculum in order to improve the 
employability of graduates. Collaboration between institutions across 
countries should also be encouraged. 
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A detailed evaluation of the new programme and the project results will 
be presented at a final project conference in 2018. Students who participate 
in the project will be required to complete an evaluation form, which will 
contribute to a bilateral master’s thesis. The conference will not only serve as 
a platform for dissemination of the project results and outcomes, but will also 
provide opportunities to network and create synergies with other projects. An 
add-on outcome targeted by the project consortium is the internationalisation 
of the model and the MSRDT concept. Potential future partners include 
higher education institutions in Botswana, Mozambique and Zimbabwe that 
have already shown interest in joining the VoB partner network. 
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Chapter 11
Contextual factors affecting the attainment of life satisfaction 

among elderly people in Zambia’s North-Western province
Mubiana K Sitali-Ngoma and Emmy H Mbozi

Transformation towards sustainability is a mammoth task that 
calls for concerted efforts from every human on planet earth. With this 
understanding in mind the United Nations General Assembly devised the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development as a platform from which children, 
women and men can channel their immeasurable capacities for activism into 
the transformation of the world, and endeavour to create a place that provides 
equal opportunities for all beings to fulfil their potential, enjoy prosperity, 
and lead lives that are free from fear and violence (UN 2015). What should 
be born in mind is that this transformation should go hand in hand with 
sustainability. In this regard, the General Assembly adopted 17 sustainable 
development goals (SDGs) to facilitate sustainable transformation in the 
world. The SDGs are designed to stimulate action up to 2030 in areas of 
critical importance (UN 2015).

In line with this, scholars and institutions of higher learning have 
a similarly mammoth task to fulfil as we have a prominent role to play in 
implementing the SDGs. Without North-South collaboration and the 
associated knowledge sharing between researchers and institutions, this 
task will be even more difficult. Limited funding already obstructs research 
initiatives, as well as their timing, quality and output. As we show in this 
chapter, issues related to local experiences and perspectives are also crucial if 
effective interventions are to be designed. 

In this chapter, we report on the first two of three objectives that formed 
part of a larger study that took place in 2016, and looked at contextual factors 
influencing the attainment of life satisfaction among people aged 65 and 
over in the North-Western province of Zambia. The entire study was directly 
related to SDG 3 (good health and well-being). 
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The three objectives of the larger study were to: 
●● Establish levels of life satisfaction among elderly respondents in North-

Western Zambia.
●● Ascertain the factors that constrain and promote the attainment of life 

satisfaction among elderly respondents. 
●● Assess the adequacy of Zambia’s national ageing policy in facilitating 

the attainment of a satisfying life among elderly people, and formulate 
guidelines as to how this might be improved.

We begin with an account of the existing literature on life satisfaction among 
the elderly; we then outline our objectives and explain our research design 
and data collection process. We present our findings and argue that research 
studies like this one are important in extending and challenging the general 
applicability of theories developed in high-income-countries where many 
elderly people are economically far wealthier than those in Zambia.

The literature on life satisfaction among the elderly
All human beings, if given a choice, would opt to attain life satisfaction. 
Those in late adulthood are no exception. Life satisfaction entails a sense of 
contentment and joyfulness over the span of one’s lifetime. As an indicator 
of the quality of life (Motjuwadi 2013; Subramanien 2013), life satisfaction 
is considered a crucial ingredient for enhancing well-being during ageing, 
including mental, physical and spiritual wellness (Motjuwadi 2013; Nuehs 
1990; Osborne 2009). Given its significance, gerontologists have developed 
various theories about its attainment. Some early ones include the activity 
theory of ageing, continuity theory, and disengagement theory. As summarized 
by Motjuwadi (2013), activity theory suggests that maintaining high levels 
of physical and social activity from middle age into old age brings about life 
satisfaction (see also Neugarten et al. 1961). Continuity theory posits that being 
able to continue enjoying our favourite activities into retirement will result in 
life satisfaction. Disengagement theory holds an opposing view, suggesting that 
what brings about life satisfaction in late adulthood is the ability to voluntarily 
reduce activity levels and social roles. The common denominator among the 
theories is that they all strove to identify the best possible ways of facilitating 
the attainment of life satisfaction among elderly people. 

Since the early 2000s, research into life satisfaction in late adulthood has 
gained momentum. In New Zealand, Gretchen et al. (2011) undertook a study 
that sought to investigate ranges of life satisfaction and functioning among 
elderly people. Among other findings, the researchers revealed that factors 
that contribute to quality of life and indeed attainment of life satisfaction 
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relate to good health, family, spouse, friends, positive attitudes towards life 
and independence while detractors were found to be poor health, physical 
impairment, poor finances, family difficulties, and age. In Germany, Humpert 
(2013) found that factors that had a positive impact on life satisfaction for female 
respondents were sport, welfare or parental activities, while hobbies increased 
life satisfaction for male respondents. Political activities and union membership 
generally had a negative effect on life satisfaction among all respondents. 

In a study of determinants of life satisfaction with daily activities among 
retirees aged 65 years or older in 11 European countries, Bonsang and Van 
Soest (2012) found that respondents were generally satisfied with their daily 
activities, but response scales varied significantly across countries, revealing 
that respondents in the northern European countries tended to be more 
satisfied than those in central Europe or the Mediterranean countries. The 
Netherlands ranked first in terms of satisfaction; Sweden and Denmark came 
second and third. The interpretation that Bonsang and Van Soest offered 
was that elderly people in the Netherlands often participate in satisfaction-
enhancing activities such as voluntary or charity work, belonging to sports or 
social clubs, and looking after grandchildren. Interestingly, elderly people in 
the Netherlands seem to experience fewer health problems than respondents 
from any other country in the study. Poland and the Czech Republic were 
at the bottom end of the satisfaction scale, and these were also the countries 
where health problems were the most common. 

In a review of various research studies conducted in different countries 
spanning twenty years, Wang and Hesketh (2012) identified a myriad of factors 
that influenced the attainment of well-being. They grouped these factors into 
five categories (that is: individual attributes, pre-retirement job-related factors, 
retirement-transition factors, post-retirement activities, and family-related 
factors). They then suggested that these factors all influence three aspects of 
well-being: fiscal, physical and psychological well-being. Thus, for example, 
factors such as a decline in physical health, a high number of dependents and 
costs related to dependent care, losing a partner, and work-related physical 
demands, had a negative impact on the fiscal, physical and psychological well-
being of retired persons. Factors such as sound financial status and physical 
health, marital quality, financial literacy and healthy lifestyle choices all had a 
positive impact on the fiscal, physical and psychological well-being of retired 
persons. Meanwhile in Spain, Prieto-Flores et al. (2012) found that family, 
neighbourhood, finances and health had more impact on life satisfaction than 
participation in leisure activities.  

In terms of research conducted in Africa, Fisher (1992) identified 
factors that influence the experience of life satisfaction in retirement as good 
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health, financial stability, contact with family and a general fulfilment of life 
expectations. In Mauritius, Subramanien (2013) established that good health, 
family attention and care, a reasonable income, a decent place to live and good 
social relations act as drivers of well-being in old age, and conversely that a 
lack of these detracted from the well-being of elderly persons. In South Africa, 
Motjuwadi (2013) found that retirees with sturdy and stable financial resources 
had higher levels of life satisfaction and adjusted better to retirement than their 
counterparts who had more limited financial resources. He also found that 
good health played a key role in promoting an experience of life satisfaction. 

Although the studies reviewed above have contributed significantly to the 
field of gerontology, they almost all used quantitative methods to measure life-
satisfaction levels. We decided to include a qualitative aspect to our study. Thus, 
rather than establishing purely quantitative relationships between variables, we 
made space for respondents to describe in their own words the factors that 
enhance and detract from their experience of satisfaction. The use of qualitative 
and quantitative methods facilitated the triangulation of our results. 

In terms of existing literature on Zambia specifically, studies we identified 
focused on the social impact of the ageing population (Mapoma 2013), care for 
the elderly (Changala 2015) and attitudes towards the elderly Finch (2014). 
As far as we are aware, no other studies have investigated the contextual factors 
related to the attainment of life satisfaction among elderly people.

Why understanding life satisfaction among the elderly is important
While it is fairly obvious that social, cultural and economic differences 
between countries will influence the ways in which elderly persons experience 
life satisfaction (Bonsang and Van Soest 2012), identifying and analysing 
factors that detract or promote quality of life in specific contexts is vital for 
the effective design and efficient implementation of national ageing policies. 
At the time of writing, Zambia’s National Ageing Policy policy was still in 
its infancy, having been launched in 2015 (Republic of Zambia 2015). A 
well-designed and implemented policy on ageing can promote well-being 
and this, in turn, can promote good health. According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO 2002) if more individuals reached old age in good 
health, the rising costs of pensions and welfare payments as well as costs 
related to medical and social care would be offset by the fact that more of 
these individuals would be fit and willing to work. 

Research design
We opted for a descriptive research design that allows for mixed methods of 
data collection. Quantitative data were derived from the use of the Satisfaction 
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with Life Scale (SWLS) and semi-structured questionnaires. Qualitative data 
were gathered via a combination of text and narratives (from interviews and 
semi-structured questionnaires). Our assumption was that collecting diverse 
types of data would offer us the best possible chance of understanding of the 
research problem (Creswell 2003). 

Population sample and sampling technique
The population for the study comprised persons aged 65 years and over 
living in the Solwezi District. We settled on the age of 65 because this is 
the usual retirement age in Zambia, and our sample included both male and 
female subjects, regardless of whether or not they were actually retired from 
formal or informal employment. Since the local social worker is responsible 
for the welfare of the vulnerable, including the old, he was asked to provide 
information regarding the social welfare scheme and social security system. 
Staff from the National Pension Scheme Authority (NAPSA) in the 
North-Western Province were asked to help provide information related to 
pensioners and the district medical officer for Solwezi was consulted because 
he was in a position to provide health-elated information regarding the aged. 
This provided us with information on social security in Zambia.

The sample thus comprised 101 elderly people, one staff member from 
NAPSA, one from the local social welfare scheme and the district medical 
officer for Solwezi. Purposive sampling1 techniques were used to select the 
elderly respondents from the total population. The distribution of elderly 
respondents in terms sex and age categories is shown in Table 11.1. 

Table 11.1  Sex and age-groups of respondents 

Sex Aged 65–75 Aged 76–85 Aged 85 and over Total

Male 29 15 3 47

Female 31 18 5 54

Total (n) 60 33 8 101

Data collection instruments 
Data were collected and assessed via four instruments: the SWLS, a semi-
structured questionnaire, interviews, and observation. The SWLS was 
triangulated with the semi-structured questionnaire. Triangulation was used 
to check the results on life-satisfaction levels among elderly respondents as 
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well as to mitigate the inadequacies of both instruments. For instance, the 
SWLS does not allow respondents to explain their reasons for satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction with life, but the semi-structured questionnaire did allow 
respondents to give reasons.

The SWLS was developed by Diener et al. (1985; see also Pavot et al. 
1991). The assumption behind the scale is that individuals are the best judges 
of their present and past life satisfaction (see Neugarten et al. 1961). In this 
study, the SWLS was translated into the two commonly spoken languages 
in the study area, Ki-Kaonde and Ki-Lunda. All protocols that go with 
translation of scales from the original into other languages were followed. 

A questionnaire comprised of structured and unstructured questions was 
used to collect data on life satisfaction as well as data on factors that affected 
attainment of life satisfaction. The questionnaire asked questions such as, ‘Are 
you satisfied with your life?’ Then respondents were asked to give reasons for 
their answers. From this, the researchers were able to establish the factors that 
detract from and those that promote life satisfaction. 

Finally, we used basic observation to collect data on the adequacy of 
housing, including latrines. Facilities were considered to be inadequate if 
rooves were damaged or absent, if windows were too few or too small to 
allow enough light to see by and if doors were not lockable. The widespread 
inadequacy of the housing we saw helped increase our understanding of 
respondents’ living conditions. 

Training data collectors and collecting data
Prior to data collection, five data-collection assistants were trained to 
administer the SWLS, the semi-structured questionnaires and in how 
to collect observations. The research assistants were selected on the basis 
that they were fluent in English and in the local languages spoken in the 
study area. During the training, the research assistants were first asked to 
establish their own level of life satisfaction using the SWLS. This helped 
them understand the usefulness of the survey. The assistants were then 
asked to administer the instrument to one another, which help them 
develop a deeper understanding of the statements on the scale. A similar 
process occurred with the questionnaire; the research assistants pretested 
the instruments on each other. This helped us standardise the questions and 
ensure that the translations remained consistent with the original questions 
in the English version. 

Apart from the literature review, all the other data were collected in the 
respondents’ homes. Ethics clearance was sought and given, and in line with 
this, the researchers and data-collection assistants explained the purpose of the 
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study and obtained consent from respondents with regard to their participation 
in the study. Permission to take pictures for use in the report was also sought 
from respondents. Respondents were assured of confidentiality and their names 
were not recorded. Once consent was obtained, the age of respondents was 
confirmed through the national registration cards that all Zambians carry. 

Respondents were asked if they preferred to complete a self-administered 
SWLS or if they would like the researcher to read out the statements and record 
their responses. Similarly, the respondents were asked to choose to respond 
in English, Ki-Kaonde or Ki-Lunda. The SWLS and the questionnaire were 
then administered in the respondents’ language of choice. Respondents were 
encouraged to be honest in their responses and were informed that the aim of 
the study was to obtain and collate valuable information in a way that might 
benefit them in future. 

Data analysis and limitations of the study 
Commensurate with the research design, the quantitative data were analysed 
using SPSS Statistics software. Qualitative data from the interviews were 
transcribed and analysed by identifying key themes that recurred throughout 
the data. Respondents’ reasons for the non-attainment of life satisfaction were 
grouped into categories that facilitated the presentation and interpretation of 
findings in relation to the study’s objectives. 

The fact that the study leaned more towards qualitative research, 
especially in terms of choice of population, sample and sampling techniques, 
poses something of a challenge when it comes to generalising the results. 
Researcher subjectivity is inherent in qualitative research as it heavily relies on 
the thinking and choices of the researcher that can lead to bias (Subramanien 
2013). Researcher reactivity is another possible limitation of the study. This 
occurs when interviewees are torn between giving genuine answers and saying 
what they think the researchers want to hear (Subramanien 2013). For these 
reasons, the generalisation of the results obtained from this study are offered 
with caution. 

Problems encountered in data collection
Two main challenges were encountered in the data-collection process. First, 
as mentioned, some respondents seemed to be torn between telling the 
researcher what they thought the researcher wanted to hear and what they 
really felt about themselves or their situation. Second, some respondents 
who were in the care of family members seemed torn between giving 
answers that they thought would either please or displease their care-givers 
and saying what they were really experiencing. This problem was especially 
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pronounced regarding the life-satisfaction measurement. Responses to 
questions such as: ‘are you satisfied with your life?’ and to statements such 
as: ‘the conditions of your life are excellent’; ‘in most ways, your life is close 
to your ideal’; ‘you are satisfied with your life’ proved a little difficult to 
elicit. On noticing the respondents’ predicament, the researchers and all the 
research assistants insisted that interviews take place out of hearing range of 
respondents’ caregivers. Caregivers were informed that the questionnaire was 
aimed at the elderly people only, and that the respondents’ honest responses 
were more likely to ensure that the results of the study would benefit both 
themselves and their elderly relatives. Respondents and caregivers were also 
assured that their personal information would not be divulged to anyone, 
and that the exercise was not a test in which they should attempt to either 
attain a high or low score. This intervention helped the researchers to collect 
information that was to some extent more bias-free.

Findings and discussion 
The major finding from the SWLS was that 59 per cent of the elderly 
respondents were on the dissatisfied side of the scale; 37 per cent were 
found to be on the satisfied side. Details on levels of life satisfaction are 
shown in Table 11.2. 

Similarly, the major finding from the semi-structured questionnaire was 
that the majority of respondents were not experiencing life satisfaction. See 
Table 11.3.

Table 11.2 � SWLS findings on life-satisfaction among respondents, by sex

 

Sex Extremely 
satisfied

Satisfied Slightly 
satisfied

Neutral Slightly 
dis-

satisfied

Dis-
satisfied

Extremely 
dis-

satisfied

Total

Male 1 9 10 2 8 7 10 47

Female 0 5 12 3 9 16 9 54

Sub-total 1 14 22 5 17 23 19 101

Total (n) 37 5 59 101
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Table 11.3 � Semi-structured questionnaire results on respondents experiencing life 
satisfaction, by sex

Sex Satisfied Not satisfied Total

Male 13 34 47

Female 9 45 54

Total (n) 22 79 101

The finding that more people were not experiencing life satisfaction than 
those that were is not unique to this study. What is unique, however, is 
the high percentage of dissatisfied respondents. By contrast, in Mauritius, 
Subramanien (2013) found that 45 per cent of the respondents were not 
experiencing life satisfaction. 

We grouped the factors reported by the elderly respondents as promoting 
or driving life satisfaction into four categories: economic, independence, 
family, and age (see Table 11.4). The factors reported as detracting from 
or constraining the attainment of life-satisfaction were sorted into eight 
categories (see Table 11.5). 

Table 11.4  Contextual factors promoting life satisfaction among elderly respondents

Factors Promotors/drivers 

Economic status Ability to afford to eat three meals a day
Enough income to live a decent life
Ability to afford to feed oneself
Ability to meet most of life’s challenges
Not worrying about what to eat tomorrow
Not having to go to sleep hungry
Not starving
Success gained from hard work

Independence Ability to take care of oneself 
Ability to meet most of life’s challenges

Family ties Having well-behaved children
Having educated one’s children
Being cared for by one’s children and extended family members
Having family who are employed 
Having successful children 

Impact of age Proud of living into old age
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Table 11.5  Contextual factors constraining life satisfaction 

Factor Constraints

Economic status Having no option but to work regardless of age
Limited resources
The inability to satisfy basic needs
Inability to afford essential commodities
Lack of money, too little money
Inability to afford three meals a day
Economic hardship
High cost of living
Rising price of commodities
Inability to buy good things for self and family 
Inability to carry out plans due to insignificant funds
Inability to make decisions due to lack of money
Transport problems due to lack of money
Difficult life
Lack of money as a factor in all activities
No income of one’s own

Unmet wants and needs Not having achieved things one wanted to
Not having lived the life one wanted

Health status High blood pressure
Tiredness
Weakness due to heart problems
Joint pains especially when walking
Inability to engage in desired activities
Lack of physical fitness

Impact of age Lack of strength
Inability to engage in desired activities
Inability to do what one wants due to age
Lack of physical fitness

Functionality Inability to walk without a walking aid
Inability to provide own meals

Bereavement Loss of husband
Loss of wife
Loss of children 

Dependency No own income
Having to ask for everything one needs and waiting a long 
time for it to come
Inability to provide own meals

Depression Seeing nothing worth enjoying in life
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The findings of this study are consistent with those of previous research; 
specifically, our findings on economic-related factors are consistent with 
Wang and Hesketh et al. (2012), Fisher (1992), Subramnaien (2013) and 
Motjuwadi (2013). The key point is that poor economic status detracts 
heavily from the experience of life-satisfaction. In this study, the majority 
of respondents were very poor. Their major sources of income are shown in 
Figure 11.1. 

Figure 11.1:  Respondents’ sources of income

Most respondents reported that their income was insufficient. For instance, 
at the time of the study in 2016, the average monthly pension for respondents 
was K390 (approximately US$39). However, some individual respondents 
were receiving as little as K57 (US$5.7) per month. To provide some context 
for these amounts, a bag of mealie meal, which is the staple food in Zambia, 
cost K114 (US$11.4).  

One partial explanation for this could be that the Zambian state pension 
system is insensitive to inflation and only a small percentage of elderly 
Zambians receive pensions. In this study, only 10 per cent of respondents had 
pensions and just 7 per cent received social welfare payments. The reason why 
so few elderly persons receive pensions is that very few were ever formally 
employed. Our findings on those who benefit from social welfare assistance 
are consistent with the findings by Mukuka et al. (2002), who reported that 
the social security coverage in Zambia is insignificant, echoing the finding of 
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the ILO (2001), which estimated that only 5 to 10 per cent of the working 
population in sub-Saharan Africa had access to social security. The ILO study 
noted that the majority of African countries spent an average of only 4.3 per 
cent of their (already low) GDP on social security, as compared to 16.6 per 
cent of GDP spent by high-income countries, which also have social security 
coverage of close to a hundred per cent (ILO 2001). Between 1994 and 2006, 
Zambia allocated as little as 1 per cent of budget funding to social welfare 
(Kaputo 2010). 

A massive 93 per cent of respondents in our study revealed that income 
they might receive from family members was neither sufficient nor consistent. 
The implication is that many elderly persons experience periods in which 
they have access to no income at all. This poses many challenges to their 
survival, and completely undermines their ability to make and carry out plans. 
Kamwengo (2004) attributed the unsatisfactory nature and level of families’ 
support for their aged relatives to the weakening of the family bonds due 
to the strains of urbanisation, mass education and Zambia’s deteriorating 
economy. In a study focused on India, Brijnath (2011) blamed the weakening 
of the extended family on Westernisation which heavily encourages the values 
of individualism and nuclear families. 

While these factors are certainly applicable, in our view, the poverty 
experienced by family members themselves largely accounts for this state of 
affairs. As Mapoma (2013) argued, families are unable to financially support 
their aged relatives fully due to their own poor economic status. Mapoma 
pointed out that respect for one’s elders is an indelible aspect of Zambian 
culture, and where resources are available, families would endeavour to 
take care of their elderly relatives. The results of Zambia’s 2010 national 
population census also testified to the fact that poverty levels are high, with 
over half (61 per cent) of the Zambian population living below the poverty 
datum line and 42 per cent of the population considered to be extremely poor  
(CSS 2012). 

The majority (58 per cent) of these extremely poor people live in the 
rural areas (Rasmussen et al. 2014), and as noted, our study was conducted 
in a rural area. Our observations were consistent with the census report 
(CSS 2012) and Rasmussen et al. (2014). Extreme poverty was evident in 
the inadequacy of housing and latrine facilities, particularly in the informal 
settlements in Zambia. The photographs in Figure 11.2 were taken in 
an informal settlement within the study area, and are an example of the 
facilities that many elderly people in these areas have access to. 
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Figure 11.2:  Home and latrine facility of a retired teacher and respondent in our study
 

As regards health-related factors, our findings were also consistent with 
previous research. Wang and Hesketh (2012) showed how physical health 
positively affects the physical, psychological and fiscal well-being of retired 
or elderly persons while a decline in physical health has a negative impact in 
all the same aspects of life. Bonsang and Van Soest (2012) found that people 
with fewer health problems enjoyed higher levels of life satisfaction than 
those with a lot of health problems. In our study, respondents were asked to 
indicate if they suffered from any of four chronic diseases, namely: diabetes, 
high blood pressure, tuberculosis, and general body pains. A shocking 99 per  
cent of respondents reported that they suffered from one or more of the four 
ailments; this was true for both male and female respondents irrespective 
of age. 

Our findings on functional disability as detracting from life satisfaction 
are consistent with those by Good et al. (2011) who conducted a study 
in New Zealand. Similarly, our finding that unsatisfied wants and needs 
impact negatively on life satisfaction in late adulthood was in line with the 
work of Yirmibesoglu and Berkoz (2014) in Turkey. The finding that aging 
itself detracts from life satisfaction is consistent with those of Gretchen et 
al. (2011) who show that the diminishing reserves of energy that ageing 
adults have access to causes them to cease to engage in activities they have 
previously engaged in and enjoyed or received some positive feedback for. 
The resulting discord between what a person can do and what they might 
desire creates dissatisfaction. Our findings related to depression echoed the 
work of Dhara and Jogsan (2013) who assert that the many challenges faced 
by people as they enter old age may contribute to their risk of depression. 
Depression is treatable but in communities where geriatric support services 
are non-existent, as they are in our study area, depression in elderly people 
often goes unnoticed. 
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As noted, older children and extended family members often provide 
material and financial support to ageing parents or relatives. For this reason, 
the loss of adult children represents a loss of social security. This is true in our 
study area, and indeed in the whole of Zambia and most of Africa. The high 
prevalence of diseases such as HIV and Aids, tuberculosis and malaria, means 
that a large number of elderly people suffer the loss of children, grandchildren 
and other young relatives. 

Summary and conclusions
Our major finding was that a greater number of elderly adults in our study 
were dissatisfied with their lives than those who were satisfied. In addition, 
our findings are consistent with previous research in terms of the factors or 
categories that promote or constrain life satisfaction (income levels, general 
health, independence, functionality, etc.). However, the experiences linked to 
these factors reflect the specificity of the Zambian context and, we suggest, 
might highlight the vulnerability of elderly populations in other African and 
other low-income countries. 

Constraints such as having no option but to work in old age, the inability 
to plan or make decisions due to lack of money, having no independent source 
of income, being unable to access sufficient food, and not seeing anything 
worth enjoying in life are clear indicators of this vulnerability. However, the 
experiences that our respondents mentioned as drivers of life satisfaction are 
similarly revealing of the fragility of their support systems: being able to afford 
to eat three meals in a day, not having to go to sleep hungry, having well-
behaved and well-educated children, being cared for by family members, etc.  

As indicated in the introduction, the activity theory of ageing suggests that 
maintaining high levels of physical and social activities into old age brings 
about life satisfaction, continuity theory posits that being able to continue 
enjoying our favourite activities into retirement will result in life satisfaction 
and disengagement theory suggests that what brings about life satisfaction 
in late adulthood is the ability to voluntarily reduce activity levels and social 
roles.  However, in this study, apart from one finding that supported activity 
theory – loss of loved ones as a detractor from attainment of life satisfaction 
– our findings are inconsistent with these three theories of ageing. For many 
respondents, the factors that detract most from life satisfaction are related to 
their economic status, and their need to have to work into old age in order to 
make ends meet. 

It seems possible that the developers of the activity theory of ageing did 
not have elderly people in low-income countries such as Zambia in mind. 
Zambia, like many other countries, is socially, culturally and economically 
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vastly different from the US, where the activity theory of ageing originated. 
The majority of elderly Zambians, whether they have retired from formal 
employment or not, are struggling to fulfil their basic needs for food and 
shelter. In view of this, we propose that a theory of ageing is required, which 
takes into account the differing social, cultural and economic status of elderly 
persons in different contexts. 

The implementation of SDG 3 requires governments and other stake-
holders to put in place interventions that promote the well-being of all 
ages. Our findings offer insights that are crucial to the design of appropriate 
interventions to both counter factors that constrain the attainment of 
life satisfaction and enhance the well-being of elderly persons in a range 
of different contexts. In our view, North–South collaboration between 
researchers and institutions will be critical to the development of a theory of 
ageing that is more inclusive. 

In addition, North–South collaboration between scholars and/or institut-
ions would not only facilitate the execution of research that is critical to 
the successful implementation of all 17  SDGs, but also bring about a 
deeper understanding of issues within and between different countries so 
that interventions devised are similarly more inclusive of different realities 
and more appropriate to the conditions they aim to address. As the old 
adage says, this would be like ‘killing two birds with one stone’.  But this 
can only be achieved with adequate material and financial support. Many 
research projects that could have made valuable contributions have had to be 
abandoned halfway due to lack of resources. 

It is also worth mentioning that the contextual factors that affect the 
attainment of life satisfaction and well-being are varied and many. Consequently, 
we recommend that more research on the life satisfaction of elderly populations 
in different contexts within and outside Zambia be undertaken. 

Note
1 	 Two types of purposive sampling were used in this study – namely, sampling 

to achieve representativeness and sequential sampling. More specifically, 
homogenous sampling and snowball sampling (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981) 
were used.
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Chapter 12
Home–school relations and the role of indigenous knowledge in 

early literacy learning: A case study from a rural school in Zambia
Anne Marit Vesteraas Danbolt, Dennis Banda, Jørgen Klein  

and Geoffrey Tambulukani 

In our view, education lies at the core of development. In the United 
Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal (SDG) 4 aims for inclusive and equitable quality education for all 
(UN 2015). In this chapter, we describe a joint project implemented through 
master’s programmes at the universities of Namibia1 and Zambia in co-operation 
with the Inland Norway University of Applied Sciences (previously Hedmark 
University of Applied Sciences) that has prioritised finding ways to improve 
the quality of literacy education. Co-operation between our institutions has 
improved our understanding of the difficulties involved in literacy education 
in general and in sub-Saharan Africa in particular.  The project has also 
contributed to capacity building, and enhanced our understanding of effective 
North–South collaboration in teaching and research. 

In this chapter, we focus specifically on home–school relations in the 
development of literacy in the context of primary education in Zambia. We 
use the term home–school relations in the sense of a mutual and collaborative 
partnership between parents/caregivers, teachers and school management, 
that aims to provide a good learning environment for the pupils (LaRocque 
et al. 2011). Parental involvement has been proved to have positive effects 
on learning achievement (Desforges and Abouchaar 2003), and there is 
much evidence that good home–school relations are conducive for learner 
well-being (see, for example, Epstein 2009; Patrikakou 2008). However, 
mismatches between the nature and uses of literacy at home and at school can 
also cause difficulties for children in learning literacy (Baker 2011; Brooker 
2002; Heath 1983/2006). 

Existing research has revealed a lack of parental2 involvement in children’s 
schoolwork (Clemensen 2011), and a study conducted by the Southern and 
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Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) 
in Zambia found that less than 35 per cent of learners report that they receive 
assistance with homework sometimes or most times (Musonda and Kaba 
2011b). In general, the challenges related to education in Zambia are high. 
For instance, pupils’ performances in reading and mathematics are among the 
lowest in sub-Saharan Africa, and declined from 2000 to 2011 (SACMEQ 
2017). Improving home–school relations might offer one way of meeting 
these challenges. 

Before the advent of formal schooling, most children learned the skills 
they needed for their lives in their homes and local communities. This form 
of indigenous education was passed on from one generation to the other, so 
that growing up and learning was the same thing (Banda 2008; Banda and 
Morgan 2013). With the development of formal schooling, the link between 
the home and children’s learning weakened, and the learning done at home 
and at school became more separate (Banda 2008). In post-colonial countries 
such as Zambia, the schooling system is based on the remnants of colonial 
education that was run by missionaries and overseen by their colonial masters, 
even though it was adapted after Zambia won back its independence in 1964. 
With independence, the government selected English as the language of 
instruction throughout the educational system, thus adding to the disparity 
between home and school. Because so much indigenous knowledge is 
embedded in language, the switch to English prevents learners from being 
able to use the local or indigenous knowledge that they have already acquired 
as a foundation for the formal school knowledge and literacy development 
that they obtain throughout their years at school. Indigenous forms of 
knowledge may be lost or discarded when an unfamiliar language is used as 
the medium of instruction at school. 

In this chapter, we present a pilot study conducted in a rural school in 
Zambia. The primary objective is to explore how parents and teachers perceive 
the relationship between home and school in relation to the role of indigenous 
knowledge, with specific reference to early literacy learning. We also discuss 
how implications of the language policy may affect this relationship.3 

Home–school relations 
Internationally, a huge body of research exists on the effects of home 
background on children’s attainment in school. One seminal work is the 
ethnographic study conducted by Shirley Brice Heath in the United States 
in the early 1980s. Her study was one of the first to illustrate how literacy 
practices in families influence children’s schooling (Heath 1983/2006). In 
the United Kingdom, Liz Brooker (2002) described how immigrant families 
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tend to remain on the peripheries of the schools their children attend, and are 
not involved in the practices and ideas that guide the teaching principles. A 
compilation of research by Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) demonstrated 
the significant effect of ‘at home good parenting’4 on children’s educational 
attainment. They concluded that to a major degree, forces outside of the 
control of the school shape achievement, and social factors play a large role. 

Studies like these have raised awareness about home–school relations 
and literacy intervention programmes among educators as well as researchers 
(Paratore et al. 2010). According to Patrikakou (2008), there are three broad 
types of parental involvement: involvement at home, involvement at school 
and home–school communication. LaRocque et al. (2011) defined parental or 
family involvement as the extent to which parents or caregivers’ invest in the 
education of their children. This investment can take many forms, including 
parents volunteering for assistance with practical tasks at school, assisting their 
children with homework or engaging in events and activities initiated by the 
school. The form of interaction is not the key factor; what is important is 
that schools and parents share the same views on what constitutes a good 
relationship between home and school (LaRocque et al. 2011). 

Another term used to describe home–school relations is school outreach 
(Galindo and Sheldon 2011). This puts more emphasis on the actions of 
the school management and teachers. In our opinion, a mutual relationship 
between home and school must include school outreach and parental 
involvement. The distinction between proactive and reactive relations is also 
a useful one (Desforges and Abouchaar 2003). An example of proactive 
involvement is when parents and schools co-operate on a regular basis to build 
a good relationship. A reactive involvement means that parents act only in 
response to an initiative from the school; typically, this will involve a problem 
that requires their attention. 

Joyce Epstein (2009) developed the most comprehensive model for home–
school relations. Her concept of ‘overlapping spheres of influence’ as a theory 
for explaining the shared responsibilities of home, school and community has 
been highly influential. Her model describes six types of partnership: parenting, 
communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making and collaborating 
with the community (Epstein 2009). In our pilot study, we applied Epstein’s 
types of partnership to the analysis of our data, to provide a well-established 
theoretical framework and key definitions (Yin 2014), but also to find out 
whether our case corresponded to this widely acknowledged model. 

In South Africa, Lemmer (2011) and Lemmer and Van Wyk (2004a, 
2004b) have conducted research on family involvement. They identified several 
impediments to home–school co-operation (Lemmer and Van Wyk 2004a), 
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but also provided many examples of schools reaching out to parents in a 
systematic and engaged manner (Lemmer and Van Wyk 2004b). Lemmer 
and Van Wyk (2004b) argued that broader strategies for parental involvement 
should be adopted in South African schools, and Lemmer (2011) has since 
documented examples of formal educational provision for in-service teachers 
on the topic of home–school relations.

An ethnographic study in a rural community in the southern province of 
Zambia provides another interesting insight into the relationship between 
home and school. In the study, Clemensen (2011) showed that despite 
generally affirming the importance of schooling, parents paid little attention 
to the daily aspects of children’s schooling and spent little time assisting 
them with homework. In addition, several master’s theses submitted to the 
School of Education at the University of Zambia have also focused on the 
relations between home and school. Kapambwe (1980) investigated the home 
background of two hundred Zambian junior secondary pupils in relation to 
a number of variables and found an association between home environment 
and scholastic achievement. Variables included: parental education, reading 
habits in the home, parental income, parental occupation, housing conditions, 
parental attitudes to education, parental encouragement and support at home. 
Another relevant study is Musonda’s research on literacy behaviours among 
preschoolers in Lusaka (Musonda 2011). Musonda concluded that teachers 
seldom recognise the emergent literacy knowledge that children acquire 
in their early years and that parents tend to be left out of their children’s 
education. Musonda recommended designing adult literacy programmes to 
empower parents to help their children become literate (Musonda 2011).

Yet another master’s level study conducted in Zambia focused on the 
relationship between home and school. Kangómbe (2013) investigated the 
strategies or techniques that teachers use to promote partnerships with 
parents in high-density residential areas in Lusaka. The specific topic was 
collaboration in support of literacy development in selected basic schools. 
Kangómbe found that a homework policy was the most common approach 
used by teachers. His study also revealed several constraints on home–school 
partnerships, such as high illiteracy levels, high levels of poverty, lack of English 
proficiency among parents and low attendance at school meetings. However, 
some parents also felt that teachers were unwelcoming, and mentioned the 
lack of communication between them and the teachers. 

Another research report on Zambia (Ginsburg et al. 2014) provides a 
quantitative study of interschool factors affecting pupils’ opportunities to 
learn. In this case, the researchers looked for effects on learning outcomes in 
relation to a number of variables. They found that only low attendance among 
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learners (including late arrival and early departure) had a significant effect 
on learning outcomes at the school level. The researchers recommended that 
future research direct attention towards learners’ opportunities to learn outside 
of school, thus pointing to the findings by Desforges and Abouchaar (2003). 

Indigenous knowledge and education
Indigenous knowledge is not a clear-cut concept and is defined in various ways 
in the literature. Most definitions include notions about knowledge derived 
from the way people live in a given sociocultural context over a period of time 
(Shizha and Abdi 2014). Avoseh (2012) stressed that the holistic worldview 
of traditional African systems of knowledge places a strong emphasis on 
achieving an equal relationship between life and learning. According to 
Akena (2012), indigenous knowledge is a complex accumulation of context-
relevant knowledge that embraces the essence of ancestral knowing as well as 
the legacies of diverse history and culture. Those who have published work 
about research done in Africa often use the terms ‘indigenous knowledge’ 
and ‘traditional knowledge’ interchangeably. Interestingly, Dei’s (2000) 
conceptualisation of indigenous knowledge as a body of knowledge associated 
with both traditional norms and values combined with a long-term occupancy 
of a certain place can apply to both terms.

In the context of this chapter, it is relevant to consider the relationship 
between indigenous knowledge and educational systems. UNESCO (1999) 
refers to indigenous knowledge as a large body of knowledge and skills that 
has been developed outside the formal education system, and which enables 
communities to survive. Several authors, including Breilid (2013) and 
Mkosi (2005) distinguish indigenous knowledge from Western knowledge. 
They emphasise that indigenous knowledge is not produced by following 
prescriptive regulations or methods, but is developed by people seeking 
solutions to everyday problems. Another characteristic is that indigenous 
knowledge is often orally transmitted and passed on, and much of it refers 
to daily habits linked to our subsistence activities (how we live). By contrast, 
much Western knowledge tends to be written down in books and found in 
educational curricula. 

However, this dichotomisation of knowledge has been widely critiqued. 
For instance, Stephens (2015) explained that it is theoretically problematic 
to characterise knowledge as Western or indigenous. Stephens argued that 
it makes more sense to talk about multiple domains and types of knowledge, 
with differing logics and epistemologies, rather than two distinct categories. 
Klein (2011) pointed out that in all societies, knowledge is constantly 
hybridised and mediated in the local context. Thus, by considering indigenous 
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knowledge as pragmatic and flexible, negotiable and dynamic, we arrive at a 
more precise and useful concept (Briggs 2005).

Regardless of these theoretical debates, however, the need to link 
education to children’s real experiences is urgent. Banda (2008) described 
how the school system can alienate children from their home culture when 
their language, skills and knowledge are rendered invisible, irrelevant and 
unintegrated into their experience of schooling. Banda and Morgan (2013) 
showed how traditional education among the Chewa people in Zambia 
consists of specific training stages that youth have to complete. These stages 
include aspects of both formal and non-formal learning, but are not recognised 
by the education authorities. Interestingly, the country’s 2013 Education 
Curriculum Framework (Ministry of Education 2013: 19–20) encourages the 
inclusion of traditional knowledge in education as follows:

In making the curriculum flexible and responsive to learner and societal 
needs, institutions of learning, teachers and teacher-educators are 
encouraged at all levels of our education systems to localise some aspects 
of the school curriculum…In this way, the curriculum will provide some 
compensation for the indigenous knowledge, values, attitudes and practical 
skills that learners would have acquired in their home environment if they 
had not been attending school.

Despite these good intentions, Banda and Morgan (2013) argue that traditional 
knowledge is still not skilfully included in Zambian school curricula. They 
suggested that, for instance, Chewa folklore could be seen as complementary 
to and supportive of formal schooling, especially during early childhood 
education. They argue that including traditional teachings regarding morals, 
attitudes and values could help form some common ground between formal 
schooling and Chewa indigenous knowledge systems. Traditional teachings 
could also provide a basis for several formal school subjects, such as science, 
geography and agricultural science. Several studies have found that including 
traditional knowledge in formal education has the potential of reducing 
dropout rates and disciplinary problems, as well as improving learner literacy 
(see for example, Klein 2011 and Nungu 2014). 

Literacy learning and the choice of language as medium of instruction
Literacy is regarded as key to a successful education, and crucial for economic, 
social and political participation (UNESCO 2006). The concept of literacy 
has developed from a relatively restricted view of reading and writing as 
individual skills to a broader perspective in which literacy is regarded as 
social practices that vary according to time and space (Street 2003). However, 
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literacy can still be said to comprise text-related activities and concerns the 
ways in which reading and writing as social practices play a role in people’s 
lives (Barton 2007). 

With regard to literacy learning, the most valuable resources that children 
bring from their home are their oral language skills and early literacy 
experiences, such as storytelling, songs, rhymes and riddles, occasional 
writing, like making lists and letters, memorising books or religious verses, 
etc. Tambulukani (2015) underscored that oral skills, such as songs, games 
and rhymes, are a strong feature of emergent literacy and should continue 
to be practised in class when children enter school. Emergent literacy 
experiences reflect some of the literacy practices embedded in the daily lives of 
the families and represent the foundations of children’s literacy development 
in early schooling (Brooker 2002; Heath 1983/2006; Tambulukani 2015). 
Furthermore, since these literacy experiences are embedded in the language 
practices of the home, if these skills are not given space at school, and if 
the language of instruction is different to the one(s) spoken at home, the 
disjuncture between home and school is likely to be felt more strongly by 
children and to continue to grow as they progress through school. 

In multilingual contexts, endeavours to include children’s home language/s 
have also been shown to have a positive effect on parental inclusion (Danbolt 
2011). In an ethnographic study of bilingual education in two rural 
communities in Mozambique, Chimbutane (2011) explored the effects of 
introducing bilingual education in the first years of primary education. He 
described how bilingual education facilitated the incorporation of culturally 
relevant topics into the curriculum, facilitated the involvement of parents 
in the schooling of their children and, as such, empowered the community. 
Besides involving the parents, the use of a local language in education also 
facilitated the involvement of other community members in the school, 
bringing intellectual resources from outside into the classroom. This study 
clearly revealed that the choice of language as medium of instruction has 
significance for the inclusion of parents and of locally embedded knowledge 
into schooling, and this has the potential to enhance the linkages that both 
children and parents experience between home and school. 

Some basic background on schooling in Zambia
Since gaining independence in 1964, Zambia has followed a monolingual 
model of language of instruction where English is used as the medium of 
instruction from preschool to higher education. The seven regional languages 
of Zambia (zonal languages) were taught as subjects at some secondary 
schools and as optional subjects taken by a few pupils at others. When the 
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Primary Reading Programme was introduced (Musonda and Kaba 2011b; 
Tambulukani 2015), one hour of basic literacy was taught each day in the 
zonal languages in the first grade. However, the language of instruction was 
still English. 

In 2013, the Zambian government adopted a bilingual and transitional 
model, using a zonal language as the medium of instruction from Grades 1 
to 4 and teaching English as a subject only. English became the medium of 
instruction from Grade 5 onwards. According to the new language policy, 
the zonal language is to be used as the medium of instruction in all subjects 
for the first four years. Studies have shown that children who learn initial 
literacy in a mother tongue, and move to English when they have reached a 
level of fluency in the first language, tend to read better both in their mother 
tongue and in English than those who are subjected to English as medium of 
instruction from Grade 1 (Banda 2012; Tambulukani 2015).

Free primary education was introduced in Zambia in 2002, in an effort 
to attain the Millennium Development Goals and ensure full enrolment 
(Musonda and Kaba 2011b). Previously, parents had to provide school 
uniforms and learning materials, even for primary education, and many 
parents struggled to afford these. The introduction of free primary education 
led to a vast increase in enrolment, thus putting considerable pressure on 
the country’s education system. By 2007, 41 per cent of Zambian learners in 
Grade 6 did not have basic items such as textbooks, a pen, pencil or a ruler. 
In government schools, as many as 60 per cent of the learners did not have 
these items. Clearly, a lack of textbooks is a serious impediment to parental 
involvement in homework. 

Another factor influencing home–school relations is class size. Musonda 
and Kaba (2011a) also noted that in 2007, the average number of Grade 6 
pupils per class was 46, exceeding the national benchmark level of a maximum 
of  40 learners per class. Being responsible for such large numbers of students 
makes it very difficult for teachers to reach out to parents, especially on an 
individual basis. 

Under the Primary Reading Programme, a manual was developed to give 
parents or guardians guidelines on how they could participate in the learning 
of their children (Mitchell et al. 1999). Parents were encouraged to sit in on 
classes alongside the children to see how learning takes place, and to help 
in any ways that they thought would enhance their child’s learning. In the 
document, parents were asked to sign their children’s homework exercise 
books following the completion of each homework assignment. In this way, it 
was hoped that parents would not just help their children to do their school 
homework, but also prioritise time away from many household chores for 
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their children. Research has shown that although the reading programme 
was positively received, many aspects of the programme were difficult to 
sustain once donor funding ended (Kombe and Herman 2017). There were 
also reports of teachers being reluctant to invite parents into their classrooms 
because they felt supervised, or parents asked questions as if they were learners, 
and thus displayed misconceptions about their roles in the partnership. 

Methodology and fieldwork
As in much qualitative research, our project focused on a specific topic. There 
is limited research on home–school relations within Zambia, so we chose an 
exploratory case study to investigate this phenomenon within its real-world 
context (Yin 2014). An exploratory case study is useful prior to more substantial 
fieldwork, as it allows for small-scale data collection to be conducted before 
the research questions are fully developed. From the exploratory study, we 
sought in-depth understanding of the topic from the participants’ point of 
view. We therefore applied a single-case design, examining in detail one case 
within a limited geographical area. Themes that emerged from this, and that 
we plan to investigate further, are the multiple causes of absenteeism and 
the vast potential for integrating local knowledge and practices into schools. 
Although we did not intend to generalise our findings, we believe that they do 
have transferability to other small studies in similar contexts.

The data were collected at a government primary school in a rural area 
in Zambia. When the data were collected, the school had approximately  
800 learners and a teaching staff of 17. It can be regarded as a typical case, as 
nearly 65 per cent of schools in Zambia are situated in a rural area (Musonda 
and Kaba 2011b), and the average number of learners per class was 47, compared  
to the national average of 46 (Musonda and Kaba 2011a). Teaching took place 
in two sessions every day to accommodate the large number of learners. In 
terms of resources, the school is in the lower range, and was currently building 
new classrooms to ease overcrowding and improve learning conditions.

The school had previously hosted researchers for visits and observations, 
and the staff and parents were willing to share their experiences on the 
issue of home–school relations. We collected data using a mix of methods 
consisting of focus-group interviews, individual semi-structured interviews 
and a questionnaire. Focus-group interviews are useful for gathering data from 
people who share a common experience(Yin 2014). Ours were conducted 
with parents in one group and teachers in another. This was done because we 
assumed the parents would speak more freely if the teachers were not present, 
and vice versa. The questionnaires were distributed to the teachers a few days 
after they had participated in the focus groups.
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We chose not to interview pupils in this pilot, as such interviews ideally 
should be conducted once researchers have had time to build trust with the 
children and make them feel confident. In a school context, learners often 
fear that their statements will be communicated to their parents or teachers. 
Their vulnerability must be carefully taken into account by researchers when 
using children as informants. In the full-scale research project, children will 
be involved to ensure that their perspectives inform the study. 

Our data is thus drawn from: a focus-group with 11 parents (1 hour and 
26 mins); a focus group with seven teachers, one male, six females (just over 
an hour long); and an individual interview with the head teacher (also just 
over an hour). Questionnaires were distributed to the seven teachers. 

The interview with the parents was conducted in Chinyanja, the zonal 
language of the region in which the school is situated, and it was moderated 
by a member of the research team from the University of Zambia. The other 
interviews were conducted in English. A member of the research team, who 
was present at the interviews, transcribed the interviews with the teachers 
and head teacher, while the interview with the parents was transcribed and 
translated into English by a research assistant at the School of Education at 
the University of Zambia. Having members of the research team who could 
speak the zonal language was of great importance in making communication 
with parents possible. These team members were also able to compare what 
was said in the parents’ interview with the English translation and helped us 
to avoid losing any information. The interviews and the questionnaires were 
analysed by means of content analysis, including juxtaposing data from the 
three groups of interviewees and searching for patterns that emerged in 
relation to our research questions. The data from the interviews and the 
questionnaires were compared for consistency. 

Presentation of data and analysis 
We explored how parents and teachers perceive the relationship between 
home and school with a specific focus on early literacy learning in relation to 
the role of indigenous knowledge. Furthermore, as this was a pilot study, our 
aim was to test and refine our research instruments and explore the topic in 
a small-scale setting. We analysed the material using inductive open coding. 
Five major themes emerged: absenteeism, communication and contribution, 
behaviour and respect, agricultural activities, and local literacy practices. 

While the study was small, and as noted, we did not set out to generalise 
our findings, we believe it has value in both illuminating the themes that 
emerged, and in having the potential to generate further hypotheses, and we 
offer our analysis in this light.
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Absenteeism: a strain on the relationship 
Parents and teachers mentioned the problem of absenteeism, but the concept 
has different meanings for the two groups. Parents complained about teacher 
absenteeism several times during the focus group interview, and their words 
could be quite harsh. One respondent noted that ‘many teachers absent 
themselves from work due to excessive beer drinking but many are also 
involved in small businesses and other business ventures’. The parents pointed 
to the challenge teachers face in finding accommodation and noted that most 
rent places to live some distance away from the school. It must be noted, of 
course, that the parents were not necessarily speaking about the teachers that 
took part in this study, but about teachers in general. In any case, the parents’ 
statements point to a problem that is evident in other research, for instance 
Ginsburg et al. (2014), where teacher absenteeism is estimated to cause on 
average a loss of almost 14 school days per year. 

On the other hand, the teachers focused on learner absenteeism. They 
mentioned that children are absent because they take part in economic 
activities when it comes to ‘the season when it is farming’. Since they live in 
an area where agriculture is the main means of livelihood, teachers seemed to 
have an understanding of this. However, learners arriving late or being absent 
from school is a serious impediment to progress in learning, as documented by 
Ginsburg et al. (2014). The head teacher also mentioned initiation ceremonies 
as an example of a practice that causes absenteeism among learners. He 
expressed concern about this, noting that some parents keep their girls at 
home for a long period of time when they reach puberty5. The government 
has put initiatives in place to advise parents on this issue, and the teachers 
stated that it is no longer practised within their community. The teachers 
seemed thus to be less willing than the head teacher to talk about these 
challenges, and we may here touch upon what is considered secret knowledge 
in the community. There may be practices that are kept away from strangers 
posing questions about issues that are considered private. Parents may, in any 
case, need to be advised about the drawbacks of their children’s absence from 
school, as they may not be fully aware of the negative consequences. However, 
as the problem of absenteeism seems to occur on both sides, this issue has the 
potential to create a stand-off rather than enhance relations between home 
and school. 

Absenteeism thus emerged as a strain on the relationship, and jeopardises 
a good learning environment for the children. However, the issue also points 
to more profound challenges: the struggle for both teachers and parents to 
maintain daily subsistence. 
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Communication and co-operation: ‘quite limited’ 
The data show few traces of effective communication between the parents and 
teachers about the school’s programmes or the children’s progress. Although the 
parents reported that they could present complaints to the head teacher as well 
as participate in annual general meetings and parent-teacher meetings, their 
answer to the question of whether the teachers had invited them to talk about 
cross-cutting issues or the welfare of their children was negative. Concerning 
the school’s outreach activities, parents said explicitly that the teachers do not 
invite them. The teachers also admitted that their interaction with parents is 
‘quite limited’. The head teacher said that the school arranges an open day, 
usually in the second term. However, they no longer bring the parents into the 
classroom, ‘because some of them do not want to be exposed to the children. 
They only want to talk to the teacher.’ 

Apart from the prescribed meetings, communication between home and 
school seems to take place when there is a problem to be solved. The head 
teacher stated that teachers call on the parents ‘sometimes when they have 
difficulties with the children’. Such problem-oriented communication is often 
the norm (Lemmer and Van Wyk 2004b) and must also be considered an 
impediment to a good relationship, especially if this reactive strategy is not 
balanced by other more positive interactions. 

The extent to which families are involved in decision-making about the 
school (Epstein 2009) is unclear from our data. The annual parent–teacher 
meeting is probably the one forum in which parents could exert some influence, 
but our data indicate that influence from the parents on decision-making is 
scarce, and they are rarely involved in the everyday life of the school. 

Despite this, there are instances of parents contributing to the school. The 
head teacher noted that some parents helped by making bricks and taking part 
in the construction of new classrooms at the school. We also learned from 
the head teacher that some parents are willing to share their knowledge and 
skills of the local culture with the teachers, but this does not seem to be part 
of any systematic form of co-operation. Volunteering is one of the categories 
in Epstein’s framework, but it seemed to have a limited role in the daily life 
at this school. The head teacher noted that asking parents to contribute is not 
straightforward; most are working, and would expect payment if they had to 
take time off from work. He said that while parents could offer indigenous 
skills, such as in craft, traditional songs, stories and folklore, the school has no 
resources to reimburse parents for any loss of income incurred if they help out 
at the school. 

It seems that, at this school, the head teacher plays a mediating role between 
parents and teachers. He is the one to step in and cover for absent teachers, and 
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the one who receives complaints from the parents. He also maintains close 
contact with the representatives of the local traditional leaders and attempts 
to communicate with the parents through these elected representatives. The 
parents expressed their trust in the head teacher, and he was not a target 
of complaints in the interview we had with parents. This might imply that 
the head teacher could play a crucial role in improving the home–school 
relationship, which would be in line with research findings by Lemmer and 
Van Wyk (2004b). 

Behaviour and respect: concordance of values 
A distinct feature of the data is the concordance between statements by 
parents, teachers and the head teacher on values such as respect for adults 
and good conduct. The teachers placed much emphasis on good behaviour, 
as ‘an ongoing thing apart from subjects’, while the parents explicitly stated 
that respect should be taught at home and at school. However, some parents 
complained about some children becoming bullies when they start school, 
due to negative peer influence. Parents did not seem to relate this to the role 
of the teachers, however, and seemed to see the teachers as their allies when it 
came to teaching learners about good behaviour. 

Some examples were given of parents and teachers learning from each 
other, which in Epstein’s framework falls within the category of parenting 
(Epstein 2009). For instance, the head teacher reported that some teachers 
had visited the parents of a child with disabilities, so they could find out how 
to take care of the child at school. In the questionnaires, the teachers expressed 
willingness to learn more about traditional child-rearing and parenting 
practices in the school catchment area. One of the teachers expanded on 
this by writing: ‘As a teacher I move around in the villages to see and learn 
from the parents.’ Interestingly, all the teachers who took part in the group 
interview were from other parts of Zambia and were not native to the area. 
They all seemed to see the need to learn about local practices and to comply 
with the traditional norms and values concerning the children’s upbringing. 
This concordance of values, combined with the teachers’ willingness to learn 
from the parents, could form the basis for an improved relationship.

Agricultural activities: a common experience 
As noted, the school is located in a rural area, and the teachers often 
mentioned agricultural activities as examples of how they link their 
teaching practice to local knowledge. There seemed to be a positive attitude 
among the teachers concerning indigenous knowledge as a resource, and 
the teachers listed many examples of indigenous forms of learning in the 
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questionnaires, including: pastoralism, poultry rearing, chiyato,6 playing 
in the soil, drawing and writing, and requesting that the learners bring a 
specific number of items, for example, bottletops, to be counted as an activity 
to enhance numeracy. The head teacher mentioned that they previously used 
a localised curriculum, where the parents contributed by teaching crafts. 
This curriculum was no longer in place, as it had been difficult to include 
the contribution from the parents in a systematic way. 

Interestingly, one of the teachers challenged the idea of localised curricula 
noting that, ‘At the end of the day, we must educate the children so they fit in 
the global market.’ This statement illustrates a dilemma that both the teachers 
and parents seem to feel. On this point, the Zambia Education Curriculum 
Framework gives little more than general guidance, stating that: ‘The 
curriculum development process should take a global view of the new trends, 
strategies and practices, and embrace indigenous heritage and thoughts that 
could fit in the local and national situation’ (Ministry of Education 2013: 56). 
The challenge is to adapt elements of indigenous knowledge in ways that 
enhance learning outcomes, and the teacher’s statement revealed that teachers 
require more knowledge on this issue. For instance, Baker (2011) emphasised 
how providing early literacy education in a language that is familiar to a child, 
including content that builds on their primary experiences, provides a better 
foundation for their educational success at every subsequent level. 

Literacy practices in the community: a potential for improved relations 
In our study, the parents said that they try to teach the children traditional 
stories and songs. They also said that they teach their children everyday 
calculations by checking the amount they return after having been given 
money to buy something from the market. Some had storybooks, Bibles and 
calendars but others had no reading material for children in their homes. On 
the other hand, all seven teachers answered ‘yes’ to a question about whether 
they use local games, songs, riddles and tongue-twisters in their teaching.

Under the category described by Epstein (2009) as learning at home, we 
found that parents keep up the traditions and try to infuse their children 
with oral and/or written texts that form part of their culture. The head 
teacher emphasised that the teachers try to make use of traditional songs 
and stories especially in the first few years of schooling. And as previously 
mentioned, the teachers expressed willingness to learn from the parents. 
However, co-operation around homework does not occur. This corresponds 
to findings by Clemensen (2011). The limits on resources available to learners 
are very evident here as very few children had their own books to take home 
(Musonda and Kaba 2011a). However, the mutual understanding between 
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parents and teachers of the benefit of building on children’s existing oral skills 
may provide grounds for extending their co-operation. 

Final reflections 
Despite the limited scale of this study, interesting patterns emerged. In line 
with research in South Africa (Lemmer and Van Wyk 2004b) and Zambia 
(Kangómbe 2013) this study uncovered several impediments to good home–
school relations. An obvious one is the lack of resources: large numbers of 
learners in each class, and the need to attend to everyday obligations, leave 
parents and teachers little time to spare for the extra effort of building a 
relationship between home and school. Another impediment is the tension 
in the relationship between parents and teachers, as evident in the parents’ 
complaints about teacher absenteeism and the lack of invitations from teachers 
to talk about their children. Further research on the causes of absenteeism is 
needed, as this not only deprives learners of opportunities to learn, but also 
hampers a good relationship between home and school. 

On the other hand, mutual adherence to traditional norms and values 
concerning the upbringing of children could provide a platform for improving 
this relationship. In addition, both teachers and parents speak positively of the 
role of indigenous knowledge related to agricultural activities, and this seems 
to offer great potential for education in general and for literacy education in 
particular. Situated and local knowledge embedded in community practices 
featured in the statements from all participants in the study. The potential for 
integrating local knowledge and practices into the everyday life of the school 
could bring the community and the school closer together thus renewing and 
improving relations between home and school. This also requires teachers and 
parents to be better informed about the potential benefits for children’s success 
at school and their willingness to collaborate in building an infrastructure for 
systematic home–school co-operation. 

In this study, the head teacher played a crucial role in mediating 
relations between home and school. Any steps towards improvement of this 
relationship should involve the school’s leaders, as they often possess the key 
to communication between teachers and parents. 

This pilot study revealed the potential for a closer relationship between 
home and school by including indigenous knowledge in early literacy learning. 
Furthermore, it informed the design of our larger study by emphasising the 
necessity of obtaining a deeper understanding of how local communities 
perceive this relationship. To get a broader picture, schoolchildren will be 
included in the larger study, and observations of parent-teacher meetings will 
be added to the data sources. 
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In our opinion, improved communication between home and school 
could be a first step towards empowering parents to assist their children with 
their literacy learning. The conditions for a positive home–school relationship 
should become more favourable as the language policy changed in 2013, and a 
familiar local language is now used as the language of instruction for children 
from Grades 1 to 4. This language policy should also have the potential 
to create a closer relationship between home and school, to the benefit of 
learners, parents and teachers. 

Notes
 1	 From 2008 until 2013, the University of Namibia’s participation in this project 

was funded by the Norwegian government’s funding agency Norad, under its 
Programme for Master’s Studies. However, as a middle-income country, Namibia 
has since been removed from the list of partner countries funded by Norad, and 
became ineligible as a partner in the continued collaboration. This is illustrative 
of the kinds of challenges facing sustainable partnerships in higher education 
and shows how vulnerable North–South co-operation is to the political priorities 
set by donor countries. 

2   We use the term ‘parent’ as defined in the Zambian Education Act of 2011  
to include ‘a guardian or a person who has the actual custody of the child’ 
(Chapter 1, Definitions).

3   We intend to use the insights obtained from this pilot study in a broader 
research project under the umbrella of the Literacy Education in Multilingual 
Settings Project (LEMS) that received funding from the Norwegian Partnership 
Programme for Global Academic Cooperation in 2016. The LEMS project is 
an extension of the co-operation between the University of Zambia and Inland 
Norway University of Applied Sciences, and allows for a more comprehensive 
research project, involving faculty from the two universities as well as master’s 
and PhD students.

4   This includes parents providing a secure and stable environment, intellectual 
stimulation that includes spending time interacting with their child, and a 
set of values to aspire to as well as maintaining contact with schools to share 
information, etc. (Desforges and Abouchaar 2003).

5   On the practical challenges of managing menstruation in low-income settings, 
see Nanda et al. (2016).

6   Chiyato is a traditional game that uses pebbles and enhances numeracy skills. 
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Chapter 13
Relocation of the homestead: A customary practice in the communal 

areas of north-central Namibia
Antti Erkkilä and Nelago Indongo

Since the Second World War, there has been a shift in development 
practice and theory from centralised, technically orientated solutions towards 
participatory initiatives often focused on poverty alleviation (Agrawal 1995). 
The current paradigm for sustainable development science emphasizes 
transdisciplinarity, involving both scientists and non-scientists (Komiyama 
and Takeuchi 2006; Scholz and Steiner 2015). It is evident that the 
consideration of a broader range of knowledge, and particularly the inclusion 
of indigenous knowledge, is critical to the implementation of the United 
Nations Post-2015 Development Agenda (UN 2015).

The concept indigenous knowledge appeared in the debate on sustainable 
development in the early 1980s (Briggs 2005) and it refers to terms such as 
traditional ecological knowledge, community knowledge, and local knowledge 
(see WIPO 2002). Indigenous knowledge is considered cultural knowledge 
in its broadest sense, including all the social, political, economic and spiritual 
aspects of local ways of life (Langill 1999). Such local knowledge is passed 
on from generation to generation by word of mouth (Warren 1991). Thus, 
indigenous knowledge can be defined as locally bound knowledge that is 
indigenous to a specific area and embedded in the culture, cosmology and 
activities of particular peoples (McIntyre et al. 2009: 67).

Many farming systems in Africa and elsewhere are based on a profound 
knowledge of soils, vegetation, climate, and pests. Peasants and small farmers 
have long understood the benefits of intercropping agricultural crops with 
trees, a land-use system defined as agroforestry (Nair 1989; Olofson 1983).

In the most densely populated areas of north-central Namibia, agroforestry 
dominates the landscape, where the original forest cover has gradually changed 
into on-farm fruit-tree cover (Erkkilä 2001). Indigenous fruit trees, such as 
bird-plum (Berchemia discolor Hemsl.) and marula (Sclerocarya birrea Hochst.), 
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are commonly found growing among cultivated crops, especially pearl millet 
(Cenchrus spicatus L. Cav.), which is known locally as mahangu.

In 1851, the English explorer, Francis Galton, commented on north-
central Namibia’s ‘charming’ agroforestry landscape (1853: 204–205). Kalle 
Koivu (1925), a Finnish missionary, was most likely the first to write about 
the abundance of fruit trees within cultivated fields occurring as a result of 
human activities. He argued that this particular landscape is not natural but 
a man-made park. Accordingly, an agricultural production unit should rather 
be called a garden, not a field. 

Traditionally a homestead is placed within a cultivated field, and relocated 
frequently a few metres within the same field area. This process is called 
oludilu, and it should not be confused with shifting cultivation, where the 
field in cultivation is rotated. According to Koivu (1925), the homestead was 
relocated every second or third year. Tönjes (1911/1996) observed that the 
transfer interval was three to four years.

There are three major reasons for oludilu. First, soil fertility at the site 
and around the homestead is improved by household litter and other debris, 
including smashed mud blocks from old hut walls. Thus, the relocation of 
the homestead is a way of improving soil fertility on degraded spots within 
a cultivated area. Second is the gradual deterioration of constructions, and 
need for renovation. The third reason is related to the change of ownership of  
a homestead.

Namibia’s 2011 Population and Housing Census defined a traditional 
dwelling as ‘a compound consisting of a hut or a group of huts walled or 
un-walled with sticks, poles with or without thatch or grass’ (NSA 2014a). 
(In this study, we use the term ‘homestead’ instead of ‘dwelling’.) Traditional 
homesteads provide a favourable environment for the germination and growth 
of trees due to the fact that seedlings are protected from browsing animals. 
Oludilu has therefore been an important factor in creating the agroforestry 
landscape typical of north-central Namibia and southern Angola (see Erkkilä 
2001). Despite the central role it has played, not only in crop cultivation and 
tree growing, but also culturally and spiritually, the practice of oludilu has 
hardly been studied. 

The objective of this study was to increase awareness and understanding 
of this customary practice, which is still carried out in the communal areas 
of north-central Namibia and southern Angola. It forms part of a research 
project on ‘Demographic Change and the Resilience of the Social and 
Ecological Systems in North-Central Namibia’ carried out by the University 
of Eastern Finland (UEF) and the University of Namibia (UNAM) in  
2012–2016.1
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Study area
North-central Namibia is located in the southern part of the Cuvelai Basin, 
and consists of Ohangwena, Omusati, Oshana and Oshikoto regions (see 
Figure 13.1). Th e area is bordered by Angola in the north, Kunene Region 
in the west and south, Otjozondjupa Region in the south-east and Kavango 
West Region in the east. Th e southern part of north-central Namibia contains 
Etosha National Park and freehold farmland of the Oshikoto Region. Th e 
area north of latitude 18°30’ south is communal land, which consists of eight 
traditional authority areas.2 Th e main language spoken is Oshiwambo, which 
has two predominant dialects, Oshindonga and Oshikwanyama. 

Th e Cuvelai Basin has sustained relatively high populations compared 
to the surrounding areas (Calunga et al. 2015; Erkkilä 2001; Mendelsohn 
et al. 2000, 2013; Mendelsohn and Weber 2011). Th is has been possible 
predominantly because of highly integrated agropastoral farming practices, 
where plots of land are cultivated permanently. Th e population of the Cuvelai 

FIGURe 13.1 Population distribution in Namibia 
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Basin amounts to about 1.2 million people, of which two thirds live in 
Namibia. Almost all the people of the area belong to one ethnic group, known 
as Owambo in Namibia and as Ambó in Angola.

According to the 2011 national census, the population of north-central 
Namibia amounted to 0.8 million, of which 17 per cent were urban (NSA 
2013a). The area is vulnerable to the impact of climate change due to the 
inherent water deficit and high temperatures during the spring and summer 
months (Government of Namibia 2015). Increasing drought and flood damage 
caused by climate change multiply the challenges to farm sustainability. 

In the 2011 census, 165 000 private households were counted in north-
central Namibia, of which 130 000 were rural (NSA 2013a; 2014b; 2014c). 
Average household size was 5.1 people. The total number of rural traditional 
homesteads was 113 000.

As mentioned, traditional Owambo homesteads are placed within a 
cultivated field. A homestead has a continuous outer palisade, usually two to 
three metres in height, consisting of tightly packed vertical wooden poles or 
laths, which are partly buried in the ground. In large homesteads there are 
inner stockades, which separate the household area into different sections and 
enclosures: for social life, sleeping, cooking and storage facilities. Typically, 
there are some two thousand wooden poles in the outer palisade and more 
than a thousand poles in inner stockades and hut walls.3

Enclosed by the outer palisade are round huts and shelters, which have 
conical roofs with a wooden frame, thatched using grass or millet stalks 
(Urquart 1963). The hut walls are built of tightly packed vertical poles or air-
dried mud blocks. Sometimes the walls are made using bundles of millet stalks 
lashed together and installed between a mud wall plinth and the underside of 
the roof (Mills 1984). The floor of a hut may be daubed with clay. The surface 
of a homestead compound is earth, similar to the surrounding cultivated field. 
Livestock pens, if there are any, are either attached to the homestead or form 
separate enclosures in the same field.4

Non-traditional building materials include cement blocks and corrugated 
iron sheets, which are used in modern buildings among traditional 
constructions. Mesh wire, cement blocks and corrugated iron sheets are 
increasingly replacing wooden poles in the outer palisades. 

The relocation of a traditional homestead, oludilu, means pulling up 
thousands of poles and carrying them up to two hundred metres to a new 
place in the same field. The homestead is then rebuilt on a new spot reusing 
old construction materials, as well as freshly cut poles, new millet stalks 
and grass, wherever needed. Modern cement block-buildings and walls are 
difficult, if not impossible to relocate. 
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Neighbours and others from the village are invited to assist in the oludilu 
process (Ndeutapo 2014). Men help by moving poles, huts and granary 
baskets from the old site to the new, while women prepare foods and drink 
in the new homestead. This kind of voluntary group work is called eendjabi. 

Data collection
A specific case study area was selected from the eastern part of the Ohangwena 
region, 20 km south of the border between Angola and Namibia, and 10 km  
south-west of Eenhana, the regional capital. The study area consists of a 
cluster of fifty small-scale farms in Egambo and Otaukondjele villages. 
Egambo is located within the northern margin of the Ondonga Traditional 
Authority area and Otaukondjele at the southern limit of the Oukwanyama 
Traditional Authority area. Oshikwanyama is a common language spoken 
in both villages. 

The objectives of the research project were explained and agreed at the 
beginning of 2012 with the incumbent councillors of Ondobe and Eenhana 
constituencies, while they visited the UNAM main campus in Windhoek. The 
councillors then contacted the headmen in the study area, and spoke on the 
radio in order to explain the objectives of the research to the community and 
to request their participation. Subsequently, the research team met with the 
councillors in Eenhana. In addition, they paid a courtesy call to the headman 
of Egambo village and contacted the principal of Egambo Combined School. 

The household survey was conducted between 30 July and 6 August 
2012 using a semi-structured questionnaire. The interview team consisted 
of three senior UEF scholars and two UNAM research assistants. Two of 
the interviews were conducted in English, and the rest in Oshikwanyama. 
The duration of the interviews was 90 minutes on average, and a total of  
38 households were visited.

Most of the respondents said they were either Lutheran or Anglican. The 
main respondent was usually the head of the household, some were relatives 
of the head of the household, and in two homesteads, a domestic worker 
was interviewed; 24 female and 14 male respondents were interviewed. The 
median age was 50 years for female and 54 years for male respondents. In 
one household, a male respondent of 15 years was interviewed, whereas  
25 respondents were 20 to 59 years of age and 12 respondents were 60 years 
or more. In Egambo village 27 interviews were carried out and 11 interviews 
took place in Otaukondjele.

Aerial photography of 10 to 12 June 20115 was used as reference data to 
assess possible changes in the homestead location. During the fieldwork, co-
ordinate data on homestead locations were obtained using handheld global 
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positioning system (GPS) devices. Thus, oludilu practices were assessed for 
the period between June 2011 (date of aerial photography) and August 2012 
(ground truth). The period consists of two dry seasons suitable for oludilu. The 
interviews included questions related to oludilu, such as: how frequently does 
the practice take place; why is it still carried out; and do householders intend 
to relocate their homesteads in the future.

Results
A total of 38 homesteads were visited in the villages of Egambo and 
Otaukondjele (Table 13.1). On-site GPS recordings proved that eight 
homesteads had been relocated and seven homesteads were in the middle of 
a transfer process during the visit. Thus, in August 2012, 15 homesteads had 
been relocated or were in the middle of a transfer process. 

Table 13.1  Oludilu in Egambo and Otaukondjele between June 2011 and August 2012

Status of Oludilu 
by August 2012

Total Head of household

Female Male

Completed 8 3 5

Ongoing 7 4 3

Not relocated 23 10 13

Total 38 17 21

 
The death of the owner of the homestead was given as a reason for oludilu in 
five cases – three husbands and two mothers of the heads of the household 
had recently passed away. A large number of respondents mentioned that a 
homestead site is changed in order to obtain access to more fertile soil. Other 
reasons given were that the site was unsuitable due to waterlogging or an 
abundance of termites. 

Reasons mentioned for not relocating a homestead were: the head of the 
household was getting old, permanent structures cannot be moved, shortage 
of construction poles, shortage of grass for thatching, no suitable site available, 
no need to move since the land is fertile enough. Four homesteads had never 
been relocated. These homesteads had been established in 1998, 2000, 2007 
and 2009. In two cases, both the head of the household and his wife were 
migrant workers. One homestead included permanent houses and one was 
headed by a 95-year-old woman.

One 62-year-old male head of the household stated that he had cleared 
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the land and established his farm in 1979. He had relocated his homestead 
quite a number of times:

We first stayed in the same location for two years, and then we moved to 
new place for four years, and then for three years, five years, two years, and 
lastly we came to the current location in 2004.

Another respondent, a 40-year-old female head of the household, had moved 
from her mother’s nearby homestead about a year before the interview took 
place. She had cleared the land from dense woodland and established her first 
homestead, oshihambo. She regarded her current site as temporary, saying it 
would not be a proper place to perform family functions, such as giving birth, 
celebrating weddings or having funerals. At the time of the interview she was 
busy relocating her homestead to a new place nearby.

A 54-year-old widow, the head of the household, had relocated her 
homestead in 2011, a year after the death of her mother, who had been the 
previous head of the household. She said that her current homestead was 
temporary and that she would soon relocate the homestead to a new site 
nearby. Another respondent, a 56-year-old female head of the household, said:

We came here and stayed for two years, and then we moved again and 
stayed for a year and then we moved to a place, where we stayed for four 
years, and then a year, and then for seven years and lastly here.

Her husband had died in October 2011 and, in August 2012, the homestead 
was relocated about 150 metres to the west. Old poles were used for the 
outer palisade, but fresh ones were cut for the hut roofs. During the interview, 
many of the huts were still under construction. The widow mentioned that 
she was too old to relocate her homestead again, oludilu would require at least 
a month’s work. 

The husband of one 60-year-old female head of the household had died 
just a few days before her interview took place. After his death, cattle were 
brought in ceremonially through the main entrance. The widow’s sleeping 
hut, ondjuwo, was destroyed, as were three U-shaped benches (logs) and an 
ox-skull rack (an indicator of prosperity) at the homestead’s main meeting 
place, olupale. The main entrance to the homestead was closed and a new one 
created. Traditionally, it was believed that death cannot find its way into the 
homestead again, if the entrance was changed (see Shigwedha et al. 2002).

Discussion
According to Owambo tradition, a homestead is located within a cultivated 
field (Koivu 1925) and it is headed by a man (Williams 1991). In order 
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to become the head of a household, men are expected to be married 
(ELC 1930–1932). A homestead headed by a man is called eumbo in 
Oshikwanyama and egumbo in Oshindonga.

In the past, according to the matrilineal customary system, a wife and 
children were not legally related to the husband and biological father; thus 
the children were considered kin only to the family of their mother (Hinz 
and Namwoonde 2010). As a consequence of this, widows or divorced women 
(and their children) were often evicted from the land and forced to return to 
their matrilineal family (Siiskonen 2009). Movable property, such as cattle, 
was not inherited by the widow, but by her husband’s brothers and sisters 
(Gordon 2008). 

According to pre-Christian tradition, the deceased was buried within or 
next to the homestead (ELC 1930–1932; Shigwedha et al. 2002). The death 
of the head of a household changed the name of the homestead to oshiumbo 
in Oshikwanyama and oshigumbo in Oshindonga. After the death of her 
husband, the widow was supposed to wait for the rainy season, and cultivate 
and harvest the fields once more before vacating the farm. The next occupant 
of the farm relocated the homestead away from oshiumbo but still within the 
same field.

Soon after Namibian independence 1990, customary laws on inheritance 
were changed to allow widows to remain on the land (Hinz and Namwoonde 
2010). The 2011 Population and Housing Census showed that 54 per cent 
of rural households of north-central Namibia were headed by women, most 
of them never married (NSA 2014b). Widows represented 24 per cent of 
female-headed households. The analysis of preliminary communal land 
registration data showed that 43 per cent of landholders were women (MLR 
2014). Both data illustrate the important role of rural women in household 
and farm management.

The findings of the present study confirm that the terms oshiumbo and 
oshigumbo are still used in north-central Namibia. Even though the deceased 
are nowadays buried in a cemetery, the relocation of homesteads is still carried 
out. Accordingly, a widow is required to cultivate the fields once before 
relocating the homestead to a new place.

The first study on the relocation of homesteads based on aerial photography 
was conducted by Erkkilä (2001) using images acquired on 9 October 
1992 and 31 August 1996. A total of 246 homesteads were counted in the 
Ondobe–Eenhana area of the Ohangwena Region. Of these, 45 per cent had 
been relocated between 1992 and 1996, four of them had even been relocated 
twice. The results of the present study prove that oludilu is still practised in the 
eastern part of the Ohangwena Region. 
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The forestry authorities, referring to the Forest Act 12 of 2001 and Forest 
Amendment Act 13 of 2005, discourage the excessive use of wood. The 
shortage of wood increases the use of cement blocks and other permanent 
construction materials. The availability of locally harvested building materials, 
especially construction poles, together with the prevalence of permanent 
houses, is a major determinant of oludilu frequency.

The introduction of modern building materials, such as cement blocks, 
obviously makes the relocation of a house impossible. However, if a permanent 
house is attached to the traditional homestead, palisades and stockades 
made from wooden poles, as well as other non-permanent structures, are 
sometimes relocated. In addition, homestead and livestock pens are relocated 
independently; that is, even if the homestead is not relocated, livestock pens 
are moved frequently (Erkkilä 2002). 

Another reason for the declining frequency of oludilu seems to be related 
to the old age of the heads of the household, and in general the shortage 
of labour. Many of the households are headed by female pensioners taking 
care of a large number of grandchildren, whose parents have moved to urban 
areas. It can be assumed that these elderly heads of the household have great 
difficulty in carrying out frequent relocations of the homestead.

The findings of the present study indicate that oludilu has still a strong 
cultural connotation. It is practised not only to increase the soil fertility, but 
also after the death of the head of the household. Nowadays widows continue 
to occupy the farm and the homestead, and they are not evicted as they often 
were before Namibia’s independence. Nevertheless, a previously male-headed 
homestead still needs to be relocated to be seen as a fully fledged female-
headed homestead. The practice of oludilu seems to continue, at least to a 
certain extent, despite the changes in family and land-tenure systems.

New agricultural and housing practices are increasingly being introduced, 
and oludilu is becoming less common. This may have a negative impact not 
only on the production of grain, but also on the regeneration of fruit trees. 

The United Nation’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
highlights resilient agricultural practices that increase productivity and 
production. Therefore, the impact of oludilu on soil productivity should be 
better known. The relocation of a traditional homestead can be regarded as a 
successful implementation of indigenous knowledge. Before introducing new 
policies and programmes to develop existing farming systems in Namibia 
and elsewhere in Africa, it is essential to recognise this kind of indigenous 
knowledge.
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Notes
 1	 The academic collaboration between Namibian scholars and UEF dates back to a 

Finnish government scholarship programme for Namibian students established 
in the 1980s. The first research collaboration was on ‘Cultural and Social Change 
in Ovamboland 1870–1915’, a project funded by the Academy of Finland 
from 1984 to 1987, which involved one Namibian and three Finnish PhD 
students. In 1990 and 1991, a research project on ‘Forests and Woodlands in the 
Development of Namibia’, funded by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland 
in 1990–1991, preceded a long-term Finland–Namibia bilateral development 
collaboration on forestry. UEF and UNAM first began to work towards an 
academic partnership in 1991. Joint research interests have included issues as 
diverse as fertility, mortality and migration, precolonial and colonial history, 
landscape change, land use, oral histories, tourism, information society and 
education. At the time of writing, the two universities are working to increase 
their collaboration in teacher education, healthcare and pharmaceutical studies.

2   Communal land is vested in the state by the Constitution (Malan 2009). 
Individuals cannot own communal land, but may have customary land rights 
or rights of leasehold with regard to certain areas. According to the Communal 
Land Reform Act No. 5 of 2002, individuals may obtain rights to customary 
land for residential and/or farming purposes or rights of leasehold to certain 
areas of land. The rest of the communal land is commonage, and is traditionally 
used for the common grazing of stock.

3   For a more detailed description, see Erkkilä (2001: 38–42).
4   In the 2013/2014 agricultural census, 34 per cent of agricultural households had 

livestock (NSA 2015).
5   The aerial photography was part of mapping processes related to the Namibia 

2011 Population and Housing Census (P Minnaar, GeoSpace International, 
personal communication).
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