
e-ISSN: 2710-2122, p-ISSN: 2710-2114 

2024: Vol 6, pp 1-15. https://doi.org/10.38140/ijer-2024.vol6.36   
Interdisciplinary Journal of Education Research                                             

 
 

 

How to cite this article:  
Kariyana, I., Gqoli, N., Mbukanma, I., Cekiso-Smith, N., Kauleza, B. N., Mapisa B. Z., Tebekana, J. (2024). Influence of a seed-funded community of practice on the 
development of academic staff research at a comprehensive University in South Africa. Interdisciplinary Journal of Education Research, 6, 1–15. 
https://doi.org/10.38140/ijer-2024.vol6.36   

 

Influence of a Seed-funded Community of Practice on the 
Development of Academic Staff Research at a Comprehensive 

University in South Africa 
 

Abstract: This study seeks to explore the influence of 

a seed-funded project on the research development, 
professional growth, and collaboration of academic 
staff. It employed a qualitative reflective inquiry design 
to elicit the views of participants in the Domain of 
Emerging Researcher Excellence (DERE). The DERE has 
a total of 13 members, but for this study, seven partici-
pants were selected as a purposive diverse sample rep-
resenting various disciplines, career stages, and levels 
of engagement within the Community of Practice 
(CoP). The findings revealed two main sources of 
knowledge platforms that helped participants shape 
their individual research developments. Participants 
also highlighted the collaborative activities and 
knowledge-sharing practices prevalent in the DERE. 
The interdisciplinary project was considered a gateway 
for professional growth and career trajectories, facilitat-
ing mentorship development activities among academ-
ics involved in the project. The study concludes that 
providing seed funding for CoPs can enhance the 
growth of academic staff research within universities in 
emerging economies. This initiative has significant im-
plications for fostering a vibrant research culture within 
institutions, enhancing research capacity among staff, 
and promoting collaborative engagement across disci-
plines. Additionally, institutional policies should out-
line strategies to ensure the long-term sustainability of 
CoPs beyond seed funding. The study acknowledges 
the complexity of promoting research capacity for 
early-career researchers; however, to ensure 
sustainability, seed-funded projects that influence indi-
vidual professional growth and emerging researcher 

career trajectories should be given opportunities to develop their own funding mechanisms so that 
they do not become extinct once the seed-funding period elapses. 

 

1. Introduction   

The need for academic staff development in South African universities is increasingly critical due to 
evolving educational demands and institutional accountability. Guàrdia et al. (2021) state that 
academic development is integral to institutional transformation. It emphasises the importance of 
continuous professional growth, a concept that should motivate and inspire academic staff to adapt 
to changing pedagogical landscapes and student needs. O’Connor (2019) argues that the changing 
academic workforce requires tailored development efforts to recruit and retain young and diverse 
scholars. Academic staff development not only improves student outcomes but also enhances 
institutional performance (Maki, 2023). 
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Programs that emphasise mentorship and support systems for new entrants play a crucial role in 
making academic staff feel supported and valued. These programs enable a more vibrant and 
innovative academic community that is prepared for modern educational challenges (Hamilton et 
al., 2019). Well-supported faculty are more likely to engage in innovative teaching practices and 
research, ultimately benefiting students (Stone & Springer, 2019). Prioritising staff development 
enhances educational offerings and strengthens the reputation of institutions. Investing in the 
professional growth of academic staff is crucial for long-term success and sustainability in higher 
education (Žalėnienė & Pereira, 2021). This investment fosters a culture of lifelong learning within 
academic environments, enabling staff to remain relevant and effective in their roles (Guàrdia et al., 
2021).  

Currently, many university staff members are engaged in research while pursuing their master's and 
doctoral degrees. Simultaneously, these same faculty members primarily supervise honours 
students. Among the motivations for staff to supervise post-graduate students are the dual needs for 
academic promotions and professional growth. However, being a supervisor while also being 
supervised can be quite daunting for an individual without a proper support base. 

In South Africa, there is a national drive to produce 5,000 PhD/doctoral graduates annually by 2030. 
However, achieving this national target requires a step-by-step approach to change and encourage 
the mindset of the populace to become scholars. Engaging in doctoral work is challenging 
(Deshpande, 2016). Doctoral student attrition is a major problem in higher education (Parker et al., 
2020). Only half of doctoral students complete their studies within the nominal study period (Jairam 
& Kahl, 2012). The literature notes that some students struggle to remain motivated (Kimani, 2014; 
Lategan, 2014). In a qualitative study of 33 doctoral students, Hoskins and Goldberg (2005) found 
that a lack of connection with doctoral faculty members was a significant challenge. This 
disconnection was also a major reason for students leaving their doctoral programs. 

Undoubtedly, “research and knowledge production continues to be the hallmark of higher 
education; however, in some contexts, systems are lacking to uphold this hallmark” (Tlali et al., 2022, 
p. 23). A further challenge highlighted by previous research is that a large percentage of lecturing 
staff teach and supervise based on their own experiences as students, rather than having a deep 
understanding of student or adult learning (Wilkinson, 2011; Kimani, 2014). Researchers in this study 
aimed to provide individual experiences regarding how participants' research development was 
(re)shaped through participation in a Community of Practice (CoP) called the Domain of Emerging 
Researcher Excellence (DERE), which was founded and coordinated by the first author. The first 
three authors held PhD/doctoral degrees, while the remaining participants were all studying toward 
their PhDs. Therefore, a key focus of this inquiry was to share individual experiences about 
opportunities and support for academic development through shared conversations. 

Doctoral students reported situations where faculty members failed to support or contribute to their 
welfare, neglecting to respond to students’ struggles with research, lack of progress, or insufficient 
supervision. In these instances, the active engagement of the surrounding academic community was 
necessary. Some students described feelings of isolation and loneliness during the research process 
(Roos et al., 2021). All of these issues could lead to unpleasant post-graduate supervision experiences 
(Muraraneza et al., 2020). 

Organisations and institutions thrive on staff who excel in their various pursuits toward realising the 
entity's vision. However, being a lecturer at a university requires an understanding of and the ability 
to fulfil responsibilities that include teaching, research, community engagement, and academic 
citizenship. The University of Cambridge (2010) classifies the main responsibilities of a senior 
lecturer into teaching, research (publications and active), examinations, administration, post-
graduate students, externals, and others. In South Africa, reporting on the formal activities required 
of academic staff members, Cloete et al. (2022) indicated that when submitting their HEMIS micro-
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staff unit records to the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), universities must 
record, according to a limited set of definitions, the formal (contractual) activities required of each 
academic staff member during the reported academic year. The reported formal activities must be 
drawn from the following HEMIS list:  

• Instruction of students: This includes the preparation of teaching materials, the presentation 
of these materials (in face-to-face classes or online), organising seminars, tutorials, and 
practicals, setting and marking assignments and examinations. 

• Research: This includes work on personal doctorates, involvement in research groups, 
conducting knowledge-advancing experiments, producing research papers for publication, 
and attendance and presentations at academic conferences. 

• Public service: These are activities that are not instruction or research but involve putting the 
knowledge and skills of the university to public benefit use. 

• Academic support: These are department and faculty board-level administrative activities. 
• Institutional support: These are higher-level administrative activities required by the 

university. 
• Other administrative activities: These are all non-instruction and non-research activities that 

are not included in public service, academic support, or institutional support. 

On the other hand, universities also consist of units that support the faculties, and this 
complementarity is inevitable. Thus, staff in these units are similarly employed to fulfil their 
responsibilities in line with their key performance areas (KPAs). However, staff in both the academic 
and non-academic sectors of the university have the opportunity to pursue further studies while 
working. Yet, in many instances, staff members find themselves frustrated due to work overload, 
which conflicts with their desire to reach their full potential, often stemming from inconsistencies or 
non-adherence to the Workload Policy. 

University ranking criteria include a focus on the qualification levels of staff as well as throughput 
rates at both undergraduate and post-graduate levels. The higher education institution in focus, 
partly for historical reasons, has a significant number of staff still studying for higher degrees. 
Conversely, many academic staff members in undergraduate departments are encouraged to assist 
with the supervision of post-graduate students. As a result, they are not only teaching but also 
balancing the dual role of being both supervisors and supervisees. Given this reality, there are limited 
opportunities to support these emerging academics, whether they are studying for higher degrees or 
supervising post-graduate students, to share lived experiences that could motivate potential 
productivity. It was for these reasons that the DERE CoP was initiated. 

1.1 Literature review 

This section reviews the literature related to the study. The synthesis of existing research and 
scholarly publications aims to elucidate the complex dimensions of Communities of Practice (CoPs) 
as catalysts for research capacity building and academic advancement within the higher education 
landscape. 

1.1.1 The concept of the seed-funding programme 

“University-based seed funds can act as a growth driver for various university programs” (Herber 
et al., 2017, p. 307). Zuiches (2013) argues that seed grants serve many functions. For instance, they 
may initiate research and extension educational programs for junior faculty, and they may provide 
opportunities for senior faculty to redirect research and extension activities into new realms. “The 
primary goal of any funding mechanism is to provide cash for the company to further develop a 
product or service” (Herber et al., 2017, p. 306). “Creating incentives to encourage faculty to develop 
and grow research programs is a strategy often used by administrators in research and knowledge 
transfer offices” (Zuiches, 2013, p.57). “Unfortunately, the reality is that companies at the seed capital 
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stage are typically challenged with executing their business models and delivering on key product 
development and operational goals” (Gutterman, 2022, p.3). In this instance, seed funding was 
approved for an interdisciplinary project that aligned with the five strategic goals of the university. 

“Communities of practice are an integral part of our daily lives. They are so informal and so pervasive 
that they rarely come to explicit focus, but for the same reasons, they are also quite familiar. Although 
the term may be new, the experience is not” (Wenger, 1998, p.7). Harvey et al. (2021, p.1) maintain 
that “CoPs can serve as vehicles for sustainable professional development in teaching and learning 
practice.” At the university under study, the DERE applied for the seed fund, which was approved 
by the Directorate of Research and Innovation in 2022. The focus of the CoP was to promote the 
academic staff development of participating members who were purposively drawn from different 
departments across various faculties. DERE has the structure of a traditional CoP, as it was founded 
as a face-to-face CoP; however, it conducts some activities in a blended mode. This study sought to 
ascertain how recipients were impacted in their personal and professional development through 
participation in the DERE. 

1.1.2 Post-graduate academic staff development 

Chireshe (2011) states that effective university academic staff should be intimate, helpful, humane, 
respectful to students, fair, prepared for lessons, knowledgeable, and able to function well in class. 
They should also possess a personality that motivates learners. Furthermore, post-graduate research 
staff development is one of the most important aspects of higher education, focusing on providing 
comprehensive resources and support to staff and students pursuing advanced degrees. This 
development usually entails actions aimed at enhancing and advancing staff members' research 
capacities, output, and influence within an institution. With this training, post-graduate researchers 
will be better equipped to pursue successful careers in academia or other fields by improving their 
research, academic, and professional abilities. However, offering ongoing opportunities to mentor 
new students and emerging supervisors in schools can be challenging without a strong research 
culture. Thus, post-graduate academic staff development is vital.  

According to Erçetin, Açıkalın, and Gün (2018), universities are also scientific institutions that, in 
addition to conducting research and training human capital, provide services to the community 
through academic staff nominated for training missions to become scientists capable of working in 
specific fields and producing quality research. In a productive research environment, post-graduate 
students can have a greater impact on research output. This implies that developing researchers 
should be continuously supported and guided through a network of interactions and responsibilities. 
However, in some universities, post-graduate programmes are inadequately funded, which hinders 
the full implementation and evaluation of learning plans. 

Post-graduate programmes in universities aim to offer more career-specific knowledge to students 
for professional development. These programmes should be tailored to train individuals and 
cultivate good research skills for problem-solving (Owan & Offu, 2021). This focus should drive post-
graduate programs toward efficiency, increased enrollment, competitiveness, and, ultimately, 
effectiveness (Eze et al., 2020). Therefore, universities should adopt strategic planning that clearly 
outlines the vision, mission, core values, and functions of educational programs (Ojha et al., 2020). 
To ensure the success of post-graduate programs, the university's administrative department needs 
to work on the strategic plan, provide facilities for instruction, and seek alternative sources of 
funding. 

1.1.3 Balancing workload and post-graduate development 

Academic staff members' pursuit of post-graduate growth is a complex undertaking that necessitates 
a careful balance with the demands of their professional workload (Janib et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
a vibrant academic environment—where faculty members can meaningfully contribute to both their 



Interdiscip. J. Educ. Res                                                                                     

 - 5 -                                                                                                                                                        Kariyana et al., 2024                                                                                   

intellectual interests and institutional obligations—requires striking this balance (Chigeda et al., 
2022). An overview of the intricate relationship between post-graduate development and workload 
emphasises the significance of equilibrium for maintaining academic quality. Moreover, finding a 
balance between workload and post-graduate development becomes even more crucial as academic 
environments evolve due to technological breakthroughs and new pedagogical techniques (Dai et 
al., 2023). Academic positions require flexibility and adaptability, encouraging faculty members to 
seize opportunities for professional growth and lifelong learning amidst dynamic learning 
environments (Holm-Nielsen, 2018). 

Kenny and Fluck (2023) state that for academic professionals to develop holistically, workload and 
post-graduate development must be balanced. Accordingly, faculty members must engage in 
professional development, research projects, and ongoing learning. Additionally, they should 
expand their teaching, administrative, and research responsibilities to stay current with 
developments in their fields (Zepeda, 2019). Achieving this balance ensures that post-graduate 
training becomes a vital and enduring component of a career in academia (Li & Horta, 2023). 

Smith et al. (2020) identify various challenges in balancing workload and post-graduate 
development, including time constraints, conflicting obligations, and institutional expectations. 
According to Kim and Rehg (2018), these challenges may contribute to the difficulties in achieving a 
balance between workload and post-graduate growth. Consequently, faculty members may feel 
pressured to prioritise short-term projects over long-term advancement, making it more challenging 
for them to engage in academic pursuits that foster both personal development and their respective 
fields. Therefore, a strategy to overcome these challenges is critical. 

Whitchurch et al. (2019) note that institutional support, time management abilities, and a deliberate 
approach to career planning are important tactics for balancing workload and post-graduate 
development. These strategies can help equate the demands of workload with the needs of post-
graduate advancement. Furthermore, creating an environment that prioritises continuous 
professional growth and provides resources for research endeavours plays a crucial role for 
institutions (Prastyaningtyas et al., 2023). To maintain a successful equilibrium, faculty members 
should also embrace collaboration and multidisciplinary engagement opportunities, set realistic 
goals, and develop efficient time management techniques (Strachan et al., 2023). 

O’Regan et al. (2022) reveal that a symbiotic relationship should be developed between workload 
and post-graduate development rather than viewing them as competing concerns. Participating in 
post-graduate development can enhance instruction, support innovative research, and rekindle 
faculty members' passion for their academic work (Yoder et al., 2022). Therefore, meaningful 
engagement in post-graduate development results in faculty members who are both skilled 
instructors and active participants in the academic community, benefiting their institutions (Steinert 
et al., 2019). Thus, fostering a robust and forward-thinking academic community requires finding a 
balance between workload and post-graduate training. This literature lays the groundwork for a 
thorough examination of the challenges, solutions, and reciprocal advantages associated with 
balancing these two crucial aspects of an academic career. 

1.2 Rationale of the study  

The establishment and sustenance of a vibrant research culture within academic institutions are 
crucial for advancing knowledge and contributing to academic excellence. Recognising the 
significance of research development, educational communities have increasingly turned to the 
concept of Communities of Practice (CoPs) as a catalyst for fostering collaboration, knowledge 
sharing, and professional growth among academic staff (Bond & Blevins, 2020; Milara et al., 2020). 
This study specifically explores the impact of participation in a CoP on academic staff research 
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development, focusing on the unique context of the Domain of Emerging Researcher Excellence 
(DERE). 

Communities of Practice, as proposed by Fracchiolla et al. (2020) and Milara et al. (2020), are social 
structures where individuals with shared interests engage in collective learning, knowledge creation, 
and problem-solving. In the academic realm, the synergy within a CoP has the potential to 
significantly influence the research trajectory of emerging researchers (Delgado et al., 2021). The 
Domain of Emerging Researcher Excellence (DERE), as a specific subset within the broader academic 
community, represents a concentrated effort to nurture and support early-career researchers. 
Investigating the influence of this specialised CoP on academic staff research development provides 
a nuanced perspective that can inform institutional strategies and policies aimed at enhancing 
research outcomes. 

Understanding how a CoP, such as the DERE, acts as a catalyst for academic staff research 
development is essential for institutions committed to fostering a research-oriented environment. 
Insights gained from this study are expected to guide the optimisation of CoP structures and 
initiatives, ensuring that they effectively nurture the professional development, growth, and research 
capacities of emerging researchers within universities. 

1.3 Problem statement 

The potential benefits of Communities of Practice (CoPs) on academic staff research development 
have been acknowledged in the literature (Xue et al., 2021; Fracchiolla et al., 2020). However, there is 
a notable gap in understanding the specific influence of such communities, particularly concerning 
emerging researchers. The DERE, as a distinct CoP, introduces a unique set of dynamics that warrant 
exploration. Despite the growing emphasis on supporting early-career researchers by various 
institutions, there is limited empirical evidence on how participation and engagement in communal 
settings contribute to the research development of academics with diverse research backgrounds. 

Assessing the contribution of such participation to the research development of academic staff will 
enable this study to fill the existing gap in the literature and provide valuable insights for academic 
institutions seeking to optimise the impact of CoPs in universities striving for research intensity. 
Thus, the findings will contribute to evidence-based strategies for enhancing research development 
initiatives and fostering a supportive environment for academic staff within higher education 
institutions that share, in some way, operational and geographical landscapes with the one studied. 

1.4 Research objective 

This study seeks to explore the influence of a seed-funded CoP on the development of academic staff 
research at a comprehensive university in South Africa. 

2 Research Methods 

This study employed a qualitative reflective inquiry designed to investigate the influence of a 
Community of Practice (CoP) on academic staff research development, with a specific focus on the 
Domain of Emerging Researcher Excellence (DERE). The qualitative reflective inquiry, which was 
the adopted research design, signifies a methodological approach that prioritises in-depth 
exploration and reflection on individual experiences (Brown et al., 2021; Hong & Cross Francis, 2020). 
The DERE had a total of 13 members, but for this study, qualitative data was collected from seven 
purposively sampled participants. The academic staff who constituted the study sample were 
actively engaged members of the CoP. The academics were spread across five departments in three 
faculties and one unit, providing a diverse sample that represented various disciplines, career stages, 
and levels of engagement within the CoP. 
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Three-stage procedures were followed in data collection, where reflective interviews and semi-
structured interviews were conducted to encourage participants to reflect on their experiences, 
challenges, and growth within the CoP. Secondly, the participants’ reflections were documented in 
a response journal containing their thoughts, perceptions, and insights related to their involvement 
in the CoP, with a major focus on research development experiences. Lastly, data transcription 
involves assigning meaning to the data using key themes and categories. 

A constant comparative data analysis method was employed to compare reflections across 
participants. This method assists in identifying similarities and differences in the reflective 
experiences of participants (Ding & Liu, 2020; Liu et al., 2020). Rigour and trustworthiness were 
enhanced through member checking, allowing participants to review and verify the researchers’ 
interpretations of their reflections. Triangulation was employed to compare findings across different 
reflective methods for validation. Furthermore, the research design of this study placed a strong 
emphasis on ethical considerations, including ensuring informed consent and confidentiality for 
participants. Ethical approval was obtained from WSU following the approval of the Research Seed 
Grant Award 2022/2023. Additionally, participants agreed to be pseudonymised using their 
departmental or unit abbreviations to reflect the diversity of the group, and consent was given to 
arrange the authors in alphabetical order, except for the lead authors.    

3. Presentation of Results and Discussion 

DERE participants come from a wide range of departments and units in the university. Being an 
interdisciplinary professional development project, participants' abbreviations of the department or 
unit prefixed pseudonyms. Furthermore, the ‘M’ or ‘F’ in MP or FP denotes gender as male or female 
participants, respectively. Thus, BME-MP refers to a male participant in Business Management & 
Economics, while AEF-FP refers to an Adult Education Foundations female participant. CPTD-MP1 
was the first male participant in Continuing Professional Teacher Development. The major 
subthemes that emerged are presented. 

3.1 Knowledge redistribution among members 

It emerged that academic staff members within the interdisciplinary project expressed that there 
were two main sources of knowledge platforms that helped to shape their individual research 
developments. Furthermore, they provided specific collaborative activities and knowledge-sharing 
practices prevalent among them in the Domain of Emerging Researcher Excellence. 

3.1.1 Learning through shared experiences  

Participants felt that the Community of Practice (CoP) provided learning opportunities when 
members interacted with each other. This was supported by responses such as, “A platform that 
provides opportunity to learn and share ideas that enhances research development and growth among 
academics” (BME-MP). BME-MP’s acknowledgement of the activities was, “Research advises and logical 
contributions towards academic growth of members, post-graduate throughput and research output.” In 
essence, CoPs facilitate the sharing of knowledge, best practices, and experiences among members, 
leading to a more robust and comprehensive understanding of various academic subjects (Nkambule 
& Tang, 2024; Salehi et al., 2022). “The project developed me, especially in writing papers for publication. 
Working with the team members made research easy as we were sharing ideas and deliberations on different 
ways of paper writing (CPTD-MP1). CPTD-MP1 further elaborated, “In the group we are different 
categories, some are doing their master’s and PhD thesis and others are Doctors and Professors who are 
developing their research. The students are supervised by their colleagues, suggesting ways of writing their 
theses. The researchers were advised on how to develop different types of papers i.e. empirical, conceptual and 
systematic review papers.” CPTD-MP2 supported saying the project afforded “Individual research growth 
[and] confidence emanating from shared experiences of emerging and established colleagues.” This quotation 
from the participant is corroborated by the findings of Alzoubi et al. (2022), which emphasise that 
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communities of practice (CoPs) facilitate the dissemination of tacit knowledge that may not be 
captured in formal publications, yet is essential for both academic and professional development. In 
terms of activities, “Emerging researchers benefit from individualised attention from established researchers 
during and after specific group meetings. Knowledge also flows from senior researchers during group meetings 
or writing retreats” (CPTD-MP2). In line with this, O’Connor (2019) argues that the changing academic 
workforce necessitates tailored development efforts to recruit and retain young, diverse scholars. 

3.1.2 Growth through collaborations 

The interdisciplinary project was also considered a gateway for academic growth through 
collaborative activities. As raised by AEF-FP, [DERE is] “A project that will develop novice researchers in 
research skills. It will also increase collaboration.” AEF-MP added, “The group conducts tailored writing 
retreats that focus specifically on research methodologies and provide opportunities for interdisciplinary 
collaboration” “Academic staff members perceive the Community of Practice as beneficial for their individual 
research development, providing a collaborative environment and mentorship” (IPTE-FP). IPTE-FP also 
confirmed, “They engage in regular meetings, seminars, peer mentoring, and collaborative research projects 
to share expertise and improve research skills.” Similarly, Hoffmann et al. (2022) and Hedges et al. (2021) 
underscore that Communities of Practice (CoPs) facilitate collaboration among academics on 
publications, grant submissions, and research initiatives, thereby fostering multidisciplinary and 
interinstitutional partnerships. Programs that focus on mentorship and support systems for new 
entrants are instrumental in ensuring that academic staff feel supported and valued. Such initiatives 
contribute to the cultivation of a more vibrant and innovative academic community, well-equipped 
to address contemporary educational challenges (Hamilton et al., 2019). 

Accordingly, “The collaborative nature of the community fosters an environment where emerging researchers 
can exchange ideas, receive constructive feedback, and stay abreast of the latest developments in their respective 
fields” (DLT-FP). DLT-FP continued, “Common collaborative activities among academic staff members 
participating in the Domain of Emerging Researcher Excellence include interdisciplinary workshops, joint 
research projects, and regular knowledge-sharing sessions. These practices contribute to a vibrant academic 
community where diverse perspectives and expertise are leveraged for collective growth.” “Group work 
collaboration with writing skills, helping each other, and teamwork are prevalent” (PM-FP). Indeed, CoPs 
collaborate on multidisciplinary workshops, cooperative research initiatives, and knowledge-
sharing sessions. These methods foster a thriving academic community that leverages diverse 
viewpoints and skills (Hoffmann et al., 2022; Hedges et al., 2021). Well-supported faculty are more 
likely to engage in innovative teaching practices and research, which ultimately benefits students 
(Stone & Springer, 2019). 

3.2 Professional growth and career trajectories 

Participants echoed that the CoP was a source of inspiration for their professional growth as well as 
individual career trajectories. In that respect, DERE was seen as a platform for “Academic contributions 
and knowledge sharing that result to post-graduate throughput and research output” (BME-MP). “Also, 
ensuring clear communication about career advancement criteria and promoting a culture of recognition for 
achievements contributes to a positive DERE environment. No doubt, CoPs assist, mentor, and create 
professional networks that may result in chances for professional growth (Elkomy & Elkhaial, 2022; 
Bottoms et al., 2020). The members of DERE are progressing well and their outputs contribute to the 
institution” (CPTD-MP1). AEF-FP further maintained, “It includes interdisciplinary collaborations [and], 
mentorship programs” whereas “providing access to mentors, networking, and research resources” (IPTE-
FP) was also acknowledged. Prioritising staff development enhances educational offerings and 
strengthens the reputation of institutions. Investing in the professional growth of academic staff is 
crucial for long-term success and sustainability in higher education (Žalėnienė & Pereira, 2021).  
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Nevertheless, “Through mentorship, networking opportunities, and collaborative projects, members gain 
organised networking events, or even develop online platforms to foster connections [and] valuable experiences 
that enhance their research skills, increase visibility within the institution, and open avenues for career 
advancement” (DLT-FP). Members can participate in planned networking events or develop online 
platforms by engaging in mentoring, networking, and joint projects. These activities allow them to 
establish relationships and gain valuable experiences, thereby enhancing their research skills, 
increasing their institutional exposure, and promoting their career advancement (Elkomy & Elkhaial, 
2022; Carroll & Mallon, 2021). “DERE plays a prominent role in assisting us; I can safely say I have managed 
to submit my first drafts [article and thesis]” (PM-FP). It was maintained that “DERE offers unlimited 
support to participants as they can determine their potential from within. Many participants have 
demonstrated confidence as first and sole authors, among some co-publications” (CPTD-MP2). Communities 
of practice are an integral component of our daily lives. Their informal and pervasive nature often 
prevents them from receiving explicit attention; however, it is precisely this familiarity that 
underscores their significance. While the term itself may be relatively recent, the underlying 
experience is not” (Wenger, 1998). 

3.3 Mentorship and community building 

The CoP enabled mentorship development activities among academics in the project. This was 
confirmed by sentiments characterising it as affording “Logical academic advisory services and academic 
members inclusivity” (BME-MP). “The Community of Practice creates structured mentorship programs, 
organises networking events, or even develops online platforms to foster connections. The goal of DERE is to 
build a supportive community where knowledge and experience can be shared” (CPTD-MP1). “The DERE is 
creating a supportive environment for skills development” (IPTE-FP). In addition to that, “Established 
researchers within the community often take on mentorship roles, guiding emerging researchers and fostering 
a culture of collaboration that extends beyond the CoP” (DLT-FP). Supporting DLT-FP, “Established 
researchers are readily available for all participants at any time. There has been independence to get 
unconditional support without submission to coerced co-authorship, among other opportunities to which 
participants have been exposed to” (CPTD-MP2). Similarly, established researchers in the field often 
volunteer to mentor younger researchers. These mentorship positions not only guide aspiring 
scholars but also promote collaboration beyond the Community of Practice (Muhayimana et al., 2023; 
Harty et al., 2020). Additionally, this fosters a culture of lifelong learning within academic 
environments, allowing staff to remain relevant and effective in their roles (Guàrdia et al., 2021). 

3.4 Managing challenges and opening possibilities 

Participants also indicated that the CoP was a platform to navigate through challenges that were 
negative to researcher development. Through DERE, several strategies were employed to overcome 
these challenges. “Researchers often have demanding schedules. Finding time to actively engage in a CoP, 
attend meetings, and contribute to discussions can be challenging. Allocating time to actively participate 
in a Community of Practice (CoP), attend meetings, and contribute to conversations might be a 
challenge (Elkomy & Elkhaial, 2022; Carroll & Mallon, 2021). “In DERE we use a blend of creativity, 
resilience, collaboration, and communication skills as strategies to overcome any challenges that might appear” 
(CPTD-MP2). In agreement, there is “[lack of] time due to the [overwhelming] responsibilities of university” 
(PM-FP), which demands participants’ “Sharing of research experiences and challenges and willingness to 
welcome logical criticism” (BME-MP). Such experiences have a positive effect, according to Guàrdia et 
al. (2021), who argue that academic development is integral to institutional transformation. This 
perspective emphasises the importance of continuous professional growth, a concept that should 
motivate and inspire academic staff to adapt to changing pedagogical landscapes and student needs.  

Furthermore, strategies employed include “peer and mentor support, collaborative problem-solving, and 
shared experiences” (IPTE-FP; DLT-FP), as well as “seeking advice from experienced colleagues, participating 
in skill-building workshops, and leveraging the diverse expertise present in the community” (DLT-FP). The 
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presence of a crowded workstation impeded the confidence and ability of a first-time author to 
publish their work. Nevertheless, stories of conquering challenges and the desire to stand out may 
have motivated novice researchers (Elkomy & Elkhaial, 2022; Bottoms et al., 2020). In sync, CPTD-
MP2 also echoed, “Building confidence as a first-time author or publish within an overloaded workspace 
threatened progress. However, shared stories of thriving against all odds, and the quest to stand out despite 
circumstances could have motivated participating early-career researchers.” “University-based seed funds 
can act as a growth driver for a variety of university programs” (Herber et al., 2017, p.307). 

4. Conclusion and Policy Implications 

The study concludes that the provision of seed funding for Communities of Practice (CoPs) can 
significantly enhance the research capabilities of academic staff within South African universities. By 
fostering a vibrant research culture, strengthening research capacity, and promoting 
interdisciplinary collaboration, CoPs can play a crucial role in institutional development. Universities 
should prioritise the allocation of funds for these CoPs and ensure their sustainability by integrating 
CoP activities into the institutional framework. This strategic approach would support the long-term 
advancement of academic staff research and promote a culture of collaborative engagement across 
disciplines. The findings underscore the importance of CoPs in facilitating collaboration, increasing 
research output, and enhancing research skills, particularly in areas such as research methodology, 
grant writing, and publication strategies. Universities are encouraged to allocate resources for the 
establishment of CoPs and other collaborative platforms while also prioritising capacity-building 
initiatives, including workshops, seminars, and mentorship programs. Participation in CoPs not only 
provides academic staff with opportunities for professional development but also positively 
influences their research productivity, thereby advancing the university's research agenda and 
reinforcing its reputation as a centre for interdisciplinary innovation. 

4.1 Recommendations  

The study acknowledges the complexity of promoting research capacity for early career researchers 
who are at various stages of their academic careers but all belong to the same CoP. The challenges 
that emanate from difficulties in providing tailor-made solutions to each participant’s unique 
experiences pave the way for further studies about seed-funded CoPs in comprehensive universities 
in South Africa. However, some of the recommendations from the current study include: 

• The need for integrating seed-funded CoPs into institutional structures when they have 
proven beyond doubt that they positively contribute as reservoirs for participants’ individual 
academic research development. 

• It is critical that, in terms of their sustenance, seed-funded projects which influence individual 
professional growth and emerging researcher career trajectories should be given the 
opportunity to develop their own funding mechanisms to ensure that they do not become 
extinct once the seed-funding period elapses. Financial crunch is the greatest threat to the 
survival of seed-funded projects. 

• Time has remained the greatest challenge for DERE participants. With their heavy workloads 
and calls for duty that require their attention and availability 24/7, it has remained impossible 
to allocate adequate time for the project. All that may change if the Workload Policy is 
implemented holistically and measures are taken to relieve academics of incessant overloads 
to enable them to focus on other aspects of academic life beyond merely learning and 
teaching. 

• Enhancing research capacity development, especially of novice researchers, requires 
commitment of time outside the normal call for duty. As such, participants are urged to 
continue to sacrifice their time, as in most cases, prospects for academic growth abound for 
academics who stretch themselves beyond the ordinary 40-hour working week. 
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