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Abstract 
 

Leadership turnover remains a worldwide perennial challenge to institutions of higher learning.  

Against this background, this to study investigated how Historically Disadvantaged Higher 

Education Institutions in South Africa use succession planning as a tool to manage leadership 

turnover, focussing on the management of leadership turnover, establishing current practice in 

implementing their succession planning policies, analysing how they mediate the tension between 

succession planning policies and recruitment policies, ascertaining the implications of their 

succession planning policies and practices for leadership development, and investigating if 

leadership succession planning is incorporated into their talent management strategies. The 

descriptive research design was adopted to understand the effect of succession planning on 

leadership turnover. Qualitative research was conducted to understand and explain the subject 

matter under investigation. Seven Historically Disadvantaged Higher Education Institutions in 

South Africa, located in four provinces: Western Cape, Limpopo, Eastern Cape and KwaZulu Natal, 

were selected for this study.  The targeted population was approximately fifty participants, 

comprising Deputy Vice Chancellors, Registrars, Deans of Faculties and Executive Directors. Using 

the purposive sampling technique, twelve participants, who constituted the accessible population, 

were further selected. To collect primary data, semi-structured interviews were used. The data 

collected was then manually transcribed and analysed using the NVivo, Version 13.0 software, and 

thematic analysis to generate, organise and report the main and sub-themes emerging from the 

study. Findings showed that turnover at leadership levels in Historically Disadvantaged Higher 

Education Institutions could be managed through different strategies including, offering favourable 

terms and conditions of employment, internal and/or external recruitment, internal promotions, 

employee training and development, identification of people with potential, leadership involvement, 

and advance human resource planning. This study provides an in-depth understanding and 

knowledge of leadership succession planning in the seven Historically Disadvantaged Higher 

Education Institutions in South African and recommends that they continue to invest and implement 

in succession planning to manage leadership turnover through customised formalised processes. 

Keywords: Leadership, leadership crisis, leadership development, talent management and 

succession planning 
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Chapter One: Introduction and Overview of the Study 

1.1 Introduction  

For the development of the country, institutions of higher learning in South Africa are called upon 

to play a role and make a notable contribution in diverse areas of the citizens’ lives. Achieving this 

goal will stand a chance if development of their capacity, including leadership capacity, takes high 

priority (Kotecha, 2009). The South African Universities Vice-Chancellors Association (SAUVCA) 

conducted a survey which revealed that a high staff turnover occurred, especially among vice-

chancellors, averaging 3.7 years in the period 1994-2004 after the demise of apartheid, having 

reduced from 8.8 years in the preceding decade (Seale, 2015). Leadership turnover in any education 

institution cannot be eliminated, but it must be managed carefully if the vision and mission of each 

institution are to be achieved. The challenge is that, despite the concerns about this high leadership 

turnover phenomenon, literature review shows that there is hardly any real focus on how these 

institutions manage it in a way that considers the need for stability, continuity and renewal within 

the institutions. 

There is agreement that leadership succession planning is key to organisational success (Vennila, 

2017; Zhao & Tao, 2018). Succession planning, as a practice, has long been studied and practised 

in the private business sector, but not to any significant extent in organisations within the public 

sector, including higher education institutions. Failure to implement succession planning can retard 

organisational progress if it fails or battles to fill critical positions that require employees with 

requisite skills and experience, particularly because the demand of talented employees is growing 

worldwide (Farashah, Nasehifar & Karahrudi, 2011). 

Barden (2009), claims that the nature and demands of traditional leadership positions in education 

institutions have changed in recent years. The old promotion routes are no longer adequate for the 

task of preparing successors to lead the modern-day institutions in the current turbulent higher 

education environment. This demonstrates that today there is a pressing need for institutions of 

higher learning to confront the issues of leadership succession in terms of more research, 

implementation, and evaluation.  

Therefore, this study aimed to investigate succession planning as a tool to manage leadership 

turnover in Historically Disadvantaged Higher Education Institutions (HDIs) in South Africa, these 
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being a cluster of poorly resourced higher education institutions, established during the apartheid 

era to cater for non-white populations.   

1.2 Background of the study  

When the higher education sector in South Africa was poised for restructuring, the National 

Working Group charged with the restructuring process mentioned some of the critical factors that 

had not been made part of its mandate, including the need to develop and strengthen management 

and leadership capacity of the restructured universities (National Working Group Minutes, March 

2002). Over the two decades that followed, these institutions experienced unprecedented levels of 

change. According to Badsha (2016), weak leadership led to some of them being placed under 

administration or continuously being in a state of deep crisis. Independent assessors were appointed 

to investigate poor institutional governance and management (Higher Education, Science and 

Innovation, 2019). Whilst the leadership of the time strived to achieve the milestones set by the 

government, concerns related to the quality of leadership began to surface. One contributing factor 

was that the right kind of leaders were not in place or appointed to lead and direct the institutions 

towards achieving their stated visions and missions (NCOP Education and Technology, Sports, Arts 

and Culture, 2013). 

The higher education landscape is continuously evolving. There is no doubt that in the years to 

come, leadership in the higher education institutions will still be expected to seek and implement 

solutions in dealing with challenges that are of concern in an environment characterised by poor 

retention and high staff turnover rates. Internationally, including in South Africa, many articles have 

been written and published on what contributes to staff turnover, its effects and retention strategies 

within institutions of higher learning (Bwowe, 2020; Samuel & Chipunza, 2013; Ng’ethe, Iravo & 

Namusonge, 2012; Pienaar & Bester, 2008; Tetty, 2006). The suggested solutions tend to focus on 

addressing conditions and terms of employment with the aim of improving retention of employees 

rather than dealing with the means to manage leadership turnover which is critical for institutional 

stability.  

Faced with decreasing public trust, an increasing rate of unemployment amongst the graduates and 

the now ever present or simmering turbulence in this sector, the call to make a concerted effort to 

develop future leaders who will take the helm at higher education institutions cannot be 

underestimated (Ramdass, 2015). 
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Keller (2018), identified key factors which make it imperative for institutions in higher education 

to take the development of future leaders seriously, including projected high leadership turnover, a 

shortage of successors with the potential to grow into these demanding leadership positions, and 

lack of research and recommended best practice regarding leadership succession to be shared 

amongst the institutions. 

The Green Paper on Further Education and Training in South Africa (RSA, 2012), advocated for 

leadership development, pointing out that the introduction of the further education and training 

system required responsive institutions of high quality. However, it did not appear again in the 

subsequent White Paper (RSA, 2014). In the strategic framework for the Universities of South 

Africa (USAF), 2015-2019, a point is made that the pool of managers and leaders in the higher 

education sector needs to be enhanced. Nevertheless, no guidelines were proposed regarding how 

this would be achieved, particularly when there is a distinction between intellectual leadership and 

organisational leadership. According to Dearlove (1998), intellectual leadership has always been 

there within the institutions of higher learning but what is required is organisational leadership, 

which has to do with advancing institutional success even during chaotic times.  

1.3 Problem statement  

Instability in leadership results in shifting priorities and focus areas, manifesting in differing 

strategies, disrupted operational plans, and organisational restructuring, to name a few examples. 

One university was reported to have had five Vice Chancellors, three Deputy Vice Chancellors and 

several acting Deans in a period of thirteen years. According to Ishak and Kami (2016), institutions 

of higher learning have for ages been responsible for producing leaders and thinkers for all nations, 

yet they are not seen to be doing the same for themselves. Hitherto, the research on the 

implementation of succession planning in higher education institutions shows that it is still in its 

infancy stages compared to the business and corporate environment (Neefe, 2009).  

Whilst educators instil in students that succession planning is necessary in business practices and 

for continuity, the practice within higher education institutions is still not well established (Long et 

al., 2013).  

There are several adverse effects of leadership turnover. The appointment of external candidates to 

fill leadership positions has, according to Barden (2009), an added drawback of disenfranchising 
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worthy internal candidates. In the South African context of transformation, according to the 20th 

Annual Report of the Commission for Employment Equity, 2019-2020, education institutions still 

tend to prefer males (52.6%) and White females (31.7%) to fill top leadership positions, often citing 

the lack of preparedness and readiness by other groups to assume key leadership responsibilities.  

Leibowitz et al., (2014), identified a few characteristics peculiar to the HDIs, namely, their 

geographical locations and inadequacy or lack of social amenities, which are deemed to be 

contributing to high turnover, posing barriers to staff attraction, and creating a pressing need to 

identify and develop new leaders.  

1.4 Research aim and objectives  

This study aimed to investigate succession planning as a tool to manage leadership turnover in HDIs 

in South Africa. The following specific objectives were addressed:  

1.4.1 To investigate how leadership turnover is managed in the seven historically disadvantaged 

higher education institutions in South Africa. 

1.4.2 To establish current practice in implementing their succession planning policies.   

1.4.3 To analyse how the HDIs mediate the tension between succession planning policies and 

recruitment policies.  

1.4.4 To ascertain the implications of their succession planning policies and practices for 

leadership development. 

1.4.5 To investigate if leadership succession planning is incorporated into their talent management 

strategies. 

1.5 Research questions  

The following are the research questions that guided the study:  

1.5.1 How is leadership turnover managed in the seven historically disadvantaged higher 

education institutions?  

1.5.2 What are current practices to implement their succession planning policies? 

1.5.3 How does each institution mediate tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demands of recruitment processes?   

1.5.4 What are the implications of their succession planning policies and practices for leadership 

development. 



 

5 
 

1.5.5 How is leadership succession planning incorporated into their talent management strategies?   

1.6 Significance of and rationale for the study  

It is imperative for current leaders to build capacity to achieve the stated goals and objectives of 

higher education institutions. Given emerging concerns about the high leadership turnover in HDIs 

in South Africa and the dearth of literature and research focusing on leadership succession planning 

as a tool to manage this phenomenon, this study is positioned to contribute on how to capitalise on 

opportunities and benefits resulting from implementing succession planning. Being alert to changes 

and expectations within the environments in which these universities operate, the results of the study 

will provide the input required to develop South African oriented integrated institutional talent 

management frameworks and strategies for leadership development. Bwowe (2020), points out that 

there is scarce empirical research on turnover intention, especially in South African HDIs. 

Therefore, this study investigated succession planning as a tool to manage leadership turnover in 

HDIs in South Africa. Furthermore, this study provides policymakers and management in HDIs 

with an enhanced understanding of the critical factors attributed to high labour turnover.  

Theoretically, the findings from the study will contribute to expanding current knowledge of 

succession planning and leadership turnover. They will also serve as a reference material source for 

students, academic employees, institutions, and policymakers.  

1.7 Delimitations and positioning 

The restructuring process of the higher education sector in South Africa in 2002 resulted in twenty-

six universities, seven of which are regarded as historically disadvantaged institutions.  

These are: Mangosuthu University of Technology, Walter Sisulu University, University of Venda, 

University of Fort Hare, University of the Western Cape, University of Limpopo, and University of 

Zululand. This study was limited to these seven universities, examining their succession planning 

policies, practices, and implementation efforts. These HDIs constitute twenty seven percent (27%) 

of the higher education institutions in South Africa. The aim was to use current models and 

guidelines found in the literature rather than generating new concepts.  

The researcher, therefore, acknowledges that this limits the element of generalising the outcomes 

of the research across those institutions considered to be previously advantaged in terms of 

resources, internal operating, 5and management practices. However, this can be mitigated by 
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incorporating key principles of succession planning in their future talent management practices. 

Only positions in the top four levels of the institutional structure or job grades according to the 

Peromnes Job Evaluation System were used as the basis for the research.  

1.8 Research design and methodology 

This study adopted the mantle of interpretivism as its philosophical position, which is a type of 

research philosophy that focuses on acquiring a deeper understanding of the phenomenon through 

identification, documentation and interpretation of the meanings and characteristics of phenomena 

being investigated (Alamgeer, 2022). This philosophy allowed the researcher to participate actively 

in the study to gain a deep understanding of the respondents’ thoughts and actions and draw a 

comprehensive view of their meanings. The study relied on the qualitative research approach, which 

uses textual and open-ended questions rather than numerical data or closed-ended questions. The 

qualitative research approach was adopted to understand, through the analysis of respondents’ 

responses to interview questions, how leadership succession planning has manifested itself in a real-

life setting within the HDIs. Furthermore, cross-sectional research was conducted, which refers to 

conducting research at one or more points with different participants, at one point in time.   

The target population was approximately 50, comprising Deputy Vice Chancellors, Registrars, 

Deans of Faculties and Executive Directors. Using the purposive sampling technique, 12 

participants, who constituted the accessible population, were further selected.  

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data, which was then manually transcribed and 

analysed using the NVivo, Version 13.0 software, and thematic analysis to generate, organise and 

report the main and sub-themes emerging from the study. 

1.9 Ethical considerations 

Academic freedom is acknowledged in the field of research. However, the researcher has a 

responsibility to protect those who agree to be participants in the study from undue harm. Their 

rights, autonomy and personal interests must be safeguarded. 

By acknowledging these responsibilities, researchers should strive to build and maintain the trust 

of research participants, be they respondents, collaborators, or members of the public. Because of 

the dynamic and developmental nature of research, a need exists to make ethical decisions 

throughout the research process, sharing, analysis and storing of data, reporting, and sharing of 
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findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). For this study, permission was sought and obtained from 

institutional gatekeepers to conduct research on their sites. Also, each participant was provided for 

his or her signature with an Information Sheet and Consent Form, which outlined the purpose and 

objectives of the study, their rights and what to do should there be instances of concern. 

In this study, the researcher collected and interpreted the data. This called for a level of reflexivity. 

Subjectivity is a key element of qualitative research and reflexivity is a way to accept and value 

such subjectivity, accounting for how it has influenced the inquiry. According to Dawson, Laccos-

Barrett, Hammond and Rumbold (2022), reflexivity is regarded as essential, entailing self-

awareness by the researcher of the role in the research process. In this aspect the study adhered to 

key ethical principles of non-maleficence and integrity (Reid, Brown, Smith, Cope & Jamieson, 

2018).  

1.10 Structure of the dissertation 

This dissertation is structured into five chapters.:  

Chapter 1- Introduction and overview of the study: This is an introductory chapter, which covers 

the background and the significance of investigating leadership succession planning within the 

HDIs. The description of the research problem is included, and research aims, objectives and 

questions are also highlighted. 

Chapter 2-Literature review: In this chapter relevant literature is reviewed, and the main concepts 

and models appropriate to leadership succession planning are discussed. 

Chapter 3- Research methodology: In this chapter methods, techniques and approaches adopted 

to empirically investigate the research phenomenon are described. The focus is on the research 

design, research approach, research strategy, target population and sampling strategy, sample size, 

data collection instrument, data quality control, data analysis, ethical considerations, and limitations 

of the study. 

Chapters 4-Data presentation and discussion of findings: This chapter deals with the 

presentation of the data and discussion of the key findings derived from the study. 

Chapter 5- Conclusion and recommendations: This chapter provides the conclusions and 

recommendations of the study and contains the limitations and suggestions for future research. 
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1.11 Chapter summary 

Higher education institutions require leaders who can confront and deal with current challenges and 

think beyond current practices. As alluded to in the introduction of this chapter, the environment of 

higher education is transforming dramatically and needs leaders who, as Dearlove (1998) pointed 

out, can demonstrate both intellectual and organisational leadership, the latter being about 

advancing institutional success even during chaotic times.  

In this chapter the point is made that institutions of higher learning have for ages succeeded in 

producing leaders and thinkers for all nations yet have been less focused on doing the same for 

themselves. Pertaining to this study, the problem statement, research objectives, research questions, 

ethical considerations, research methodology, demarcation and limitations of the research were 

presented. 

The following chapter covers the literature review. 

 



 

9 
 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter focuses on the review of scholarly research conducted by previous authors. Initially 

the focus is on leadership succession planning theories and models, the historical context of 

succession planning and the state of leadership succession in institutions of higher learning, 

followed by talent management as a building block and key part of succession planning. The last 

part covers the dimensions of leadership and the strategies that can be considered for implementing 

leadership succession to address high leadership turnover in historically disadvantaged 

institutions.  

2.2 The process of succession planning 

Over the years, numerous definitions of succession planning have been proffered by different 

authors. In traditional succession planning processes, the concern was about ensuring that as 

positions became vacant, candidates were available to fill them (Smilansky, 2006). Collins (2009) 

emphasized the aspect of seamless leadership transition across the organisation. In building 

succession capacity, there should be no restriction to the number of available successors to fill 

leadership positions in the organisational structure (Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries & González-Cruz, 

2013). According to Ahmadi et al. (2012), Berchelman (2005) and Neefe (2009), succession 

planning is a process aimed at reducing gaps, thus creating opportunities for the development of 

employees to fill leadership roles in the future within the organisation. Rothwell (2010) saw 

succession planning as a systematic process to develop, retain human capital for the future. 

Osibanjo, Abiodun and Obamiro (2011), described succession planning as an intentional effort to 

identify and develop future leaders, sharpening their competencies through experiential learning. 

 

Care must be taken not to think of succession planning as grooming or cloning, which Pierce 

(2015) describes as current leaders pre-identifying potential succession candidates who espouse 

values that are similar to their own leading to what may be seen as discriminatory tendencies. The 

downside of this cloning practice is that it breeds similar thinking and actions which work against 

organisational goals of sustainability, renewal and innovation, thus hindering the efforts of 

preparing the organisation for future challenges (Rothwell, 2010). 
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It is also generally accepted that succession planning is not disassociated from talent capacity 

building. However, succession planning is a focused, active and continuous process (Rothwell, 

2002). The Society for Human Resource Management (2015) defined succession planning as 

proactive planning, a process of ensuring that capable and experienced employees are available 

for key positions (Conger & Fulmer, 2003), with the intention to add stability to the organisation 

(Robken, 2007, Runestad, 2014). 

2.3 Leadership succession planning theories 

According to Savova (2021), the expectation in terms of the principle of going concern, is that an 

established and functioning organisation should continue to do so unless there is a compelling 

reason necessitating its closure. However, this must be understood against the fact that all 

organisations at some point are confronted by changes in leadership and future direction as the 

people who are entrusted with these key responsibilities do not last forever. Hargreaves (2005) 

identified changes in leadership as significant events in the life of any organisation.  Further, he 

pointed out that leadership succession tends to be successful depending on limiting how often 

succession events take place and how outgoing and incoming leadership knowledge is used to 

stabilise the organisation. In announcing his retirement, King Lear is reported to have said “…’tis 

our fast intent to shake all cares and business from our age; conferring them on younger strengths, 

while we unburdened crawl toward death’’ (Shakespeare, 1623). An appropriate sentiment, but the 

implementation thereof, despite advice received, led to disastrous consequences for his kingdom.  

Organisations and institutions should survive the leaders and founders who established them 

because, although related to, they are effectively separate from those who established or currently 

lead them (Gartenstein, 2013).  

Leadership succession, therefore, is about determining how the organisation or institution will 

continue to exist and function when the current leaders have departed, considering that leadership 

styles and succession models vary depending on how the entity was managed.  

Neefe (2009) pointed out that concerns regarding leadership succession have troubled mankind for 

many years, yet professional research on succession planning only started in the early 1950s. 

According to Rothwell (1994), Henri Fayol introduced succession planning around 1918.  
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Fayol believed that management is entrusted with the responsibility of ensuring long- term survival 

of the organisation, as a successful organisation owed its continuity to skilled employees. Beeson 

(2000) supported the notion that the approach of focusing on skills development was important 

considering a rapidly changing environment in the higher education sector and that positions in 

their current form might not exist in the future. Acknowledging this situation, Beglinger (2013) 

pointed out that employees who showed leadership potential had to be prepared for these positions, 

as weak succession plans could lead to placing unprepared workers in critical leadership positions.  

According to Tan (2009), leadership succession is about proactively identifying and developing 

employees at lower levels for future higher managerial and leadership positions in the organisation. 

This is of strategic importance to the organisation and involves ensuring that there is a ready pool 

and steady supply of employees who are adequately prepared to move to higher levels of the 

organisation to assume higher level responsibilities when so required. Charan, Drotter and Noel 

(2001) confirmed that this preparedness allows for orderly leadership succession.  

Grusky (1960), in his work emphasized the importance of leader succession relating it to 

organisational stability.  During this period, research drew attention to the relationship between 

leadership succession and organisational performance, which in turn led to the emergence of three 

succession theories, namely, the Common Sense Theory, the Vicious Cycle Theory and the Ritual 

Scapegoating Theory (Rowe, Cannella Jr, Rankin & Gorman, 2005). The understanding of these 

theories will assist in making sense of responses or data collected from the respondents. However, 

this study adopted the Common Sense Theory because it is the most effective in addressing labour 

turnover, retention and employee performance.  

2.3.1 The Common Sense Theory 

The Common Sense Theory suggests that organisational performance improves after a successful 

succession is made because the decision the successor appointed has the necessary expertise and 

experience to enhance organisational performance. Implementing succession planning is viewed 

as an organisational norm and all employees are expected to support the activities that promote 

and ensure smooth leadership transitions. Egbuta (2019) also argue that companies implement 

leadership succession planning to create stability and to avoid disruptions. Therefore, according to 

Rowe et al., (2005) it is common sense to select and develop for succession employees who have 

the relevant experience and expertise to drive the desired organisational performance.  
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2.3.2 The Vicious Cycle Theory  

This theory states that succession planning is normally accompanied by changes to policies, 

operations and relationships among organisational members, brought about by new leadership and 

resulting in lower or poor organisational performance. This is disruptive to organisational 

continuity and performance and can even lead to further declines, particularly if the exiting 

incumbent was performing poorly and the successor does not deliver according to expectations, 

thus setting in motion a vicious downward spiral (Allen, Panian & Lotz, 1979). The net result is 

that morale and aspirations of potential succession candidates are negatively affected.  

2.3.3 The Ritual Scapegoating Theory 

The Ritual Scapegoating Theory is inversely related to the Vicious Cycle Theory. In opposition to 

the Vicious Cycle Theory, (Booker (2005); Brown (1982; Gamson and Scotch (1964), argued that 

a powerful leader, even though poorly performing, would be less likely be replaced. Those in 

authority would shift the blame to other people citing other factors that may affect performance 

negatively, such as the difficulty in attracting experienced people and that success could be as a 

result of processes already established and in place. 

Associated with these three leadership succession theories are two succession hypotheses, namely, 

the Succession-Adaptation and the Succession-Crisis hypotheses (Tan, 2009).   

The Succession-Crisis hypothesis claims that a leadership succession crisis could result in reduced 

organisational performance, disruptions, employee insecurity and an increased risk of employees 

leaving the organisation. On the other hand, the Succession-Adaptation hypothesis postulates that 

if leadership succession is managed properly, the opposite would be achieved due to creation of 

working environments that are conducive to organisational productivity and healthy employee 

morale (Parker, Peters & Turetsky, 2002). However, it must be noted that for succession-

adaptation to prevail, organisations should have in place formalised leadership succession 

processes. Rowe et al. (2005) pointed out that organisations use all three of these theories in 

different contexts in so far as leadership succession is concerned, concluding that the integration 

of these succession theories would assist those responsible for making leadership succession 

decisions to understand if the intended objectives of succession will be achieved. 
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2.4 Succession planning approaches 

Organisations view leadership succession planning differently (Schoonover, 2011). Some view it 

as finding replacement candidates when the need arises. For others it is viewed in a more 

comprehensive perspective. There are three different succession planning approaches which can 

be placed on a continuum, according to their level of complexity (Society for Human Resources 

Management, 2007). The basic form of approach, designated as replacement management, 

involves identifying employees who can be placed in higher level positions, but there is no focus 

on actively developing them other than providing them with ad-hoc experience opportunities on 

the job. In this informal and decentralised approach to leadership succession, organisations react 

to resignations, retirement or deaths of employees by selecting and appointing a successor, even if 

he or she is an internal applicant, through the normal recruitment process which may take a few 

months to accomplish.  

The second approach to succession planning is where succession efforts are more systematic and 

are supported by deliberate and formal personal or individualised development plans targeted at 

employees who have been identified as potential successors but limited mainly for the top two or 

three senior leadership level positions.  

The third approach, which is centralised and integrated, is referred to as succession management. 

It is more pervasive and implemented at all management levels within the organisation, the 

objective being to develop a pool of successors who would be ready for vacancies when they 

become available. 

2.5 Leadership succession planning models  

Friedman (1986) argued that the stakes in leadership succession are high. Leadership succession 

is so important and central to most organisations as the process can be fraught with political 

intrigue, lack requisite discipline, frequently be sloppy, and be sabotaged when it is not given 

quality attention and time. Succession planning models are used by organisations as vehicles to 

assess existing skills, to facilitate the identification of future successors and determine processes 

through which to develop them.  Leadership succession planning models range from generic forms 

(Cashman, 2001; Friedman, 1986; Rothwell, 2002) to higher levels of specificity and complexity. 

The differences are simply a result of the approach taken by different researchers on the subject of 

leadership succession. 
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One of the succession planning models is the Three Track Model, which has three elements to it 

(Kur and Bunning, 1996), namely, to understand organisational business functions and 

environments, managing people, change, structures and developing a sense of personal growth in 

order to address personal weaknesses and limitations. Another model, the Leadership Pipeline 

Model (Charan et al., 2001), suggested the means for aspiring leaders to progress to senior levels 

within the organisation. This model involved successfully passing through determined stages of 

development, being continually trained to move progressively from lower to higher levels. A 

diagnostic tool is built into the model, enabling the employer to assess skills of potential successors 

and how to address any gaps identified. The downside of this model is the long time, estimated to 

be ten to fifteen years, required to progress through the different stages to reach the top level. 

Byham, (2002), propounded the Acceleration Pools Model. In this succession planning model, in 

this model selected candidates are assigned duties and responsibilities that extend their capabilities 

in order to acquire higher level skills. The performance of the selected candidate is carefully 

monitored. Those that show good progress are allocated even more challenging and stretching 

portfolios whilst those that struggle are taken off the development programme. 

Salleh and Rahan (2017) identified three other models by Burke (2003), Groves (2007) and Lynn 

(2001). However, these appear more to be step-by step guides on how to implement leadership 

succession as espoused in vision and mission of the organisation, paying particular attention to 

developing core competencies. The Seven Pointer Star Model proposed by Rothwell (2010) 

stipulates seven steps to be followed in investing in the training of individuals identified for 

leadership positions.  

Organisations differ in nature and their business operations. Therefore, it is not practical to define 

and adopt one model for all. However, regardless of choice of a succession model, most contain 

essential recognisable steps that organisations can incorporate into their own customised models 

to suit unique business environments. If the model is implemented well, it can serve as a risk 

mitigation strategy which aims to minimises the organisation's exposure to the effects of high 

labour turnover or crisis associated with the sudden loss of highly skilled employees. Santorin 

(2004) likens implementation of leadership succession to a relay where present leaders hand over 

to their successors, who in turn will do likewise to their own successors.  
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2.6 The historical context of succession planning  

In organisations where leadership succession has failed, it has been shown that there was 

unwillingness to implement succession planning processes. These would be situations where 

leadership did not get beyond merely talking about investing in the succession process despite 

acknowledging its strategic importance (Conger & Nadler 2004). In some cases, the succession 

models were inherently weak in terms of process and criteria for succession (Charan et al., 2001). 

Early studies reveal that the origin of the potential successor was considered to be critical to 

leadership succession. A distinction was made between those internal to the organisation and those 

sourced externally (Carlson, 1961; Grusky, 1964). It was noted that organisations where internal 

leadership successors were appointed often performed better than in those where successors were 

externally recruited ((Shetty & Perry, 1976). Results of a study by Agrawal, Knoeber and 

Tsoulouhas, (2006), showed that most successors to executive positions were internally selected. 

Reasons advanced for this preference of internal successors were that it increases employee morale 

and loyalty to the organisation because of the willingness to offer opportunities to its own 

employees. However, this argument did not hold at all times as those employees who also 

considered themselves to be in line for succession would, if not selected, begin to feel despondent 

and demoralised and thus resign from the organisation.  

Zhang and Rajagopalan (2004) supported the notion of internal succession particularly when the 

organisation was pursuing strategic continuity, arguing that internal succession enables a smooth 

transition from the exiting incumbent to the successor. Lewin and Wolf (1974), were of the view 

that where internal organisational strategic changes was necessary, external successors would 

perform better at driving change than their insider counterparts. 

2.7 Historical context of succession planning in the higher education sector 

Obianuju, Ibrahim and Zubairu (2021) conducted a review of published articles spanning a 10 year 

period, over a ten-year period, 2012 to 2021. Their aim was to to establish and provide insight into 

the following five areas, namely, level of scholarly interest in succession planning; distribution of 

such interest geographically; whether the focus of the research was empirical or conceptual; which 

data collection methods were used for these publications, and the themes explored. Their findings 

relating to each area are summarised and their relevant significance to this dissertation highlighted.  
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The findings show that over the decade there was no consistency in the form of either a sustained 

reduction or increment in the number of articles published. The pattern was that a low number 

followed by a high number throughout the ten-year period. The lowest was in 2014 with eleven 

(11) published articles and the highest in 2018 with twenty-nine (29) published articles. There is 

no mention of what this fluctuation could be attributed to.  

Also, there is no previous comparative study referred to which could have shed some light on 

whether the interest in succession planning research is increasing, has plateaued or is decreasing.  

However, globally, it remains an area of interest. Out of one hundred and seventy-four (174) 

articles included in the study, one hundred and ten (110 or 63.2%) were from North America, 

followed by Asia with thirty-one (31 or 17.8%), then Europe with nineteen (19 or 10.9%). Africa 

came in fourth with seventeen articles (17 or 9.8%) of which only four (4 or 2.3%) were from 

South Africa. This is easily discernible from the number of articles referenced in this dissertation.  

For the purposes of their study, “conceptual” referred to articles that did not involve data collection 

of any form but either aimed at explaining the value of succession planning for stabilising and 

sustaining organisations in the long term or were sharing points of view on how to improve or 

formalise succession planning processes. The finding shows an imbalance in that sixty-three 

percent (63%) of the articles were conceptual and only thirty seven percent (37%) were empirical, 

that is involved data collection and analysis to assess whether the recommendations would yield 

the intended results if implemented. This dissertation followed the empirical route of collecting 

data and analysing it to answer the research question (Bertram and Christensen, 2014). 

Their study also found that, of the sixty-four (64) empirical succession planning articles, the most 

utilised data collection methods were surveys and interviews, accounting for twenty-six (26) and 

fifteen (15), respectively, another nine (9) utilised a combination of both surveys and interviews. 

In this dissertation the survey research strategy and semi-structured interviews were used collect 

qualitative data. 

Five themes that were explored in the articles published included the level of implementation of 

succession planning in different contexts, one of which was the educational sector (Klein & Salk, 

2013; Peters-Hawkins, Reed & Kingsberry, 2018). The finding was that succession planning is 

still far from being well established within these institutions.  
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This finding is a continuation of what other authors have, some even before the decade of this 

study, also expressed through their research. The following references confirm this assertion.  

Clunies (2004), emphasised the point of little new research and the ongoing lack of writing about 

applied leadership succession in higher education.  

A study by Hargreaves (2005), discovered that successful leadership succession depended on 

planning and use of outbound leadership knowledge (from those leaving the organisation) and 

inbound leadership knowledge (from those coming into the leadership positions).  

Archer (2015) confirmed that there are complex challenges facing higher education institutions. 

Prioritising the quality of leadership, without which universities cannot deliver on the expectations 

of the wider community and government, is even more significant. These institutions should be 

serving as centres of innovative ideas and conducting creative research to inform solutions to 

problems of today and the future. Literature review shows (Long,et al., 2013) that, institutions of 

higher learning teach their  about leadership succession and development, they neglect to do it for 

their own benefit. The caution about an imminent leadership crisis (Apparadurai, 2009), prompted 

questions as to where these leaders would be found (Barden, 2009; Bornstein, 2010), leading to 

Riddick (2009) confirming that these institutions have lagged behind in embracing succession 

planning. Universities are no different from other large organisations in their quest to remain 

stable, relevant and vigilant of the ever-changing expectations of society.  

Though formal succession planning as a strategy was rarely practised in academia (Zepeda, 

Bengtson & Parylo, 2012), some academic institutions had adopted versions of succession 

planning to develop internal leadership plans to ensure institutional continuity, with each 

institution designing customised plans to fit its own needs.   

Within the Malaysian perspective, Shamsuddin, Chee-Ming, Wahab and Kassim (2012) explain 

that matters of leadership succession were not found to be unique to institutions of higher learning 

only in Malaysia, but to be confronting these institutions all over the world. Over and above the 

causal factors identified in a leadership workshop held in Malaysia in 2011, the focus of higher 

learning institutions had in the main been on the knowledge, skills, characteristics and capabilities 

of leaders. Less attention was paid to where such leaders would come from (Wolverton, Ackerman 

& Holt, 2005).  
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Also, Shah (2017) reports on a study carried out in India involving employees working in 

educational institutions. Whilst most respondents were aware of leadership succession planning, 

thirteen percent (13%) saw it as time wasted, thirty one percent (31%) saw it as a mere formality 

and fifty-six percent (56%) believed it to be wrongly implemented.  

In his study of succession management in Ghanaian public universities, Wonia (2021) states that 

it has been daunting for all stakeholders. According to Amoateng et.al., (2021), and Oppong and 

Oduro-Asabere (2018), over time there have been no process reviews to implement any 

improvements and adherence to succession management approaches has been slow. 

Seniwoliba (2015) cites a situation where successors ignore developmental policies that were 

introduced by previous leaders. In some institutions, the identification of successors is championed 

by one individual and not embraced by the institution (Omary, 2019). Overall, this has negatively 

impacted on systematic leadership advancement.  

According to Sweeney (2013), the situation is critical and is due to issues such as the ambivalence 

of academics about assuming roles at leadership levels and/or deriving their professional identity 

and sense of satisfaction from professional expertise and accomplishments (Caldwell, 2007). 

Similar factors were highlighted in the Malaysian higher education leadership workshop in 2011 

referred to above.  

2.8 Leadership turnover in higher education institutions 

High turnover of skilled employees, specialists and leadership has become a much-studied 

phenomenon. According to Barton (2019), the higher education sector, whilst facing 

unprecedented disruption and complexities, appears to be underprepared for this projected exodus 

which is also partly due to shorter tenures in the form of fixed term contracts of employment in 

the leadership roles (Government Gazette, Number 41982, RSA, 2018). Turnover, whether 

avoidable or unavoidable, cannot be eliminated. High turnover of skilled employees, specialists 

and leadership is detrimental to the continuity and renewal of any institution. However, institutions 

should be able to devise ways to minimise the negative effects of e employee turnover (Morrell et 

al., 2001). 
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2.9 Benefits of succession planning  

Though most articles referred to in this dissertation indicate slow progress towards embracing 

leadership succession planning in institutions of higher learning, there are benefits associated with 

succession planning processes that are formalised and well implemented. Badawy, Alaadin and 

Magdy (2016) state that when there is transparency and the process is supported by criteria that 

are merit-based, employees will be motivated and work harder if they understand the path to 

advancement within the organisation. Byers (2016) opines that if the succession plan is formalised, 

it facilitates the exercise of identifying potential and assessing the value of their contributions.  

According to Weisblat (2018), management is encouraged by the adoption of a clear succession 

plan and use it as a tool for sharing expertise and knowledge, thus contributing to business stability 

and continuity. Founders, shareholders, and current leadership who wish to leave a legacy of 

successful organisations behind develop a level of confidence from the knowledge that future 

leaders are in the pipeline to ensure continuity (Sain & Koul 2020). The matter of an inevitable 

reality consequent to higher turnover in leadership ranks, as the generation of baby boomers retire, 

necessitates that organisations find new leaders to contend with this eventuality (Martin & O’Shea, 

2021).  

2.10 Factors enhancing or inhibiting leadership succession 

There are factors which can either be enhancing or inhibiting organisational leadership succession 

initiatives. Top management must be aware of these in order that necessary steps can be taken to 

increase the overall effectiveness of the succession planning processes.  

Whilst the examples given here are by no means exhaustive, enhancing factors should include 

adopting clearly formalised succession structures that are fully supported by top management, 

incorporating succession planning in manager roles as one of performance indicators, exhibiting a 

transformational leadership mind-set, and avoiding the set-in of entrenchment tendencies by those 

in leadership positions (Tan, 2009). 

In their study, Shatilwe and Amukugo (2016), highlighted a few factors that are sufficiently 

generic to apply in different settings. The following four factors featured prominently. The first 

factor was that there is a reluctance by some leaders to be responsible for succession planning 

related duties.  
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Seventy three percent (73%) of the respondents shared this view, whilst fifty-two percent (52%) 

thought some leaders do not think it forms part of their jobs.  

The second factor concerned the dissemination of relevant information about succession planning 

to employees. Most respondents, eighty-two percent (82%), were of the view that current leaders 

do not share adequate information about succession planning processes, if any, therefore creating 

suspicions as to how it is implemented.  The relationship of recruitment and placement processes 

to succession planning was another factor that emerged. The question was whether these processes 

are conducted with succession planning implications in mind or just to fill a position as it exists at 

the time and not looking beyond. Eighty-five (85%) of participants indicated that this affected the 

implementation of succession planning, positively or negatively.    

The manner in which succession planning is or may have been implemented in the past, for 

example, holding on to employees who should have retired by renewing their contracts of 

employment or perceived dynastic practices where positions are reserved for specific individuals 

regardless of their level of suitability for promotion, may result in employees resisting the process.  

Also, Shatilwe and Amukugo (2016) noted the responses regarding the critical role played by 

Human Resources Managers in implementing succession planning. This was found to be a 

significant factor by the respondents because of the complexity of the process (94%), the need to 

guide line managers (96%), and being a strategic partner (93%).   

This section can be concluded by noting that whether the factors are perceived as enhancing or 

constraining the succession planning process, there are things to be learned by all players involved.  

2.11 Talent and talent management 

Beechler and Woodward (2009) and Iles, Chai and Preece (2010), share the view that one 

determinant that contributes to organisational success and contributes immensely to the livelihoods 

and sustainability is talent management.  

The term talent management came into use around 1957 (Dooher & Marting, 1957). Talent 

management has within different organisations grown in importance and just as much has been 

written on it as a subject. However, there are still differences regarding the definition (Ansar & 

Baloch 2018 and Lumme-Tuomala, 2019), or its scope (Lewis & Hackman, 2006 and Tansley et 

al., 2007).  
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Collings and Mellahi (2009) stated that many scholars do not clearly state what they mean by 

talent. The other term integral to the subject of talent management is the term “potential”. It is 

covered in the ensuing review of these three terms. 

2.11.1 Talent 

From a review of academic literature, inclusive of books, conference papers, peer-reviewed 

articles, theses and management reports, Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries and González-Cruz (2013), 

found widespread use and definitions of the term talent. They compiled a table listing no less that 

seventeen definitions proposed during the period 2000 to 2012. The situation in the world of work 

was found to be no different. A possible explanation for these conceptual variations lies in the 

historical etymology y of the term and its different meanings throughout its years of existence 

(Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). 

From the analysis of the definitions, it could be deduced that talent is an inborn ability of an 

individual which generally makes him or her to stand out from others in a specific area related to 

the nature of their talent. Tansley (2011) pointed out that by the nineteenth century talent had come 

to be viewed as embodied in the people, which was a shift away from the approach where talent 

was seen as the characteristic of certain people. This approach supports the view that employees 

are generally considered to be the most important assets of the organisation (Ashton & Morton, 

2005).  

Iles, Chuai and Preece (2010), further highlighted that this approach could either be inclusive, 

referring to all employees as organisational talent, or exclusive, only considering a subset of 

employees that is made up of high performers or those deemed to have high potential.   

2.11.2 Potential 

Just as talent is the basis for talent management, potential is another element that is integral to the 

process of talent management. Within this context, potential refers to the current but not yet 

realised ability of a person. It is a latent and intangible quality that can be developed into something 

useful in the work environment to achieve stated organisational goals and objectives. Talent is 

normally exhibited in the present, while potential requires training, coaching and development for 

the individual to assume higher level responsibilities in a larger role. 
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2.11.3 Talent management 

Talent management is a systematic process by virtue of which organisations can use to attract and 

deploy high performing employees (Khurshid & Darzi, 2016). Tarique and Schuler (2012) scanned 

the literature on talent management and compiled a summary of those definitions which appeared 

most often across the spectrum. The following salient points emerged: that talent management is 

forward looking and strategic in nature, that it is selective, focusing on mission critical positions 

and, lastly, that talent management is based on an organisational capacity building and strategic 

approach to human resources management (Ansar & Baloch, 2018). 

Having talented employees will not by itself deliver desired results or enhanced performance. 

Organisations have to invest in the proper utilisation thereof or, alternatively, manage such talent 

in order to gain competitive advantage.   

2.11.4 Implications for implementation of succession planning 

In real life, organisations adopt different definitions and approaches to, or perspectives on, talent 

management. What influences this is the nature of their business activities and operating business 

environments (Tansley et al., 2007). It is imperative that organisations make clear where they want 

to focus their efforts regarding their objectives and practices on talent management (Meyers, Van 

Woerkom & Dries, 2013). However, in line with the inclusive approach, it is recommended that 

all employees be afforded opportunities to advance their careers in order to their maintain loyalty 

and utilise their talent for the benefit of the organisation.  

Wolverton and Gmelch (2002), drew attention to the limited talent management research 

conducted in the higher education sector. He concluded that these institutions tend to deal with 

growth opportunities by chance rather than relying on a systematic process. According to Lynch 

(2007), these institutions lag businesses and industries in developing their own talent pipeline, 

which goes against the general expectations that producers of knowledge should be focusing on 

talent management and even be more competitive in that discipline.  

Higher education institutions must realise that growing talent from within will benefit them given 

the current turbulence within the sector and competition for skilled and experienced human capital.  
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Clunies (2004) pointed out that higher education institutions should be examining the contribution 

that talent management can make as an effective component of leadership development and 

transfer of authority to the next generation.  

2.12  The concept of leadership  

According to Bass (1990), the advent of the word “leader‟ dates back to a period as early as the 

1300s, which demonstrates that for centuries mankind has been preoccupied with being guided in 

their activities. Leadership then becomes their source of hope and inspiration when confronted 

with change and other crisis situations. Leaders are then required to lead their followers to 

somewhere more stable and desirable (Bolman & Deal, 1994).  

Many authors who have tried to define leadership found it to be a complex and illusive subject. 

According to Khan, Nawaz and Khan (2016), numerous definitions, classifications and theories 

have been proffered. Somehow a consensus of thinking developed over the years, building upon 

what already exists and seldom disregarding that which was derived before it. Hence, there is still 

no common definition as each author proposes a definition with differing points of emphasis 

(Ishak, 2016). 

In an analysis by Rost (1991), out of five hundred and eighty-seven (587) written articles on 

leadership, sixty two percent (62%) did not offer any definition of leadership. The words in the 

definitions of leadership were contradictory and there was no clear differentiation between the 

content of leadership or its nature. In another informal survey involving one hundred and ten (110) 

professionals from various organisational settings and ethnic backgrounds (Barker, 1997), fifty-

four percent (54%) referred to it as an ability, six percent (6%) as a position or action, thirteen 

percent (13%) thought of leadership as a responsibility, an experience, an influencing relationship, 

a process or a management function. The following sections expand on three dimensions, namely, 

leadership as an ability or skill, a relationship, and as a process. 

2.12.1 Leadership as an ability or skill 

Markovic and Ljajic (2016) pointed out that the approach to leadership as a skill has its origins in 

an article that was published by Katz (1955). This approach was in opposition to the leadership 

characteristics view according to which the concept of leadership abilities was said to depend on 

the personality traits that individuals were born with.  
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The argument in favour of the skills standpoint was that leadership was not inherently genetic but 

could be taught and learned. In an organisational setting, some skills were said to be needed more 

than others, depending on the level at which the individual operated. For first line management, 

technical skills were considered to be more important while at senior levels, abstract thinking was 

considered to be more appropriate.   

2.12.2 Leadership as a relationship 

In a number of contemporary leadership theories, the term relationship is mentioned as a 

component, if not a major characteristic of the theory. Gini (2004) suggests that even in the hands 

of a strong, confident and charismatic leader, leadership remains at the core, relational. According 

to Martin, Keating, Resick, Szabo, Kwan and Peng (2013), meeting human needs is the premise 

of effective leadership. The caution is that neglecting the relational component is to neglect the 

higher-order needs of the members of the organisation, both for leaders and for their followers. 

2.12.3 The process of leadership 

DiGirolamo (2010) states that leadership is a process that serves the following three functions: 

creating a vision, building a high-performance team by motivating members, and maintaining 

alignment with shareholders and the environment. Processes answer the how and the why question.  

Leadership process interventions that change the rules of interaction between the leaders and 

followers are not random. According to Hazy (2011), these interventions occur to perform critical 

functions if the organisation is to survive as an entity and adapt to changing circumstances.  

In situations where there are differing perspectives, leaders frame the challenge in a way that 

invites collaboration, maintains stability and enables predictability through the convergence 

process. Through influence on individual interactions, there is entrainment of members into 

alignment, limiting destructive deviations. Due to uncertainty in organisational environments, such 

as changes in political and economic conditions or the invention of new technologies, 

organisations may be constrained in getting better at what they do and must adapt and change 

through a generative process which involves an integration of new ideas into its operations.  

Leaders are at times called upon or expected to perform a unifying function when members exhibit 

identity tension that surfaces when they are confronted with choices to conform or act with 

autonomy during times of change, informational differences and experimentation with new ideas. 
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2.13 Leadership development and succession planning  

Every year the investment by organisations in developing leaders was found to be huge (Fulmer 

& Goldsmith, 2001). Although often treated and discussed in the same way, Day (2000) 

differentiated between leadership development and leader development, explaining that the former 

is aims at growing collective capacity of all employees, whereas the latter focuses more on building 

individual capabilities. 

Leadership development must not be a stand-alone intervention. The design thereof has to be based 

on the management of succession processes, take into account the strategy of the organisation and 

be feasible depending on available resources.  

2.14 Strategies aiding the process of succession planning  

One major challenge experienced by South African institutions of higher learning can be 

summarised as the difficulty with the engagement and retention of employees with requisite skills 

to achieve institutional goals and objectives (Ngobeni and Bezuidenhout, 2011).  

This view is also expressed by Bwowe (2020), who asserts that HDIs in South Africa struggle to 

attract and retain staff. Erasmus, Grobler and Van Niekerk (2015) supported this assertion adding 

that the loss of staff to other institutions or the private sector is partly due to a search for better 

conditions of employment.  In anticipation of and to address these concerns, several strategies have 

been proposed in different studies by scholars for consideration and implementation by these 

institutions.  

2.14.1 Advance human resource planning 

Every organisation or institution requires human resources to perform predetermined tasks so that 

it can achieve its goals and objectives. The process of human resource planning involves, firstly, 

the identification and analysis of the need for suitable human resources with the right capabilities 

to do the work.  

Secondly, it involves the ascertaining of the availability of such resources in the right numbers and 

allocation to jobs at the time that they are required, which is for as long as the job exists (George, 

2019). In management literature, the strategy of human resource planning has preoccupied 

management of organisations for years (Louch, 2014) as a way to ensure that they have the 

required talent to drive business objectives. According to Dhir (2020), human resource planning 

helps to retain talented and highly motivated employees by ensuring the suitability of those 
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appointed to the job specifications, thus minimising the risk of high vacancy rates and 

supernumerary staff complements.  

2.14.2  Training and development 

McCauley and Wakefield (2006), reminds employers that there comes a time when employees 

reach retirement age and leave the institutions and the risk of key positions remaining vacant arises. 

According to Bowes (2008), talent development precedes organisational success and, therefore, 

organisations must build on existing levels of competence in order to remain sustainable and 

competitive. Many organisations have become more interested in avoiding employee turnover by 

concentrating on job training and development. According to Martini et al. (2023), the relationship 

between the belief that employers invest in employee development and labour turnover is 

statistically significant and increases commitment, limiting the likelihood of turnover. Soares and 

Mosquera (2021), confirm that employee development helps retain employees because it 

strengthens their confidence in their employment and progression prospects in the organisation. 

Whilst employee development may enhance internal employability, it may also result in the 

opposite effect on turnover intentions because the employees value increases and they become 

more attractive prospective employers (Nelissen, Forrier and Verbruggen (2017); Rodrigues, 

Butler and Guest (2019). Organisations need to be aware of this negative effect and adopt a 

combination of strategies to enhance their retention efforts. 

2.14.3 Identification of people with potential  

Identification of employees with potential constitutes an important aspect of managing succession 

programmes (Oppong & Gold, 2016). The criteria for identifying potential successors in higher 

education institutions include, though not limited to, seniority, knowledge of institutional culture, 

and qualifications relevant to the higher education field.  

Shondrick, Nordisk, Neyman, and Benckiser (2013), highlighted for transparency and buy-in, the 

importance of defining and communicating the qualities that make an employee to be considered 

as having potential for further development opportunities.  

2.14.4 Opportunities for growth and career development 

According to Sujansky (2007) and Jorgensen (2005), previous research has shown that employee 

commitment reduces in organisations where they are not involved in challenging work 
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opportunities or given career development avenues. A shift has occurred (Baruch, 2006) from 

when employees used to remain with a single employer. They tend to be frustrated if they perceive 

their career opportunities to be blocked (Lesabe and Nkosi, 2007). 

2.14.5 Employee and management involvement  

Employee involvement is believed to significantly impact the degree to which employers succeed 

to retain their talented and high potential employees (Özbağ & Ceyhun, 2014). In their study, 

Wilkinson, Sun and Mowbray (2020) observed that there is a paradigm shift in employee 

participation from its origins of indirect form towards employee–manager consultative and 

delegative collaborations.  

A study by Saridakis and Cooper (2016) revealed that a higher level of involvement reduces 

employee turnover. In a similar study, Khalid and Nawab (2018) established that employee 

retention is positively influenced by employee participation. Scholars such as Gupta (2014) and 

Kashyap and Rangnekar (2014), advocate that although studies provide sufficient empirical 

evidence of this influence, it is work in progress and could further improve.  Managers have a 

responsibility to build stable working relationship with their subordinates and thereby work 

towards retaining the critical talent, nurturing and growing it (Ngobeni and Bezuidenhout, 2011). 

2.14.6 Internal promotions 

There is consensus among practitioners and scholars that internal promotion and recruitment are 

the most effective tools for addressing labour turnover. Otoo, Assuming and Agyei (2018) describe 

promotion as moving up the organisational hierarchy. Ekabu, Nyagah, and Kalai (2018) found that 

good prospects of promotion have an inverse relationship with turnover intentions. A study by 

Chukwu (2019) confirmed that promotion and intention to quit are statistically significant, leading 

to a recommendation that employee promotion should be a regular feature within any organisation. 

According to Al-Qathmi and Zedan (2021), about forty-four percent (44%) of the respondents had 

cited lack of promotional prospects as reasons for quitting their jobs.  

2.14.7 Favourable terms and conditions of employment  

At the HDIs itis suggested that favourable terms and conditions, including reward systems, should 

be comprehensive, equitable and seen by employees to be promoting fairness and justice to all 

(Bwowe and Marongwe, 2018; Bwowe, 2020). Akinyomi (2016) also recommended that the 

strategies for addressing labour turnover should include favourable working environments and 
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improved remuneration packages. Similarly, Leider et al., (2016), suggested that favourable terms 

and conditions of employment, such as improved internal rewards and benefits contribute to 

addressing labour turnover in an organisation. Ngobeni and Bezuidenhout (2011) went a step 

further and suggested that there should be transparency about conditions of employment and 

market factors that affect remuneration packages offered or policies governing promotions.  

2.14.8 Sourcing of employees 

Two sources for organisations to fill vacancies are external and internal recruitment. The former 

represents a process in which vacancies are filled with applicants from outside of the organisation, 

whereas the latter involves filling vacancies with existing employees.  

Most organisations prefer appointing people already within the organisation because it is faster, 

cost effective and offers growth opportunities to existing employees (Ali & Anwar, 2021). External 

recruitment offers a larger pool of potential job applicants and is preferred if the objective is to 

reach those with specialised skills and experience (DeVaro, 2020). The other positive aspect of 

external recruitment is that a vacant position can be filled without creating another and therefore 

prevents a cascade of new vacancies within the organisation. The challenge is that whilst 

organisations may succeed in attracting critical talent, they may also be losing some of their own 

experienced employees to competitors due to the war for talent (Capelli, 2008; Kock and Burke, 

2008).  

2.15 Chapter summary 

Literature review covered in this chapter shows that succession planning has attracted interest and 

has been studied by researchers generally but mainly from the vantage point of the corporate sector. 

In institutions of higher education, succession planning research conducted predominantly in 

Western countries has found that it is slow and lagging the corporate sector.  

Although organisational succession plan designs and objectives vary, the succession goals among 

different sectors are similar. Rothwell (2010) advocates that organisation must have in place a 

system to identify and develop talent not only for current but also for future higher-level positions 

in order to maintain sustainability. Current leaders in any institution should play a role in ensuring 

that future successors are available through implementing strategies to contain turnover, improve 

attraction and retention as the basis for succession planning. Effective leadership is likely to breed 

future leadership.  
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The following chapter deals with research and methodology. 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

Research methodology can simply be described as a way that the researcher chooses to conduct 

his or her research to address the research question, thus arriving at the answers he or she wants to 

generate (Jonker & Pennink, 2010), This chapter focuses on the practical aspects of the research 

study, the choices made regarding research design and research approach, and the description of 

the target population, sampling strategy and procedures, sample size, data collection instrument, 

data quality and analysis, ethical considerations and limitations of the study. 

3.2 Research design  

Nasir (2001) pointed out that the purpose and function of a research design is about specifying and 

obtaining relevant evidence that will provide answers to the research question or to describe the 

phenomenon being researched in a clear, unambiguous manner, convincingly and with the least 

margin of bias. Yin (2014), differentiated between the research design and research methods, 

seeing research design as a logical structure of research as opposed to methods which are a 

logistical matter. The research design choices that the researcher makes significantly affect the 

value of the research outcomes and conclusions (Bordens & Abbott, 2018).  

There are different types of research designs, but the three most commonly identified types are the 

descriptive, explanatory and exploratory designs (Gounder & Iglesia, 2012). In this study, the 

exploratory research design was adopted. An exploratory study provides valuable information that 

facilitates robust evaluations, resulting in low costs and potential risks emanating from the 

investigation. Mbaka and Isiramen (2021), contend that exploratory research is conducted if 

information on the subject being studied is scant. Accordingly, the exploratory research design 

offers a realistic understanding of the world that cannot be discerned from numerical data and 

statistical analysis applied in quantitative research. They further argue that the exploratory research 

design provides flexible ways in collecting data, analysing and interpreting it. The exploratory 

study helped the researcher to gain adequate knowledge of succession planning and leadership 

turnover and define the research problem.  
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3.3 Research approach  

Morgan (2013), stated that qualitative, quantitative, and mixed research methods are the major 

research approaches that in social sciences.   

Creswell and Creswell (2018), pointed out that these approaches have evolved over time. The 

qualitative research approach is used to understand and explain social phenomena from an inside 

vantage point, by analysing experiences, interactions, communications, and texts or images in 

documents. Using open-ended questions, peoples’ thoughts and views can be explored to extract 

complex information about their ideas, predict future possibilities or, in some studies, explain 

trends and patterns presented in numbers (Thakur, 2021). The quantitative research approach 

emphasises measurement and quantification when collecting and analysing data. This 

characteristic distinguishes it from the qualitative research approach which emphasises using 

words to explain how people view and interpret their social realities (Bryman, 2016).  

A qualitative research approach was adopted for this study because of its suitability for a research 

process in which the purpose is to explore, understand, and interpret meanings attributed to human 

or social phenomena. As substantiated by Mwita (2022), the qualitative research approach enables 

the researcher to use more than one method of data collection while minimising the chances of 

missing other relevant data. Importantly, the approach is cost-effective and the best option for 

some research problems. 

3.4 Research population  

Asiamah et al., (2017), explain the concepts of research population, namely, general population, 

target population and accessible population. Before starting with research activities, the researcher 

must accurately define and decide on the research population for that study. Since the research 

population is the primary source of data, it must be defined, and the most suitable choice made for 

the research project. The integrity of the data collected from the research population determines 

the credibility of the research findings.  

The general population is defined as the entire population group that is made up of potential 

participants in a qualitative research study (Asiamah et al., 2017). These participants share an 

attribute or attributes that are specified and required by the researcher for purposes of the study. 

To get to the target population, a refinement of the general population is necessary.  
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The target population is a group of potential participants representing the population of interest 

that the researcher intends to access (Casteel & Bridier, 2021).  The accessible population usually 

has a smaller number of participants than the target population.  

Transitioning from the target population to the accessible population is significantly impacted by 

more stringent selection criteria since the objective is to retain the most qualified and accessible 

participants (Allwood, 2012). The general population for this study included potential participants 

who are in senior leadership positions in the seven HDIs, located in four provinces, namely, 

Limpopo, Eastern Cape, Western Cape, and KwaZulu Natal. 

3.5 Sample size and recruitment of participants 

A sample is defined as a smaller number of people or units of the research population that represent 

the specified characteristics of the population (Cassim, 2021; Shukla, 2020). Many authors in 

research have for many years been occupied with the matter of the sample and its size (Vasileiou 

et al., 2018). The enduring debates concern what sample size should be considered as the right size 

in qualitative research (Morse, 2000). It has been noted that the sample tends to be smaller in 

qualitative research when compared to quantitative research samples because in qualitative 

research the aim is to gain a deeper understanding of the research phenomenon, rather than making 

statistical inferences for generalisation (Dworkin, 2012; Ritchie et al., 2003 in Mason, 2010). 

While some authors avoid pronouncing the size of the samples, there is variability amongst those 

who venture to suggest sample sizes or even a range from minimum to maximum (Mason, 2010; 

Omona, 2013). Admittedly, the sizes are offered as guidelines only and without any empirical 

evidence. Baker and Edwards (2012), wrote that according to qualitative research experts there is 

no definitive standard regarding sample size.  The researcher should know what data is required 

and should recruit participants who are able, available, and willing to provide it because they have 

the knowledge and possess requisite experience (Lewis & Sheppard 2006). Morse (2000), also 

stated that fewer participants may be required for the study if more usable data can be collected 

from each participant. 

Vasileiou et al., (2018), agreed with other previous studies (Arlsen & Glenton, 2011; Marshall, 

Cardon, Poddar & Fontenot, 2013; Saunders & Townsend, 2016) about the poor substantiation or 

absence of sample size sufficiency, prompting a recommendation of transparency by qualitative 

researchers in their assessment of sample size concerning data adequacy.   
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3.5.1  Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Relevant to this study is that in phenomenological studies, the sample size ranges from 3 to 10 

participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), or 3 to 6 participants (Lawrence, 2015). However, 

Mason (2010), cautioned that these numbers should be taken as a rule of thumb guidelines, and 

that researchers must still provide their rationale for their own sample sizes.  

The participants were recruited based on the following criteria: currently employed in the top four 

senior leadership positions at the institution; employed in the positions of Deputy Vice Chancellor, 

Dean of Faculty, Executive Director: Human Resources or Registrar; responsible for strategic and 

administrative leadership, which includes ensuring and planning for continuity and sustainable 

leadership of the institution considering staff turnover at those institutional levels.  

In this study, the researcher had an accessible population of 12 participants who met the specified 

criteria and who, in terms of purposive sampling, could provide relevant and rich information 

about succession planning in the seven HDIs.  

3.6 Sampling methods 

For researchers to succeed in contributing to the production of new knowledge, they must gather 

data from participants who are members of defined research populations of interest to them. This 

necessitates that a sample from which to collect relevant data must be determined before the 

process of collecting data commences. The sample must be representative of a large population 

group for a specific research purpose (Bhardwaj, 2019). Can’t et al., (2008), identified two types 

of sampling methods, namely, probability and non-probability sampling methods. In probability 

sampling, every member of the identified research population stands an equal chance of selection 

as a participant, depending on its size (Bhardwaj, 2019). This is possible because all population 

members have the characteristics determined by the researcher. Concerning this type of sampling, 

the selection of the participants is random and objective, free of bias and independent of the 

personal wishes and preferences of the researcher. Probability sampling is a method most suited 

for use in quantitative research (Shukla, 2020). 

In non-probability sampling, there is no certainty by any member of selection into the sample 

(Bhardwaj, 2019).  
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The selection of the participants is non-random and susceptible to researcher subjectivity and risk 

of bias. Non-probability sampling techniques are most suited for use in qualitative research.  

Given the nature and approach of this study, the purposive sampling technique was used to select 

only participants with adequate knowledge of the research phenomenon. The reasons for selecting 

this sampling technique are summarised below:  

3.6.1 The number of primary data sources that have the experience and knowledge about the 

phenomenon of interest is limited (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011), due to the target 

population being small and specific, some members being unavailable, and others 

unwilling to participate (Bernard, 2002; Li et al., 2006; Vargas & van Andel, 2005). 

3.6.2 Its effectiveness in terms of cost and time (Black, 2010). 

3.6.3 It focuses on a small homogeneous population group at a particular occupational level, the 

leadership hierarchy, in the selected historically disadvantaged higher education 

institutions (Saunders & Thornhill, 2012) and  

3.6.4 The data sources fit closely with the context of the research, allowing for a low margin of 

error (Formplus; https://www.formpl.us › blog › purposive-sampling, 2021). 

3.7 Data source and collection instrument 

Data collection is a stage of a research study when the researcher finds and collects data or 

information to gain insights into the research phenomenon and also gathers evidence that provides 

answers to the research questions (Taherdoost, 2021). According to Kabir (2016), data to be 

collected must be determined before deciding on the data collection method. Primary data refers 

to authentic and objective data collected directly from the sources for a specific study.  

Secondary data is data collected from sources other than the researcher’s own original sources. It 

is data that was collected or generated by others for a different purpose (Taherdoodst, 2021). For 

this study, primary data was collected using semi-structured interviews. A guide containing open-

ended questions was developed in advance to steer the interview in the desired direction and to 

cover the critical aspects of the data required within a predetermined thematic framework.  

While some questions were predetermined, others emerged from the discussion as part of the 

follow-up probing by the researcher.  
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Because open-ended questions by their nature do not provide answer options, they demand the 

participants to come up with their own words, phrases, or sentences to respond (Barbara, 2006). 

The interview sessions were a mixture of in-person, face-to-face, in the participant’s office 

environment, or interviews conducted online using the Microsoft Teams Platform. The interview 

guide used consisted of three parts. The first part was to establish rapport, a cordial atmosphere, 

confidence and trust between the participant and the researcher. The second part initially focused 

on the objectives of the study, confirming what was communicated as the rationale in the invitation 

letter. During the interview, participants were not asked leading questions nor prompted to provide 

certain answers by expressing approval or disapproval of their responses. The researcher listened 

attentively, looking for cues when to ask probing questions, to let the participant continue to speak 

without guidance or interruption or when to move on. Thirdly and in closure, participants were 

thanked for agreeing to participate in the study. Although these interviews were designed as single-

interview sessions, the participants were willing to be contacted later to confirm their inputs. 

Technical issues around the recording of interviews and producing transcripts for analysis 

purposes were also dealt with. Participants were asked if they would be amenable to providing 

copies of documents from their institutions supporting their responses. Secondary data was 

obtained from four participants in the form of their university documents on policies, procedures 

and practices regarding succession planning and leadership development. Notwithstanding the 

perceived drawbacks of this method, its selection as a suitable data collection method in this study 

was also because at the time of data collection, primary data was specific and relevant to the needs 

of the study, data was collected in real-time and, as such, its authenticity could be trusted. 

3.8 Data quality control  

Qualitative research data control refers to steps taken by the researcher to ensure accuracy and 

reliability of data collected (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Unlike quantitative research, where data 

is often numerical and can be analysed using statistical methods, qualitative research deals with 

non-numerical data, texts, images and observations. Thus, ensuring the quality of the data collected 

is crucial to the validity and trustworthiness of the research findings (Sargeant, 2012). In 

qualitative research, data quality control is often determined through trustworthiness. Qualitative 

researchers (Collingridge & Gantt, 2019; Stahl & King, 2020) recommend assessing 

trustworthiness by looking at credibility, confirmability, dependability and transferability. 
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Credibility relates to internal validity, which determines how congruent the research findings are 

with reality (Stahl & King, 2020). Thus, credibility is based on subjective views that rely on 

individuals' judgment. A triangulation approach was adopted to achieve the credibility of the 

research findings. Data was collected from both primary and secondary sources. The transcribed 

data were given to the participants to verify and for confirmation. 

Transferability refers to the process of replicating the research findings in the same or similar 

context (Stahl & King, 2020). To ensure the transferability of the research findings, the researcher 

described the nature of the data collected from the research participants. Moreover, the researcher 

accurately described the participants and the study institutions.  

Dependability is another criterion that aims to build trust in the research findings. It concerns the 

extent to which the research findings or conclusions would be consistent if the research was to be 

repeated with the same topic or in a similar context (Adler, 2022).  

Likewise, Lincoln and Guba (1985), stated that dependability assesses stability of data over time 

and under different conditions. In this study, the dependability of the research findings was 

determined by the supervisor through scrutiny. The findings from the field study were given to the 

supervisor to for review and comment.  

Confirmability is the fourth criterion of trustworthiness. In the view of Stahl and King (2020), it 

can be argued that confirmability concerns objectivity or the potential for consensus among 

independent people regarding the accuracy of the data. In this study, the research findings were 

given to qualitative experts and supervisor for verification and audit.  

3.9 Data analysis 

Generally, the decisions about data analysis are made at the same time as when identifying where 

and how to source and collect the data. As such, the data analysis method to be used will usually 

depend on some of the following factors: research questions, type of data to be collected, the 

amount of the data and format in which it will be collected, and time and resources available to do 

all of this. Wong (2008), describes qualitative data analysis as the information presented in the 

form of words, focusing on meanings and experiences about the phenomenon under investigation.  
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Analysis of qualitative data is arduous because it is of a nature that is not technical or mechanical 

(Basit, 2003). For this study, the NVivo software, version 13, was used to organise and manage 

the data. 

Generally, two ways are used to analyse qualitative data, namely, content and thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis, defined as a process of identifying patterns or themes within the collected data 

(Maguire & Delahunt, 2017), was used. The six-phase analysis framework used in this study is a 

recommendation by Braun and Clarke (2006). The point is made though that it is nonlinear, 

allowing for movement in between the phases depending on the complexity of data under 

consideration. The six phases are:  

• Becoming familiar with the data, 

• Generating initial codes, 

• Searching for themes,  

• Reviewing themes, 

• Defining themes and 

• Writing-up. 

The objective behind the thematic analysis is to present in sufficient detail and depth the accuracy 

of the analysis while being cognisant of the fact that the interpretation should neither say more nor 

less than what the data says (Cooper, Chenail & Fleming, 2012). 

3.10 Ethical considerations  

Society expects greater accountability in terms of how research in general is conducted. This has 

resulted in focussed attention on ethical conduct by researchers (Zegwaard, Campbell & Pretti, 

2017). Ethical issues of informed consent, anonymity, confidentiality, and risk of harm were 

considered and mitigated throughout the research process. To this end, the researcher in this study 

complied with expectations and ethical requirements, which included: 

• Obtaining Ethical Clearance from the University of KwaZulu Natal to conduct this 

research. 

• Being granted permission by the participating institutions to use their sites (gatekeeping) 

to collect data and conduct research. 
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• All participants who were invited provided explicit and signed consent to voluntarily take 

part in the study, with a clear understanding of their rights to remain anonymous, have their 

information treated confidentially, and to be able to withdraw their participation at any 

point should the need to do so arise. Included was the option to contact the Humanities and 

Social Sciences Research Ethics Administration of the University of KwaZulu Natal should 

there be instances of concern. As part of informed consent, participants were given the 

assurance that the study would not pose any risk of harm.  

3.11 Limitations of the study 

The scope of the study was limited to seven HDIs in South Africa. This suggests that the research 

findings can only be applied to the HDIs. Therefore, future studies should include HDIs and other 

academic institutions in South Africa. Another limitation of the study was the method adopted to 

investigate the research phenomenon. The study adopted the qualitative research approach to 

examine the subject matter. Qualitative research is limited in a sense in that the findings cannot be 

generalised. To address this limitation, future research should adopt qualitative and quantitative 

research methods (the mixed-methods research approach). 

3.12 Chapter summary  

This chapter described the research design and methods adopted for the research study. 

Exploratory and qualitative research was conducted to provide an adequate understanding of how 

succession planning was used to address leadership turnover in HDIs in South Africa. Members 

of executive leadership teams in each institution were selected as participants through purposive 

sampling. The data collected was transcribed manually and analysed using NVivo, version 13.0 

software. Thematic analysis was then used to generate, identify, organise and report the main and 

sub-themes that emerged from the study.  

The next chapter deals with the presentation and discussion of the findings. 
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Chapter 4: Data Presentation and Discussion of Findings 

4.1 Introduction  

The previous chapter described the research design and methodology choices made to achieve the 

research objectives of the study, namely: to investigate how leadership  turnover is managed in the 

seven HDIs in South Africa; to establish current practice in implementing their succession 

planning policies; to analyse how the they mediate the tension between succession planning 

policies and recruitment policies; to ascertain the implications of their succession planning policies 

and practices for leadership development and to investigate if leadership succession planning is 

incorporated into their talent management strategies. The focus in this chapter is on the 

presentation and analysis of data collected using semi-structured interviews and documented 

policies on succession planning and training and development, which were provided by some of 

the participating institutions. Although all seven HDIs had granted permission for the research to 

be conducted, participants from only five of these institutions accepted the invitation to be 

interviewed.   

The data was then organised according to main and sub-themes as per the research objectives. The 

quotes from the transcribed data were included to support the main and sub-themes. NVivo version 

13 software was used to organise the main and sub-themes. Additionally, a Mind Map (Buzan, 

1993) was used to display the themes. According to Wheeldon and Åhlberg (2019), the mind map 

allows qualitative researchers to address bias and ensure that data collected is based on the 

participants' experience and also to demonstrate the relationships across different datasets.  

Thematic data analysis was performed to organise, identify and report the themes from the 

datasets.  

4.2 Description of the participants  

Five of the seven institutions participated in this study. For anonymity and confidentiality, these 

institutions are named using letters of the alphabet and are reflected as University A, B, C, D and 

E. The demographics of the participants involved in the study are: 
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4.2.1 Participants’ institutions 

The findings showed that twelve participants (four Deputy Vice Chancellors, two Registrars, four 

Executive Directors in Human Resources and two Deans) from the five institutions were involved 

in the study. For anonymity and confidentiality, these participants are referred to as Participant 1, 

Participant 2, up to Participant 12.  

 

Figure 4.1 Participants per institution 

 

The information in Figure 4.1 shows that 25% of the participants were from Universities A, D, and 

E, respectively. Participants from University C were 16.7% and the remaining 8.3% were from 

University B. The difference in the proportion of the participants from each institution is attributed 

to the busy work schedules of some of the invited participants who did not accept the invitations. 

However, this limitation had no significant impact on the findings. 
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Figure 4.3 Participants by level of seniority 

 

Figure 4.3 shows that 33.3% of the participants belonged to the top management level, while 

66.7% belonged to the senior management level. Based on the Peromnes Job Evaluation System 

commonly used by institutions of higher education, these positions are in the top four job grade 

levels, representing both academic and professional support institutional leadership.  

4.2.4 Participants’ tenure  

According to the employment history of the participants, 41.7% of them had worked in their 

respective institutions between 1-5 years, 25% of them between 6-10 years, 16.7% between 11-15 

years, 8.3% between 16-20 years and, lastly, 8.3% had worked for 21 years and above. The 

findings are shown in Figure 4.4 which depicts the distribution according to longevity of 

employment within these institutions. This analysis revealed that most participants had sufficient 

work experience in their institutions to conclude that they had adequate knowledge of their work 

environments and the subject matter under investigation.   
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Figure 4.5 Sources of appointing participants 

 

It augured well for these participating institutions that most of these senior employees were internal 

appointments who had knowledge of the institutions, thus promoting loyalty, enhancing morale, 

and saving time and recruitment costs. The findings are consistent with Zhang and Rajagopalan 

(2004) supporting the practice of internal succession particularly when the organisation was 

pursuing strategic leadership continuity. According to Zhang and Rajagopalan (2004), internal 

succession planning or appointment facilitates a smooth transition from the exiting incumbent to 

the successor. However, by contrast, Lewin and Wolf (1974) argued that external successors 

performed better at driving change than their insider counterparts.  

4.3 Objective 1: Managing leadership turnover in the historically disadvantaged higher 

education institutions in South Africa 

Objective 1 investigated how leadership turnover is managed in the HDIs. To address this 

objective, the study analysed the interviews conducted with 12 participants and succession 

management policies developed by some of the participating institutions. Thematic analysis was 

used to identify, organise, and report the themes or patterns that emerged from the data analysis.   

66.7%

33.3%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Internal source External source



 

45 
 

The themes that emerged included favourable terms and conditions of employment, internal 

promotions, internal and external recruitment through advertising vacancies, employee training 

and development, identification of employees with potential to occupy higher level positions, 

leadership or top management involvement and advanced human resources planning. are 

graphically presented in Figure 4.6. 

 

Figure 4.6 Managing leadership 

 

4.3.1 Theme 1: Favourable terms and conditions of employment  

Although several scholars and human resources management practitioners have proposed different 

strategies for managing leadership turnover, this study found that HDIs managed their turnover 

through implementing favourable terms and conditions of employment relating to benefits, rights, 

responsibilities and job expectations as set out in the employment contract. The following quotes 

from the interviews that support the research findings.  

“It can be minimised through favourable terms and conditions of employment and advance 

planning for fixed terms contracts that expire” (Participant 1, University A). 

“There are different ways this University is managing its labour turnover. For instance, 

we offer employees competitive and more favourable terms and conditions than our sister 

universities.  
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So, when you compare our terms and conditions with other universities, you will appreciate 

that this University offers employees better conditions of service than others. This strategy 

is to assure the employees that we value their contribution to the University, and they 

should remain working with us” (Participant 4, University B).  

The findings are supported by previous studies. For instance, Bwowe (2020) recommends that 

HDIs should implement pay systems that are performance-based and attract highly skilled 

academic and support staff. Scholars such as Akinyomi (2016) and Leider et al. (2016), 

acknowledge that favourable terms and conditions of employment, such as improved internal 

rewards and benefits contribute to addressing labour turnover in an organisation, a view shared by 

Al Mamun and Hasan (2017).  

4.3.2 Theme 2: Advance human resource planning  

Findings from data and document analysis, revealed that advance human resource planning 

constitutes a strategy for managing leadership turnover in HDIs. From the interviews, four 

participants asserted that their universities continue to manage leadership turnover through 

advance human resource planning. It was highlighted that advance planning enables the institution 

to identify the problem of leadership turnover in early stages and to decide on appropriate 

corrective actions to be taken to mitigate it. Below are responses of the participants that support 

the research findings.  

“I believe it can be minimised through advance planning for fixed-term contracts that 

expire. (Participant 1, University A).  

“I then developed with HR a people plan…we started with the faculties…the rest of the 

institution started to also have people plans. Some of the dimensions of the people plans 

identified the needs of the faculty. We managed the turnover at senior management level 

through not waiting until the contract comes to an end” (Participant 10, University E).   

“This University is managing its labour turnover through planning, using a five-year cycle 

in senior executive management and three years of planning for the other levels of 

management. All these interventions in the university are informed by a plan” (Participant 

4, University B).  
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The above findings are consistent with Muma et al. (2018), who argued that human resource 

planning influenced employee retention. In a related study, Dhir et al. (2020) confirmed that human 

resource planning helps to retain talented and highly motivated employees. Tang, Chen, Bai and 

Lou (2022) also assert that human resource planning can be leveraged to attract, train, develop, 

and retain human resources.  

4.3.3 Theme 3: Internal promotion/recruitment  

Internal promotion has been identified as one of the strategies for managing turnover in HDIs. 

From the datasets, six participants stated that their institutions also rely on internal promotion to 

manage their leadership turnover. Based on the analysis, it was observed that most of the HDIs 

made internal appointments based on the approved talent plan for each job. Some policies of the 

institutions state that internal selection will be used to appoint the most suitable candidates. The 

following are two quotes from the interviews and document analysis that give credence to these 

research observations.  

“Ideally, appointments to key jobs should be from within, based on the approved talent 

plan for each job. The internal recruitment and selection process will be used to select the 

most suitable candidate. Moreover, the University’s policy and procedure on succession 

planning states that vertical promotion provides the appropriate access to development for 

employees expressing an aspiration for promotion into a line management role and ensures 

that there is a suitable talent pool” (University A: Policy and Procedure on Succession 

Planning).  

“One way the University manages its turnover intention is by offering existing employees 

the opportunity to be recruited into the vacant positions. Recruiting people within 

demonstrates that the University values hard work and is more ready to reward it.  

This strategy will lead to loyalty and commitment and employee retention” (Participant 10, 

University E). 

From the findings, there is consensus among the participants that internal promotion and 

recruitment influence labour turnover in HDIs. These findings are consistent with previous studies 

that established a positive link between promotion and internal recruitment and employee 

retention.  
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For instance, the findings by Ekabu et al., (2018) revealed that the likelihood of promotions has an 

opposite relationship with turnover intentions. According to Al-Qathmi and Zedan (2021), about 

44% of the respondents quit their job because of a lack of promotional opportunities. Therefore, 

Ekabu et al. (2018) recommend that for organisations to survive, they should offer promotional 

rewards. Also, Chukwu (2019) recommends that employees should be promoted regularly, as and 

when promotion is due.  

4.3.4 Theme 4: leadership involvement  

Based on the analysis, leadership involvement constituted one of the strategies for managing 

leadership turnover in HDIs. From the interviews, four participants expressed a similar view that 

leaders are involved at all levels in the University. Moreover, based on the document analysis, it 

was found that Line Managers are deeply involved in managing leadership turnover. The following 

quotes support the findings. 

“Leadership is appreciated, and a very much involved model of leadership is followed, 

with close contact and collaboration. Leaders are involved at all different level of 

Institutional Management up to Council level. Actively involved with the decision-making 

processes, planning processes (for example, strategic goals)” (Participant 3, University 

A).  

“At the beginning of each year the Director: OD and HR Client Services will assist Line 

Managers to identify leadership and mission critical positions to be included in the 

succession plan.  

Line Managers will identify potential successors and rate their readiness for appointment 

to the targeted position according to readiness scale. The Direct: OD and HR Client 

Services and Line Managers will conduct gap analysis using appropriate assessment 

instruments. The Director: OD and HR Client Services will design and implement 

interventions/programmes for each potential successor. The Director: OD and HR Client 

Services will prepare Departmental/Divisional/Faculty/Institutional Succession Plans” 

(University A, Policy and Procedures on Succession Planning).  
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According to Wilkinson et al. (2018), there is a paradigm shift in employee participation from its 

origin of indirect form to more consultative and delegative employee–manager collaborations in 

the work environment. Saridakis and Cooper (2016) contend that higher job involvement reduces 

employee turnover. A study by Khalid and Nawab (2018) also affirms that employee participation 

in various forms positively influences employee retention. Employee involvement in decision-

making can increase satisfaction, leading to low turnover intentions. 

4.3.5 Theme 5: Advertisement of vacancies  

The study also discovered that advertisement of vacancies is one of the most important methods 

of managing leadership turnover in HDIs. From the interviews, six participants shared the same 

opinion that each time a vacancy exists, it is advertised to attract a pool of applicants. From the 

datasets, the study observed that advertisement is a powerful tool that can help attract suitably 

qualified applicants to fill vacant posts in an organisation. The following are quotes that affirm the 

research findings.  

“Fixed-term contract appointments are filled or advertised on time in terms of Policy and 

existing candidates’ reappointment are normally prioritized and accelerated” (Participant 

3; University A). 

“In the event that the contract is not renewed, the vacancy will be advertised as soon as 

the current incumbent is informed of the non-renewal of the contract” (University B, 

Appointment of Senior Managers).  

“Since I have been there, turnover has been quite low. I should say that everybody at 

grades P1-P2 is on a five year contract which is renewed once, and then the positions 

vacated will be advertised” (Participant 5, University C).   

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that job advertisements impact the turnaround time in 

dealing with leadership turnover in HDIs. Walker and Hinojosa (2013) contend that job adverts 

are a common technique employers use to gather organisational and job information during the 

recruitment stage. Horvath (2015) acknowledges that role in the early stages of applicant attraction, 

job advertisements play a significant role. Mahjoub and Kruyen (2021) concur that well-structured 

job advert features positively impacted the quality of applicants. 
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4.3.6 Theme 6: External recruitment 

Generally, external recruitment has been considered the most viable source of attracting highly 

talented candidates to fill vacant positions. External recruitment can identify and attract the most 

suitably qualified applicants compared to internal recruitment. Moreover, in management 

literature, external recruitment has been considered a strategy for dealing with labour turnover. 

Based on the data and document analysis, this study confirmed that HDIs manage their leadership 

turnover through external recruitment. For instance, four participants indicated that their 

universities also recruited leaders externally to fill the leadership positions. These quotes from the 

analysis to support the research findings. 

But we also inject new blood from outside. For instance, one of our-The Dean of Students 

used to be with you, and she did not last (Participant 4, University B).  

“The University utilises various sourcing strategies to identify potential talent pools that 

can support the University’s succession management through which the University can 

assess scarce skills and qualification” (University C: Policy on Talent Management, 

Retention and Succession Planning).  

“When we started and I will just paint you a picture. Then maybe we can summarise that 

and answer the how question. When we started with the merger in 2005, we appointed a 

new leadership for the University starting in 2007, with my first VC, Professor B and my 

entire executive in fact, were drawn from outside the University” (Participant 9, University 

D). 

The findings showed that external recruitment is one of the viable tools for addressing leadership 

turnover in HDIs. It has been argued that external recruitment yields a larger pool of applicants 

provided that the institution is casting a wider net and invest in complementary recruitment and 

screening strategies (DeVaro, 2020). Accordingly, external hiring fills a vacancy without creating 

another vacancy within the institution. However, a study by Bano (2017) cautions that external 

recruitment must be balanced against the costs and time it takes before the vacancy is filled.   

4.3.7 Theme 7: Training and development  

Most organisations worldwide invest in their intellectual capital through training and development, 

a strategy used to equip employees with competencies required to perform a specific job effectively 
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in order to achieve short- and long-term benefits. Training and development is an important human 

resource strategy that equips people Also, it can be used to enhance people's capabilities to occupy 

future leadership positions in an organisation. The data and document analysis suggested that 

training and development is used to manage leadership turnover in HDIs. These quotes from the 

analysis give credence to the findings. 

“Through this policy, the University shall: develop employees internally to address the 

competitive nature and uniqueness of the University’s resourcing requirements and build 

a potential development pool for the future.  

Lateral development provides for employees who do not aspire for promotion into a line 

management role to continue to have access to development opportunities as specialists” 

(University A: Policy and Procedures on Succession Planning).  

“Look. Obviously, leadership turnover comes in many ways. It is through natural attrition, 

sometimes dismissals, which are very few and far between. But we managed that through 

measures such as growing our own timber” (Participant 4, University B).  

 “There is no reason why you should not stick to your timber, especially when it comes to 

things like institutional memory, culture, and so on. But one has to be careful that at a 

certain point in time, you may want to say now we need a recruitment process because we 

want to open ourselves to the best possible talent that may be available from outside” 

(Participant 12, University E).   

Researchers (Moreira et al., 2020 and Nelissen et al., 2017) have suggested that enhancing 

employee development practices also strengthens the capacity to retain employees by reducing 

their interest in leaving the current employer. Likewise, a study by Soares and Mosquera (2021) 

confirmed that employee development helps retain employees because it strengthens their beliefs 

about their employment prospects with their current employer. Martini et al., (2023) concluded 

that perceived investment in employee development increases commitment, limiting the likelihood 

of turnover. However, it must also be noted that development practices may contribute to 

improving external employability as employees become more attractive to prospective employers. 
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4.3.8 Theme 8: Identifying people with potential  

From management literature, succession planning is a strategy for identifying, selecting, and 

developing people who have the potential to occupy future higher level or specialist positions. The 

findings also confirm that HDIs manage their leadership turnover by adopting such strategies. The 

results further revealed that this strategy is applied future potential successors from both the 

internal and external appointments. The following are quotes that confirm the research findings. 

Identification of high-potential employees: Making use of the results of performance 

appraisal system and/or assessment centre tools, ‘high-potential’ employees or candidates 

from outsides, are selected to be part of pool of candidates. It is suggested that at least two 

candidates per position are identified (University B, Leadership Development Programme 

for Senior Management and Key Strategic/Scarce Skills Positions).  

“The University utilises various criteria to assess and identify potential and behaviour of 

talent resources” (University C: Policy of Talent Management, Retention and Succession 

Planning).  

According to Oppong and Gold (2016), a critical consideration in succession planning is 

identifying potential for leadership roles. Oppong and Oduro-Asabere (2018) also confirm that this 

identification constitutes an important aspect of succession management programmes in most 

higher education institutions. Atwood (2020) concurs that succession planning determines the 

requirements for each position and enables the identification of the best candidate for the job from 

the talent pool. 

4.4 Objective 2: Practices of implementing succession planning  

The second objective investigated the current practice of implementing succession planning 

policies in HDIs. Based on the data and document analysis, the study identified various practices 

for implementing succession planning across the selected HDIs. The findings are presented in 

Figure 4.7. 
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Figure 4.7 Practices of implementing succession planning 

 

4.4.1 Theme 1: Discussion  

From data analysis, implementing succession planning in HDIs involves discussion. Findings 

suggested that stakeholders, such as University Councils through their Human Resources 

Committees of Council get involved in the discussion of succession planning policies and process. 

The following quotes that support the findings. 

“Council through Human Resource Committee of Council, led by the Chairperson of 

Council will meet at least once in two years to discuss succession planning for position of 

the Vice Chancellor and Principal and any other Executive Management position it deems 

fit. Council should devote sufficient time to the Vice Chancellor and Principal’s succession, 

by identifying promising candidates early in their careers”.  The Executive Management 

Committee through a committee assigned for the purpose, led by the Vice Chancellor and 

Principal will meet at least once a year to discuss succession planning for identified 

positions of Executive Management, Directors of schools and any other management 

position it deems fit. Human Resource Department will keep track of and provide reports 

on the contract positions with a known expiry date” (University B: Succession Planning).  

“The policy is going to Council for discussion on 1st July 2022, so it has not yet been 

approved” (Participant 6, University C).  

The findings demonstrated that an effective succession planning requires decision-making among 

the stakeholders. Coffie et al., (2022) contend that most organisations have no succession planning 

practices; hence, the board has a duty to ensure that appropriate steps are taken to initiate such 

practices.  
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Essien (2022) and Gwakwa (2020) suggest that succession planning should be considered in 

isolation but needs to be integrated into the organisation's broader strategic plan. According to 

Force et al., (2022), competent individuals and groups in the organisation should discuss and 

oversee succession planning operations.  

4.4.2 Theme 2: Approval from top management  

Furthermore, the results from analysis revealed that approval from top management constituted 

one of the practices of implementing succession planning at HDIs. After the draft succession 

planning policy and procedures have been presented to the Council and other committees, they are 

discussed and approved. The following are quotes that support the research findings. 

“The proposed succession planning policy is still going through different structures for 

comment and adoption and approval” (Participant 1, University A). 

“Of course. We have a succession planning policy and procedure. The implementation is 

usually done through approval and consensus building at the various committee levels” 

(Participant 4, University B).  

Yes, there is. I believe there is a policy on succession planning. The implementation of the 

policy is then through discussion and approval by the Council” (Participant 7, University 

D).  

“All current approved policies and procedures regarding appointments and promotions 

apply during the Talent Stewardship process” (e.g. advertisement, interview, probation, 

governance structure, etc.) (University E: Talent Stewardship). 

Extant literature reveals that some organisations have adopted various models of leadership 

succession planning (Devaughn, 2018). According to Muthimi and Kilika (2018), leadership 

succession planning permeates the organisation, which requires support and approval from all 

levels of management. Bano et al. (2022) point out that top management should foster and maintain 

an environment which promotes internal leadership development.   

4.4.3 Theme 3: Staff development  

The results showed that staff development initiatives and opportunities support the implementation 

of succession planning in HDIs.  
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The participants maintained that various staff development initiatives and opportunities are 

available to facilitate the development of leaders of the next generation. The following quotes 

support the research findings. 

“The University will adopt a developmental approach to succession planning. Initially this 

will involve a process where succession planning efforts are more systematic and are 

supported by deliberate and formal personal or individualized development plans targeted 

at those employees identified as potential successors mainly for the top two or three 

leadership level positions”. “Organisational and Development Managers shall be 

responsible for facilitating the creation of competency profiles and development plans for 

talent members”. Through this policy, the University shall: develop employees internally 

to address the competitive nature and uniqueness of the University’s resourcing 

requirements and build a potential development pool for the future” (University A: Talent 

Management and Succession Planning). 

“Various development initiatives and opportunities are available to develop the next 

generation of leaders/managers. Managers are encouraged to groom and develop staff 

within their lines to acquire different skills that can prepare them to apply for senior-level 

positions” (Participant 10, University E). 

The above findings are also supported by existing research. Harmon (2007) contends that 

succession planning must be aligned with leadership commitment to identifying and developing 

existing talent through various programmes.  

George et al. (2019) contend that succession planning initiatives should be linked to the 

organisation’s capacity to learn, allowing for those identified as successors to go through a 

gestation phase.  

4.4.4 Theme 4: Appointment of internal staff  

The results suggested that another practice of implementing succession planning in HDIs is by 

appointing internal staff to senior levels. However, it was stated in another HDI that the proposed 

succession planning policy is still going through different structures for comment, adoption and 

approval. The following quote gives effect to the research findings. 
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“The proposed succession planning policy is still going through different structures for 

comment and adoption and approval. However, practice indicates that there is evidence of 

appointment of internal staff to senior levels of the Institution” (Participant 1, University 

A). 

According to Dersano et al. (2021), succession planning practitioners must decide to what degree 

they favour internal versus external appointments. Giacomara et al., (2021), argued that internal 

candidates or successors who are well-groomed make a positive impact on the reputation of the 

organisation.  Hamza et al., (2021), support the idea of the appointing of internally groomed 

successors to leadership positions because it is cost effective. The other advantage of internal 

sourcing is that, unlike external sourcing, it does not suffer a failure rate which can escalate to 

about 65% within two years of taking office. Further they point out that appointing external 

successors might cause internal talent to become dormant, resulting in attrition, demotivation, and 

higher staff turnover (Hamza et al., 2021).  

4.5 Objective 3: Mediating the tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demands of recruitment processes  

Objective 3 explored how do HDIs mediate tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demands for recruitment processes. Using the thematic analysis, the study identified that this was 

done through: advertisement of vacancies, staff training, performance management and provisions 

of employment equity policies. The findings are presented in Figure 4.8. 

 

Figure 4.8  Strategies to mediate the tensions between succession planning objectives and 
demand of recruitment 
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4.5.1 Theme 1:  Advertisement of vacancies  

It was observed that the advertisement of vacancies serves as a valuable tool for mediating tensions 

between succession planning objectives and demands for recruitment processes in HDIs. The 

findings suggested that each time a vacancy exists, it is advertised, and both internal and external 

candidates are encouraged to apply. The following quotes are from the interviews and document 

analysis that support the findings. 

“Sometimes we go for or encourage internal candidates who have the potential to apply, 

as demonstrated by their level of job performance. However, all vacant positions are 

advertised” (Participant 1, University A). 

“So, we manage the tension in the sense that we are saying when there is an opportunity 

for the leadership position, we are going out into the market, and therefore you are free to 

apply if you feel you are ready for it because in any case, we would have prepared you to 

some extent. But please remember, this is a competitive process. Therefore, there would be 

those out there, probably in other institutions, who will also apply and compete with you. 

The only way into this position is if you beat them in the competitive environment” 

(Participant 4, University B). 

 “Staff in administrative, professional and/or support roles have to apply and compete for 

posts; there are no promotion opportunities available – as career pathing is generally not 

the practice in higher education” (Participant 10, University E).  

The findings reaffirmed the views of authors. According to Horvath. (2015), advertisements for 

vacancies continue to be effective in attracting applicants. This view was also shared by 

researchers such as Mölk and Auer (2018), and Russell and Brannan (2016). Mahjoub and Kruyen 

(2021), reported that job advertisement features positively impacted the quality of applicants that 

are attarcted. 

4.5.2 Theme 2: Staff development 

Another finding suggested that HDIs mediate tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demands for recruitment processes using staff development. The participants argued that each time 

a leadership vacancy exists, internal staff are developed to fill the vacuum. Below are a few quotes 

that support the findings. 
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“So, we do develop our leaders. We do not necessarily send them to the top management 

positions because it is important that we also need the institutional context and you know 

what the kind of attributes are that we would like staff to add within, but we can talk a bit 

more about that” (Participant 10, University D). 

“The University will adopt a developmental approach to succession planning. Initially this 

will involve a process where succession planning efforts are more systematic and are 

supported by deliberate and formal personal or individualized development plans targeted 

at those employees identified as potential successors mainly for the top two or three 

leadership level positions” (University A: Talent Management and Succession Planning). 

Atwood (2020), states that to successfully implement succession planning, the organisation must 

create a deliberate development plan to avoid doing it haphazardly an to ensure successors are 

identified and adequately prepared for future roles. Coffie et al. (2022) established that most 

organisations implement staff development programmes that include hands-on experience and 

mentorship.  

4.5.3 Theme 3: Performance management  

The results showed that in HDIs, performance management mediates the tensions between 

succession planning objectives and demands for recruitment processes. The relevant quote that 

gives credence to the research findings is stated as follows:  

“Yes, that is precisely the point. What we do is through performance management, 

identifying high performers – not necessarily in their technical areas, and later on, we will 

talk about it because there is a question that also raises this issue later on” (Participant 4, 

University B).  

Agbodza and Tawiah-Kwesi (2019) also confirmed that employee performance evaluation rating 

is the most preferred indicator used in identifying potential successors in an organisation. From 

the perspective of the Acceleration Pools Model, potential successors should be assigned 

responsibilities that are stretching and at a level higher than their current jobs. The performance of 

the selected candidates is carefully monitored (Byham, 2002). Those that show good progress are 

allocated even more challenging and stretching portfolios whilst those that struggle are taken off 

the programme. 
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4.5.4 Theme 4: Employment equity policy 

The results suggested that HDIs use employment equity policy to mediate tensions between 

succession planning objectives and demands for recruitment processes. The results revealed that 

more consideration is given to employment equity policy to get qualified people from the 

designated groups. This quote supports the research finding:   

“Yes, there are other additional considerations, including your employment equity policy. 

Yes, that is right. But if you are in all respects on the same level, and after having 

considered, for instance, employment equity issues and where the institution or that 

particular division is going, we are likely to prefer the internal person because he or she 

is likely to hit the ground running so to speak, you know” (Participant 4, University B). 

The Employment Equity Act, 55 of 1998, was introduced in South Africa to achieve equity in the 

workplace and to promote equal opportunity and fair treatment of all employees. Although this 

study found that HDIs used employment equity policy to mediate tensions between succession 

planning objectives and demands for recruitment processes, there is no empirical evidence to 

support these findings. 

4.5.5 Theme 5: Internal promotion 

The results indicated that HDIs use internal promotion to mediate tensions between succession 

planning objectives and demands for recruitment processes. It was found that internal promotion 

is the most preferred method of filling leadership vacancies in these institutions. The quote that 

supports the findings is stated as follows.   

“In terms of internal/external appointments, in the junior positions, we have seen a lot 

more internal appointments. It was not on the policy, but we have just added a clause in 

the policy to say for junior positions, internal promotions should be the first preference” 

(Participant 6, University C). 

Literature review shows that organisations normally leadership positions are filled by 

appointments from within. Murray et al. (2012), found that in some organisations appointments to 

leadership positions were anticipated and initiated months before the vacancies occurred.  

Giacomarra et al. Galati (2021) are of the view that well-developed internal successors positively 

impact a firm's growth more than external successors.   
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Hamza et al. (2021) also acknowledge the idea of appointing internally groomed successors to 

leadership positions because of less recruitment costs and unlikely to unsettle existing employees 

resulting in attrition.  

4.6 Objective 4: Implications of succession planning for leadership development 

Objective 4 examined the implications of succession planning policies and practices for leadership 

development in HDIs. Succession planning policies and practices provide a structured framework 

for leadership development. They help identify key leadership positions and create a roadmap for 

grooming potential successors. This allows organizations to implement targeted staff development 

programs that address the specific needs and competencies required for those positions. These 

findings are presented in Figure 4.9.  

 

Figure 4.9 Implications of succession planning for leadership development 

 

4.6.1 Theme 1: Leadership development  

The overall findings showed that succession planning significantly impacts leadership 

development in HDIs. It was found that leadership development programmes for leadership roles 

are in place. Moreover, results suggested that succession planning develops individuals for specific 

roles. The following are quotes that confirm the research findings. 

“Very much – new training programmes are offered in the University to develop potential 

leaders, and I think it has worked as some have been placed in senior positions within the 

institution” (Participant 2, University A). 

“Succession planning policies and practices have a significant impact on leadership 

development by providing structure, enhancing engagement and retention, improving 

talent identification and assessment” (Participant 4, University B). 
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“Leadership development programmes are in place to develop individuals for leadership 

roles within their institutions as well as across the sector. Succession planning develops 

individuals for specific roles and may include elements of leadership development” 

(Participant 11, University E). 

Succession planning assists organisations to create effective leadership training and development 

programmes. According to Dyess, Sherman, Pratt and Chiang Hanisko (2016), succession 

planning policies and practices shift the organization's focus from short-term talent needs to long-

term talent development. By identifying high-potential individuals early on and investing in their 

growth, grooming a pipeline of future leaders who are well-prepared to assume key roles.  

4.7 Objective 5: Incorporation of succession planning into talent management strategies 

Objective 5 investigated if leadership succession planning is incorporated into talent management 

strategies in HDIs. The findings showed that succession planning manifested itself in these 

strategies through talent identification, talent development, and talent retention. The findings are 

presented in Figure 4.10 below. 

 

Figure 4.10 Incorporation of succession planning into talent management strategies 

 

4.7.1 Theme 1: Talent identification and attraction 

Talent identification and attraction constitute aspects of talent management, which generally, 

represents an organisation’s ability to locate and attract the right people for appointment.  

The results showed that HDIs use succession planning to identify and attract high-potential 

employees into future leadership positions. The following quotes support the research findings.  
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“Using the results of the performance appraisal system and/or assessment centres tools, 

‘high potential’ employee candidates are selected to be part of the pool of candidates. “The 

University invests in monitoring talent resources supply lines to ensure, where possible, 

talent resources can be transferred/promoted when vacancies occur.  

The University invests in ensuring cultural fit when performing talent acquisition to ensure 

long-term retention justifying the effort invested in the acquisition process” (University A: 

Policy on Talent Management, Retention and Succession Planning).  

“Succession planning enables the Human Resources Department to continually evolve its 

talent management model to obtain the right qualifications, skills, and experience in line 

with the University’s goals and the University’s organizational units specific, diverse, sub-

goals” (University C: Policy on Talent Management, Retention and Succession Planning). 

Incorporating succession planning into talent management strategies is essential for organizations 

to ensure a steady supply of qualified leaders and maintain continuity in key positions. The above 

findings are consistent with Sanjeev and Singh (2017), who stated that talent identification and 

retention contribute significantly in leadership development.  

4.7.2 Theme 2: Talent development 

The results showed that succession planning programmes in HDIs promote talent development 

across all levels. Once high-potential individuals have been identified, individualised development 

plans are created for each one of them. These plans should outline the specific development 

activities, experiences, and training programs that will help them acquire the competencies 

required for future leadership roles. Below are quotes which support the research findings.  

“To me, what is visible is the training and development that has gone into preparing those 

who have been promoted to higher-level positions than they occupied before, as indicated 

in the previous question” (Participant 2, University A).  

“Developing employees internally to address the competitive nature and uniqueness of the 

University’s resourcing requirements and build a potential development pool for the 

future” (University B; Policy and Procedures on Succession Planning).  
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“In terms of performance probably, you are there, and therefore you are qualified to come 

into the succession planning framework programme. And therefore, we give you time to 

attend leadership and management conferences because we are preparing you for 

leadership, not technical conferences, if you like” (Participant 10, University E). 

“The University believes in continuous improvement to improve the University’s 

performance and personal development to continuously improve the potential of its 

employees for the benefit of themselves and achieving the University’s goals, especially in 

the current disruptive environment of social and technological changes” (University C: 

Policy on Talent Management, Retention and Planning). 

Agustian al. (2022) postulate that talent management can be leveraged to develop leadership 

successors to fill vacant positions in the future. Ratnawati et al. (2022) propose that organisations 

need to invest more in individuals, to meet future expectations and needs.  

4.7.3 Theme 3: Talent retention 

Succession planning and talent retention are closely intertwined. A well-designed succession 

planning process can significantly contribute to talent retention within an organization. The 

findings revealed that succession planning in HDIs supports the effort toward talent retention. 

Quotes give credence to the research findings.  

“You know, especially people with leadership potential, and then to reward them 

appropriately. So, our theme is linked to a reward system with a pay progression above a 

certain performance score. So, it is a token pay progression of, say, 5% if you achieve 

above four out of five for your performance. So, in the past, we did not have a consistent, 

fair, and uniform mechanism to retain talent and to reward hard work, and leadership 

potential, but the intention is quite sincere at the moment, through this performance 

management system, to identify people who can be appropriately progressed or promoted, 

based on performance” (Participant 5, University C). 

“The University holds a great importance in employee development as a foundation for 

retaining its employees through supporting their growth by aligning employee development 

plans with the succession planning to provide paths where employee could move to in the 

future while expanding employees’ skills and knowledge to meet the future grand goals of 
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the University” (University C: Policy on Talent Management, Retention and Succession 

Planning).  

Succession planning positively affects talent retention within an organization. When implemented 

effectively, succession planning can contribute to higher employee engagement, job satisfaction, 

and overall retention rates (Bolander et al., 2017). Organizations that prioritize succession planning 

are better positioned to retain their top performers, reduce turnover, and build a strong leadership 

pipeline for long-term success. Similalry, scholars such as Bonin (2018) and Cook et al. (2021) 

confirm that planning for leadership succession involves creating capacities in organisational 

teams, which reflect career pathways of future leaders. Therefore, this improves the organisational 

attractiveness and organisational citizenship behaviour, contributing to building employee 

capability and reducing transitory employment.  

4.8 Chapter summary  

This chapter presented the findings obtained through the analysis of primary and secondary data 

collected through semi-structured interviews and and scanning of documents submitted by 

participants. Five key objectives were investigated in this study. The findings revealed that HDIs 

managed leadership turnover through the implementation of favourable terms and conditions of 

employment, internal promotions, advertising vacant positions, employee training and 

development, identification of people with potential leadership planning, and leadership 

involvement. Moreover, the findings showed that the current practice of implementing succession 

planning policies in HDIs provides a structured framework for leadership development.  In 

addition, it was found that HDIs mediated tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demands for recruitment processes through performance management employment equity policies. 

The results demonstrated a positive implication for leadership development. Finally, it was 

observed that succession planning in HDIs manifested itself in talent identification, attraction, 

development and retention strategies. 

The next chapter presents the conclusions and recommendations of the study.  
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Chapter Five: Findings, conclusions and recommendations of the study 

5.1 Introduction  

Research objectives that are the basis of the study were investigated and answered using the 

qualitative research method. The focus in Chapter Four was on the presentation of the results and 

the discussion of the research findings. This chapter presents the summary of the findings, 

conclusions, and recommendations to address the conclusions drawn from the findings in respect 

of each research objective. Also highlighted in this chapter are the limitations of this study and 

directions for future research.   

5.2 Summary of the research findings 

The findings gleaned from the analysis of the data obtained from participant responses are 

presented in this section.  

5.2.1 Objective 1: Managing leadership turnover in historically disadvantaged higher 

education institutions in South Africa 

Objective 1 was to investigate how leadership turnover is managed in the HDIs in South Africa. 

Thematic analysis was used to identify, organise, and report the themes or patterns that emerged 

from the data collected. Overall findings revealed that leadership turnover in the HDIs is managed 

by adopting the following strategies. 

Based on the interviews, the participants maintained that HDIs manage their turnover through 

implementing favourable terms and conditions of employment relating to benefits, rights, 

responsibilities and job expectations as set out in the employment contract.  

The participants all noted that their universities continue to manage leadership turnover through 

advance human resources planning, which enables the institution to identify problems emanating 

from leadership turnover in the early stages and decide on appropriate corrective actions to be 

taken to mitigate them.  

Participants also believed that their institutions rely on internal promotions to manage their 

leadership turnover. The study observed that most of the HDIs made some internal appointments 

based on the approved talent plan for each job. 
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Furthermore, it was found that management and leadership involvement is a critical aspect in 

managing leadership turnover. The participants pointed out that the line management involvement 

occurred at all levels in the institutions.  

The participants were also of the opinion that the advertisement of vacancies serves the purpose 

of informing internal and external applicants about vacancies and to attract them to apply for 

consideration. 

It came out that training and development of employees is an effective strategy to equip them with 

the skills, knowledge, and experiences necessary to perform effectively in their positions. Data 

analysis showed that identifying, selecting, training, and developing talented employees was one 

strategy of managing leadership turnover. 

5.2.2 Objective 2: Current practice in implementing their succession planning policies 

Objective 2 examined current practice of implementing succession planning policies in HDIs. 

Based on the primary data and document analysis, the study identified various practices for 

implementing succession planning across the selected HDIs. 

 The study found that stakeholders, such as University Councils through their Human Resources 

Committees were involved in the discussion of the need, value, policies, and processes of 

implementing succession planning. Draft succession planning policies and procedures would be 

presented to management structures, the Council and other institutional committees for 

consideration and approval. It was stated in two HDIs that the proposed succession planning 

policies were still going through different structures for comments.  

The results also indicated that one practice of implementing succession planning in HDIs is by 

appointing internal staff to senior levels.  

5.2.3 Objective 3: Mediating the tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demand of recruitment processes 

Objective 3 explored how HDIs mediate tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demands for recruitment processes. Using thematic analysis, the study identified that this was done 

through the following procedures and mechanisms: 
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• when a vacancy exists it is advertised and both internal and external candidates are 

encouraged or have the opportunity to apply.  

• there are internal staff who have been trained and developed to avoid delays in making 

appointments.  

• performance management is used as an important approach to mediate the tensions 

between succession planning objectives and demands for recruitment processes.  

• the employment equity policy is also used to guide making appropriate appointments.  

5.2.4 Objective 4: Implications of succession planning for leadership development 

Objective 4 examined the implications of succession planning policies and practices for leadership 

development in HDIs. The findings showed that succession planning has a positive implication for 

leadership development. It was found that leadership development programmes were in place and 

structured to support the development of talented employees for future leadership roles.  

5.2.5 Objective 5: Incorporation of succession planning into talent management strategies 

Objective 5 investigated if leadership succession planning is incorporated into talent management 

strategies in HDIs. The overall findings revealed that succession planning manifested itself in 

talent identification, talent development, and talent retention strategies.  

The findings demonstrated that HDIs use succession planning as a tool not only to develop 

potential leaders, but also for other mission critical positions. By integrating succession planning 

into talent management strategies, institutions proactively ensure a strong succession pipeline. This 

integration aligns talent development efforts with strategic goals and promotes long-term 

institutional success.  

5.3 Conclusions of the study 

In relation to the research objectives, the following conclusions were drawn: 

5.3.1 Objective One: the conclusion is that leadership turnover in HDIs in South Africa can be 

managed by adopting a combination of strategies including, amongst others, favourable 

terms and conditions of employment, internal staff promotions, advertising vacant 

positions both internally and externally, identification through talent management of 

employees with potential to be trained and developed into higher level or leadership 

positions.  
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5.3.2 Objective 2: Although some institutions are still in the process of establishing their own 

policies and procedures, it was concluded that involvement of management and leadership 

at different levels of the institution is an important intervention in ensuring that decisions 

regarding succession planning, policies and processes are taken and implemented. This 

involvement also serves to demystify the processes and lends credibility to decisions taken.  

5.3.3 Objective 3: To mediate tensions between succession planning and demands of recruitment 

processes, the conclusion is that vacancies should be advertised, opening opportunities for 

all employees to apply and be considered. This resonates with the view that talent is an 

inborn ability and advertising positions is an inclusive approach embedded which also 

obviates perceptions of being disadvantaged by those employees not considered.   

5.3.4 Objective 4: Another conclusion is that the presence of structured employee training and 

leadership development programmes within the institutions auger well for succession 

planning which benefits from early identification and nurturing of requisite skills to fill 

critical vacant positions.  

5.3.5 Objective 5: The conclusion regarding the integration of succession planning into talent 

management strategies was that such integration ensures the alignment of talent management 

with institutional strategies goals and performance objectives.   

5.4 Recommendations of the study 

Recommendations stemming from the research conclusions are presented in this section.  

5.4.1 Recommendation 1: Review and implement competitive terms and conditions of 
employment 

Throughout the literature review, there is consensus among scholars that high labour turnover in 

organisations could be managed through favourable terms and conditions of employment, 

however, employee turnover remains a perennial challenge which affects the retention and 

availability of employees who can be developed as future successors for vacant mission critical 

and higher level or leadership positions. This study recommends that the leadership within HDIs 

review the current offering of what is deemed to be their favourable terms and conditions so as to 

implement those that best suit their individual and local circumstances, e.g., location, attraction 

and retention of female qualified professionals. 
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5.4.2 Recommendation 2: Implementing succession planning as a strategic intervention 

The significance of succession planning indicated that it not a nice to have but a strategic 

intervention and mindset to ensure continuity and to enhance the achievement of strategic goals 

and objectives. Given the findings, this study recommends that HDIs focus on identifying and 

developing committed leaders to ensure leadership who can run the affairs of the institution into 

the future. 

5.4.3 Recommendations 3: Management and leadership involvement 

Involvement of current management and leadership should go further to a level of owning and 

championing the implementation of succession planning. To this end, their performance score-

cards should include succession planning as key performance areas with measurable performance 

indicators.  

5.4.4 Recommendation 4: Employee involvement  

Employee involvement or participation is acknowledged as vital in the development of loyalty 

leading to decreased labour turnover. The objectives and benefits of succession planning must be 

communicated to all employees, the processes made transparent, and opportunities seen to be 

available to those who participate in training and development programmes to improve their 

capabilities in pursuance of their career aspirations.   

5.5 Limitations and directions for future research  

Historically Disadvantaged Institutions (HDIs) were targeted to participate in this study, which 

limits the research findings to them. Therefore, future studies should include HDIs and other 

institutions of higher learning in South Africa. Another limitation was the method adopted to 

investigate the research phenomenon. The qualitative research approach was adopted to examine 

the subject matter. Qualitative research is limited in scope because the findings cannot be 

generalised. To address this limitation, future research should adopt both qualitative and 

quantitative research approaches. 

5.6 Chapter summary 

The chapter summarised the conclusions and recommendations of the study. The study concluded 

that HDIs in South African have adopted a combination of strategies to manage succession 

planning, thereby limiting the effects of employee turnover.  
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However, they still need to improve their competitive advantage as they recruit from the same pool 

of potential applicants for vacant leadership and other critical positions.  

Furthermore, the study has shown that there is more to implementing succession planning as it 

influences the ability to retain employees, the structuring of training and development 

programmes, employee loyalty and the achievement of strategic goals, amongst others. The 

recommendations made are aimed at strengthening succession planning initiatives that already 

exist and to further improve for maximal benefits. Current leaders should be championing 

succession planning, building its into implementation into the culture of the institutions.Effective 

leadership is likely to breed future leadership.  

Because of the limited scope to HDIs, it is suggested that future studies should include all academic 

institutions in the higher education sector. Moreover, the study suggests that future research should 

adopt the mixed methods approach.  
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05 May 2022 

 

Dear (name) 

My name is Thabo Ngcobo from the University of Zululand, employed as an Executive Director 

in the Human Resources Division. I am currently registered as a student at the University of 

KwaZulu Natal (UKZN) for the degree of Master of Commerce in Leadership Studies. My contact 

details are:  

• Email: Ngcobor@unizulu.ac.za 

• Mobile:  and 

• Office: 035 902 6401 

I hereby kindly invite you to consider participating in a study that involves research on the topic 

“Succession Planning as a tool to manage leadership turnover in Historically Disadvantaged 

Higher Education Institutions in South Africa”. This is a dissertation in partial fulfilment of the 

requirements for the Master of Commerce degree.   

Leadership capacity to deliver to the strategic goals and objectives of higher education institutions 

is imperative and indispensable. The appointment of external candidates to fill leadership positions 

has a costly drawback of disenfranchising worthy internal candidates. Hitherto, according to 

literature review, the research on the implementation of succession planning in the higher 

education environment generally shows that, internationally, it is still in its beginning stages when 

compared to the business and corporate environment. This aim and purpose of this research is to 

capture the experiences, or lack thereof, within the seven historically disadvantaged higher 

education institutions. The results of this study will help inform current institutional leadership on 

how to capitalize on opportunities and benefits presented through implementing succession 

planning initiatives. 

The study is expected to enroll about twenty participants from seven historically disadvantaged 

institutions. This will be a mix of senior staff currently employed in leadership positions, in the 

highest four job grades. The duration of your participation will be limited to a period of an hour 

and a half (ninety minutes) for an interview by the researcher, which will be arranged at a time 

convenient to you. The interview will be conducted remotely and audio recorded using the 
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Microsoft Teams application. This is considered to be the most cost effective and appropriate way 

to avoid travelling and face-to-face contact during the ongoing Covid19 pandemic environment. 

 No personal risks, discomforts or costs are anticipated as a result of your role by participating in 

this study. This study has been ethically reviewed and approved by the UKZN Humanities and 

Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (Protocol Reference Number: 

HSSREC/00002268/2020).  

In the event of any problems or concerns or questions, you may contact me, the researcher, at 

Email: Ngcobor@unizulu.ac.za or Mobile phone  or Office land line 035 902 6401.  

Alternatively, concerns or questions may be submitted to - 

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Administration 
Research Office, Westville Campus 
Govan Mbeki Building 
Private Bag X 54001  
Durban  
4000 

KwaZulu-Natal, SOUTH AFRICA 
Tel: 27 31 2604557- Fax: 27 31 2604609 
Email: HSSREC@ukzn.ac.za    

Your participation will be entirely voluntary and should you at any stage wish to withdraw from 

participating, you may do so without any penalties or negative consequences. All you will be 

required to do is to inform the researcher in writing as to your decision to withdraw from the study. 

The criteria to participate in this study is that you are a in a leadership position in a South African 

Historically Disadvantaged Institution in the Higher Education Sector.  

As the researcher I acknowledge that protection of participants from undue harm is a core principle 

in research work.  Confidentiality with no limitations will be maintained. Identities of participants 

and names of institutions will not be disclosed to prevent situations that may lead to discrimination, 

stigmatisation, reputational damage or psychological stress.  

All data collected through semi-structured interviews or other relevant documents received from 

participants will be stored in a google drive and cloud with password-protected access. It will only 

be accessible to me as the researcher and supervisor. Data will be stored for a period of up to five 
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years and thereafter destroyed in accordance with the Electronic Communications Act No 25 of 

2005.  

The outcome of the study will be summarised in the form of findings. No reference will be made 

to the names of participants and institutions. Findings will be made available to participants and 

or institutions who wish to have access thereto. Consideration will also be given to publishing in 

accredited journals for academic purposes.  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

CONSENT BY RESPONDENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE RESEARCH STUDY 

I, (name), have been informed about the study entitled “Succession Planning as a tool to manage 

leadership turnover in Historically Disadvantaged Higher Education Institutions in SA” by 

Raynolds Thabo Ngcobo, the researcher.  

I understand the aim and purpose of the study and that my role as a respondent will be limited to 

participating in an interview by the researcher. I have been given an opportunity to ask questions 

about the study and have had answers to my satisfaction. 

I declare that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary and that I may withdraw from the 

study without any penalties or negative consequences. I have been informed that no personal risks, 

discomforts or costs are anticipated as a result of my participation in this study.  

If I have any further questions, concerns or queries related to the study I understand that I may 

contact the researcher at Email: Ngcobor@unizulu.ac.za or Mobile phone  or Office 

land line 035 902 6401.  

Further, if I have any questions or concerns about my rights as a respondent, or if I am concerned 

about an aspect of the study or the researcher, then I may contact: 
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Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Administration 
Research Office, Westville Campus 
Govan Mbeki Building 
Private Bag X 54001  
Durban  
4000 
KwaZulu-Natal, SOUTH AFRICA 
Tel: 27 31 2604557- Fax: 27 31 2604609 
Email: HSSREC@ukzn.ac.za    
 
I hereby provide consent to: 

Audio-record my interview discussion with the researcher YES / NO 

 

____________________      ____________________ 

Signature of Respondent                       Date 

 

 

____________________   _____________________ 

Signature of Witness                              Date 
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Name of researcher and Contact Details: 

 

Thabo Ngcobo, 6 Beechwood Road, Kloof, 3610.  
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SECTION A 

 
SCENE SETTING: (with Respondent)  

 

INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND OF THE RESPONDENT  

 

1. For how long have you been employed by this institution? 

2: What is the title of your current position? 

3.  Is your position in the top four job grades of this institution? 

4.  For how long have you been employed in this position? 

5.  At the time of appointment into the current position, were you an external or internal 

candidate? 

 

SECTION B 

 

SEMI-STRUCTURED RESEARCH INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

1. How is leadership turnover managed in this institution?  

2. How does this institution implement its succession planning policies? 

3. How does this institution mediate tensions between succession planning objectives and 

demands of recruitment processes?   

4. How does succession planning influence leadership development programmes? 

5. How does succession planning manifest itself in the talent management strategies? 

 

POSSIBLE FOLLOW UP QUESTIONS 

1. How have you experienced leadership turnover in this institution, this year or past three years? 

2. What is the practice of dealing with vacant leadership positions whilst searching for 

replacements? 

3. Generally, and in your view, which of the leadership positions do you find more difficult to 

fill?  
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4. What is your anticipated medium to long term solution to fill leadership positions in this 

institution?  

5. In your view, what is the readiness level of this institution for succession planning? 

6. How do you retain super performers from leaving the institution due to perceived lack of 

opportunity to rise to leadership ranks? 

7. How often do you assess or forecast future leadership requirements? 

8. In your view or from your own experience, what factors should be considered or taken into 

account in identifying potential leadership successors? 

9. Under which strategic goal of the institution does leadership development feature? What does 

it say? 

10. In your opinion, what do you consider to be the most important criterion/criteria/ aspects/ 

abilities when appointing to a leadership position? 

11. How willing are decision makers in this institution to devote resources to cultivate leadership 

capacity from within the institution? 

12. How much do decision-makers prefer to fill key position vacancies from inside rather than 

from outside the organisation? 

13. Do you believe that succession planning should be integrated with other staff management 

processes? 

 

CLOSING REMARKS 

 

Thank you for the time you have allowed me to conduct this interview with you.  

 

Are there any questions from your side? (e.g., process, next steps) 
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