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The NRF’s amended Mandate

The objective of the NRF is to contribute to National development by: 
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Legislative and other Mandates
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NRF Transformation Framework

Detailed evidence–based sets of choices and implications for NRF

Transforming equity profiles  of  

Postgraduate students and 

Researchers 

Transforming  the 

knowledge enterprise

Transforming science 

& society 

relationships

Building diverse & 

inclusive learning 

organisation 

• New policy for resourcing the NRF mandate

• Enhancing postgraduate  access, success and throughput through funding

• Definition of the research agenda

• Early Career Researchers Programme

• Research Excellence Framework
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NRF Postgraduate Student Funding Policy
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• In formulating the NRF Postgraduate Funding policy, the principles of equity of 

opportunity in relation to access, success and throughput, and representivity

were adopted. 

• These principles are underpinned by the pursuit of research excellence in all its 

dimensions.

• Research excellence (as ascertained through a merit review process) as well as 

the attainment of certain academic thresholds are requirements for eligibility for 

NRF Postgraduate Student funding. 



Policy clause 1

The NRF will include financial need as a criterion for the allocation of 

bursaries

• Students that will be deemed financially needy (combined family income

of less than R350 000 per annum) will include those that are assessed by

NSFAS, as being needy.

• In addition, there may be students that are financially needy but have not

undergone a means test.

• The NRF has partnered with NSFAS and with Ikusasa Student Financial

Aid Programme (ISFAP) for undertaking means test and for information

sharing.

• Memorandum of Agreement with ISFAP will be finalized.



Policy clause 2

Financially needy students will be funded without interruption, for

postgraduate studies completed within regulation time, at Total Cost to Study

(TCS). However, this policy will be restricted to SA Citizens and permanent

residents.

Financially needy students must obtain

• a minimum of 65% for major subjects in the final undergraduate year 

of study for Honours’ bursaries; 

• an average of 65% at the Honours’ level for Masters bursary;

• an average of 65% at the Masters level for Doctoral bursary or 

• If a grade is not indicated at the masters level, the application will not 

be considered for funding by the NRF.



Policy clause 3

To encourage students with disabilities, that meet the academic

requirements, to pursue postgraduate studies up to the Doctoral degree

level, students with a disability will be funded without interruption for their

postgraduate studies at Total Cost of Study. However, this policy will be

restricted to SA Citizens and permanent residents.

Students with disability must obtain:

• a minimum of 65% for major subjects in the final undergraduate year 

of study for Honours’ bursaries; 

• an average of 65% at the Honours’ level for Masters bursary;

• an average of 65% at the Masters level for Doctoral bursary; 

• If a grade is not indicated at the masters level, the application will not 

be considered for funding by the NRF;

May apply for additional funding of up to R20 000, for an assistive 

technology device. This is the maximum amount allowed during the tenure 

of the scholarship.



Policy clause 4 

To encourage the retention of all exceptional academic achievers to pursue

postgraduate studies up to the doctoral degree within regulation time, these

students will be funded without interruption at TCS. However, this policy will

be restricted to SA Citizens and permanent residents.

To be eligible students must achieve:

• a minimum of 75% for major subjects in the final undergraduate year 

of study for Honours’ bursaries; 

• an average of 75% at the Honours’ level for Masters bursary;

• An average first class pass at the Masters level for Doctoral bursary

• If a grade is not indicated at the masters level, the application will not 

be considered for funding by the NRF.



Policy clause 5 

To encourage higher participation in postgraduate studies, all NRF bursary

values for partial cost of study (PCS) will be adequate and cover at least

tuition and accommodation costs.

To be eligible students must achieve a minimum of 65%

• for major subjects in the final undergraduate year of study for 

Honours’ bursaries; 

• an average of 65% at the Honours’ level for Masters bursary;

• an average of 65% at the Masters level for Doctoral bursary;  

• If a grade is not indicated at the masters level, the application will not 

be considered for funding by the NRF.



Postgraduate Pipeline Funding: Without interruption 

Full Cost Of Study
(SA Citizens and Permanent Residents)  

Partial Cost Of Study
(SA Citizens; Permanent Residents and 5% Non-SA Citizens) 

Exceptional Academic Achievers  Financially needy & Students with disability   Other  

Honours  

• ≥ 75 % Mark in Final 

Year of study

• Field of study   

Masters   

Doctoral

• ≥ 65 % Mark in Final 

Year of study

• Field of study   

• ≥ 65 % Mark in Final 

Year of study

• Field of study   

• ≥ 75 % Mark for honours

• Complete honours in 

one year

• Field of study   

• ≥ 65 % Mark for honours

• Complete honours in one 

year

• Field of study    

• ≥ 65 % Mark for Honours

• Complete honours in 

one year

• Field of study      

• ≥ 75 % Mark for Masters

• Complete masters in two 

years

• Field of study      

• ≥ 65 % Mark

• Complete masters in two 

years

• Field of study      

• ≥ 65 % Mark

• Complete masters in two 

years

• Field of study     



Policy clause 6 

Support for part-time studies will be limited to individuals employed as

knowledge workers broadly defined as individuals involved in the chain of

producing new knowledge, communicating and translation of knowledge into

policy and products.

Part-time study support will be primarily directed at individuals employed as

academics and researchers at public research institutions.

To contribute to a reduction in the time to completion, the NRF will prioritise

funding full-time studies in line with regulation times whilst being sensitive to

discipline and societal specific norms.



Policy clause 7 

To contribute to lowering of age at Doctoral completion, the NRF eligibility

criteria for bursaries for full time studies, will have an age limit to achieve

Doctoral completion by age 35.

Study Level Honours Masters Doctoral

Maximum age at application 28 years 30 years 32 years

Number of years to completion 1 2 3

Anticipated maximum age at 

completion 
29 years 32 years 35 years



Policy clause 8 
All postgraduate bursaries across the NRF funding landscape will be allocated 

as follows: 

• 95% South African citizens and permanent residents

• 5% students from SADC countries and the rest of the world;

• 55% women

The South African targets are further disaggregated in terms of race as 

follows: 

• 90% Black (African, Coloured, and Indian); 

• 10% White

• 1% students with disabilities

For the 5% students from SADC countries and the rest of the world – focus will

be on the alignment with the African continental agenda and countries with

which South Africa has bi- and multilateral agreements.



South African citizens race and gender breakdown NRF actual 

performance 2018 academic year

Levels

Equity and redress Citizenship distribution 

% Black % Female SA Citizens
Permanent 

Residents

International

students 

Hons 91 60 98.1 1.6 0.3

MSc 78 60 85.3 4.5 10.2

PhD 68 59 67.7 5.6 26.7

PD 49 63 49.4 9.1 41.4

Total 80 60 83.1 4.1 12.8



Policy clause 9 

The majority of student bursaries will be awarded in a directed manner so as 

to respond to national priorities, vulnerable disciplines and fields important 

for socio-economic development, as may be identified from time to time.  

In order for the NRF to realise its goal of contributing to the knowledge 

economy in South Africa by attaining at least 1% of the global research and 

development output, the NRF will not fund:

• Undergraduate qualifications, regardless of the NQF exit level;

• Postgraduate certificates or diplomas, regardless of NQF exit level;

• Masters by coursework only; and

• Professional masters and doctoral degrees 
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INDICATIVE FUNDING LEVELS FOR 

Honours, masters and doctoral students
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Scholarships (PG) values from other funding agencies

Scholarships values from other funding agencies (NSFAS, ISFAP, SKA, CSIR) NRF Proposed Scholarship values 

Allowances
SANBI (H, M & D)
2019

SKA (Hons)
20194

CSIR (Hons)
20191

CSIR (M&D)
20191,2

NRF (Hons)
2021

NRF (MSc)
2021

NRF (PhD)
2021

Tuition Fees

H:    R96 000 pa
OR

M:   R144 000 pa
OR

D:   R180 000 pa

R 140 000 pa

As per invoice3

As per invoice3 R50 0005 R40 0005 R30 0005

Accommodation

M: R120 000 pa 

OR

D: R150 000 pa

R50 0005 R60 0005 R60 0005

Meals/Food R20 400 pa R27 112,80 pa R27 112,80 pa R27 112,80 pa

Transport - - - -

Special Allowance - Assistive technology max R20 000 once off 

Books R6 000 - - -

Living allowance R19 200 pa R12 000 pa R30 000 pa R48 000

Laptop R10 000 R10 000 R9 602 R9 602 R9 602

Total/Cap/Mean
H:    ~R96 000 pa

M:  ~R144 000 pa
D:  ~R180 000 pa

R140 000 pa ~R155 600 pa
M: ~R170 000 pa
D: ~R 190 000 pa  

R148 714,80 pa R166 714,81 pa R174 714,81 pa

1. CSIR pays only tuition as per invoice from the universities. However the cap for tuition fee is set at R125 000.
2. CSIR pays MSc and PhD student a monthly  allowance of R10 000 pm and R12 500 pm respectively.
3. NSFAS, ISFAP and CSIR pays tuition and accommodation per actual invoice. All of this institution have a capped amount for both Fees and Accommodation except for 

NSFAS.
4. SKA  pays lump sum to the Universities directly. Universities deduct tuition fees and accommodation, the rest is paid off to the students either monthly or quarterly or a 

lump sum. 
5. Tuition fee and accommodation allowance will be capped and paid as per invoice. Tuition fee is the agreed institutional fee for the actual programme of study. 

Registration fee to be included in the tuition fee. Qualifying NRF students not required to pay registration fee upfront.
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Scholarships (UG) values from other funding agencies

Scholarships values from other funding agencies (NSFAS, ISFAP, SKA, CSIR) NRF Proposed Scholarship values 

Allowances
NSFAS (UG)
2019

ISFAP (UG)
2019

SKA (UG)
20194

CSIR (UG)
20191

NRF (Hons)
2021

NRF (MSc)
2021

NRF (PhD)
2021

Tuition Fees As per invoice3 R50 0003

R 140 000 pa

As per invoice3

R50 0005 R40 0005 R30 0005

Accommodation

As per invoice3

R45 1873 R50 0005 R60 0005 R60 0005

Meals/Food R22 594 pa R20 400 pa R27 112,80 pa R27 112,80 pa R27 112,80 pa

Transport R10 000 pa R8 368 pa - - - -

Special Allowance - As approved - Assistive technology max R20 000 once off 

Books R5 000 R6 788 R6 000 - - -

Living allowance R14 400 pa R7 845 pa R19 200 pa R12 000 pa R30 000 pa R48 000

Laptop - R9 602 R10 000 R9 602 R9 602 R9 602

Total/Cap/Mean ~R147 181 pa ~R150 384 pa R140 000 pa ~R155 600 pa R148 714,80 pa R166 714,81 pa R174 714,81 pa

1. CSIR pays only tuition as per invoice from the universities. However the cap for tuition fee is set at R125 000.
2. CSIR pays MSc and PhD student a monthly  allowance of R10 000 pm and R12 500 pm respectively.
3. NSFAS, ISFAP and CSIR pays tuition and accommodation per actual invoice. All of this institution have a capped amount for both Fees and Accommodation except for 

NSFAS.
4. SKA  pays lump sum to the Universities directly. Universities deduct tuition fees and accommodation, the rest is paid off to the students either monthly or quarterly or a 

lump sum. 
5. Tuition fee and accommodation allowance will be capped and paid as per invoice. Tuition fee is the agreed institutional fee for the actual programme of study. 

Registration fee to be included in the tuition fee. Qualifying NRF students not required to pay registration fee upfront.
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NRF Allowances Applicable: FSC and PCS 

Level of 

Study
Honours Masters Doctoral 

Category
Full Cost of 

Study (R)

Partial Cost 

of Study (R)

Full Cost of 

Study (R)

Partial Cost 

of Study (R)

Full Cost of 

Study (R)

Partial Cost 

of Study (R)

Personal 

care/Living 

allowance 
12 000 pa n/a 30 000 pa n/a 48 000 pa n/a

Meal/Food

allowances
27 112 pa n/a 27 112 pa n/a 27 112 pa n/a

Maximum 

Accommodation 

allowance
50 000 R50 000 60 000 R60 000 60 000 60 000

Maximum 

Tuition Fees 50 000 50 000 40 000 R40 000 30 000 30 000

Electronic study 

Device 

allowance
R9 602 n/a 9 602 n/a 9 602 n/a

Total 148 714 pa 100 000 pa 166 714 pa 100 000 pa 174 714 pa 90 000 pa

Maximum 

Assistive 

technology 

device

20 000 n/a 20 000 n/a 20 000 n/a
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 2021 CALL:

NEW POSTGRADUATE FUNDING FRAMEWORK
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Implementation Timelines for Call of Applications for Funding in 2021 Academic Year

Activity
Cut-off Dates

Honours Masters and Doctoral Extension Support (M&D)

Open call for applications for funding

in 2021 academic year on the NRF

Online Submission System

01 Apr 2020

NRF Briefing Meetings with HEIs April - May 2020

Institutional Internal closing dates for

students’ applications on the NRF

Online Submission System

HEIs to set internal closing dates for student applications mindful of NRF submission deadlines requirements

DA Validations of eligible students 01 Sep 2020 Set by HEIs

Institutional Review of applications Set by HEIs

DA submission of applications

recommended for funding to the NRF
N/A 14 Aug 2020

NRF - GMSA Screening 21 Dec 2020 to 15 Jan 2021 17 Aug  to 11 Sep 2020 14 Sep to 10 Oct 2020

ISFAP Household Means Test for

eligible students
14 Sep to 30 Oct 2020 N/A

NRF-RE Review N/A

Review of applications by HEIs and

forwarding of applications to the NRF

only for students accepted onto an

honours programme and

recommended for funding

04 Sep to 18 Dec 2020 N/A

Awards Approval by NRF and ISFAP 18 to 22 Jan 2021 02 to 13 Nov 2020 12 to 31 Oct 2020

Provisional Award letters to successful

applicants
25 to 29 Jan 2021 16 Nov to 04 Dec 2020 02 to 13 Nov 2020



•NRF Free-
standing

•DST-NRF 
Innovation

•DST-NRF-DHET 
Scarce Skills

Postdoctoral 
Fellowships 

24



Current NRF Postdoctoral Values

Up to R25 000 and R50 000 provided for local and international mobility respectively 25



The NRF in line with its transformation agenda towards changing the profile of

the research workforce, has embarked on a strategic partnership with the

FirstRand Foundation (FRF) to Promote the development of Black African South

African academics to become nationally and internationally recognised

researchers.

Doctoral track

• Three-year sabbatical grant

• 75 new and continuing awards will be supported over a five-year period

Postdoctoral track

• Two-year sabbatical grant

• 100 new and continuing awards will be supported over a five-year period

Black Academics Advancement Programme
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Doctoral Sabbatical Grant

• South African citizens not older
than 40 years;

• Full-time academic employed at
a public university in South
Africa;

• Registered for a doctoral degree
(i.e. PhD) in any discipline;

• Have an approved research
proposal;

• Have ethical clearance for the
research proposal; and

• Have a supervisor/s assigned.

Post-Doctoral Fellowship Grant

• South African citizens not be

older than 45 years (at the

time of application)

• Full-time academic employed

at a public university in SA;

• May not be held with an NRF

rating; and

• Completed a PhD within the

last five years.

Black Academics Advancement Programme Eligibility 
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BAAP: Financial Support Provided
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
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1. The NRF funding criteria is underpinned by the pursuit of research excellence in all of its 

dimensions and has transformation of the postgrad (PG) and postdoc (PD) cohort as the core 

objective.

2. The purpose (PG) is to retain high academic achievers in the system to pursue postgraduate 

studies up to the doctoral level, as part of a national drive to grow the next generation of 

academics to sustain South Africa’s knowledge enterprise.

3. The PG policy aims to fast-track the development of postgraduate students in high-impact, 

priority and vulnerable disciplines critical for national socio-economic development.

4. To encourage students to complete their doctoral studies by their mid-thirties, NRF funded 

postgraduate students that complete their degree within the NRF funding period will be 

funded without interruption from the honours up to the doctoral level, provided that they meet 

university entry requirements and minimum NRF academic requirements.

5. All NRF funding opportunities: https://nrfsubmission.nrf.ac.za

http://www.nrfsubmission.ac.za/
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Enkosi, Thank you, Re a leboga, 

Siyabonga, Dankie


