
The Human Sciences Research Council, 
a statutory council dedicated to conducting human and 
social science research, was established in 1968 by an act of 
Parliament. In 2008, the democratic government of South 
Africa, endorsed the status of the HSRC through Act 17 of 
2008. This Act guaranteed the continued existence of 
the Council. 

It also entrusted to us the responsibility of conducting and 
promoting social science and humanities research that is in  
the public interest. With this distinct mandate, the Council  
has become one of South Africa’s leading research institutions. 
We have a strong global footprint and well-established 
strategic partnerships, both in Africa and across the world.
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The Council

Poverty and inequality are two of the most critical issues 
facing the country. These phenomena are responsible 
for, and exacerbate, many of the most serious challenges 
with which South Africans have to deal on a daily basis. 
These challenges include shortages of basic provisions 
such as food and shelter, and also the regular inability of 
large numbers of South Africans to meet more complex 
needs such as health, well-being and the fulfilment of 
their personal aspirations. 

Understanding how inequality is produced and 
reproduced and how it can be disrupted through 
changing South Africa’s structural and psycho-social 
realities is a priority focus area for the HSRC. 

The HSRC is the agency mandated to address social 
issues within the National System of Innovation. We 
also seek to help the country understand how science 
and technology can play a defining role in addressing 
poverty and inequality. This is achieved by bringing 
social innovation into clearer focus. 

Flowing from this, the HSRC has identified two 
distinguishing features for the period 2016-2020: 

i.   A focus on the urgent questions of 
     the social determinants surrounding the 
     persistence of poverty and the deepening 
     of inequality, and
ii.  An emphasis on building the capacity 
     for high-quality problem-identification, 
     and high-quality solution-focused research

In particular, our research strategy will continue 
seeking to:

• Enhance the analysis of current forms, patterns  
 and trajectories of poverty and inequality
• Improve understanding of the drivers, dynamics  
 and structural constraints underlying the  
 contemporary situation
• Explore the opportunities, triggers and tools 
 for transforming current pathways and processes 
 through action by government and other social 
 institutions. 

This new approach to conducting collaborative,  
inter-programme and inter-institutional research 
projects requires the exploration and development  
of new partnerships and funding opportunities.

In terms of the mandate determined for us by 
our statute and by other legislation, the HSRC 
promotes and undertakes public interest research. 
This research aims to advance South Africa and 
Africa’s understanding of and engagement with its 
social conditions and the particular contexts within 
which these social conditions occur. The knowledge 
we generate seeks to contribute to local, regional 
and global understandings of the human and 
social conditions of people, and the processes and 

interventions which will assist in the improvement  
of their social standing. 

The HSRC therefore aims to be a hub of knowledge 
production, translation and dissemination for policy-
makers as well as the broader public. We have offices 
in Gauteng (Pretoria), KwaZulu-Natal (Durban and 
Sweetwaters), Western Cape (Cape Town) and  
Eastern Cape (Port Elizabeth). 



Strategic
Framework

One of our core working principles, while maintaining our independent identity, is to 
engender and build collaborations with relevant groupings including government, 
higher education institutions, donors, non-governmental organisations, media and advocacy groups. 

The HSRC works in partnership with well-positioned stakeholders from other countries in Africa and the 
rest of the world. Many of our research outputs have come from multi-country surveys around key social 
questions and have involved partnerships with institutions and stakeholders across the globe. In the past 
10 years, the HSRC has collaborated extensively with partners in Africa, especially in the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC), and also across the Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa (BRICS) 
context. We have also had the privilege of doing comparative work with partners in Switzerland, Germany, 
the United Kingdom, countries in South and North America and in the Indian Ocean Rim. 

HSRC researchers and managers are recognised by national and international peers and decision makers for 
the quality and relevance of their work, often done as leaders of teams or consultative networks. Here is a 
glimpse of the research programmes at the HSRC.

HSRC Press has an independent editorial board and 
is the leading scholarly book publisher in Africa; and 
its books are recognised across the world.



Africa Institute of South Africa (AISA)
AISA undertakes policy-relevant applied and 
comparative research that focuses on the poverty-
related development challenges and opportunities 
facing the African continent. AISA collaborates 
with other research institutions, various actors and 
key stakeholders on the continent and beyond to 
provide research-based policy advice to African 
multilateral organisations and governments on public 
affairs. The work of the institute contributes to 
many dimensions of the study of Africa, in particular 
towards reversing the continent’s global marginality in 
terms of knowledge production. In their work, AISA’s 
researchers pay special attention to issues of poverty, 
inequality, socio-economic development, conflict and 
peace on the African continent. 

Centre for Science, Technology and Innovation 
Indicators (CeSTII) 
CeSTII undertakes regular national innovation and 
research and development surveys on behalf of the 
Department of Science and Technology. It produces 
national innovation indicators from the survey results 
to provide inputs for policy makers and a basis for 
international comparisons. 

Democracy, Governance and Service Delivery (DGSD) 
DGSD conducts scientific research aimed at 
understanding and explaining the dominant trends in 
democracy, governance and service delivery. Research 
conducted is intended to promote effective and efficient 
democratic processes of governance and the delivery of 
quality services to South Africa’s people, particularly to 
citizens in disadvantaged urban and rural areas. DGSD’s 
research also aims to support policy-making for the 

inclusion of marginalised communities in mainstream 
decision-making processes. In addition to policy-relevant 
research focused on national governance, DGSD also 
focuses on issues of global governance, including oceans 
governance and the blue economy. 

As part of this research agenda, DGSD houses the 
BRICS Research Centre (BRC). The BRC aims to 
conduct and disseminate multidisciplinary BRICS policy 
research in South Africa and to enhance the HSRC’s 
commitment to undertake BRICS related research. 
DGSD is also responsible for conducting the annual 
South African Social Attitudes Survey (SASAS). 

Economic Performance and Development (EPD) 
Through its research and policy proposals, EPD 
contributes to the creation of a productive, inclusive 
and resilient country and continent through broad-
based economic development, and full employment. 
The programme’s main purpose is to improve the 
evidence base and understanding of solutions to the 
pressing economic, development and employment 
challenges facing South Africa. They are experts on 
the dynamics of structural change as well as spatial 
development and migration. 

Education and Skills Development (ESD)
The ESD research programme undertakes research to 
contribute to the development of an educated, skilled 
and capable citizenry and workforce. Its research 
seeks to promote human development and to support 
an inclusive economic growth path for the country’s 
citizens. It conducts research in the areas of schooling 
and skills development in all post-school sectors.

Research Programmes



Human and Social Development (HSD)
HSD is a multidisciplinary programme that conducts 
social science and humanities research, which 
addresses the development of vulnerable individuals 
across generations. It also focuses on the questions of 
community development and social transformation. 
The programme aims to generate evidence to help 
policy makers and practitioners make informed choices 
and decisions in response to South Africa’s broad 
human and social development challenges.  
The programme is driven by four thematic areas: 

•  Children in adversity
•  Youth in the Global South
•  Families and reproductive justice
•  Society and belonging

HIV/AIDS, STIs and TB (HAST)
HAST is a large, multidisciplinary team with researchers 
trained in a range of social sciences disciplines and 
in the field of public health. HAST collaborates with 
other research organisations and universities in South 
Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and globally. HAST also 
provides technical assistance and advice to the South 
African government, South African National AIDS 
Council (SANAC), civil society and donors/research 
grant makers in South Africa. It is active throughout 
sub-Saharan Africa via the Social Aspects of HIV/AIDS 
Research Alliance (SAHARA) project, and also globally 
through its collaborating status with the Global HIV 
Prevention Working Group and other international 
organisations. HAST also provides in-depth and 
relevant experiential training opportunities for young 
or novice researchers. 

Population Health, Health Systems and  
Innovation (PHHSI)
This programme seeks to use social, economic, 
behavioural and human sciences to generate evidence 

for health promotion and to enhance the impact of 
public health interventions in the country. The key 
research pillars are: 

•  Health economics and health systems
•  Health promotion
•  Disease prevention and behavioural sciences
•  Nutrition and food security
•  Social and behavioural epidemiology 

Research Use and Impact Assessment (RIA) 
RIA is a cross-cutting unit with transversal 
responsibilities in the HSRC. It seeks to enhance the use 
and impact of scientific research within the organisation, 
and to manage the HSRC’s relationships, reputation and 
brand. Beyond the HSRC its purpose is to contribute to 
the production and dissemination of research that will 
lead to a prosperous, healthy and just society. It is also 
required to contribute to initiatives that promote the 
quality of South Africans’ lives and the development of a 
well-informed and engaged citizenry. 

Research Methodology and Data Centre (RMDC) 
The RMDC is a cross-cutting research programme 
within the HSRC. The programme provides research 
support services to various projects, especially large 
surveys. It also responds to tenders and requests for 
proposals that are outside the mandates of other 
research programmes within HSRC. The programme  
is driven by a focus on the following: 

•  Research methodology design and  
    statistical analysis
•  GIS and spatial analysis
•  Data collection, data capturing and  
    data management
•  Data curation, preservation and dissemination 

           Research 
Programmes



Large-scale repeat surveys: 
Trends in Mathematics and Science Survey (TIMSS)

TIMSS compares the performance of Grade 9 learners in 
Mathematics and Science in approximately 60 countries. These 
surveys collect educational achievement data, combined with 
extensive background information on the quantity, quality 
and content of education. From this, performance trends can 
be monitored over time, not only to see how South Africa’s 
performance compares with that of international counterparts, 
but also to review relative changes in performance of different 
sub-groups of South African learners over time. 

The first HSRC-led TIMSS survey was conducted in 1995.  
This study was conducted soon after the integration of the 
racially-segregated South African education system, and thus 
provided valuable baseline information to measure progress 
over time. Follow-up surveys were conducted in 1999, 2002, 
2011 and 2015. Participation in the five rounds of TIMSS provides 
invaluable and reliable data on factors directly linked to learning 
as well as those that can improve learning outcomes. Today, the 
National Development Plan contains a specific national target in 
terms of improved levels of performance in the TIMSS survey. 

South African National HIV Prevalence, Incidence, Behaviour 
and Health Survey (SABSSM) 

The HSRC recently completed the 2012 South African 
National HIV Prevalence, Incidence, Behaviour and Health 
Survey (SABSSM4), the fourth in a series of national 
population-based surveys conducted for surveillance of the 
HIV epidemic in South Africa. The previous three surveys, 
which were conducted using the brand name South African 
Behavioural, Serostatus Survey and Mass Media Impact Survey 
(SABSSM), took place in 2002, 2005 and 2008. 

In 2001, little was known about the social epidemiology of 
HIV/AIDS in South Africa. Today, through SABSSM, the HSRC 
has become the custodian of an internationally recognised 
database on HIV and AIDS. We have developed a strong 
programme that addresses social aspects of HIV and AIDS and 
produce a regular population-based report on the state of the 
South African HIV epidemic. 

In 2012, a total of 14 500 households were approached to 
participate in the survey. Almost 40 000 individuals completed 
the questionnaires, and 29 000 gave blood specimens for HIV 
testing. The inclusion of novel laboratory methodologies in the 
survey protocol has enabled direct estimates on HIV incidence 
and exposure to antiretroviral treatment (ART). 
The 2008 survey was the first in the world to include testing 
for antiretroviral drugs (ARVs) in HIV samples. These distinctive 
surveys have made a significant contribution to the knowledge 
base about the course of the HIV epidemic in South Africa. 

From the outset, these surveys have had a significant impact – 
nationally, in the sub-region, and internationally. They provided 
crucial information to develop policies, strategies and improve 
practice in the field of HIV/AIDS in South Africa. 

The HSRC creates 
cutting-edge research that 
supports development nationally, 
in the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) and in Africa. 
We are committed to the dissemination 
of research that will impact on policy 
development and the solution of 
problems in South Africa, Africa and 
the globe. 

The HSRC aims to produce research 
of the highest quality. Methods for 
ensuring quality control of outputs 
include internal quality control processes, 
making research data publicly available 
for secondary analysis, and requiring 
researchers to publish their work in 
peer-reviewed journals as well as more 
popularly accessible publications. 
The HSRC Press has an independent 
editorial board, follows a blind peer 
review process, and maintains an open 
access policy. The HSRC is committed 
to research excellence in an ethical and 
accountable context. 

We are known in South Africa and 
abroad for many of our cutting edge 
research projects, such as its national 
health survey report, our regular reports 
on the social impact of HIV/AIDS (the 
results of which have been acknowledged 
across the world), the TIMSS report 
on education, and a variety of other 
critical research outputs on economic 
development, health, education, 
governance and human and  
social development. 

Our 
Research



The data from the 2012 survey will serve as a basis for 
the evaluation of the concluded South African National 
Strategic Plan (NSP) for HIV/ AIDS and STI 2007-2011, 
and will also provide the baseline information for 
tracking the progress and impact of the new NSP for 
HIV/ AIDS, STIs and TB for 2012-2016. 

It is hoped that the SABSSM survey series, together 
with the South African National Health and Nutrition 
Examination Survey (SANHANES), will replace (and 
augment) the South African Demographic and Health 
Survey (DHS) series, the last one of which was held 
in 2003. 

Health and Nutrition Survey (2012-2013) 

With the first South African National Health and 
Nutrition Examination Survey (SANHANES), South 
Africa followed in the footsteps of the US, China,  
Canada and countries in Europe where national health 
and nutrition examination surveys take place on a 
regular basis. SANHANES aims to assess selected 
aspects of the health and nutritional status of the South 
African population. The information generated from the 
survey addresses the health indicators that the National 
Department of Health (NDoH) regards as priorities to 
improve the health status of the population. 

The fieldwork for SANHANES started in February 2012. 
It was conducted by the HSRC in conjunction with 
NDoH, the South African Medical Research Council, 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and the 
Department for International Development, with the 
support of the universities of the Free State, Limpopo, 
North West, Stellenbosch, Western Cape and Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan University. 

Use of information from SANHANES will greatly 
facilitate both the detection and tracking of the extent 
of current and emerging health concerns, as well as the 
associated risk factors in the South African population. 
This data will provide key national and provincial 
information essential for monitoring diseases, health 
planning and subsequent health service delivery.

South African Social Attitudes Survey (SASAS) 

The SASAS is an annual, representative and 
multi-topic social attitudes survey with strong 
cross-national linkages. The SASAS has been conducted 
annually since 2003 and was designed as a tool for 
monitoring evolving social and political values in the 
country. This survey helps us to understand the 
socio-political climate in which we live and form our 
views. It also exposes society’s political and cultural 
divisions, e.g. unequal opportunities and intolerance, 
and enables early detection of impending changes in 
behaviour patterns. Survey results can be used to inform 
decision- and policy-making processes. 
It is conducted more regularly than other global and 
regional surveys and has greater thematic coverage. 
Among other things, the survey helps us to:

•   Measure and produce rigorous data about changes in 
     public attitudes and behaviour patterns over time
•   Better understand how the attitudes and behaviour 
     of South Africans compare with those in other 
     countries through cross-national collaboration and 
     strategic partnerships
•   Achieve recognition for reliable social indicators and 
     attitudinal measures to complement existing 
     objective and behavioural indicators of  
     national well-being

Large-Scale Repeat Surveys: Cont...



Cape Town office
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Cape Town, 8000

Pretoria office
+27- (0)12- 302 2000
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For information on the HSRC visit  
www.hsrc.ac.za 

Durban office
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Sweetwaters office
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Sweetwaters Road Bus Depot, 
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Sweetwaters, 3201 

Port Elizabeth office
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Office 103, Fairview Office Park, 
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How We Work
HSRC research programmes are supported by a 
professional management and support team. The 
HSRC has extensive experience in grant design, 
solicitation, selection, and management and our 
tender processes comply with the Public Finance 
Management Act. Our procurement procedures are, 
similarly, undertaken and governed by the appropriate 
legislative prescripts of the country in the form of  
an aligned supply chain management policy.  
To complement our principled approach for procuring 
services through competitive tendering processes, 
we also have experience in collaborative research 
and delivery activities involving academic peers and 
selected community-based organisations. 

Large-scale surveys and research projects are usually 
planned and executed under the auspices of project 
specific steering committees and technical advisory 

structures. Our large-scale studies regularly involve 
significant collaborations with external partners. These 
are underpinned by and supported through careful 
project planning exercises, agreements on deliverables 
and subcontracts, and the institution of quality  
control mechanisms. 

The HSRC has proven project and subcontract 
management expertise for the establishment of clear 
deliverables with integrated quality assurance measures 
in place; invoicing and payment schedules linked to 
deliverables; and periodically monitored  
operational targets. 


