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Abstract

Work-Life balance is a priority at many institutions of higher learning 

everywhere but especially for Black female academics from South Africa. 

Employers acknowledge the value employees who can straddle work and non-

work domains but is it balance or integration and supportive workplaces that 

is required. This article authored by a male social worker seeks to explore the 

experiences of Black female academics at a university in Gauteng, regarding 

their work-life balance using the intersectionality framework. This qualitative 

exploratory case study included ten respondents, who were purposively 

sampled. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect the necessary data. 

Thematic content analysis was used to analyze the collected data. The study 

revealed the following main findings: Firstly, Black female academics are 

confronted by both personal and professional challenges that hinder them 

from achieving a work-life balance. Identified personal challenges included 

family responsibilities, patriarchal and cultural practices. While work overload, 

lack of recognition and lack of respect by male senior colleagues were 

identified as work-related challenges. 
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Introduction and Background 

South Africa is a society in transition and institutions of higher learning 

should be spaces where these transformations should reflect an ideal society. 

Sadly, this is not true, as transformation and work-life balance of Black 

female academics is a matter of concern that has an impact on the workers’ 

productivity and promotion (John, Anthony and Bakari, 2020; Department of 

Higher Education and Training 2019) Diverse scholastic views have emerged 

over the years pertaining this subject matter. However, few studies focused on 

the experiences of Black female academics regarding their work-life balance in 

South Africa (Sav, 2016; Naz, Fazal and Khan, 2017; Kohll, 2018). South African 

born Black female academics are an underrepresented group in South African 

higher education institutions. Black female academics are derogatory viewed 

as beneficiaries of gender equity schemes, and hence viewed with suspicious 

& skepticism generally (Khunou, Phaswana, Khosa-Shangase and Canham, 

2019). Available knowledge on this subject was interrogated with the aim of 

establishing firstly, the emergence of the work-life concept, the reason for its 

emergence and what it was initially intended to achieve. Secondly, available 

international literature regarding women academics and the work-life concept 

was reviewed. Existing literature on women academics and work-life concept, 

focusing specifically on the South African context was also considered. 

Many professional women continue to struggle to strike a balance 

between their work, unpaid labour and private lives (Mokhele, 2013). 

American female author, Slaughter (2012:89) notes that, “millions of working 

women face more difficult life circumstances. Some are single mothers; others 

support husbands who cannot find jobs. Many women cope with a work-life 

in which good day care is either unavailable or very expensive while school 

schedules do not match their work schedules.” Black women academics are 

not exempted from these challenges with research findings showing that they 

are unrepresented, alienated and continue to face a cocktail of challenges 

within academia (Jansen, 2017; Pillay, 2009; Magano, 2011; Mokhele, 2013; 

Dominiguez-Whitehead and Moosa, 2014; Department of Higher Education 

and Training, 2019). Black female academics continue to be marginalised and 

underrepresented in academia. Available data further show that Black female 

academics do not have enough time for research, to publish and present 

papers as they struggle to balance their professional and family commitments 

while remaining mainly at the bottom of the organisational ladder (Pillay, 2009; 
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Magano, 2011). The above factors negatively affect their work-life balance. 

Qualitative research into the experiences of Black female academics support 

a better understanding, unpacking the myth of work life balance or offering 

suggestions to support the two aspects cohering in harmony (Potgieter and 

Maleko, 2004; Maodzwa-Taruvinga and Divala, 2014). 

Although discussing experiences of Black female academics more than 

two decades into democracy might be considered a non-issue by some, “the 

historicity and contingence of Black women academics’ personal experiences 

necessitate ongoing interrogation and understanding of the effects of the 

nexus of power and identity on academic progression and success” (Maodzwa-

Taruvinga and Divala, 2014). While a number of Black female academics have 

succeeded within the country’s Higher Education system documenting their 

experiences in trying to attain a work-life balance is essential to contribute to 

an Afro-centric feminist epistemology and to understand the daily struggles 

that Black women academics continue to face (Potgieter and Maleko 2004; 

Maodzwa-Taruvinga and Divala, 2014). Gaining a better understanding of 

the characteristics, constraints and social support systems of the University 

will therefore lead to the development to enhance work-life balance among 

Black female academics. In this regard, government has employed some 

empowerment schemes geared at empowering women academics such 

as new generation of academics programme(nGAP). This paper focused on 

exploring the home and work-related challenges that are faced by Black 

female Academics that threatens their capacity to strike a balance within the 

work-life balance context.

Theoretical Framework

The term, “intersectionality” is approximate as it considers the intersection 

of race and gender (Nash, 2008:10). Intersectionality theory is a significant 

mechanism used by both the feminist and anti-racist scholars to theorize 

identity and oppression (Nash, 2008) and has attracted the interest of many 

authors (Nash, 2008; Cole, 2009). Cole defines the intersectionality theory 

as “a paradigm for theory and research offering new ways of understanding 

the complex causality that characterizes social phenomena” (Cole, 2009). The 

term ‘intersectionality’ relates to the fact that certain people exist at the 

intersection (or ‘intertwining’) of mechanisms of inequality, such as gender 

(sexism and transphobia), race and ethnicity (racism), nationality (xenophobia), 
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status (capitalism), disability (validity) or sexual identity (homophobia) (Bauer, 

2014). Intersectionality theory is suitable as black female academics across 

the globe continue to be confronted by a cocktail of challenges in their 

workplaces such as discrimination, racism, as well as oppression from male 

colleagues often fueled by patriarchal tendencies (Bauer, 2014:15). The 

existing literature reveals that Black female academics face more challenges 

when compared to their White counterparts who hold more doctoral 

degrees and are overrepresented (Bauer, 2014:15; Department of Higher 

Education and Training, 2019.). Consequently, intersectionality theory offers 

a framework to understand the complex causality that characterizes the work- 

life balance phenomena as experienced by Black female academics within the 

South African context. Intersectionality theory offers an understanding of 

the complex web of factors such as gender, race, class, ethnicity, and other 

structural arrangements (Rugunanan, 2019)

Literature Review

The South African Higher Education Context

To achieve work-life balance for South African black female academics there is a 

need for radical accelerated transformation of the workplace. Transformation 

is a complex, emotional and contested process with a host of challenges such 

as massification, the lack of movement of white staff out of senior positions, 

lack of funding, lack of preparedness for research, exclusion by language, 

discriminatory policies and uncompetitive salaries to name a few challenges. 

There is a need for targeted support of Black female academics who are 

entering academia, working on their PhD qualification, and are middle career 

academics. At a broader societal level South Africa remains a patriarchal space 

where activities of child rearing, family care giving and domestic chores are the 

realm of mainly women but workplaces give little regard to these competing 

roles played by females. (Rugunanan 2019; Department of Higher Education 

and Training 2019)

Work-life balance

The work-life balance concept has been a focus for many employers across 

the world for the past few decades and during the emergence of the Covid 
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19 pandemic it was again raised (John, Anthony and Bakari 2020). Employers 

realised the important role that work-life balance played in ensuring that 

employees performed at their optimum levels. Currently increasing workloads, 

globalisation and scientifically improvements have contributed better 

understanding of how work and life feed into each other for all professionals 

working across all levels and all industries across the world (Yadav and Rani, 

2015). The concept received much attention after a significant increase in 

the number of women joining the workforce across the world. This led to 

countries such as the United States of America (USA) and the United Kingdom 

(UK) endorsing legislations aimed at regulating the number of hours that 

people, particularly women, could work per week (Yadav and Rani 2015). Such 

legislature forced employers to explore ways of balancing women’s work 

and non-work domains (Yadav and Rani, 2015). Furthermore, Delina and Raya 

(2013, 276) argued that “achieving work-life balance is a necessity for working 

women to have a good quality of life”. 

This quality of life seems to elude black women academics who continue 

to experience a cocktail of challenges in their workplaces (Muberekwa and 

Nkomo, 2016; Whaley and Krane, 2012). One challenge is a lack of support from 

the high echelons of many tertiary institutions (Segal 2010). The challenge of 

a lack of support was highlighted in a report by the Department of Education 

(2008) which noted that most universities failed to consider women’s role 

in the family and had no systems in place to help them cope with specific 

circumstances confronting them daily. This lack of support could be as a result 

of a long-held and damaging perception held by mostly White academics who 

often label Black female academics as the ‘underclass’ and ‘underperformers’ 

who cannot succeed in academia, let alone become academic leaders 

(Monnapula-Mapesela, 2017). The consequence of this negative perception is 

that most of these women remain concentrated in lower-level positions with 

minimal opportunities for career growth (Department of Education 2008). 

This situation is often exacerbated by the fact that Black female academics 

continue to be undermined, mostly by male counterparts (Maodzwa-Taruvinga 

and Divala, 2014). The afore-mentioned are some of the intersections of 

factors that plague Black female academics. 

Moreover, Muberekwa and Nkomo (2016:215) add that the patriarchal 

nature of the working climate and the conservative nature of the larger 

society in which they reside makes Black female academics struggle with 

work life balance. In addition, Whaley and Krane (2012:70) found that female 
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intellectuals appear to be overburdened by heavier teaching loads and extra 

university service work Garnett and Mohamed (2012, 85) espoused that 

service work which is placed on the shoulders of women is less glamorous 

than research. 

Work-life Balance and Women Academics: A South African’s 
Perspective

South Africa has seen an increase in the number of female academics entering 

the academia field as in 2012 there were about 24704 women academics 

working in the country’s Universities (Garnett and Faza, 2012). This increase 

in the number of Black female academics also culminated into some women 

being appointed into a few senior positions previously reserved for male 

academics such as Dr. Maphela Ramphele and Prof. Mamokgethi Phakeng as 

Vice-Chancellors of the University of Cape Town. 

It is interesting to note that Segal (2014, 88) found that women reported 

that work on academia was both rewarding and that they enjoyed the flexibility 

the workplace afforded them. However there have been studies that found 

female academics have an unequally higher unpaid workload within the family 

and resulted in them not publishing as much as they male colleagues during 

the Covid 19 period (Augustus, 2021).

However, flexibility is a double-edged sword as Beninger (2010, 78) adds 

that academics were not confined to a 9am – 5pm job settings and technology 

allows them be always available and unable to create boundaries between 

work and non-work domains. Moreover, a lack of support, increased workload 

and the need to publish have been identified as the main causes of these 

imbalances (Beninger, 2010). 

Methodology

The primary aim of this study was to explore personal experiences of Black 

female academics with a focus on the challenges they face. A qualitative 

research approach using an exploratory case study approach was adopted. 

The population comprised of black female academics currently working at a 

University in Gauteng. Purposive sampling was used to select ten participants 

with the following inclusion criteria. All participants were black female 

academics currently working at a University for a minimum of three years in 
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the position of a lecturer or occupying a senior position within the academic 

division. A semi-structured interview guide was used to collect the necessary 

data needed for analysis. All ethical considerations were upheld, and the 

interviews were recorded using an audio recorder. The collected data was 

transcribed using microsoft word and the transcribed data was analysed using 

thematic framework analysis using ATLAS ti. Pseudonyms have been used 

when reporting using verbatim quotes.

Results

Responsibilities

Home and family responsibilities, Financial constraints Patriarchal and Cultural 

practices are covered in this section.

Home and Family Responsibilities 

Many South African women are expected to execute duties as dictated to 

them by societal and cultural expectations. Family responsibilities have been 

identified as the main challenge confronting Black female academics. Majority 

(9) of participants have indicated that one of the main challenges confronting 

them as Black female academics are the family duties they are expected to 

carry out as wives and mothers in their families placed an additional burden 

on them as Sibongile explains next 

The academic world is a very difficult for the black female academics because 

after work we [respondents] are expected to perform motherly and wife duties 

at home such as looking after the children, cooking and doing house chores. They 

[Respondents] should also cook for their husbands and that is a big challenge 

[Sibongile, aged 45, Senior Lecturer] 

Sibongile’s views were shared by majority (6) of respondents who noted that 

having to perform their house duties over and above their work responsibilities 

had a negative impact on their work performance. This view was based on the 

fact that they had to undertake their academic work such as marking of scripts, 

preparing for lectures and writing articles for publications when they were 

not at work. In addition family responsibilities such as cooking and helping 

the children with their homework were still tasks they undertook which are 



Pan-African Conversations  1(1)2023 Muthala Mashudu Shadrack

64

consistent with findings of earlier studies (Ntsele 2014). These findings are 

supported by Mahasha (2016, 86) who found that apart from their demanding 

work, Black African professional women are expected to take care of their 

family responsibilities such as childcare and taking care of the house. The 

Department of Higher Education and Training attribute these findings to a 

patriarchal society wherein family responsibilities such as caregiving and 

homemaking continue to be done mostly by women (Department of Higher 

Education and Training 2019). 

Financial constraints

Further findings of this study suggest that financial constraints contributed to 

some of the challenges confronting Black female academics. Majority (7) of the 

participants revealed that after work, they are forced to perform household 

duties and to look after the extended family members. The following excerpt 

from an interview with Ruth put this issue into perspective:

As black academics, we do not have the luxury of being wealthy and we have to look 

after the extended family with the available limited income. This in turn affects our 

disposable income as we have more people to feed [Ruth, aged 48, Senior Lecturer].

Ruth’s quote is a representative of what many Black African professional 

experience in different institutions of higher education. The obligation that 

many women have of caring for their extended families often places strain 

on their monthly earnings and leaves them with limited disposable income. 

In South Africa, there is a growing mismatch between financial income and 

spending in most families. The situation is worse in Black communities with 

extended families. Also, referred to as “Black Tax” (Mangoma and Wilson-

Prangley 2019, 450) which is a form of family support where financial 

transfers are substantive to members of the extend family to cater for general 

expenditure including in education. Ordinarily, this form of burden affects both 

men and women. The findings of this study reveal some of the participants 

were expected to provide not only for their immediate family members, but 

also for their extended family members as well. While it is considered noble 

to take care of one’s extended family, particularly in the African culture, such 

caring often places a huge financial burden on black female in general and 

academics as evidenced by findings of the study. Extended financial sacrifices 

in assistance of family members erode their disposable income as well as the 
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saving ability. A typical example of the pressure that Black female academics 

find themselves in could be seen in the following quote by Julia 

My in-laws think I am very rich and as a result, everyone always wants money from 

me, which I do not have. What they do not know is that I always use credit cards and 

they do not believe that I do not have money [Julia, aged 53, Lecturer] 

Patriarchal and Cultural Practices

Most of these participants noted that existing cultural practices require them 

to carry out certain household duties. Some of the participants indicated that 

they continue to perform some duties such as cooking for their husbands 

(Mangolothi 2019). The following quote provides a clear picture on how 

cultural beliefs and practices have impact on Black African academics and 

their quest for work life balance as Lyn says next. 

In our African culture, I am still expected to perform all my wifely duties whilst I have 

a helper to assist me. This (the household duty)is the challenge that compromises 

my work as academic. For example, I am struggling to finish my PhD because of the 

family responsibilities [Lyn, aged 45, Lecturer]. 

The above quote clearly demonstrates how some cultural practices negatively 

affect Black African academics’ work performance and completion of 

studies required in the academy. These practices continue to influence 

how women act mainly because of how Black women’s socialisation and 

upbringing which taught them to perform these duties (Muberekwa and 

Nkomo 2016). In exploring the perceptions of Wits academic women about 

women empowerment and the changing roles of women in 21st-Century 

South Africa, Muberekwa and Nkomo (2016) found that Black women felt 

obliged to execute certain household duties mainly because of the existing 

belief that such roles are their social duty. However, such beliefs often result 

in Black female academics sacrificing their own academic development. The 

extent to which some women are willing to sacrifice their own professional 

development for the sake of their families could be seen from the following 

quote by Cindy, 

Some of the professional development programmes are conducted in the evenings 

but because we [the respondents] have to cook, as we do not believe that helpers 
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should be cooking for our husbands, I do not attend those programmes [Cindy, 

aged 31, Lecturer]

The above quote clearly demonstrates how some cultural practices continue 

to have a negative impact on women’s professional development. Cultural 

practices mean the Black female academics are often forced to abandon 

their own goals and aspirations in order to carry out their wifely and motherly 

duties as expected by both their culture and the society. However, such socially 

influenced duties often lead to a conflict between Black female academics’ 

professional work and family roles. The extent of such conflicts could be seen 

in the following extract by Julia who says, 

My workload means I am unable to attend some of the family gatherings. As a 

result, some of my in-laws think I am arrogant and I do not attend family gatherings 

because I am filthy rich since I am a doctor and this hurts me a lot [Julia, aged 

53, Lecturer].

In the above quote, Julia laments about how her work pressures prevent her 

to attend family functions. The issue of conflicts within the family system 

is consistent with findings by Ampah (2013). Black female academics from 

the working class found themselves torn between meeting their cultural 

obligations (i.e. performing household duties) and fitting into the world 

of academia. Such conflicts often lead to these women forsaking some 

aspects of self and compromising their independent desires and choices to 

accommodate their cultural obligations (Hunt 2006). However, such sacrifices 

often are career limiting. 

The findings of this study further outline the patriarchal and cultural 

practices that continued to influence how women are viewed within the 

household setup (Mudau and Obadire 2017). Most of the participants noted 

that their families have expectations regarding them performing certain 

duties as dictated by their respective cultures. In most Black cultures, women 

are expected to play an active role in functions such as funerals and family 

ceremonies. Findings of this study reveal that these activities are mostly 

conducted over weekends and they are unable to engage in any academic 

work. Majority of participants revealed that they often used the weekends to 

do the work they could not do during the week such as marking, assessments 

and writing their articles. However, this often becomes difficult to execute as 
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they are sometimes expected to perform their family’s cultural duties. The 

dynamics of being Black female academic in South Africa as articulated above 

could be the reason why Black female academics continue to constitute a 

small fraction of active scientists. A recent study by Joubert and Guenther 

(2017, 2) reveals that Black women constituted only 17 % of the country’s 

academics who are classified as active scientists as compared to 78% of 

White academics. Additional family and cultural obligations that Black female 

academics are expected to execute means they have limited time in which to 

carry out research studies necessary for them to publish articles.

Work-Related Challenges Confronting Black Female 
Academics.

This section presents the findings on the work-related challenges confronting 

Black female academics as experienced by participants. The challenges 

include the lack of support from supervisors; patriarchy (lack of respect from 

male colleagues); lack of recognition from the institution and high workload. 

Lack of support from supervisors

Lack of support from supervisors has been identified as the main challenge 

confronting Black female academics. Seven (7) participants have identified 

lack of support by supervisors as one of the work-related problems they face. 

These participants stated that lack of support from their predominantly male 

supervisors made their work difficult. The picture that emerged from the 

findings is that male supervisors are not always willing to offer their female 

junior colleagues the necessary support they need to develop their career. 

This is how Ruth describes the situation.

At work, line managers do not offer us the necessary support we need. They do 

not understand that when you get home you need to attend to our family matters. 

They always put women under pressure to deliver without considering that the 

fact that were have families to take care of. The consequence of working under 

severe pressure is often poor results. My view is that line managers should be 

compassionate and be supportive to female academics, particularly Black female 

academics (Ruth, aged 48, Senior Lecturer)
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In the above quote, Ruth shows her frustrations with the lack of support 

that Black female academics often experience at the hands of their 

supervisors. Ruth’s views are consistent with those of other participants with 

many indicating that they were not receiving adequate support from the 

supervisors, particularly male supervisors. There was a consensus amongst 

majority of the participants that their male supervisors were not sympathetic 

to Black female academics in terms to work-load management. These findings 

seem to validate the findings of earlier studies which noted that workplaces 

give little regard to competing roles played by female academics (Department 

of Education and Training 2019). Segal (2010, 87) also found that women 

often lacked support from their institutions in managing their workload. This 

in turn made it difficult to maintain boundaries between work and non-work 

domains. On the other hand, the department noted that most universities 

failed to consider women’s role in the family institution with no systems in 

place to help them cope with specific circumstances confronting them on a 

daily basis (Department of Education, 2008). 

Participants in this study further noted that lack of support from their 

male supervisors often compromise the quality of work that they produce. 

This is mainly because lack of support from their institutions in managing their 

workload often makes it difficult for female academics to maintain boundaries 

between work and non-work domains. As Ruth noted, supervisors do not 

seem to comprehend the fact that in addition to being academics, Black 

female academics have families to take care off when they knock off from 

work. Lack of support could be as a consequence of a long-held perception 

held by mostly White academics who often label them as the ‘underclass’ 

and ‘underperformers’ who cannot succeed in academia, let alone become 

academic leaders (Monnapula-Mapesela 2017).

Patriarchal tendencies

Patriarchal tendencies were also identified as another problem confronting 

Black female academics. Five (5) participants indicated that they felt belittled 

and looked down upon by their male colleagues solely because of their gender. 

Participant’s experiences show that black female academics’ professionalism 

and ability to do work is subjected to high scrutiny and criticism in higher 

education unlike for men academics. The following quote from Cindy provides 
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an example of what Black female academics go through in the hands of their 

senior male colleagues:

At work its difficult working with Black males because they do not respect you. You 

are primarily seen as a person who should be at home taking care of the family. So, 

as a female you must work extra hard to be recognized. For example, a Black female 

who has a PhD and publishes a lot will not be promoted very fast as compared to a 

male who can be promoted to be a professor without enough or many publications 

challenge [Cindy, aged 31, Lecturer]

Through the above quote, Cindy describes the experiences that Black female 

academics go through in their engagements with their male accounts. It is 

clear through this quote that Black female academics are not accorded the 

same respect given to their male counterparts. There is low numbers of Black 

South African born female academics at a level of full professorship or at a 

level of associate professorship. These low numbers contribute to a lack of 

mentoring and the lack of progression of black female academics (Department 

of Higher Education and Training, 2019; (Khunou, Phaswana, Khosa-Shangase 

and Canham, 2019)

Movement from junior lecturer to associate and full professor requires 

attention as there are different policies and gate keepers that make it difficult 

for Black female academics to be promoted (Department of Higher Education 

and Training 2019; Khunou, Phaswana, Khosa-Shangase and Canham, 

2019). Furthermore, women are forced to work twice as much as their male 

counterparts to receive the same recognition. The fact that patriarchal 

practices have been identified as one of the main challenges confronting 

Black female academics is hardly surprising. South Africa remains largely a 

patriarchal society where women continue to experience inequalities. Available 

literature shows that patriarchal practices are not only limited to communities 

and that patriarchy is still much alive in the workplace as well, including those 

in academia (Muberekwa and Nkomo, 2016). Muberekwa and Nkomo (2016) 

stated that these challenges and experiences are a consequence of the 

patriarchal nature of the workplace environment and the slow transformation 

at universities. Black female academics working within the country’s higher 

education system continue to fall victim of patriarchal institutional policies 

that continue to exist in many of the country’s universities (Department 

of Higher Education and Training 2019). The challenge with many of these 
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policies is that they neglect to consider the broader social inequalities relating 

to gender identity and gender roles that still prevail in South African society 

(Department of Higher Education and Training 2019). 

Maria’s observation further confirms the position of the intersectional 

theory which posits that the undermining and oppression of women in a 

society today remains deeply race and gender based. This could be caused 

by the dominant widely held patriarchal societal norms in the society making 

their way into the workplace as observed by Dominguez-Whitehead and 

Moeniera (2014, 280). Traditionally, women are presumed to be fragile and 

incapable of performing their duties like their male counterparts or better. 

Despite their serious commitment to work, women remain vulnerable to both 

men and other women for their career growth. The challenge with patriarchal 

culture in higher education often marginalizes black women and other 

women of colour, resulting in the feeling of invisibleness (Mokhele 2013). 

The existence of a patriarchal culture could also explain the reason for Black 

female academics’ lack of recognition. 

Lack of recognition

The findings of this study reveal that more than half (6) of the respondents 

identified lack of recognition by the university as one of the challenges 

confronting Black female academics. During an interview with Sibongile (45) 

she made the following statement: 

The society looks down on Black female academics. As a female academic you need 

to work twice as hard to get the same recognition that male academics receive 

(Sibongile,45, Senior Lecturer).

The above quote provides a picture in respect of the difficulties that Black 

female academics face to receive recognitions due to them. Women are 

required to work twice as much as their colleagues to earn the same recognition. 

It is however important to state that the marginalization of Black women this 

situation is not confined to South African universities only. Available literature 

shows that women of colour continue to receive a raw deal even in universities 

based in developed countries. For instance, Maodzwa-Taruvinga, and Joseph 

and Joseph (2014) revealed that women of colour in academia felt they had 

to work harder to prove their worth, were less likely to apply for promotion, 

and were less likely to succeed even in cases where they submit applications 
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for promotion. It is therefore, not surprising that other participants infer that 

patriarchal culture in the higher education system continues to hamper the 

academic development of Black female academics.

Work overload

The participants further identified work overload as another challenge 

confronting Black female academics. About 4 respondents have reported 

having heavier workloads. These findings are consistent with those of Naicker 

(2014). In a study titled, “The journey of South African women academics with 

a particular focus on women academics in theological education”, Naicker 

reported that participants reported heavier teaching loads than their other 

colleagues, with some junior faculty having a double teaching schedule every 

day (Naicker 2014). Increased workloads often leave women with limited 

time and energy to participate in academic development programmes such 

as article publications and attending seminars. The following quote from 

Lindiwe (52) gives a clear picture of what Black female academics go through 

during the course of their working day:

I am expected to do a lot of things at work and I often do not have time to complete 

everything. As a result, I normally finish my daily work at 6pm or even 8pm. Like I 

said I want to be promoted so I have to work overtime for me to publish articles. I 

am forced to work overtime because it’s difficult to do it during the normal working 

hours because of my busy working schedule. For instance, three weeks ago I 

received comments from reviewers, but I haven’t had time to work on them. This 

is in turn affecting my prospects of being promoted [Lindiwe, 52, Senior Lecturer]

The above quote from Lindiwe clearly demonstrate how an increased 

workload often affects Black female academics’ professional development 

aspirations. The struggle of juggling between fulfilling their work obligations 

and professional development is complex and dauting. An increased workload 

means that these women do not have time to participate in career development 

initiatives such as article publications. Therefore, the balancing act of trying 

struggle have also identified work overload as also show that academics. The 

challenge is that as Lindiwe noted, article publications is a key requirement 

for promotion. This phenomenon is called publish or perish. Publish or perish 

is defined as the pressure that academics have to publish articles in order to 

progress in their academic career such as securing a promotion (Rawat and 
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Meena, 2014). This is mainly because academia article publication and student 

research supervision are seen as two most powerful methods that academics 

have to demonstrate academic acumen to peers (Rawat and Meena 2014). 

Consequently, scholars who do not frequently publish may lose out on 

promotional positions (Rawat and Meena, 2014). Increased workloads means 

Black female academics will always struggle to publish articles on a regular 

basis as compared to their male counterparts. These findings resonate with 

earlier findings showing that Black female academics have less discretionary 

time to conduct research, publish and present papers as they struggle to 

balance their professional and family commitments (Pillay, 2009; Magano, 

2011). Others might argue that male academics also have the same workloads 

as Black female academics, but they still published on a regular basis. While 

this might be true, it is important to note that in addition to their workloads, 

women are also expected to fulfill their household duties as shown earlier. 

This leaves them with limited time in which to dedicate for article publication. 

These dynamics mean Black female academics will always lag behind their 

male counterparts in terms of article publication. This means that Black female 

academics will always miss out on promotional positions. There is therefore, 

a great need for support programmes geared at assisting Black female 

academics manage their workloads and article publications. Such initiatives 

will level the playing field and ensure that Black female academics have equal 

opportunities as their White female and male counterparts for promotion. 

Conclusion 

In this article findings show that Black female academics are confronted 

by both personal and professional challenges that hinder them from 

achieving a work-life balance. Identified personal challenges included family 

responsibilities, patriarchal and cultural practices. While work overload, lack 

of recognition and lack of respect by male senior colleagues were identified 

as work-related challenges. Guidelines for developing work-life balance by 

institutions are offered next.

The paper thus offers the following suggestions on how to genuinely 

support women Black academics in higher education:

1. Development of workplace support whereby employer can sponsor 

family events; 

2. Creation of peer support networks whereby women may reach out to 

their colleagues for support when they need assistance; 
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3. Development of mentorship programmes that consider their unique 

needs; 

4. Creation of recognition systems tailored for Black female academics;

5. Holding of workshops to discuss sharing of responsibilities with a partner 

that goes beyond the cultural perception of gendered roles; 

6. Creation of small psychoeducational support groups for Black female 

academics; 

7. Encourage black female academics to make use of external help for 

research and personal development; and

8. Support the use of flexible schedules and time management techniques.
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