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ABSTRACT

In recent years, crises have become frequent in society, affecting individuals, organisations, and
institutions. Traditionally, higher education institutions were regarded as protected spaces. However,
with the rising cost of tuition that significantly affects students from less privileged backgrounds,
higher education institutions have been facing increasing crises in the form of student protests.
When these crises have emerged, higher education institutions have resorted to implementing crisis
response plans rather than developing crisis prevention strategies. The former can be distinguished
from the latter by its focus on short-term resolution, which allows for crisis dormancy. This study
examines whether higher education institutions’ failure to distinguish between dormant and resolved

crises has contributed to a culture of crisis management rather than crisis prevention.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

It is challenging to keep crises quiet in today’s interconnected world (Diers-Lawson, 2017). The
advancement of information technology has contributed to the spread of crisis news from one
part of the world to the next. The speed at which news travels means organisations need to be
prepared for a crisis because of the potential negative impact on institutional reputation. Crisis
management literature emphasises the need for institutional focus on planning for disasters and
emergencies and preparing responses (Barton, 1994). In South Africa, crises have become a
regular occurrence for businesses and the Government. 2014 saw 218 protests in South Africa,
with media reports suggesting that South Africa was the protest capital of the world (News24,
2014). Although the claim is hyperbolic, it speaks to a news agenda that is in line with the
prevalence of protest action in South Africa. South Africans often use protest action to express

and communicate dissent because they believe that it is the only effective channel to be heard.

Protest Action

A key characteristic of a crisis is its unanticipated character (Coombs, 2014). Protest action is a
form of individual or collective action aimed at expressing ideas, values, dissent, or opposition. In
South Africa protest action has a long history of being used by different social movements to
express dissent by threatening the operations of businesses, organisations, or institutions (Struwig,
Bohler-Muller, Alexander et al, 2017). One of the most notable and well-known South African
protests is the June 16 Soweto Uprising of 1976. This landmark protest was when students
marched against the Apartheid Government who were enforcing Afrikaans as the medium of
instruction at schools. The march turned violent when several students were killed and injured by
the apartheid police (Mafeje, 1978)

In post-apartheid South Africa, protest action is used to express and communicate dissent over
various socio-economic issues such as unemployment, poverty, and inequality. In 2010, South
Africa experienced the largest public sector strike when one million workers closed down
hospitals and schools, demanding a pay increase (Herskovitz, 2007). The crisis severely affected

the country’s ability to provide for its citizens as well as its reputation.



The government is responsible for providing for its citizens. Since 1994 the government has
repeatedly experienced protest action from citizens due to their lack of service delivery.
However, it is not only the government that has experienced such protest action. South African
businesses have also experienced protest action from employees demanding pay increases.

In August 2012, the South African mining industry encountered one of its worst crises near
Marikana when 112 miners were shot and injured and 34 miners were killed (BBC, 2012). The
protest began as a labour strike due to failed wage negotiations between miners and the
management of Lonmin mine. However, the strike escalated ending in the tragic events known as
the Marikana Massacre. The South African Police Service (SAPS) used live ammunition to
respond to the striking protestors who were demanding higher wages. The extensive force used
by the SAPS to respond to the protesting mine workers caused a high number of deaths and was
criticised locally and internationally. Critics of the police argued that there were methods that

could have been used to disperse the protesting workers instead of resorting to violent measures.

This reaction to student protest would be in a similar manner to how businesses and the
government have experienced protest action in post-apartheid South Africa. Higher education
institutions have also experienced protest action from students about issues ranging from the
rising cost of tuition and transformation, with students using protest action to express and

communicate dissent.

Student Protest Action
South Africa has a long history of student protests (Healy-Clancy, 2017). During apartheid,
student-led protests at education institutions focused on dismantling the apartheid system. They
voiced their dissent through organised resistance, mass gatherings, civil disobedience, and
alliances with anti-apartheid groups. However, in post-apartheid South Africa, student protests
confront a different set of struggles. In many countries, education is considered an essential
social investment because it is fundamental to development and growth of a country (Yusif,
2020). Since 1994, the South African government has developed policies, such as the Higher
Education Act of 1997, which is focused on investing in education to supplant the legacies of

apartheid and create a new social order (Department of Education, 2001).

During apartheid, education was separated along racial, geographical, and social lines with the
vast majority of students at tertiary institutions being white. Since the new democratic
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dispensation there has been a significant increase of black students at higher education
institutions. In 1993 black students constituted only 52% of the student body at higher education
institutions, and in 2008 this rose to 64% (Badat, 2008). The establishment of the Tertiary
Education Fund of South Africa, now known as the National Student Funding Scheme (NSFAS),
also contributed to the growth of academically deserving students at higher education institutions
(Pillay, Bhorat & Asmal, 2021). The government has invested in education and made significant

gains in making higher education accessible.

However, although the government has developed policies to promote access to higher
education, many students lack access. In August 2012, Tshwane University of Technology’s
Soshanguve, Pretoria, and Ga- Rankuwa campuses were closed due to safety concerns linked to
ongoing campus protests (Mail & Guardian, 2012). Students protested allocations by NSFAS as
well as the conditions of residences. In 2014, higher education institutions experienced student
protests when the South African Students Congress (SASCQO) encouraged students to protest at
their higher education institutions to express their dissatisfaction over NSFAS allocation and

registration.

SASCO accused NSFAS of prohibiting academically deserving students access to higher education
due to their lack of funds (Mail & Guardian, 2014). SASCO also accused higher education
institutions of worsening the situation by exorbitantly increasing tertiary institutions’ fees.
Therefore, SASCO encouraged students to continue to protest at higher education institutions such
as the Durban University of Technology, Vaal University of Technology, Cape Peninsula University
of Technology, and Mangosuthu University of Technology. University of Johannesburg, University
of Limpopo, and University of Fort Hare were among those also encouraged to join in protest action.
The 2014 protests at various higher education institutions was the precursor to the growing dissent at

the slow pace of transformation at higher education institutions
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#RhodesMustFall

In March 2015, after the wake of the 2014 student protests, and just as higher education
institutions appeared to enter recovery, UCT encountered a crisis. The crisis began when UCT
student Chumani Maxwele threw a bucket of faeces onto the statue of Cecil John Rhodes (Bester,
2015). The #RhodesMustFall movement made national and international headlines, and the
protest spread to other parts of the world. Student protestors considered the movement necessary
because it sought to address colonialism and racial injustices, and highlight the lack of
representation of black and marginalised voices within educational institutions. Student activists
also demanded curriculum reform to be more representative of their environment in which the
university was located (Bester, 2015). The crisis put a sharp spotlight on the universities’ crisis

response.

#FeesMustFall
Media reports suggest #FeesMustFall was an unexpected crisis. However, a fuller picture shows that
there was growing discontent by student leaders about the lack of funding by the government. This
lack of funding prohibits academically deserving students from accessing higher education
institutions, and the exorbitant fees charged by higher education institutions add to the

counter argument that #FeesMustFall was unexpected.

Scholars encourage institutions to be prepared for a crisis as crises, by their nature, are
inevitable. Scholars also encourage institutions, businesses, and organisations to be prepared for
crises by assessing risks facing the industry or sector (Coombs, 2007). The 2014 protest by
students fuelled by the lack of funding and transformation of higher education institutions was a
precursor for the higher education sector. Funding should have been flagged as a potential risk

that could evolve to become a crisis.

The #FeesMustFall crisis, similar to the #RhodesMustFall crisis was accompanied by intense
media attention, particularly for higher education institutions such as UCT. This attention was due
to the institution’s reputation as South Africa’s and Africa’s leading research-intensive institution.
The crisis was also accompanied by intense media attention because before the #RhodesMustFall
and #FeesMustFall crises, the institution appeared to be a protected space from crises. Not since

apartheid had the university encountered an intense or prolonged protest action.
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The prolonged #FeesMustFall crisis and constant media coverage put the spotlight on the
university’s crisis management plan. During the #FeesMustFall crisis, protesting students
disrupted classes, barricaded university entrances, and caused temporary closures. These measures
indicated, to management, their dissatisfaction at the proposed fee (Quintal, 2015). The student’s
dissent regarding funding exploded when Minister of Higher Education Dr. Blade Nzimande
announced a fee increase (Bitzer & De Jager, 2017). The dissent evolved into a full-blown protest
when the university of Witwatersrand announced its proposed fee hike for 2016 (Griffiths, 2019).

Student dissent quickly spread to other higher education institutions, including UCT.

The 2015 #FeesMustFall protest action lasted several weeks with intense student protests and the
postponement of exams, but after these weeks of demonstrations, former president Jacob Zuma
announced that there would be no fee hike for 2016 (eNCA, 2015).

Student leaders saw the announcement by the president as a victory in making higher education
accessible to academically deserving, but economically disadvantaged, students. However the
student satisfaction was short-lived because shortly after, in 2016, the Minister of Higher
Education and Training announced that university fees would increase in 2017, capped at 8%
(Masondo, 2016). The announcement by the minister engendered a #FeesMustFall revival in
2016. UCT students, together with other students from different education institutions, embarked
on protest action to voice their unhappiness at the proposed fee increase. A further demand was
made for the fee commission report, mandated in 2015 by former president, Jacob Zuma. This
report was crucial in a discussion around higher education fees and the feasibility of free tertiary

education.

2016 #FeesMustFall, as with its antecedent in 2015, was characterised by violence and
destruction. Student leaders used the same tactics previously used in 2015. They disrupted
classes, barricaded the university entrances, and forced the management of higher education
institutions to temporarily close these institutions over concerns about student and staff safety. As
the demonstrations intensified, higher education institutions announced that fees would increase

in 2017, because maintaining fees at 2016 levels would not be feasible.
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#Shackville

The lack of funding for academically deserving students and transformation of higher education
institutions have been central themes in the #RhodesMustFall and the #FeesMustFall movements.
However, another central theme in both movements and in previous protest actions at other
higher education institutions is the lack of accommodation for students. In February 2016, the
issue of student accommodation became the main focus of a protestors when the
#RhodesMustFall movement erected a corrugated iron and wood structure on UCT’s upper
campus to protest the lack of accommodation for black students (eNCA, 2016). The #Shackville
housing crisis was less intense and not as prolonged compared to the #RhodesMustFall and

#FeesMustFall crises.

However, the protest action by students did generate media attention and once again put a
spotlight on UCT’s crisis management strategies and further harmed the reputation of the

institution.

Research Problem
UCT is one of South Africa’s oldest universities and is a prestigious research-intensive institution.
Historically it has enjoyed a strong reputation due to its history, academic excellence, and
commitment to research. Its reputation attracts many undergraduate and postgraduate students,
researchers, academics, and professional staff. However, recent events, beginning with the

#RhodesMustFall movement has overshadowed the university's unblemished reputation.

The emergence of movements such as the #RhodeMustFall, #FeesMustFall, and #Shackville have
directly challenged the traditional perception of higher education institutions such as UCT being
protected spaces from crisis. Instead, these events have created an impression that UCT is a
recurrent epicentre of crises. The crises became more frequent after #RhodesMustFall in 2015. Later
in 2015 there was the Bremner Occupation, and in 2016 #FeesMustFall. In 2017 there was the re-
emergence of #FeesMustFall and the Bremner Occupation. The recurrence of #FeesMustFall
triggered concerns about the potential repercussions of UCT's reputation among staff, donors and

stakeholders.
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In global higher education rankings, UCT has historically fared impressively. In 2014, it was ranked
126th globally by Times Higher Education, which examines indicators such as teaching, research,
citations, industry income and international outlook. However, the university's trajectory took a
noticeable downturn after 2015 because UCT was entangled in a series of crises.

e In March 2015, the RhodesMustFall emerged.

e Simultaneously, the #Occupation Bremner protest also emerged, adding to the

disruption.

e In October 2015, the #FeesMustFall emerged.

e In February 2016, the #Shackville movement brought more turbulence.

e The crisis events continued with another #FeesMustFall eruption in 2016

e In February 2017, the Occupation of Bremner events prolonged the period of unrest.

e In September 2017, the #FeesMustFall re-emerged.

As consequence, by 2022 UCT's global rankings moved down to 183 place, according to the Times
Higher Education. Furthermore, the negative publicity associated with these crises prompted critical
inquiries into the university's management strategies. Questions arose about the capacity to discern

resolved crises from dormant crises.

Research Aims and Findings
UCT’s Communication and Marketing Department (CMD) is responsible for promoting, protecting,
and enhancing the institution’s reputation through a strategic communications programme. This
programme includes internal communication strategies, strategic relationship-building initiatives,
media liaison, and digital and social media communication (University of Cape Town, 2023a).
When a reputational crisis affects the institution, the university, through the department, implements

a crisis management plan in response (Coombs, 2014).

Crisis management scholars, such as Coombs (2007), encourage institutions and organisations to
implement a crisis management plan before a crisis occurs. This is because crisis management is a
process designed to prevent or lessen the damage caused by a crisis (Coombs, 2007). Since the
#RhodesMustFall crisis, UCT could be considered to be in a perpetual crisis. Each time UCT has
encountered a crisis, the university has implemented a crisis management plan that prioritises

resumption of normal operations. Resumption of university operations has been used as an indicator
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of resolution, so the resumption of normal operations seems to be pursued at all costs by UCT.

However, such resumption of normal operations fails to address underlying issues that might have
caused the crisis to arise in the first place. Thus, crisis management strategies implemented by the
university only appear to resolve crises. Extreme and prolonged crises can result in significant
damage to property or loss of life. Therefore, institutions are aware of the need to prevent and

manage a crisis in order to ensure a return to normal operations (Coombs & Holladay, 2010).

According to Pearson and Clair (1998), crisis management efforts are effective when operations are
sustained or resumed. UCT has faced several crises, such as the #RhodesMustFall, 2015
#FeesMustFall, #Shackville, Bremner Occupations and 2016 and 2017 #FeesMustFall movements.
Although UCT has been able to resume their academic operations through various crises, repeated
occurrence of such events raises questions around the efficacy of the institution’s crisis management
plans. Though the resumption of normal academic operations may indicate the crisis is resolved,
resumed academic operations may in effect only indicate that a crisis is in fact dormant and
therefore remains unresolved. Furthermore, the belief that a crisis is resolved when in fact it is
dormant is misleading and dangerous because it may create a false sense of security. Such a false
sense of security could lull institutions into inaction and failure to learn from the crisis cycle.
Therefore, UCT and other higher education institutions must acknowledge that return to academic
operations may not necessarily indicate a resolution of a crisis but instead indicate a postponement

of the crisis resolution.

This study evaluates UCT’s ongoing crises between 2015 and 2019 by examining its crisis
management response plan to determine:
* What factors contribute to the University of Cape Town’s difficulty in distinguishing
between resolved and dormant crises?
» Whether UCT’s crisis management strategies between 2015 — 2019 resolved the crisis?
» What strategies could the university implement to prevent crises from resurfacing?
« And what strategies might be implemented to promote a culture of crisis prevention

rather than crisis management?

Methodology

Research methodology is a critical consideration when creating a study because data collection

needs to be identified in a manner that justifies the result (Rahman, 2016). Therefore,
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constructing a research methodology is critical to identify how data will be acquired and to

establish an inquiry process without bias.

Quantitative data emphasises quantification in data collection and analysis (Rahman, 2016).
Quantitative research methodologies attempt to investigate the answers to the questions starting
with how many, how much, and to what extent. Qualitative data, on the other hand, produces
findings through lived experiences, behaviours, emotions, organisational functioning, and

interactions (Rahman, 2016).

While qualitative data is subjective in nature, it is invaluable as a tool to assess and describe the
human experience. The benefits to a qualitative research approach, such as direct participant
observation for data collection (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011), is that you can attempt to
answer how and why things happen. During a qualitative study, researchers interact with
participants and processes directly while collecting data and consequently, data collection is

subjective and detailed.

In this thesis, the crisis management strategies of UCT from 2015 to 2019 are examined through an
empirical study. Having worked for UCT’s Communication and Marketing department between
2017 and 2022 | have insider knowledge which comes with the advantage of understanding how the

university responded to crises.

Additionally, I used a range of primary and secondary sources. The primary sources include six
timelines of crises, approximately 50 media statements, approximately 1362 university campus

communications, online- based newspapers, blogs, and social media accounts.

The secondary sources comprise of academic peer-reviewed articles and print media. By
combining different types of sources, this study provides a comprehensive understanding of the

crisis management strategies of UCT.

Limitations
Prominent scholars in the field have extensively documented the limitations of participant
observation analysis, particularly with regard to objectivity (Kawulich, 2005). This research
method has been criticised for its potential bias because the researcher’s role as a participant may
result in the production of data that favours the group, individual, or process being analysed
(Anderson, 2010).
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Additionally, ethical concerns need to be addressed regarding how we engage with participants in
the study, and informed consent needs to be the goal. Despite the acknowledgement of these
limitations, the utilisation of participant observation analysis is the most compelling framework
for this study, because of my inside knowledge and access due to my role as a researcher working

within the UCT Communication and Marketing Department.

Chapter Outline
Chapter one introduces crisis management in South African universities, focusing on UCT as the
case study. The chapter begins with an outline of protest action in South Africa. It further posits
that higher education institutions indicate that higher education institutions are no longer crises-
free spaces. The chapter also introduces the problem statement and research questions that the
thesis aims to address, and outlines the purpose and objectives of the study. Finally, the chapter

discusses the study’s significance.

Chapter two provides a comprehensive review of the existing literature on crisis management,
focusing on UCT. The chapter begins with an overview of student funding in South Africa and
how this deficit presents a latent crisis for higher education institutions. Thereafter is a discussion
of crisis management and crisis communication, which includes the challenges and best practices
for managing a crisis. Finally, the chapter discusses crisis management strategies and provides

insight into effective crisis management strategies.

Chapter three outlines how the thesis contributes to the existing literature on crisis management
in higher education, specifically in the South African context. It comprehensively reviews the
new challenges and risks for higher education institutions such as socio-economic issues,
inequality, poverty and unemployment. The chapter also provides insights into why it is
important for higher education institutions such as UCT to pay attention to these risks especially
from a brand reputation perspective. Brand reputation plays a significant role in attracting
prospective students, staff, and donors. Higher education institutions such as UCT find
themselves in a heightened competitive environment and ineffective crisis management can harm

the reputation of an institution.

Chapter four outlines the methodology used in this study, including the research design and

approach, data collection methods, sampling techniques, and data analysis methods. The chapter
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also discusses the ethical considerations and limitations to the study as well as the assumptions

that inform the research design.

Chapter five analyses the data collected from the UCT case study and evaluates the effectiveness
of UCT’s crisis management strategies. The chapter also provides broad recommendations for

UCT to prevent or alleviate a future crisis.
Chapter six concludes the study and presents practical crisis management strategies that can be

implemented based on research findings. The crisis management strategies aim to assist with

preparedness and responsiveness to resolve future crises and the resurfacing of crises.

18



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review focuses on the theoretical basis for this research and provides insight into the

existing approaches and literature developed.

The Life Cycle of a Crisis
In an ideal world, crises such as #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall and #Shackville could
potentially be avoided if warning systems were in place. | argue that higher education institutions
should be able to perceive the evolution of the crisis beforehand so that they can deal with them

effectively.

One line of reasoning for this can be found in Coombs (2017) who argues that crisis does not just
happen in a vacuum without a prior indicator. Instead, a crisis comprises precursors— the
manifestation of the crisis and the restoration process. According to Coombs (2007), there are three
influential classifications of the crisis lifecycle which are found in literature. These are Fink’s
(1986) four stages of crisis, Mitroff’s (1994) five stages of crisis, and the three-stage model

mentioned above.

Fink’s model (1986) is divided into four stages. The first stage warns of a potential crisis, stage
two is the crisis breakout, stage three is the effects of the crisis, and stage four refers to finding

signals that ensure the crisis is over.

Mitroft’s model (1994) differentiates from Fink’s by identifying five stages. The first stage refers
to early signal detection. Stage two is concerned with reducing the crisis, stage three is concerned
about crisis damage prevention, stage four is the recovery phase, and stage five is concerned with
reviewing, critiquing, and learning from the crisis. According to Sarriegi, Torres and Lardizabal,
(2009), Fink’s and Mitroff’s life cycle of a crisis are similar in some ways, but the main

difference is the final stage.

Fink’s crisis model concentrates on the progress of crises, while Mitroff is focussed on crisis
management efforts. The last model is the three-stage approach, and it’s the model used in this
study to examine the different crises that have taken place at UCT. The pre crisis is the crisis

incubation period, during which warning signals emerge before the crisis event. A crisis event
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refers to a sequence of events at a crucial time when a decisive change occurs. Post Crisis is when

the safety level is restored, and learning and continuity mechanisms are initiated.

Funding
According to Badat (2008), funding for higher education in South Africa has been a prominent
and ongoing issue. The issue is largely because of deep social inequalities and because of the
legacy of apartheid. Badat (2008) cites apartheid as having had a profound impact on higher
education because its policies and laws systematically disadvantaged black people by restricting

access to education (Badat, 2008).

In line with this, Thomas (1996) notes that black students were only allowed to attend Bantu
Education schools, which received significantly less funding than schools for white students. As
a result, black students received an inferior education, with limited access to resources and
opportunities for further education. Furthermore, the Apartheid Government limited the number
of black students allowed to enrol in higher education institutions and restricted their fields of

study.

According to Badat (2008), many universities were also segregated, with black students
attending separate institutions or being confined to certain faculties. This inequality led to a
significant disparity in the number of black and white students attending university, with black
students being severely underrepresented. In post-apartheid, education is regarded as a gateway
to a better life through which people have the opportunity to seek opportunities. However,
limited NSFAS funding has still made higher education only accessible to a few. According to
Mnguni (2020), student protests such as #RhodesMustfall and #FeesMustFall highlights the

funding issue and indicates dissent.

Crises in Higher Education

According to Coombs (2007), managing a crisis before it becomes irreversible is crucial for any
organisation or institution. Furthermore, Coombs (2007) states that an actual crisis can severely
damage an institution’s reputation, making pre-crisis prevention and preparation a critical phase in
crisis management.

Higher education institutions assess possible risks and threats, and the detection or identification
of these signals a possible crisis. This makes the pre-crisis stage the most critical phase in crisis

management. It is the phase where institutions locate potential issues or risks and prepare for
20



these risks becoming a crisis (Coombs, 2014). The pre-crisis stage emphasises prevention and
preparation and suggests that crisis managers need to take action to prevent a crisis from

emerging.

Higher education institutions in South Africa face various problems and challenges, such as funding,
student housing, and salaries. If these issues are not addressed, this could potentially develop into a
crisis. According to Kim and Sung (2014), the occurrence of a crisis within a particular industry is

an indication of potential risk for other organisations or institutions in the same industry.

Coombs (2014) shifts towards action by suggesting institutions examine damage from a crisis, not
only to assess the potential threat posed, but also to define their own degree of control over the
situation. According to Boin and Hart (2003), this assessment helps institutions develop appropriate
strategies to respond to the issue, preventing it from becoming a crisis. By prioritising prevention
and preparation in the pre-crisis stage, institutions can avoid irreversible damage to their reputation

and ensure their overall existence.

According to Fearn-Banks (2002), existing literature on a crisis defines it as an event that affects,
or has the potential to negatively affect, an institution or industry. It is often an unexpected event,
causing uncertainty for a company or institution which causes them to struggle to regain control
of their operations (Coombs, 2014). This study employs Jacob et al. (2001) & Farazmand’s
(2014) understanding of a crisis as an urgent, dynamic situation that rapidly changes and has
unpredictable outcomes that can impact society. The #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall,
#Shackville movement, Bremner Occupation and #GBYV protests were unexpected crises for
UCT.

When the #RhodesMustFall crisis emerged, as a result of UCT student Chumani Maxwele
throwing human faeces at Cecil Rhodes statue, the crisis rapidly changed to an intense prolonged
crisis. This crisis was supported by students at other higher education institutions in South
Africa. Furthermore, the crisis spread internationally,highlighting issues such as transformation
and funding at international universities. UCT faced frequent and recurring crises in the 2015,
2016 and 2017 #FeesMustFall crisis, the 2015 and 2017 Bremner Occupation, and #Shackville

Movement with some of these crisis events also supported by other higher education institutions.
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Crisis Management

According to Abdalla, Alarabi,, and Hendawi (2021), a crisis is an event that any organisation or
institution tries to avoid because of the negative impact it can have. Bundy (2017) states that
different models and approaches have been used in the past to build overall organisational

capacity and to anticipate and mitigate future crises.

According to Kim and Sung (2014), effective crisis response can help an organisation manage the
crisis and mitigate its adverse impact. On the other hand, poor crisis response can worsen the
situation and damage the organisation’s reputation. Therefore, it is suggested that organisations
should invest in crisis management planning and training to ensure they are well-prepared to

respond to crises.

The #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall, #Shackville movements and Bremner Occupations
illustrate that crises are becoming frequent at higher education institutions in South Africa. More
importantly, these crises show how momentum can be built and organisations and institutions
need to be able to respond. This response to a crisis goes a long way in protecting the reputation
of the business, organisation, or institution. Coombs (1995) states that when a crisis arises, an

organisation’s image is severely affected by the extensive negative news coverage.

According to Coombs (2014), crisis response is a critical aspect of crisis management that
requires careful planning, quick decision-making, and effective communication. Coombs (2014)
states that when a crisis evolves from the pre-crisis stage to a crisis event, crisis managers must
acknowledge the crisis and how the crisis has evolved in order to respond effectively. During this
stage managers must follow procedures to lessen the immediate consequences and side effects of
the crisis. According to Coombs (2014), managers have to run procedures during the crisis until

it is considered to be resolved.

The ongoing crisis events that have occurred at UCT since 2015 have largely been brought about
because of socio-economic issues affecting the students. The pattern appears to be that as socio-
economic issues such as unemployment worsen, higher education institutions are confronted by
the seriousness of the worsening conditions through student protest action. The ongoing protests,
and the momentum of such protests, has meant that higher education institutions have been

forced to acknowledge students’ issues and concerns.

22



According to Sarriegi, Torres and Lardizabal (2009), crisis acknowledgement by an institution is
important in crisis management. Crisis acknowledgement allows for important learning to take
place and assists in limiting the reoccurrence of a crisis. Sarriegi, Torres and Lardizabal (2009)
also state that failing to acknowledge a crisis could result in an ineffective crisis response.

Hence, acknowledging a crisis is an important step because it allows crisis managers, in the pre-
crisis phase, to find the precursors. By doing this they can try to avoid crises or at least try to
lessen their impact. According to Tony (2009), in postcrisis, crisis managers need to put in place
actions to recover from the crisis. The recovery process is the evaluation of crisis management
and preparation for the next crisis. Corrective actions also need to be developed to solve the

problems created by the crisis.

#RhodesMustFall called for the removal of the Cecil John Rhodes statue because the protestors
believed it symbolised a lack of transformation within higher education (News24, 2015). The
#FeesMustFall protests emerged because of the demand for free education. The #Shackville
movement highlighted the lack of accommodation for black students.

The above examples highlight the fact that the postcrisis stage is not over when higher education
institutions resume academic operations. According to Coombs (2014), the postcrisis is more
involved and takes longer to conclude because this stage demands understanding as to why the
crisis happened in order to mitigate or prevent future recurrence. Coombs (2014) further adds
that the acknowledgment of the seriousness of the crisis also needs to take place in the postcrisis
stage because it allows for the analysis of the crisis. An important step of crisis management is to
conduct an impact evaluation in terms of how the institution performed. The latter may provide

direction to improve strategic engagement in the future.

Treurniet and Wolbers (2021) consider information sharing as critical during a crisis. Te (2021)
states that before the advent of social media, institutions relied primarily on traditional media
such as newspapers, radio, and television to communicate during a crisis as well as to frame
public perception. Previously, when traditional media was the leading distributor of information,

it was easier for higher education institutions to manage public perception.

There are numerous reasons for this. Firstly, traditional media outlets such as television, radio,

and newspapers were the primary sources of public information. Secondly, these media outlets
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were dependent on cultivating long standing relationships with institutions. Thirdly, institutions
were able to exert greater control over the narrative, given the scarcity of alternate sources of
media developing counter-narratives. Finally, the speed at which information spread was also
much slower before the emergence of social media (Te, 2021). News reports could take several
hours or even days to reach a wider audience and this gave institutions more time to formulate a

response and gather accurate information before releasing an official statement.

Currently, a significant number of people have access to social media and the potential for
people to comment on a crisis is greater. This means that an institutions’ chance of managing the
narrative and limiting negative perceptions is decreasing (Herman & Chomsky,1988).
Institutions no longer have control over the narrative. Previously, institutions such as UCT had
built relations with the media to allow for the institutional perspective to predominate in any

reporting.

The emergence of social media has stymied this strategy. Institutions do not have the luxury of
spending a long time formulating a response because traditional media is no longer the only
disseminator of information. Crisis information now spreads quickly, and, what is more, anyone
is able to transmit information and appear as a legitimate source. Higher education institutions
have therefore relied on traditional media to disseminate their media releases because traditional
media was the leading distributor of information.

According to Fearn-Banks (2019), during a crisis an organisation wants to frame public
perception. Furthermore, such media statements issued by such organisations typically contain
subjective inflections, presenting the organisations’ version of the crisis. The first known use of
the term “social media” in print is believed to have occurred in 1997 when then-AOL executive
Ted Leonsis commented that organisations needed to provide consumers with “social media,
places where they can be entertained, communicate, and participate in a social environment”
(Bercovici, 2010). Soon after that, the first social networking sites (SNS) started to appear

between around the year 2000, during a period dubbed Web 1.0.

Between 2000 and 2010, a period referred to as Web 2.0 (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), social
media evolved by allowing users to produce their own content. With the growth and popularity of
Web 2.0, consumers would become more knowledgeable, conscious, and demanding. The impact

of this has posed a threat to businesses and organisations but also created opportunities for them
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to stand out among their rivals. According to Medina and Diaz (2016), social media has changed
how public administrations approach strategic communications; social media networks are now
considered even more effective tools for managing risk or a crisis than traditional media.
According to Crescenzo (2009), social media and the Internet have made communication easier
by cutting delays between organisational transmission and public reception. Compared to
traditional media, social networks are agile and quickly provide feedback information; critical
elements when dealing with a severe situation (Sandman, 2006; Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith,
2010; Keller, 2011).

Furthermore, according to Erikson (2018), communication during a crisis, before the advent of
social media, was more limited and slower because it relied on traditional media. However, with
the advent of social media, students protestors were able to share their version of the
#RhodesMustFall through the social media pages such as the #RhodesMustFall Facebook page
and the hashtag #RhodesMustFall.

According to Golovanova (2017), the emergence of social media has revolutionised and
intensified the need for institutions to respond quickly and effectively to mitigate the impact of a
crisis and preserve their reputation. Coombs (2014) further states that a gap created through
communication inconsistency during a crisis can mean that an institution can lose the fight in
framing public perception. According to Palttala and VVos (2012), two-way communication has
become a critical feature of crisis management. Institutions need to engage directly with their

stakeholders to provide real-time updates and respond to concerns.

Two-way communication facilitates communication, however, it can also make spreading false
information and rumours easier, necessitating closer monitoring and verification of information
by institutions. According to Golovanova (2017), social media has also raised the stakes
regarding institutional scrutiny during a crisis, with stakeholders able to voice their criticisms
and concerns publicly. According to Lan (2022), organisations need to effectively navigate the
heightened demands of crisis management in the age of social media. They should prioritise
maintaining an active and engaged social media presence to ensure they have an established
platform to communicate with important stakeholders when a crisis does occur and when the
crisis is resolved. Social media’s impact on crisis management in higher education institutions
has highlighted the need for proactive and adaptable crisis management strategies to effectively

manage the evolving communication landscape and maintain the trust of stakeholders. According
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to Mair, Ritchie and Walters (2016), effective communication is important during a crisis

because it conveys the organisation’s position to stakeholders, including the media.

Crisis Communication

Benoit (1997) developed five categories of image repair strategies: denial, evasion of

responsibility, reducing offensiveness, corrective action and mortification.

According to Benoit (ibid.), denial as a category of the image repair strategy can be divided into
two forms: shifting the blame or simply denying the event. When an institution employs the
denial strategy, they claim either that they are not to be blamed for the crisis, the crisis does not
exist, or the fault should be directed elsewhere (ibid.). Coombs (2014), considers it important
that when responding to a crisis, organisations and institutions show the public that they are in
control of the crisis by regularly updating the public on the developing events from their point of

view.

Benoit (1997) argues that provocation is one of the four ways an institution or organisation can
evade responsibility. Provocation can occur when the institution claims its action was in response
to an offensive act. A provocation is a form of evasion of responsibility. According to Sianou-
Kyrgiou (2001), higher education has expanded in many countries throughout the world and led
to high levels of participation, but inequality still exists, and in some aspects, it has intensified.
Movements such as #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall, #Shackville and Bremner Occupations

put a spotlight on inequalities experienced by students at higher education institutions.

Demonstrations by students and staff at higher education institutions such as UCT aimed to
highlight the socio-economic issues students were facing. However, in some instances, the
management of UCT responded to the crises by applying for court orders and interdicts to end
the protest action on campus. Arguments in the court application acknowledged students’ right to
protest, but appealed for relief from demonstrations. This was of particular concern because
demonstrations were turning violent and protestors were infringing other students’ rights to
access campus. The institution justified its action by stating that they were provoked by students
whose protest had infringed on other students’ access to education by barricading classrooms and

roads.
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Social media has made it difficult for higher education institutions to rely solely on the
provocation strategy. During the #FeesMustFall events at UCT, news depicted the South African
Police Service (SAPS) and private security, hired by the universities, as using excessive force on
unarmed students. This negatively affected the reputation of institutions. The stream of pictures
and videos of students on social media, posted by activists, journalists and social commentators
under the hashtag #FeesMustFall challenged higher education institutions’ narrative of students
as the aggressors (Mail & Guardian, 2015). Instead, the news depicted higher education
institutions as the aggressors. Higher education institutions confronted the student’s portrayal of
themselves as victims by communicating the financial damage the students had caused. The cost
of the students’ protest action was highlighted and this aimed to change or challenge the narrative

of students being victims.

According to Benoit (1997), an organisation or institution will attack the accuser with the aim of
the public questioning the credibility of the accuser. Pictures and videos of police and private
security attacking unarmed students portrayed UCT in a negative light. From the point of view of
Coombs (2014), crisis management is a crucial aspect of institutional strategy, and a proactive

approach is one of the key strategies for effective crisis management.

The proactive approach involves identifying potential crises and systematically analysing the
warning signals that enable early detection of a potential crisis and create a system for early
identification of potential. Crisis management scholars recognise this approach as a critical
strategy for reducing the impact of crises on organisations. According to Fink (2013), proactive
crisis management involves identifying a potential crises before they occur and taking measures
to prevent or mitigate their impact. This approach focuses on prevention rather than reaction and
involves monitoring, identifying, and analysing potential risks and vulnerabilities that could lead
to a crisis. The most pressing issues that confront higher education institutions in South Africa
are primarily social-economic in character. Income inequality, poverty, and unemployment pose

significant risks for institutions, and require particular crisis management.

According to Coombs (2014), a proactive approach by an institution such as UCT would be to
identify socio-economic problems such as income inequality, unemployment, poverty as potential
crises before these evolve into full-blown crises. Following on from that, it would be prudent for
institutions to take steps to prevent or at least mitigate the issues before becoming crisis events.

This approach helps institutions to be better prepared and to respond more effectively when such
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issues do become crises. By identifying these potential risks and vulnerabilities, institutions can
take steps to address them prior to their eruption into crisis. This approach also helps institutions
to build resilience, as they can develop plans and procedures to deal with crises, reducing the

impact on the institution.

Since 2015, ongoing crises have significantly damaged UCT’s reputation. In 2014, the university
was ranked 126th in the world and was the number one higher education institution in Africa; by
2022, its overall ranking had dropped to 160th worldwide and in 2023 the university was
ranked 167" (Times Higher Education, 2022, 2023).

Crises such as #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall highlights how institutional reputation can
be undermined. Corporate reputation is not a new phenomenon. According to Coombs (2014)
and Holladay (2010), reputation is widely recognized as a valuable, intangible asset. Spence
(1973) suggests the roots of this date back to the 1970s when different assessments made by
stakeholders of a company’s reputation began to be identified. Reputation is currently beginning
to be understood as a group of attributes and characteristics of an organisation that are the result
of its past actions (Weigelt & Camerer, 1988). According to Jung and Seock (2016), a positive
reputation can impact financial performance and customer behaviour. A negative reputation will

negatively affect the financial performance and customer behaviour.

According to Rindova et al. (2005), within the university context, reputation is defined as the sum
of the impressions received by stakeholders from the communication and interaction they have
with the university. Furthermore, according to Chen and Esangbedo (2018), reputation is built
through the student’s experience with the university. Reputation can also influence student
attraction to a university (Plewa et al., 2016). That is why, when a crisis occurs it is important to
manage and mitigate it.

However, although a crisis may have a negative impact on the institution, it can also present an
opportunity for learning. According to Pearson and Clair (1998), when a crisis occurs,
organisations or institutions should prioritise recovery. This prioritisation could sometimes be to
the detriment of exploring what caused the crisis. However, according Roux-Dufort (2000) the
recurrence of the crisis indicates that an organisation did not learn from the crises. This can also

affect trust in the institution from stakeholders.
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Gillespie and Dietz (2009) and Kramer and Lewicki (2010), suggest one of the negative
implications of crises is damaged customer trust. Damaged customer trust is problematic because
there is strong evidence that trust is crucial for the success of an organisation. As explained by
Izquierdo and Cillan (2004), Morgan and Hunt, (1994) and Sirdeshmukh (2002) trust is associated
with customer loyalty and commitment. Furthermore, according to Kireeva, Slepenkova,
Shipunova, Iskandaryan (2018), in the modern economy, higher education institutions are treated

equally alike to any other company.

Educational services are offered in a highly competitive environment and such higher education
institutions are also operating in this competitive environment and their reputation may be what
sets them apart from their competitors. A crisis affects their reputation and decreases trust for the
organisation or institution. According to Schwartz (2000), it takes a long time to build a
reputation, but merely one accident to impair it. Therefore, ongoing crises at higher education
institutions further decrease trust and harm the reputation of the institution. However,

importantly, ongoing crises also create an impression that the institution neither resolved the crisis
effectively, nor understood the underlying tensions that initially precipitated the crisis. Higher
education institutions such as UCT need to identify the underlying issues that give rise to the

crisis and implement long-lasting solutions.

Crisis Management Strategies
According to Coombs (2007), in a crisis there are difficult decisions that need to be made. This is
why crisis managers should protect reputational assets by examining the Situational Crisis

Communication Theory.

The Situational Crisis Communication Theory offers a framework for understanding how
stakeholders will react to a crisis in terms of reputational threat. Sellnow and Seeger (2013) explain
the type of crisis an institution deals with and explain how crisis history informs the choices crisis
managers need to make. During the #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall, #Shackville and Bremner
Occupations crises events, the university appeared to be eager to ensure its reputation would remain
in good standing. Therefore, the crisis management strategies seemed to be aimed at ensuring

resumption of academic operations.

Pearson and Clair (1998) consider crisis management efforts as effective when operations are

sustained or resumed. Therefore, it could be argued that higher education institutions often
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consider the resumption of academic operations also as an indication that a crisis has been
resolved because academic operations are a core function of the institution. Academic operations
are often the most visible and tangible aspect of the institution’s activities, according to Aldemir
and Gulcan (2004). Therefore, their resumption signals to stakeholders that the institution is

functioning as it should.

By resuming academic operations, institutions appear to demonstrate that they have made
significant strides in managing the challenges posed by the crisis, and are able to move forward
with their core mission of educating students. According to Aldemir and Gulcan (2004), higher
education is about providing students with the knowledge, skills, and experiences they need to
succeed in their chosen fields. Academic operations, therefore, are the core function of a higher
education institution. Given the importance of academic operations to higher education
institutions, it is no surprise that the resumption of these operations is often seen as an indication
that a crisis has been resolved. By resuming academic operations, institutions are signalling that
they can once again fulfil their core mission and provide services for their students.

However, sometimes decision-makers do not select the best decision but settle for one that will
satisfy minimum requirements. Furthermore, that decision may be temporary, a band-aid solution
to repair the image of the institution and move the crisis to the postcrisis phase. According to
Coombs (2014), the postcrisis phase in crisis management is what institutions and organisations
look forward to because when a crisis occurs it can significantly impact their operations,
reputation, and finances and disrupt the organisation, while postcrisis reverses this. Disruptions
impact the institution’s ability to fulfil its mission and serve its stakeholders. This can lead to
losing trust among stakeholders, including students, faculty, staff, donors, and the wider
community. Institutions spend significant amounts of money during a crisis to address the crisis
and its effects. According to UCT (2017), the university spent more than R24 million on private
security since 2015. By moving to the post crisis stage, institutions can begin to take steps to
restore their reputation and regain the trust of their stakeholders. As a result, institutions are eager
to move past the crisis and into the post-crisis stage because this stage signals recovery for an
organisation and the resumption of normal activities. But there is a danger of institutions

assuming they have resolved the crisis when in fact it is dormant.
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As mentioned by Pearson and Clair (1998), one of the most commonly used definitions of a
resolved crisis is when the crisis is no longer a threat to the institution’s operations or reputation.
A crisis is considered resolved when the institution has successfully addressed the crisis,
contained its impact, and taken steps to prevent its recurrence. Another definition of a resolved
crisis is when the institution has successfully restored its reputation and relationships with

stakeholders who may have been affected by the crisis (Coombs, 2014).

It is important to classify a crisis as resolved only when it has been fully addressed and its impact
has been minimised. The eagerness to declare a crisis resolved when the organisation has
returned to normal operations is dangerous, because it creates a false sense of security and leaves
the organisation vulnerable to future crises. Resumption of normal operations without engaging
the underlying causes is what creates a dormant crisis. According to Coombs (2014), a dormant
crisis is a crisis that has not yet had a significant impact on the organisation. Coombs (2014)
further adds that mislabelling a dormant crisis as a resolved one can be a serious mistake for an
organisation as the crisis could re-emerge at any time. One of the dangers of classifying a crisis
as resolved when it is only dormant is that an institution can be complacent and fail to take the
necessary steps to prevent future crises. When an institution considers a crisis resolved it may
assume it can handle any future crises. This confidence can lead the organisation to
underestimate the severity of future crises or fail to take appropriate action to address them and
further damage the organisation or institution’s reputation and create a financial risk for the

institution.

A crisis can provide valuable lessons for an institution’s strengths and weaknesses, as well as the
effectiveness of its crisis management strategies (Oleksiyenko, Mendoza, Fredy et al, 2022).
However, a resolved crisis can create profound insights into crisis management strategy. Moving
too quickly to classify a crisis as resolved because of the return to normal operations can have
devastating effects. According to Reynolds and Seeger (2005), post-crisis is a period of post-
mortem, assessment, learning and formulating new understandings of risks. Baum and Dahlin
(2007), further add that post crisis is the stage when organisations can reflect on their previous

experiences and responses.

Crisis management is not a new phenomenon yet there appears to be a lack of understanding of

the agreed definition regarding crisis resolution in the higher education sector. UCT’s eagerness
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to classify crises as resolved rather than dormant is a concern. The return of normal academic
operations may signify that a crisis is resolved, but it can also signify that a crisis is dormant. The
emergence of the #RhodesMustFall crisis and subsequent crises, such as the #FeesMustFall and
#Shackville movement, indicates that crises appear to be classified as resolved when they are in
fact dormant. This has resulted in an ongoing crisis situation at UCT. In this way the institution
becomes a valuable case study for crisis management within higher education. But it also
provides an opportunity to examine not only the university’s crisis management strategies but
why it is important that the post-crisis stage must have consensus and parameters that clearly

define what a resolved crisis is.

Pearson and Clair (1998) state that a resolved crisis is when the crisis is no longer a threat to the
institution’s operations or reputation and a crisis is considered resolved when the institution has
successfully addressed the crisis and taken steps to prevent its recurrence. Higher education
institutions such as UCT need to be careful not to assume that the resumption of academic
operations indicates the resolution of a crisis because the assumption can lead to ineffective crisis

management.

The #RhodesMustFall crisis was a student-led protest movement that began at UCT on March 9,
2015 when students protested at the university’s Upper Campus, demanding the removal of a
statue of Cecil Rhodes (Bester, 2015). The movement called for the university’s decolonisation, a
review of the curriculum, and the transformation of the university’s institutional culture. Like any
organisation or institution, when faced with a crisis UCT was eager to end and resolve the crisis
and for the institution to return to normal business operations because a prolonged crisis affects
the reputation of any institution or organisation. In April 2015, the university’s council agreed to
the removal of the statue of Rhodes. As a result, the statue was removed on April 9, 2015,
following a ceremony attended by students, faculty, and members of the public the university
returned to normal academic operations. the university assumed that the crisis had ended and that
it was resolved (University of Cape Town, 2015d). This crisis management strategy of the return
to normal academic operations became the criteria which the university used to classify whether
the crisis had been resolved. Therefore when other crises such as the #FeesMustFall, #Shackville,
or Bremner Occupation emerged, the university was geared to end the crisis quickly and return to

normal academic operations.
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UCT has faced significant student-led protests since 2015 and its crisis response has arguably
been reactive rather than proactive. During the #RhodesMustFall protests in 2015, UCT was
criticised for its lack of preparation and slow response to the initial protests. The protests were
sparked by a call to remove the statue of Cecil Rhodes from the university’s campus (Bester,
2015). The protest action quickly escalated into a broader movement for transformation within the
university. Similarly, during the #FeesMustFall protests UCT’s crisis response was again tardy.
The protests were driven by students’ demands for free education and an end to financial
exclusion within higher education institutions. UCT is one of Africa’s leading research-intensive
institutions, and it is important that the university adequately addresses new risks that have
emerged before they become a full-blown crisis. Furthermore, UCT’s eagerness to classify a crisis
as resolved is dangerous because the institution needs to resolve crises before such classification.
More importantly however, the university must have a proper criterion for what constitutes a
resolved crisis to prevent the recurrence of similar crises in the future. This involves
differentiating between dormant crises and a resolved crises. The university’s perpetual state of
crisis offers an opportunity for the field of crisis management to study and understand the

importance of adequately resolving crises to prevent them from resurfacing.
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CHAPTER THREE
BENEFITS OF THIS RESEARCH

This chapter presents the benefits of this research study. This research seeks to understand
whether poor crisis management strategies can cause crises to go dormant in a way that renders

these crises irresolvable.

This question is approached by analysing the crisis management strategies utilised by UCT
between 2015 and 2019. The university’s reputation as one of South Africa’s and Africa’s premier
higher education institutions attracts prospective students and employees. The recurrent crisis
events impede the institution’s ability to provide its services effectively and impact their
reputation. Both of these elements play a key role in attracting prospective students and renowned

researchers.

Socio-economic Issues

According to Mohautse (2014), the apartheid regime created a system of separate development
for different racial groups, which led to unequal access to resources, education, and
opportunities. According to Bundy (2020), under apartheid the white minority held political
power and economic resources while black South Africans and other racial groups were
relegated to a lower social and economic status. Black South Africans were forcibly removed
from their homes and placed in segregated townships with limited access to essential healthcare,
education, and job opportunities (Scheba, Turok & Visagie, 2021). This resulted in a cycle of
poverty and limited upward mobility for this group black-Seuth-Africans.

According to Newell and Fryas (2020), the legacy of apartheid is still present in South Africa,
with significant disparities between the white minority and black majority regarding wealth,
education, and health outcomes. Research indicates that South Africa is one of the most unequal
countries in the world, with the top 10% of the population spending 8.6 times more than the
bottom 40% of the country (Al Jazeera, 2022; Statistics South Africa, 2020). In 2006, South
Africa’s Gini coefficient — which represents the income inequality with a nation with 0
representing perfect equality and 100 representing perfect inequality — was 0.67; and in 2015,
South Africa’s Gini coefficient stood at 0.65. (Statistics South Africa, 2020). The country’s
unemployment rate currently sits at 34.4 % and is regarded as one of the highest in the world
(Naidoo, 2021). Social commentators have referred to increased unemployment as a crisis

because of the high economic and social costs. According to the United Nations Development
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Programme (2018), the inability to earn a regular income is closely related to why people end up
experiencing and being locked into poverty. Young people in South Africa accounted for about
40% of job losses between December 2008 and December 2010, and the youth unemployment
figures increased from 3 004 000 in 2011 to 3 213 000 in 2012 (National Treasury, 2011;
Department of Labour, 2012). Furthermore, according to Statistics South Africa, in 2015, 55% of
South Africans lived below the poverty line (Statistics South Africa, 2015). For years
economists, civil society, and political parties have urged the Government to undertake massive

structural changes or the country will experience social unrest.

As stated by Tapscott (2017), since 1994, the country has undertaken massive reforms to address
the profound social inequalities of apartheid. Since abolishing apartheid, the government has
attempted to address socio-economic issues through indirect and direct policy measures
(Levinsohn, 2008). The introduction of policies such as Reconstructive Development Programme
(RDP) has resulted in the economy undergoing significant changes. During apartheid, the
educational policies generated a skill shortage (Lowenberg, 1997). Post-apartheid, policies such
as the RDP were put in place to advance the interests of black people who had been

marginalised, and sought to build a democratic and non-racial country.

More than two decades after the introduction of the RDP and other socio-economic policies such
as the Growth, Employment, and Redistribution (GEAR) have emerged, as well as policy
frameworks to address socio-economic issues such as unemployment and poverty. The
unemployment rate and the number of people living in poverty in South Africa remain at very
high levels (Al Jazeera, 2022). Unemployment in South Africa is one of the country’s most
severe problems (Naidoo, 2021). It is considered the root cause of many socio-economic
challenges, such as crime, violence, inequality and poverty. The indirect and direct policy

measures introduced to address the existing social inequalities have not fared very well.

According to Yusif (2020), education is considered an important social investment because it is
fundamental to development and growth of a country but can also lift an individual out of
poverty. During Apartheid, higher education was separated along racial, geographical and social
lines, with the vast majority of tertiary institutions white; in 1993, black students constituted only
52% of the student body (Badat, 2008). Since the dawn of democracy, the South African
government has been creating a new education and training system whose purpose has been to
meet the needs of that democratic society (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2013).
Policy developments within higher education aim to democratise the education system,

overcome discrimination that once characterised the higher education sector, expand access to
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education and training, and improve the quality of education (Department of Higher Education
and Training, 2013). In 2009, the Ministry of Higher Education and Training was created to

expand opportunities for post-school education and training through massification (Department
of Higher Education and Training, 2013). Education has been identified as providing a path out

of poverty for individuals as well promoting equality of opportunity.

Achieving greater social justice depends on equitable access by all sections of the population to
quality education (Waghid, 2014). Students want to further their education at premier institutions
such as UCT because education drives social mobility. Good quality education will allow society
more rapid economic, social and cultural development and without education, economic growth
is impossible, and organisations will not fulfil their potential concerning social development
(Waghid, 2014). Despite education being regarded as a transformation agent, it appears more
expansion must be done in South Africa's post-school education and training. The system must be

expanded to cater for young people who need to be in employment, education, or training.

The growing black middle class has been empowered by the new conditions formed by the
arrival of democracy (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2013). But many people
are still poor and education is regarded as a gateway to a better life in South Africa, particularly

among black citizens.

When the #RhodesMustFall movement emerged, it was labelled by media reports as a movement
fighting to remove Cecil John Rhodes’s statue “Student revolt against the statue of Cecil John
Rhodes' ' (Makoni, 2015b). While removing the statue was the initial focus of the
#RhodesMustFall campaign, it quickly became clear that the movement was about much more
than about the statue. The campaign was a broader call for the decolonisation and transformation

of higher education in contemporary South Africa.

Similarly, when the #FeesMustFall and #Shackville crises occurred, there was an incorrect
perception that it was just about fees. The #FeesMustFall movement was sparked by the
announcement of a fee increase, but the movement was about underlying issues which were much
broader and deeper than just the fees (Greef, 2021). At its core, the #FeesMustFall movement was
about the worsening socio-economic conditions in South Africa, particularly for the country’s

black majority. Similarly with the #Shackville movement, the lack of housing in a student context
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could be deemed emblematic of the broader housing crisis affecting the country’s black majority.
All three movements highlighted that many black South Africans were still living in poverty and
facing significant barriers to accessing higher education, despite the end of apartheid. The
movement also drew attention to the broader structural issues contributing to the ongoing
inequality in South Africa, such as high levels of unemployment, inequality, education systems

and a lack of affordable housing.

The #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall and #Shackville movements, therefore, were not just
about a statue, fees or housing, but also about the broader issues of inequality and social injustice
affecting millions of South Africans, particularly black South Africans. And although these
crises do not directly incorporate the crisis management strategies of the organisation, they do
reflect on these, providing a window into the efficacy of the strategies themselves. UCT has
employed crisis management strategies focussed on resumption of university normal operations.
While this strategy had the apparent effect of resolution, underlying tensions that caused the
eruption of these crises in the first place remain unresolved. This typically creates a dormant
crisis rather than a resolved crisis (Coombs, 2010). While the differentiation between dormant
and resolved crises exists in the literature, what remains to be assessed is the impact of certain

insufficient action in causing a resolved crisis to remain unattainable.

The #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall movements severely impacted higher education
institutions in their ability to provide education to students due to temporary closures. But a closer
inspection with regards to the issues raised by students indicates issues raised such as funding,
accommodation and transformation are socio-economic issues that the country has been battling
to address and are unlikely to be dealt with conclusively by higher education institutions. The
crisis management strategies of such institutions therefore need to respond to these new risks by
solving the crisis rather than moving the crises to dormancy. The need for this is heightened
because social commentators, political parties and economists believe socio- economic issues
such as unemployment, inequality and poverty will worsen. Such worsening might well result in

the continued manifestation of social movements and the resurfacing from dormancy.

Reputation Management

Higher education institutions now appear to exist in an era of a crisis. In the recent post-
apartheid past, crises within higher education institutions were far more infrequent and were
often resolved before they evolved as full-blown. As a result, the crisis management strategies

were not under the spotlight or scrutiny.
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Since 2015, the crisis events that have occurred within the higher education sector, in this case
UCT, have put a spotlight on crisis management strategies within the higher education sector,
and whether poor crisis management strategies can cause crises to be dormant and render them
irresolvable. According to Coombs (2004), crisis managers are encouraged to develop a crisis
management plan to implement when a crisis occurs, to protect an institution or crises exists in
the literature, what remains to be assessed is the impact of certain insufficient action in causing a

resolved crisis to remain unattainable.

The #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall movements severely impacted higher education
institutions in their ability to provide education to students due to temporary closures. But a closer
inspection with regards to the issues raised by students indicates issues raised such as funding,
accommodation, and transformation are socio-economic issues that the country has been battling
to address and are unlikely to be dealt with conclusively by higher education institutions. The
crisis management strategies of such institutions therefore need to respond to these new risks by
solving the crisis rather than moving the crises to dormancy. The need for this is heightened
because social commentators, political parties and economists believe socio- economic issues
such as unemployment, inequality and poverty will worsen. Such worsening might well result in

the continued manifestation of social movements and the resurfacing from dormancy.

Reputation Management

Higher education institutions now appear to exist in an era of a crisis. In the recent post-apartheid
past, crises within higher education institutions were far more infrequent and were often resolved
before they evolved as full-blown. As a result, the crisis management strategies were not under
the spotlight or scrutiny.

Since 2015, the crisis events that have occurred within the higher education sector, in this case at
UCT, have put a spotlight on crisis management strategies within the higher education sector, and
whether poor crisis management strategies can cause crises to be dormant and render them
irresolvable. According to Coombs (2004), crisis managers are encouraged to develop a crisis
management plan to implement when a crisis occurs, to protect an institution or organisation’s
reputation. According to James, Wooten and Dushek (2014), a crisis event is intrinsically
regarded as a negative occurrence. However, it can also present crisis managers, strategists and
researchers with a learning opportunity through examining past crisis events and analysing what

crisis management was effective and which crises management strategy was ineffective and to
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add more knowledge in crisis management.

According to the QS World University Rankings, which features over 1 400 universities from
around the world and examines six indicators which are: academic reputation, employer
reputation, faculty, student ratio, citations per faculty, international student ratio and international
faculty ratio. In 2022, UCT was South Africa’s top university, ranked 226, the University of
Witwatersrand was ranked at 424 and Stellenbosch University was ranked at 482 (QS Top
Universities, 2021). In 2012, UCT was ranked 154. In 2014, it rose to 145, and in 2015, rose again
to 141. In 2016, the university dropped to 171; in 2017, the university dropped again to 191. (QS
Top Universities, 2023). A similar trend also occurred with the University of Witwatersrand
(Wits). In 2012 the university was ranked 363. In 2014 the university rose to 313, but in 2015 the
university dropped to 318; in 2016, to 331 and in 2017, to 359. Though there is no proof that the
decrease in rankings was linked to the crisis events that took place during 2015 to 2019. It is
interesting, however, that academic reputation and employer reputation, two of the ranking
metrics that QS Rankings use to evaluate universities, are also metrics likely to be affected by
negative public perception. It is, therefore, essential when an organisation or institution is faced

with a crisis, it not only seeks to reduce reputational harm, but also learns from the crisis.

Organisational learning may become a determining factor in an institution’s survival, the
competitiveness, and long-term viability (Barnett & Pratt, 2000; Mitroff, 2005; Ulrich & Jick,
1993). There is greater need in analysing whether the crisis management strategies implemented
were effective and resolved the crisis, and, if not, what organisations could learn to resolve such

crises effectively.

According to Marcellis-Warin and Teodororesco (2012), reputation has now been recognised as a
valuable and strategic asset. Institutional reputation is an intangible value and is the most crucial
long-term asset. Marelby and Fernando, (2022) hold that a negative reputation can affect various
issues, from university rankings to student admissions, donor funding, and employee morale.
Previous rankings were not viewed as essential success metrics. International rankings are now
attractive to higher education specialists, the media, the public and prospective students.
Therefore, to a large extent, higher education institutions’ survival depends on how well they can
adapt to the new risks that affect their industry. Because an institution’s capability to learn has

been linked to its competitive advantage, organisational learning is absolutely imperative.
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The #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall movement was a devastating reputational crisis for
higher education institutions. The protest action, students’ confrontations with police officers and
the closure of higher education institutions for indefinite periods affected public perception of
higher education institutions. Students, staff, parents and stakeholders attributed responsibility to
higher education institutions for the crisis. According to scholars Mense, Lemoine, Garretson,
and Richardson (2018), globalisation and technological innovations have affected almost every
industry, and the higher education environment has not been spared. Globalisation has made the
higher education sector more competitive than ever, and institutional image and reputation play
an even more critical role in student buying power. In response to this hyper-competitive
environment, institutions have to invest more time and money in positioning themselves
favourably (Vught, 2008 ). An institution’s reputation influences a student’s choice of a higher
education institution and how long they stay there. Recurring crises impact a higher education
institution’s reputation and may cause long-term2 damage resulting in a loss of public trust or
student confidence. That is why higher education institutions also need to evaluate whether their

crisis management strategies resolve the crises they face or cause them to be dormant.

The #FeesMustFall crisis was catastrophic for the higher education sector. The damage by
protesting students caused irreparable damage to the infrastructure of higher education
institutions, and public trust in higher education institutions decreased. Crisis managers and
management of higher education institutions were compelled to implement crisis management
strategies to mitigate the damage caused. Nevertheless, even with those strategies implemented,
#FeesMustFall negatively affected the reputation of higher education institutions. The crisis
strategies implemented resulted in the crisis being dormant and resurfacing as the 2016 and 2017
#FeesMustFall, but the crisis also offered crisis management managers essential insights into

crisis management.

According to Carley and Harrald (1997), organisational learning is a core mechanism in crisis
management. Learning from crises is vital to develop the capabilities required to prevent their
occurrence and limit their implications. To prevent the occurrence and contain the impact of
crises, organisations must respond swiftly to crises, but organisations also need to transform
crisis experiences into actionable learning. This chapter presented the benefits of this research
study by examining why the higher education sector and higher education institutions such as
UCT need to understand the new risk that socio-economic issues present to the higher education

sector. Socio-economic issues such as poverty, inequality and unemployment were risks that
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higher education institutions may have yet to be exposed to. The persistence of these issues has
resulted in these issues becoming risks that higher education needs to consider in formulating
their crisis management plan and strategies. These issues are unlikely to disappear, and the
ongoing crisis events affect the reputation of higher education institutions. Higher education
institutions also operate under different market conditions than in the past. Therefore, reputation

has become an important asset.

UCT is not only the premier South African, but also the premier African higher education
institution, and the university plays a significant role in shaping the future of society. Its
reputation attracts prospective students and employees. The recurrent crisis impedes the
institution’s ability to shape society and impacts the institution's reputation. The crisis events do,
however, present the university and crisis managers an opportunity for institutional renewal and
the field of crisis management with new research and new ideas to manage the new risks
presented by socio-economic issues such as poverty, inequality and unemployment. The crises
events also allow higher education institutions to improve their resilience and enhance their ability

to learn and prepare for future crises
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CHAPTER FOUR
METHODOLOGY

This chapter discusses the various stages of the research, such as data collection and the process
of data analysis.

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), research methodology is defined by the nature of the
research question and the subject being studied. This research study aims to explore and
understand the crisis management strategies employed by UCT. The research question guiding
this study is: Can poor crisis management strategies cause crises to become dormant and

render them irresolvable?

This research explores the crisis management strategies employed by the UCT during 2015 and

2019 to manage the crisis events affecting the university.

The researcher used their position as an employee to conduct insider research which meant the
researcher was familiar with the department and institution. Because the researcher is an insider
researcher, they could be criticised about lacking objectivity, however in conjunction with other
methods the researcher used, it was an useful approach to get on the ground knowledge about
UCTs crisis management. The timelines that the researcher compiled also add to the validity of
the research because they show how events unfolded in real time, and how UCT responded.
Furthermore, despite the researcher’s role as an insider, the researcher maintained their neutrality

by relying on the evidence that was collected in the researchers data.

As a former employee of UCT, working at CMD, the researcher can state with confidence that the
communications department, specifically the Media and Social Media Unit where the researcher
was based, was responsible for developing and implementing measures to elevate, safeguard, and

bolster the institution's reputation.

CMD comprises four units: Brand and Stakeholder, Online Communication, Media and Social
Media and Newsroom and Video Production. The Media and Social Media Unit is responsible for

communication with the media about university programmes, research, and the activities of
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faculties and staff (UCT,2023). The unit works closely with the university's executive
management in planning the release of news and information to both the UCT community and the

university's diverse external audiences through traditional and social media.

The Media and Social Media Unit, where the researcher was based at CMD, is responsible for
compiling media and social media reports, monitoring the reputation of the university, responding
to crisis news and flagging potential crises. From 2017 until 2019, the researcher was directly
responsible for compiling over 360 media reports, first as media and social media assistant, and
then later as the digital and social media assistant. In 2019 the researcher was promoted to digital
and social media officer and later acting Head of Social Media. During this time period the
researcher responsibilities included overseeing approximately 567 digital and social media
reports. As a former employer of UCT that was based in the Media and Social Media, the
researcher was engaged in participant observation while being employed at the university from
2017 to 2022.

This research method involved the researcher immersing themselves in the organisational culture
and process. The researcher collected data through daily activities such as the compiling and
overseeing of media and social media reports, interaction with the environment itself, and the
various ad-hoc requests. Such requests involved compiling crisis reports that detailed the timeline
of the crises and the apparent cause of the crisis. These reports were compiled to help senior

management with their decision making process.

During the researchers time at CMD time, the researcher took field notes to capture observations,
reflections, and insights. Furthermore, the different roles at CMD allowed the researcher to have
unique access to data sources, including internal documents and communications, often seen by
external audiences through media statements and releases. The research question and
methodology evolved during this data collection phase. The researchers understanding of crisis
communication was refined as the researcher gathered more data and a deeper understanding of
the context and issues regarding student protests tied to rising tuition costs, transformation issues

and protecting the institution's reputation.

Previous research on crisis management at universities has been from an outsider’s perspective,
examining the decisions of crisis management strategies of higher education institutions. This is

likely due to the difficulty researchers may experience in gaining an insider’s perspective.
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Therefore, a qualitative research approach was chosen as the methodology because the approach
allows the researcher to develop a holistic understanding of the crisis events under study that is as
objective and accurate as possible. Data were collected through observation, field notes and
exhaustive document analysis. The following section outlines a detailed justification for selecting

the specific approaches and methods.

Justification for Qualitative Research

According to Cleland (2017), several books and articles relating to qualitative research detail its
benefit in educational research because of its ability to address research questions (Cleland,
2017). The main aim of research is to contribute novel insights and it is not always possible to
put their answer of “how” and “why” into numbers. However, getting “how” and “why” or any
other “wh-questions™ as answers can extend and enrich existing literature, providing such novel

insights.

The researchers decision to use qualitative research as the method for this research project was
because the study aims to examine the crisis management strategies employed by UCT between
2015 and 2019, and to understand whether the crisis management strategies resolved the crisis

events.

However, to do this, the researcher outlined the education environment before the crisis. The
literature review highlights the socio-economic issues that may have contributed to the crisis
events that affected the university. Weinreich (1996) indicates that qualitative research aims to
equip the researcher with the perspective of the target audience members through immersion in a
culture or situation and direct interaction with the people under study. Working as an employee
at CMD between 2017 - 2019, collecting data through daily activities and interacting with
various individuals through the different roles that the researcher held, enabled the researcher
sufficient time to collect and analyse a wide range of data sources. As mentioned, the sources
included internal documents, reports, emails and other work documents to provide insights into

the research question.

Through participant observation, coupled with data sources the researcher gained a holistic
understanding of the crisis events and crisis management strategies utilised. All these methods
helped the researcher to understand the strategies employed to manage and mitigate the crisis

events.
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Qualitative research also assists in developing new theories, strengthening current theories, or
applying existing ones in new settings (Collins & Stockton, 2018). As illustrated in Chapter three,
socio-economic issues such as poverty, unemployment, and inequality were issues that were
mainly directed at the governing party through protest actions and demonstrations. Higher
education institutions have experienced protest action in the past, prior to social movements such
as #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall. However, the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall
seems to indicate a correlative, if not outright causal, connection between worsening socio-

economic conditions in the country and increasing student dissatisfaction.

According to Wang and Hutchins (2010), the frequency of crisis events in higher education
institutions has recently increased. The 2007 deadly Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State
University campus shooting, the Texas A&M University bonfire disaster that killed 12 students
and injured 27 others, as well as the residence hall fire at Interlaken University that claimed the
lives of three students have attracted research on higher education institutions’ real life
experiences with crisis events. Research in crisis management within higher education has thus
mainly focused on either health or violence (Wang & Hutchins, 2010). However, the recent crisis
events at higher institutions in the United Kingdom and at UCT indicate that research should
focus on inequality, unemployment, and poverty as these pose a new risk for higher education
institutions from the traditional risks such as health and violence. Crisis management within
higher education is not a new academic discipline but has focused on either health, violence, or
disasters within the higher education sector. Furthermore, qualitative research is suggested as the
adopted research methodology when there is a recognition that current theories do not adequately
capture specific issues or problems. Finally, a researcher can adopt qualitative research because it

lets readers know something new.

Sampling
The researcher is a former employee of the higher education institution where the research the
study was based. The researcher selected the institution because the researcher has an insider's

perspective and firsthand experience and knowledge of the university.

Early in the research design the researcher aimed to approach several tertiary education

institutions in the Western Cape in order to be able to compare and contrast higher education
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institution’s crisis management strategies across the board (at least within a pre-defined
geographical region). However, this research design needed to be abandoned for two reasons.
When the researcher started to consider the research project in 2017 as a junior employee and
how the researcher would collect data, there was a concern regarding being an employee of UCT
CMD. The researcher felt that approaching other higher education institutions would render
problems with the data. This is because the data acquired would not be uniform because the
researcher would only have an insider’s perspective of UCT. Any data collected at other higher
education institutions in the Western Cape would lack the insider's perspective that the researcher
had at UCT and therefore the data would be skewed. The insider’s perspective to crisis
management strategies the researcher had at UCT were invaluable and a large part of the research

and analysis.

Furthermore, other universities would be concerned about marketplace competition and defence
of intellectual property. Selecting the institution where the researcher worked allowed for a
unique and nuanced understanding of its dynamics, decision-making process and crisis response
mechanics. Data from the other universities would not be the same because it could have been
affected by other institutions, perceiving the research project as a pretext to understand their crisis
management tactics to a marketplace competitor. As a former employee, the researcher had the
advantage of access to internal communication and the opportunity to make detailed field notes
from personal accounts, historical records and institutional culture, which play a role in crisis

management.

The sample of this research project was also through data sources, media, and social media
reports, which gave context to the crisis and answered questions. These questions were around
how, when and where— relating to the crisis through a timeline of events. The researcher also
analysed email communication, holding statements, crisis incident reports, and work reports.
These documents provided the researcher with a dataset to assess past crisis events, their
resolutions and the strategies employed. In assessing these data sources, the researcher could see
the evolution of the university's crisis responses over time and discern and assess the
effectiveness of past strategies. Furthermore, through having access to historical records and
internal documentation, the researcher could identify instances where the crisis appeared dormant
and still required attention. By assessing the university’s crisis responses of the seven crises , the
researcher could assess where specific strategies resulted in the successful resolution of a crisis or

if the crisis remained dormant. The evaluation of these specific strategies assists in understanding
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the university's crisis management capabilities and informs for future strategy development.
Looking at historical data and documents enables the identification of recurring patterns or
themes before a crisis. The researcher selected the university where the researcher was formerly
employed as the researcher site intentionally and aligned with the research objectives. It allowed
for an inside perspective, as well as access to essential documents and the ability to address key
research questions related to crisis resolution, differentiation between resolved and dormant crises

and development of preventative measures.

Ethical Consideration

Given the importance of ethics and conducting research and the challenges around conducting
research, universities go to great lengths to protect the dignity and safety of research participants
(Dove & Douglas, 2023). The researcher selected participant observation as the primary data
collection method despite the absence of interviews or focus groups. The researcher selected the
data collection method as the most appropriate for gaining in-depth understanding into
institutions dynamics, decision-making process, and crisis response behaviours. While the
researcher acknowledges interviews and focus groups can be important methods for data
collection, the nature of the topic is sensitive and participant observation offered a more
naturalistic setting in which individuals could make decisions without the presence of a formal

interview.

Furthermore, this approach also facilitated a deep understanding of behaviours, attitudes and
responses within the natural setting of CMD. It allowed the researcher to observe first hand
dynamics and complexities that may not be so apparent through an interview or focus group. The
decision to use participant observation over interviews and focus groups was not a matter of
preference but a result of careful balancing act prioritising the comfort of the participants while

still enabling me to gather valuable information into the research questions.

However, ethical consideration was considered to ensure the study was conducted appropriately.
To comply with ethical considerations, the researcher informed the institution when they applied
for the research study program. Therefore, disclosure of the researcher’s intention regarding the
research study was deemed appropriate. Furthermore, the researcher also decided that because the
researcher had been an employee of the institution, it would be ethical that the decision-makers

would not be identified but remain confidential.

As outlined in Chapter one, the researcher hopes this study adds to the sparse crisis management
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literature in higher education, specifically focused on South Africa. The researcher also hopes that
the findings, although they cannot be generalised, will add value to the higher education sector,

enabling higher education institutions to understand new crisis events better.

Data Collection Process

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative research emphasises the importance of
context in analysing data. The data collection process of this study was conducted over an
extended period between 2017 and 2022.

The researcher began working at the institution in 2017, and during this time the researcher was
employed at the university where the researcher was enrolled for the Masters degree programme
in 2020. 2017 when the researcher began working at the institution marked the inception of the
researchers engagement with the research subject and included field notes and observations.
2017-2022 were characterised by ongoing data collection where the researcher observed and
documented the evolving dynamic responses within the research context. The researchers unique
first hand experience of the inner workings of the university was an integral part of the observed
environment, CMD. CMD was the department responsible for developing and implementing

measures to elevate, safeguard, and bolster the institution's reputation.

Furthermore, because the researcher was an employee of the institution and part of the crisis
communication process and events, this enabled the researcher to establish trust. From 2020 to
2022 the researcher analysed and refined the data collected during their time as field researcher.
The extended period also allowed for examination of the data set and the identification of key
themes and patterns. Participant observation was the primary data collection method used in the
study. It involved the researcher immersing themselves in the daily operations, compiling media
and social media reports, composing crisis incident reports, interactions, and decision-making

processes at the university.

This role enabled the researcher to gain a comprehensive understanding of the institution
policies, processes, and procedures when managing a crisis. The researcher utilised news articles,

press releases, and information from the university’s website.

While participant observation enabled me to gain invaluable insight into the internal workings of

the institution, | considered it important to cross reference and validate the findings with external
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data sources. News articles and press releases offered a historical account of key events as well
as public perception, enabling the researchers to trace the evolution of the university’s response

to crisis and recurring themes over time.

The observations were conducted at CMD. The participants used English as the medium of
exchange during the meetings; therefore, the information did not require translation.
Furthermore, given the researchers role — as employee rather than management, and having no
decision-making power — thought processes, ideas, suggestions and insights became more
readily available, in that there was no demand for input placed on the researcher. However, the
researchers role as employee did place a demand for input on the researcher with respect to
implementation of communication policy. A key objective for the department was the brand
reputation for the university as well as monitoring digital and social media to gauge the intensity

of the crisis.

Reflexivity in Research

Reflexivity plays a crucial role in qualitative research as it involves the researcher’s
acknowledgement of their positionality and its impact on the research process and findings
(Olmos-Vega, Stalmeijer, Varpio, Kahlke, 2022). When researchers have a previous connection
to the institution being studied, it is essential to consider potential biases and conflicts of interest

that may arise.

In this context, the researchers previous employment at the institution could impact their
interpretations of the crisis, and the effectiveness of the management strategies. For instance,
personal relationships with the university’s management team may influence the researchers
interpretation of the crisis management strategies, leading to potential bias. Therefore, it’s
imperative that researchers acknowledge their backgrounds, context, and any potential bias in the

research to ensure as much transparency and objectivity as possible.

While being a former employee of an institution provides unique perspectives and insider
knowledge, it can also create bias and compromise research objectivity. For example,
preconceived ideas about the institution or its practices may lead to the researcher interpreting the
data differently. In addition, relationships with former managers and colleagues may influence

the researchers ability to analyse data objectively.
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To mitigate these potential biases, a researcher must be aware of their bias and take steps to
minimise it. This includes ensuring that research questions are framed to encourage the
exploration of new areas and that the research design is robust enough to capture diverse
perspectives. Additionally, researchers need to be transparent about their relationships and

potential conflicts of interest, taking steps to ensure that their analysis is objective and unbiased.

The researchers previous employment at the institution may provide advantages and disadvantages
in the research process. Therefore, balancing leveraging previous experience and relationships,
while maintaining a critical and impartial perspective, is crucial in conducting high-quality research.
Reflexivity helps researchers acknowledge their positionality and maintain objectivity, ensuring that

research findings are reliable and credible.

Data Analysis
Analysing collected data is a critical step in any research project. During this phase, a researcher

uncovers patterns, relationships, and themes that can inform the study’s findings.

The methodology in this research project is grounded in participant observation which allowed
the researcher to immerse themselves in the environment under study by observing and engaging
with the participants in their natural environment. The participant observation method combined
with an extended timeline allowed the researcher to have a holistic exploration of the research
context and depth of research findings. Participant observation used as the data collection
method involved continuous engagement and data collection over an extended study. The
research timeline and processes characterised by ongoing observation and analysis a thorough
approach to understanding the research project. In this particular research project, analysis began

with reading through the data collected.

This chapter describes the research process, including selecting UCT as the study of choice, the
data collection method used, and the approach employed. The chapter outlines the research

methodology, highlighting the steps to gather and analyse the data.

The following chapter focuses on the analysis process and presents the research findings. The
chapter details the key themes and patterns, outlines the university's response to the crisis, and
offers insights into UCT’s crisis management strategies since 2015. By describing the research

findings, the chapter provides a deeper understanding of UCT’s crisis management strategies by
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analysing its response. In addition, it provides essential insights that can be used to inform future

research and practice in this area.
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CHAPTER FIVE

RESEARCH FINDINGS

The methodology chapter provided an outline of the methods employed in this study and
outlined the approach used to collect data. The data collected was analysed to identify potential
patterns and relationships and to answer the research question; Can poor crisis management

strategies perpetuate dormancy of a crisis, ultimately rendering such a crisis irresolvable?

Protest

According to Ballard (2016), protest action has been a vital expression of discontent in South
Africa for many years. During apartheid, ongoing student protest was used to demonstrate
discontent against the government and its policies that affected the majority of South Africans
(Ballard, 2016).

Students took part in ongoing demonstrations against the government in the 1970s and 1980s.
They played a significant role in the protests, and their activism was also acknowledged
concerning the downfall of apartheid. At UCT, students have used protest action as a form of
communication to highlight a range of issues they are unhappy about (Cini, 2019). According to
Lucsher (2016), these tactics started in 2015 with the #RhodesMustFall protest, when students
called for the removal of the Cecil Rhodes statue. What follows are seven crisis timelines from

UCT that serve to show how each crisis unfolded.

#RhodesMustFall Crisis Timeline:

9 March 2015: Chumani Maxwele threw human faeces onto the statue of Cecil John Rhodes at
UCT which sparked protests (Bester, 2015).

10 March 2015: The UCT Student Representative Council (SRC) denied involvement in the protest
but endorsed the call to remove the statue (University of Cape Town Student Representative
Council, 2015).

12 March 2015: UCT released a statement supporting peaceful protests and encouraging
constructive dialogue on societal issues, including symbolism, race, and transformation (Kruger,
2015b).
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18 March 2015: UCT announced plans to initiate discussions on transformation issues (Price,
2015b). UCT also proposed an accelerated process for a rapid decision on the removal of the statue

through discussions and debates (Price, 2015b).

20 March 2015: During a speech addressing the statue’s removal by UCT vice-chancellor Max
Price, students stormed the Bremner building (Kamaldien, 2015).

24 March 2015: UCT invited students and staff to attend a #TransformUCT assembly to express
their opinions on the Rhodes statue and broader transformation issues (University of Cape Town,
2015e).

27 March 2015: UCT announced that the Senate had voted to remove the statue (News24, 2015).

8 April 2015: UCT council voted to remove the Rhodes statue (Mail &Guardian, 2015).

9 April 2015: At a special council meeting UCT announced the statue’s removal (Mail &Guardian,
2015).

18 May 2015: UCT announced that it will grant amnesty to protesting students (Price, 2015f).

26 May 2015: UCT announced that they had signed an agreement with the Rhodes Movement

students occupying Avenue, and the university had applied for a court order (Price, 2015¢).

The #RhodesMustFall crisis timeline started on 9 March 2015 when a UCT student named Chumani
Maxwele threw human faeces onto the statue of Cecil John Rhodes, sparking protests (Bester, 2015).
The UCT Student Representative Council (SRC) denied involvement in the protest but endorsed the
call to remove the statue on 10 March 2015 (University of Cape Town, 2015). On 12 March 2015, a
statement was released acknowledging the crisis by announcing that a dialogue was held, supporting
peaceful protests and encouraging constructive dialogue on issues such as decolonisation and

transformation (Kruger, 2015b).

On 18 March 2015, the university announced plans to initiate a discussion on transformation issues
and proposed an accelerated process for a rapid decision on the statue’s removal through discussions
and debates (Price, 2015b). On 20 March 2015, students stormed the Bremner building during a

speech addressing the statue’s removal by UCT vice-chancellor Max Price (Kamaldien, 2015).
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On 24 March 2015, UCT invited students and staff to attend a #TransformUCT assembly to express
their opinions on the Rhodes statue and broader transformation issues (University of Cape Town,
2015e). On 27 March 2015, UCT announced that the Senate had voted to remove the statue.
(News24, 2015). On 8 April 2015, the council voted to remove the Rhodes statue, and on 9 April
2015, UCT announced the statue's removal, which was decided at a special council meeting (Mail &
Guardian, 2015).

On 18 May 2015, UCT announced it would grant amnesty to protesting students (Price, 2015f). On
26 May 2015, UCT announced that they had signed an agreement with the Rhodes Movement
students occupying Avenue (Price, 2015e).

The #RhodesMustFall crisis timeline highlights the intense debate and discussion around the statue of
Cecil John Rhodes and broader transformation issues at UCT. The protest highlighted various issues,
such as decolonisation and transformation within higher education. Mere months later, UCT was
managing another crisis when the #FeesMustFall movement began with students demanding free
education (Jansen, 2017).

The #FeesMustFall crisis was not confined to UCT alone. Other higher education institutions
throughout South Africa also faced the same crisis. But since the #RhodesMustFall crisis emerged,
other crises have since emerged, impacting the institution. As the university was managing the

#RhodesMustFall crisis another crisis was unfolding, the 2015 Bremner Occupation.

2015 Bremner Occupation

21 March 2015: Protesting students occupied Bremner in support of calls for the removal of the
Cecil Rhodes statue (Kekana, 2015)

10 April 2015: Students continued to occupy the Bremner building and UCT provided an update
regarding the occupation (Price, 2015h).

26 May 2015: UCT announced that they had signed an agreement with the Rhodes Movement
students occupying Avenue, and the university applied for a court order (Price, 2015e).

However, after the Bremner Occupation, the 2015 #FeesMustFall crisis emerged in September
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2015.

2015 #FeesMustFall Crisis Timeline

September 2015: South African Minister of Higher Education and Training, Blade Nzimande,
announced an increase in university fees for 2016 (Nzimande, 2015).

October 2015: Wits University in Johannesburg announced its proposed fee increase for 2016,
which sparked protests at other universities (eNCA, 2015).

18 October 2015: UCT released official communication to staff and students via the VC Desk that
acknowledged the critical issues brought to light by recent student protests. They also emphasised

the need for respectful and lawful behaviour (Petersen, 2015a)

19 October 2015: UCT announced the suspension of activities on lower, middle, and upper
campuses following protest action (Kruger, 2015a). UCT announced that a High Court interdict had
been granted that would prevent protestors from interfering with university business, Acting VC
Professor Petersen added that he hoped protestors would adhere to the court order (Petersen, 2015b).

20 October 2015: UCT announced the campus was inaccessible due to protest action. They updated
the campus community regarding protest action, and announced campus closure from Wednesday 21
October 2015 (Petersen, 2015c).

22 October 2015: Protests continued on UCT's upper campus, with students blockading the main
entrance to the university (Malgas & Fisher, 2015). UCT announced further campus closure on
Thursday, 22 October. They also announced the VC’s meeting with the president to discuss fee
increases and the postponement of exams until further notice and campus closure on Friday, 23
October, (Price, 2015g).

24 October 2015: the university provided an update on examinations to be written from Tuesday 10
November 2015 (University of Cape Town, 2015a).

29 October 2015: UCT shared an update about recent critical developments at the university
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(University of Cape Town, 2015g).

30 October 2015: VC Max Price holds a press conference giving an update on the current situation
facing UCT and the higher education sector (University of Cape Town, 2015i).

1 November 2015: UCT released a statement regarding the interdict and police presence on campus
(Price, 2015d).

6 November 2015: UCT provided an update on development on the campus, particularly the march

by UCT workers who were asking to be insourced (Kruger, 2015d).

7 November 2015: UCT announced two significant agreements: UCT and NEHAWU agreed that
the university would insource six outsourced services. There would be a 0% increase in fees for
academic tuition and housing for all students from the African continent at UCT in 2016 (Price,
2015c).

8 November 2015: UCT gave an update regarding exams going ahead (Amoore, 2015).

9 November 2015: UCT updated the resumption of academic activities on campus and exams going
ahead uninterrupted (Calata, 2015).

The announcement by the South African Minister of Higher Education and Training, Blade
Nzimande, proposing a fee increase for university fees in 2016 sparked protests at universities across
South Africa, particularly UCT. Before the protest action erupted at UCT, the university
acknowledged recent protest action, but also stressed the need for respectful and lawful behaviour
(Petersen, 2015a). On 19 October 2015, UCT suspended activities on lower, middle, and upper
campuses following protest action. Shortly thereafter they obtained a court order against the protest
action on campus (Kruger, 2015a; Petersen, 2015b). The following day, campus activities resumed,
but protests continued. On 22 October, students blockaded the main entrance to the university, and

UCT announced the closure of the campus until further notice (Malgas & Fisher, 2015).

The protests sometimes turned violent, with clashes between students and police. On 26 October,
UCT announced the suspension of academic activities. On 22 October, the UCT Executive

announced the suspension of academic activities and the closure of all UCT campuses. Students
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continued to protest (Price, 20151). On 31 October, UCT’s VC Max Price updated the current
situation facing UCT and the higher education sector (University of Cape Town, 2015i). Then, on 7
November, UCT announced two significant agreements: UCT and NEHAWU agreed that the
university would insource six outsourced services, and there would be a 0% increase in fees for
academic tuition and housing for all students from the African continent at UCT in 2016 (Price,
2015d). On 9 November, UCT announced the resumption of academic activities on campus with
exams going ahead uninterrupted (Calata, 2015). While a semblance of normalcy had seemingly
been restored the #Shackville movement then emerged, necessitating further crisis management

response from the university.

2016 #Shackville Movement

4 February 2016: UCT released a statement detailing that on the evening of 1 February 2016, a
group of approximately sixty people, led by RMF, entered Avenue House, the offices of Student
Housing and Residence Life at UCT. This group occupied the building and prevented staff from
continuing with their duties. (Petersen, 2016a). After deliberation, the group vacated the property on
4 February 2016. In a statement, the university called the occupation unlawful and unacceptable.
Later on 4 February 2016, UCT released another statement responding to a post by RMF on their

Facebook about a scheduled meeting with university management (Petersen, 2016c¢).

6 February 2016: UCT released a campus update on accommodation, citing an unexpected surge
resulting in the university having to accommodate around 100 students in temporary housing
(Petersen, 2016d).

9 February 2016: UCT gave an update on private security on campus.(University of Cape Town,
2016e).

15 February 2016: The #RhodesMustFall movement erected a shack on campus to highlight the
housing issues (Malgas, 2016).

16 February 2016: The university provided an update on the accommodation shortage and the
challenges they faced from the RMF movement (Petersen, 2016d). The university later

communicated its commitment to a safe study work environment (Price, 2016)
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17 February 2016: The university provided an update on what was happening on campus, which

was mainly protest actions such as burning paintings and a UCT bus (Petersen, 2016b).

24 February 2016: UCT released a statement regarding ensuring the campus remained open for
debate (Price, 2016b).

29 February 2016: UCT released further communication about a decision made to cancel the
Varsity Cup match between UCT and University of Pretoria (Hatton, 2016a).

The incubation period for the #Shackville movement started on 1 February 2016, when students
entered Avenue House, the offices of Student Housing and Residence Life. This move prevented staff
from continuing with their day-to-day duties. (Petersen, 2016a). The university employed private
security on campus and shortly after the crisis erupted. The #RhodesMustFall movement erected a
shack on the UCT campus to highlight the issue of housing shortages (Malgas, 2016). On 16 February,
the university provided an update on the current accommodation shortage and the challenges they
faced from the RMF movement (Petersen, 2016d). The university also communicated its commitment
to providing a safe study work environment. However, on 17 February, the protest continued on
campus, with protestors burning paintings and a UCT bus (Petersen, 2016b). On 24 February, the
university released communication about the further communication about the crisis emphasising the
importance of ensuring the campus remains open for debate (Price, 2016b). On 29 February the

university made a decision to suspend the Varsity Cup match due to protest action (Hatton, 2016a).

After the emergence of two proceedings crises, #RhodesMustFall and #Bremner Occupation, a theme
began to emerge wherein students resorted to protest as a communicative tool to articulate their
grievances and concerns. When the #FeesMustFall movement emerged again in 2016 the pattern was

confirmed, students resorted to protest action as a form of communication.

2016 #FeesMustFall Timeline

12 August 2016: The Council on Higher Education concluded that a 0% fee increase would be
unsustainable and recommended an inflation-related increase for South Africa's universities in 2017
(Bendile, 2016).
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19 August 2016: Two universities were forced to close down following student protests about the

proposed fee increase (Makoni, 2016a).

25 August 2016: Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan was reported as saying South Africa could
afford to cover university fees for students from poor backgrounds if corruption could be addressed
(Pillay, 2016).

6 September 2016: UCT announced that it was going to present at the Fees Commission. A group
of students disrupted the Fees Commission hearing and blocked UCT vice-chancellor Max Price

from leaving the venue (Kruger, 2016e).

15 September 2016: Protest action begins at UCT. In a university-wide communication, UCT
shared information regarding a group of about 200 protesters — including UCT workers, students,
and students from other universities — moving between various buildings on the lower campus and
Main Road between Rondebosch and Observatory (Hatton, 2016c¢). The university also announced
that Campus Protection Services was monitoring the group, and the priority was the safety of people
on campus. Protest action earlier in the morning temporarily disrupted the Jammie Shuttle service,

which is the bus transport for UCT.

16 September 2016: UCT announced that classes were suspended (Hatton, 2016d).

18 September 2016: UCT announced that on Monday 19 September, lectures would be suspended
(Hatton, 2016b).

20 September 2016: UCT announced the suspension of classes, lectures, and tutorials on 20 and 21
September (Kruger, 2016b)

21 September 2016: UCT announced the suspension of campus activities from Thursday, 22
September - Sunday, 25 September (Kruger, 2016b).

22 September 2016: UCT VC invited staff, students, and parents to join a picket at parliament on 22
September (Price, 2016¢).
23 September 2016: The VC announced that he would be having a meeting with staff on 23

September (Kruger, 2016e).
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25 September 2016: The VC announced to the campus community that classes had been suspended
from Monday, 26 September, to Sunday, 2 October 2016 (Price, 2016d).

28 September 2016: A university wide communication was shared about the campus being closed
and classes being suspended due to protesters on campus and demonstrating unlawfully (Kruger,
2016f).

2 October 2016: The VC announced that the campus would reopen and operation would resume
with necessary security precautions (Price, 2016i).

4 October 2016: The VC thanked the UCT community and stated that the campus remained open
despite some disruptions, and that most university operations continued (Price, 2016Kk).

5 October 2016: UCT gave an update on the setting of fire on campus by protesting students and
announced the campus was closing until Friday 7 October (Kruger, 2016c).

6 October 2016: The UCT VC announced the way forward to completing the academic year (Price,
2016a).

7 October 2016: The UCT VC announced that UCT had decided to suspend classes and close all
UCT campuses on Monday, 10 October 2016 (Price, 2016e).

10 October 2016: UCT announced that they had decided to extend the suspension of classes and the
closure of all UCT campuses to Tuesday, 11 October 2016 (Kruger, 2016d).

12 October 2016: UCT announced that the university would be closed on Thursday and Friday, 13-
14 October 2016 (Price, 2016h).

14 October 2016: UCT announced plans for completing the 2016 academic year (Price, 2016g).

15 October 2016: UCT announced further details on completing the 2016 academic year. Protest

action continued and the university continued to give updates regarding campus activities (Price,
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2016j).

25 October 2016: UCT applied for an interdict against protesting students, which was granted.
SAPS arrested some protesting students (Price, 2016f).

1 November 2016: UCT updated the university community about the resumption of academic
operations and said that the exams scheduled would begin on 7 November (University of Cape
Town, 2016d).

In August 2015, the Council on Higher Education announced that a 0% fee increase would not be
unsustainable for higher education institutions, but instead recommended an inflation-related
increase for higher education institutions in South Africa (Bendile, 2016). The announcement by the
Council on Higher Education set in motion the 2016 #FeesMustFall crisis. Soon after, protest action
began at some higher education institutions across South Africa. According to Makoni (2016a), as
the protest began some higher education institutions were forced to close down due to protests
around the proposed fee increase (Makoni, 2016a).

The protests began to intensify when students disrupted the Fees Commission hearing at UCT,
where UCT VC, Dr Max Price had presented (Kruger, 2016e). In a university-wide communication
the university announced that protest action had begun at the university on 15 September, leading to
the decision to suspend classes (Hatton, 2016c). On 25 September, UCT announced that classes
would be suspended from 26 September to 2 October, and on 3 October, the campus reopened with
necessary security precautions (Price, 2016i). However, protests continued, and on 5 October, UCT

announced that the campus would be closed (Kruger, 2016c).

Besides the university’s efforts to keep the campus open and to return to normal academic
operations. The protests continued, and on 25 October, UCT applied for an interdict against
protesting students. This interdict was granted, and some protesting students were arrested (Price,
2016f). On 1 November, UCT announced the resumption of academic operations and the decision

for exams to begin on 7 November (University of Cape Town, 2016d).

By the end of 2016, the university had grappled with a total of four distinct crises, namely the
Rhodes Must Fall movement, two instances of the Fees Must Fall protests, and the Bremner
Occupation. Each of these crises had significant consequences for the institution's reputation and
necessitated the university engagement through media statements and university communication to
the wider public and campus community. The recurrence of these crises underscored the persistence

of student grievances, which remained unaddressed and unresolved. The emergence of the further
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fifth and sixth crises, Bremner Occupation and #FeesMustFall signified the university’s continued

struggle with an enduring state of a crisis.

Bremner Occupation

29 March 2017: The UCT executive met with about 100 students to discuss academic exclusions
and financial exclusion issues. UCT agreed there was a need to review all academic exclusions and
to alert the students to apply individually to initiate the review process (PoliticsWeb, 2017). At the
end of the meeting, a group of about 30 people decided to occupy the Mafeje Room in the Bremner
building (PoliticsWeb, 2017).

1 April 2017: UCT updated the university community regarding the continued occupation of the
Bremner Building by students (University of Cape Town, 2017K).

4 April 2017: UCT began the legal process to remove students from the Mafeje Room in the
Bremner Building (University of Cape Town , 2017c). The occupation of Mafeje Room in Bremner

ends (University of Cape Town, 2017c).

On 29 March 2017, UCT executives met with student leaders to discuss a way forward regarding
academic and financial exclusions. The meeting ended with protestors occupying Bremner building
until a resolution was found regarding the exclusions (PoliticsWeb, 2017). After failed negotiations
between the protestors and the UCT executive, the university began formal legal proceedings to
remove protestors from Bremner. Soon after the university began formal proceedings and the

occupation ended (University of Cape Town, 2017c).

2017 #FeesMustFall Crisis Timeline

3 October 2017: Protest action began at UCT (University of Cape Town, 2017e).

4 October 2017: UCT shared an update regarding how five people, including students, disrupted

several classes on upper campus (University of Cape Town, 2017e).

13 October 2017: UCT converted its rugby fields into exam venues, with access being controlled by
campus security, private security and police (Saal, 2017).
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24 October 2017: UCT VC appealed for the release of the Fees Commission report on the
feasibility of free higher education (Price, 2017a).

25 October 2017: UCT called to keep the university open and for the release of the fees report.
UCT denied claims that the university had been shut down. Protesting students attempted to shut
down the university. UCT announced that the university remained open and functional despite the
shutdown attempt (University of Cape Town, 2017d).

26 October 2017: UCT announced the suspension of classes and lectures on 26 and 27 October.
UCT shared a statement on social media denying claims that the UCT Financial Aid Office was
withholding financial aid (University of Cape Town, 2017i). UCT also announced that they were
seeking an urgent interdict in the Western Cape High Court against the unlawful protest action that

had taken place on campus since Tuesday 24 October 2017 (University of Cape Town, 2017h).

28 October 2017: UCT announced that due to safety concerns, they had extended the suspension of
some face-to-face lectures on main, middle, lower, and Hiddingh campuses (University of Cape
Town, 2017j).

30 October 2017: UCT approached the Western Cape High Court seeking interdictory relief
concerning unlawful protest action, and the matter was heard on an urgent basis. The court granted

an interim interdict, effective immediately (Singh, 2017).

31 October 2017: UCT announced all classes to resume on Wednesday,1 November 2017
(University of Cape Town, 2017b).

2 November 2017: UCT announced that exams were going forward despite attempts at disruption,
that the campus would remain open, and that all test venues would be protected. Campus Protection
Services, private security, and the South African Police Service (SAPS) would work together to

contain the situation (University of Cape Town, 2017g).

4 November 2017: UCT announced that the university had resolved to complete the academic year
(Price, 2017h).
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21 November 2017: UCT announced that exams were underway (University of Cape Town, 2017f).

In October 2017, the #FeesMustFall crisis erupted at UCT. Protesting students disrupted several
classes on Upper Campus (University of Cape Town,2017¢). By 13 October, UCT converted its
rugby fields into exam venues, with access controlled by campus security, private security, and
police (Saal, 2017).

On 24 October, the UCT VC appealed for the release of the Fees Commission report on the
feasibility of free higher education (Price, 2017a). On 25 October, UCT called to keep the university
open and for the release of the fees report, denying claims that the university had been shut down
(University of Cape Town, 2017d). Protesting students attempted to shut down the university, and
UCT announced that the university would remain open and functional despite the shutdown attempt.

On 26 October, UCT announced the suspension of classes and lectures on 26 and 27 October,
denying claims on social media that the UCT Financial Aid Office was withholding financial aid
(University of Cape Town, 2017i). UCT also announced that they were seeking an urgent interdict in
the Western Cape High Court against the unlawful protest action that had taken place on campus
since Tuesday, 24 October 2017 (Singh, 2017). On 28 October, UCT extended the suspension of
face-to-face lectures due to safety concerns.

On 30 October, UCT approached the Western Cape High Court seeking interdictory relief
concerning unlawful protest action, and the court granted an interim interdict, effective immediately
(Singh, 2017). On 31 October, UCT announced that all classes would resume on Wednesday 1
November 2017. On Thursday 2 November UCT announced that exams would go ahead despite
attempts at disruption (University of Cape Town, 2017g). Campus remained open, with test venues
being protected by Campus Protection Services, private security, and the South African Police
Service (SAPS). On 4 November UCT announced that the university had resolved to complete the
academic year, and on 21 November, UCT announced that exams were underway.
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Defining Resolved Crisis: Initial Data Analysis

One of the critical things the researcher sought during the initial reading of the data was UCT’s

definition of a resolved crisis.

This information was crucial because it provided a basis for evaluating the data on decision-
making since the crisis’s inception in 2015. Meaningful and systematic analysis of the data
would note the criteria that UCT uses to define a resolved crisis. The researcher read through the
data on the various crisis events at UCT since 2015, examining patterns and relationships

between the events.

The analysis phase commonly involves identifying patterns and relationships to draw insights and
conclusions from the data. A notable pattern that emerged was the persistent crises related to
funding, accommodation, academic exclusion, and financial exclusion. The continuous student
protests and strikes since 2015 indicate these issues remain a challenge for the university.
Additionally, while protests may initially revolve around student funding, they can escalate into
broader crises. This underscores the significance of comprehending the contextual framework in
which problems arise and the potential for ripple effects across various areas within the

institution.

In addition to identifying patterns and relationships between the crisis events, the researcher also
noted the crisis management strategy of the institution. The university’s reputation is essential to
the institution, and protecting that reputation is central when a crisis occurs. Therefore, the crisis
management strategy and response centred around protecting the institution’s reputation during
crisis events. Crisis communication during the first crisis event was not regular or consistent.
However, as the university managed other crises, following #RhodesMustFall, the communication
there after, was more consistent and regular. The researcher also observed that the institution
consistently took action to minimise the duration of the crisis periods. The university addresses
crises in a discernible pattern. This pattern ostensibly comprises two stages. First, the university
attempts openness and reconciliation, attempting to engage with the protesting students on the
substantive issues raised. A second stage is triggered when an agreement seems unreachable. It is

at this point that court orders or interdicts are sought to ensure a return to normal operations.

The initial data analysis provided insight into how UCT has managed its ongoing crisis since
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2015 and examined the factors that have contributed to its decision-making regarding its crisis
management strategy. The researcher drew insights and conclusions from the data by identifying
patterns and relationships between the crisis events and analysing the decisions taken to resolve
each situation. As explained by Aldemir and Gulcan (2004), academic operations are often the
most visible and tangible aspect of the institution’s activities. For UCT, when academic
operations are disrupted by an issue that has evolved into a crisis, it harms the institution’s
reputation, which the university aims to safeguard. Therefore, the university’s immediate action
to engage with the students in order to return to normal academic operations. If that does not
work, court orders and interdicts have been the go-to for the university. UCT is forced to
safeguard itself when academic operations are disrupted by protest. The university administration
first tries to negotiate with students to end the protest, and if that fails it turns to the use of a court
interdict. The return to academic operations by the university may stop the negative publicity

because the crisis has stopped.

Nevertheless, the persistent crises resulting from the temporary pause rather than the resolution
of the initial turmoil negatively impacted the university's reputation. This continuous crisis
creates the perception that the university is consistently facing turmoil. UCT prioritised returning
to normal operations and ending the immediate crisis rather than addressing the root causes that
gave rise to the ongoing problems. This suggests that there may be tension between short-term

solutions and longer-term strategies for managing situations.

Since 2015, crises have persisted, characterised by student protest actions utilised to emphasise
grievances and disrupt academic activities. Movements like #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall,
and #Shackville have brought attention to various issues that students face, such as funding,
financial exclusions, accommodation, and transformation. However, even with the disruptions
caused by protesting students, higher education institutions such as UCT have managed to return
to normal academic operations after the crises. This cycle of resumption of normal operations led
to universities misinterpreting their crisis management strategies as being effective. Yet crises re-
emerging after the resumption of normal operations indicates that these original crises were
anything but resolved. On the contrary, these were arguably examples of dormant, rather than

resolved, crises.
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Socio-economic Issues

According to Machika and Johnson (2015), socio-economic issues such as poverty and inequality
affect many students while studying towards a degree or diploma as well as affect their academic
success. Machika and Johnson (2015), further note how important it is for higher education
institutions to be aware of the impact such conditions have on the student experience.

Consequently, there is potential for new risks for higher education institutions in this context.

Demonstrations by students highlight the challenges students face in accessing education and the
limitations imposed on them by socio-economic barriers such as poverty, inequality and
unemployment. The students' demonstrations have also highlighted the environment in which
higher education finds itself, which is being the target of anger and frustration by protesting
students whose future is affected by socio-economic barriers such as poverty, inequality and

unemployment.

According to Statistics South Africa (2015), many experience poverty. Poverty is a significant
challenge in South Africa, with many people living below the poverty line. According to Prego
(2019), education is regarded as a social agent that can improve socio- economic conditions.
Many students want to attend higher education institutions such as UCT but need help because
many live in poverty. NSFAS, a government initiative aimed at providing financial assistance to
students from low-income families, aims to break this cycle of poverty. However, according to
Mhlongo (2018), NSFAS has struggled to provide adequate funding to academically deserving
students, resulting in many students dropping out of universities or not attending higher
education institutions. When students are unable to attend a higher education institution because
of lack of funding, frustration accompanied by realisation of being trapped in a vicious cycle, can

be expected.

Unemployment is also closely linked to poverty (Cloete, 2015). The country’s high unemployment
levels mean many graduates struggle to find jobs after completing their studies. This situation has
also led to a growing sense of frustration among students who question the value of their education
and the investment they have made. In addition, many graduates work in jobs that do not match their
qualifications or career aspirations, resulting in a broader societal skills deficit. According to Knight
and Kingdon (2004), the high unemployment rate in South Africa affects the labour market in ways
that include salaries offered to graduates. An oversupply of labour, leads to lower wages offered to

graduates, worsening the inequality gap. Hundenborn (2009), notes that South Africa has one of the
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highest levels of income inequality in the world.

Most of the population in South Africa is living in poverty and only a tiny percentage is enjoying
a high standard of living. Abed and Acker (2021), contend that this situation significantly
impacts the education sector, as students from disadvantaged backgrounds struggle to access
quality education due to financial and related barriers. Inequality in the education sector is also
evident in the quality of education provided. Many schools that serve disadvantaged communities
need more resources to provide quality education, resulting in a widening gap between the rich
and poor regarding access to quality education (OCED, 2021). The impact of poverty,

unemployment, and inequality on higher education institutions in South Africa is evident.

Crisis Management

Socio-economic issues such as poverty, unemployment and inequality were precursors for the
#RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall, #Shackville movements, and Bremner Occupations. The
protest action that took place at higher education institutions such as the Tshwane University of
Technology in 2012 as well as the 2014 protest action that took place at various institutions such
as Durban University of Technology, Vaal University of Technology, Cape Peninsula University
of Technology, and Mangosuthu University of Technology, encouraged by SASCO were about a
range of issues such as accommodation and student funding. (Mail & Guardian, 2014) This was
the pre-crisis incubation period where warning signals emerged before the crisis events. As the
warning signals transitioned from pre-crisis to crisis events, disrupting normal university

operations, institutions were compelled to recognise the crises and enact crisis responses.

UCT’s crisis response strategy was geared toward protecting institutional reputation and resolving
the crises as quickly as possible. When the #FeesMustFall crisis occurred, news articles were
published about the crisis (headlines like “Students vow that Rhodes will fall” were not uncommon)
and social media conversation about the crisis under the hashtag #RhodesMustFall also emerged
(eNCA, 2015). The university released a media statement entitled “Rhodes statue protests and
transformation” to attempt to take control of the narrative and frame public perception (Price,
2015b). Such action would show that the university is trying to resolve the crisis, but these kinds of
exercises in perception management fell short in that media statements is the university’s
communication were inconsistent. UCT released its first media statement on 9 March 2015, and its

next statement was on 12 March 2015. Silence from the university created a void and was filled by
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news articles questioning why students had decided to protest by throwing faeces at the statue of
Rhodes (Bester, 2015). As the days and weeks passed, and the crisis prolonged, the university’s
reputation suffered due to the constant negative media attention. National and international coverage
around the protest action, with articles titled “Rhodes statue must go says UCT students” and “Ex-
SRC leaders say Rhodes must go” arguably had a detrimental impact on university ranking
(Fredericks, 2015; Bester, 2015).

The university’s response continued to try to frame public perception in their favour and to take
control of the narrative by showing that they were committed to resolving the crisis. This was
marked by releasing media statements such as “Progress in discussing the removal of Rhodes
statue”, “UCT Senate vote in favour of moving Rhodes statue”, and “UCT Council votes in
favour of removing Rhodes statue” similar response strategy was also employed by the university
during the 2015 Bremner Occupation and #Shackville movement (Price, 2015i; eNCA, 2015c;
University of Cape Town, 2015d). At this point media articles titled “UCT students to continue to
Occupy Bremner” and “Shackville erected at UCT to protest lack of housing”, appeared
(Etheridge, 2015; eNCA, 2016).

There was an immediate response by the university, creating public perception that they are
committed to resolving the crisis. This phase included media statements such as “Update on
Rhodes statue and occupation of Bremner Building” and “UCT committed to a safe study and
work environment” (Price, 2015; 2016). The university crisis response of attempting to take
control of the narrative has been a constant thread throughout the crises at UCT under the period
of study. Observation of the crises does however illustrates that UCT’s crisis response strategy
for the 2015, 2016 and 2017 #FeesMustFall crises to be slightly different. This was due to
insights from the #RhodesMustFall and Bremner Occupation. The media releases, statements and
updates for the #FeesMustFall compared to the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall were
regular, timely and consistent. On 19 October 2015, protest action began at UCT, and media
organisations started reporting about the protest. On the same day, the university also released
communication with an update, “All activities cancelled on Upper, Middle Lower Campus at
UCT” (Kruger, 2015a). But, the university’s response strategy during the #FeesMustFall crisis
was similar to the #RhodesMutFall, and Bremner Occupation, in that it was still geared at
protecting the reputation of the institution by depicting a university working hard to resolve the

crisis.
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This was illustrated through media statements such as “VC call for differentiated fee structure”,
“The way forward to completing the 2016 academic year”, “UCT executive and student
groupings sign agreement” and “Further details on UCT-student agreement” (Calata, 2017; Price,
2016a; University of Cape Town, 20161; University of Cape Town, 2016a) the university’s media
releases illustrated that the university was trying to resolve the crisis, but when it appeared that
discussion and engagements with protesting students were failing, and that protest was continuing
on campus, court orders and interdicts would be sought to alleviate tensions and resume normal
operations. This would almost always be done in a way that failed to engage with underlying

issues and would thus create a dormant crisis.

Legal intervention: Crisis Management Strategy

Research into UCT crisis management strategies shows that court orders and interdicts have
become an increasingly common crisis response strategy employed by the university to manage
their ongoing crises. During the #RhodesMustFall and 2015 Bremner Occupation, the university
did not respond to the crises through court orders or interdicts, but with the #FeesMustFall crises,
#Shackville movement and 2017 Bremner Occupations, the university did utilise court orders

and interdicts to assist in the resumption of academic operations.

Analysis of the #FeesMustFall crises, collectively, suggests a sharp difference between intent and
effect, relating to court orders and interdicts. While the university perceived court orders and
interdicts as a tool to ensure resumption of normal operations, those sympathetic to students
circumstances as a result of poverty and inequality may have perceived the court order and
interdicts as borderline authoritarian in character, and as having the effect of silencing dissenting
voices. Their deployment undermined trust and cooperation between the protesting students and
management, which is needed to resolve a crisis. By using court orders and interdicts, the

university exacerbated tensions and made finding a long-term solution to the crisis difficult.

The university’s use of court orders and interdicts as a crisis management strategy was also

reactive by the university instead of proactive. The university was reacting to the ongoing and

sometimes violent protest reported by the media, such as “UCT suspends all operations over

threat to the safety of staff and students” (TimesLive, 2015). However, the university’s reactive

crisis management strategy was not addressing the underlying issues fuelling the crisis, such as

poverty, inequality and unemployment. Instead, the university sought to impose its authority over
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the situation by imposing restrictions on the behaviour of those involved, as seen in “Appeal court

ruling sets parameters for a protest at universities” (Mail & Guardian, 2016).

UCT’s crisis response strategy appeared to be effective in resolving the crisis. This notion that the
crisis was resolved was demonstrated in the communication sent by the UCT VC in 2015, “Letter
to 2015 UCT students”. The communication by the university detailed how pleased the VC was
that the university could complete the academic calendar (University of Cape Town, 2015). Yet a
few months later, in 2016, the #Shackville movement occurred and the #FeesMustFall. In 2016,
towards the end of the year, similar to 2015 the university released communication “Further
details on UCT-student agreement” detailing that though it was challenging year for the
university with protest action, they were able to finish the academic calendar and write exams
even with the protest action of 2016 (University of Cape Town, 2016a). However, in less than 12

months later, the 2017 #FeesMustFall movement occurred.

Similarly in 2017 again, the university released its “Year-end message” detailing how the
university fared against difficulties, yet students were able to write their exams (University of
Cape Town, 2017). According to UCT communication, its crisis management strategies between
2015 and 2019 had been successful, because protest action were suspended and normal operations
had resumed, as signalled by the completion of the exams. But the university’s criteria for a
resolved crisis may have been short- sighted. Crisis management strategies that can cause crises
to be dormant offer a short-term crisis management strategy or solution. University operations
resumed, and the academic year was completed — as was the case for UCT in 2015, 2016 and
2017 — but the crises continually re-emerged. The court orders did not resolve the crisis, they
simply placed the crisis into dormancy. Generally, court orders tend not to resolve crises but

rather contribute to escalating already tense situations.

According to Masipa (2018), socio-economic issues such as poverty, inequality, and unemployment
are issues that are highly unlikely to disappear. And though higher education institutions such as
UCT are not expected to solve these issues (as they are issues Government should address through
policies), they also affect higher education institutions such as UCT. As a result, UCT and other
higher education institutions need to have crisis response strategies that identify these issues prior to
them manifesting and not implement short-term crisis response strategies moving crises to dormancy
because this contributes to the recurrence of these crises, as interdicts and court orders have stopped

the crisis without resolving it. This underscores the potential for court orders and interdicts to
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occasionally exacerbate heightened situations by generating additional resentment among students

and stakeholders, as demonstrated in “UCT to lay criminal charges against protesting students”
(Tandwa, 2016).

Court Orders

South Africa has a history of having an authoritarian government and using court orders and
interdicts as crisis management strategies was perceived as heavy-handed and authoritarian by
students. The apprehension of at least nine students at the University of Cape Town during
ongoing protests over tuition fees (Qukula,2015). Fuelled tensions between the management of
the university and protestors. The court order and interdicts also creating a sense of mistrust and
resentment, but they also created a false sense of security. The suspension of protest action was
mistaken for a resolution of the crisis. However, according to Pearson and Clair (1998), a resolved
crisis is one that does not occur again. The false sense of security contributed to the idea that the
issues raised had been resolved when they had in fact become dormant. Campus reopening,
through court orders pushed by the university, management into the mistaken notion that all crises
had been resolved. According to the Institute for Public Relations (2007), an organisation needs to
release updates on the recovery process, corrective actions or crisis investigation, when the crisis

has been resolved.

Another important observation that emerged from the study is how higher education institutions
such as UCT use court orders and interdicts to end a crisis. This fuels a kind of “arms race” where
students must anticipate for this kind of resolution. For example, in 2015 and 2016, UCT applied
for court interdicts to arrest students in violation of an earlier court order. This action discredited
the university’s claims of an open campus — claims made in university communication
(University of Cape Town, 2016). Claims similarly challenged by fact, were those concerning
lack of access control, but these however would be offered as evidence of the university’s

inability to prevent interdicted students from entering campus.

Instead of relying on court orders and interdicts as a crisis management strategy, higher education
institutions such as UCT must look for more constructive and proactive crisis response strategies.
This may involve engaging with all parties involved in the crisis, understanding their concerns

and perspectives, and finding ways to address the underlying issues fuelling the conflict.
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CHAPTER SIX

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

#RhodesMustFall was a prolonged crisis that damaged the institution’s reputation. However, the
crisis event offered important insights to implement in future crises. According to Lee (2021),
taking control of the narrative of a crisis enables the institution to shape public perception and
minimise negative consequences. It also allows the institution to protect its brand, which could
take years to recover. During the #FeesMustFall movement, UCT was accused of a range of
missteps and injustices, prompting the university to recognise the importance of providing its
community with regular updates. However, this was also perceived as an attempt to control the
narrative and protect the institution’s reputation. After the #RhodesMustFall event, there were
more regular, timely, and consistent updates by the university during crisis events in 2015, 2016,
and 2017. This critical learning from the #RhodesMustFall crisis is what UCT should adopt

regarding the crisis management strategy regarding court orders and interdicts.

A court order is not an effective crisis management strategy, but rather contributes to the
reoccurrence. In essence, a court order is a failure to resolve the crisis. According to Bundy
(2016), organisational learning is an essential step in crisis management because it allows an
organisation or institution to take teachings from previous crises and adapt them to future crises
in order that they do not make the same mistakes. Most importantly, organisational learning also
presents an opportunity for the institution to reflect on their current crisis management strategy
and assess its effectiveness in order for their crisis management strategy to be more effective

when dealing with a new crisis.

During 2015 #FeesMustFall UCT announced that it had applied for a court interdict and that
police would be on campus to arrest students violating it. Shortly thereafter, UCT released
follow-up communication that exams would be going ahead. On 9 November, the university
confirmed the unimpeded resumption of academic activities and exams (University of Cape
Town, 2015). Media houses such as eNCA also reported that exams had begun (“UCT exams go
ahead despite protests,”) also giving stakeholders the impression that the crisis had been resolved
after the exams had been completed. The VC sent out communication on 24 December “Letter to
2015 UCT students” noting that although 2015 was a challenging year apart from one disruption

to an exam, all exams ran as scheduled (Price, 2015). Therefore, university operations could be
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resumed, with a December graduation going to take place.

Similarly, on 25 October 2016, the university announced it had been granted an interim court
order, and anyone violating it would be arrested. The university explained that this was done to
protect its operations and for the university to conclude the academic year and proceed with
examinations (University of Cape Town, 2016). On 21 November, UCT announced that exams
had begun on 7 November, no disruption had occurred, and that exams were expected to be
completed on 25 November. When exams were completed, the VC communicated to 2017
prospective students and parents that despite the protest action in 2015 and 2016, UCT should be
their top choice (University of Cape Town, 2016).

Again in 2017, the same instance occurred after continued protest action disrupted academic
operations. UCT, as they did in 2015 and 2016, announced they would be seeking an interdict
(University of Cape Town, 2017). The interdict was granted, and soon after, UCT announced
that academic operations would resume, that exams would be going ahead despite attempts at
disruption and that the university would be completing the academic year (University of Cape
Town, 2017). After that the university announced that they would be forging ahead with the
academic year. Late in the year, the VC released a statement noting how 2017 was also
challenging, but that both teaching and exams had been rendered despite disruption by protests

(University of Cape Town, 2017).

UCT has been proven to have difficulty distinguishing between a resolved and dormant crisis.
Ostensibly this seems due to the university having a short-term focus on crisis management,
where immediate challenges are addressed rather than underlying causes. For example, in 2015,
when the #FeesMustFall occurred, the university’s immediate priority appeared to be the
resumption of academic operations; the completion of its academic year, and the successful
completion of exams (University of Cape Town, 2015). When this appeared to be threatened by
the ongoing student protest, the university turned to the courts to apply for an order to stop
student protest. The university repeated this strategy in 2016, and again in 2017. Completion of
the academic year and of exams was mistaken for resolution, building a permission structure for
the university to disengage from even attempting resolution of the underlying issues. However,
student protest would continue from 2017 through to 2023, the year of writing for this
dissertation. Because the underlying causes of the conflict still exist, ongoing crisis results. The

latest student protest against financial exclusion took place in February 2023. Again, the
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university resorted to court interdicts, and again these proved successful enough to allow for

resumption of normal academic operations (University of Cape Town, 2023).

The court interdicts create a false impression crisis being resolved. However, the university
needs a greater understanding of what constitutes a resolved crisis. According to Pearson and
Clair (1998), a resolved crisis is when the crisis is no longer a threat to an institution’s operations
or reputation and when the institution has successfully addressed the crisis, contained its impact,
and taken steps to prevent its recurrence. UCT’s approach to a resolved crisis needs to be revised
because resuming academic operations through court orders or interdicts does not resolve the
crisis. Instead, it is merely a short-term solution that does not address the underlying issues that
caused the crisis. Unfortunately, this approach that the university has adopted will continue to
result in the ongoing crisis period the university finds itself in time and time again, leading to

further disruptions and negative consequences for the reputation of the university.

Limitations

The central methodology for this study was participant observation, which gave an in-depth
insight into the institution’s practices, processes, and patterns. According to Shin and Miller
(2022), participant observation is a research technique that entails the researcher becoming fully
enmeshed in the community or group they desire to examine, monitoring their interactions, and
recording their findings. In addition, because the researcher was a former UCT employee, she
had firsthand experience of the organisation, which shed light on the institution’s crisis

management tactics.

Participant observation is a valuable research technique for understanding complicated
circumstances, but it has limitations (Kawulich, 2005). For example, the possibility of bias, which
can occur when a researcher is a member of the community they are examining, is a significant
constraint. In addition, when a former employee researches their former employer, preconceived
notions and power dynamics may influence the observations and analysis, compromising objectivity.
Consequently, this would make it more likely that the researcher might overlook or minimise some

aspects of the organisation’s practices, which will affect validity.

The poor generalisability of the results is another area in which participant observation falls short.

The context of higher education in South Africa and UCT was the explicit focus of this study. As
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a result, the conclusions drawn may only be relevant to a few higher education institutions in
South Africa or elsewhere. Furthermore, because each institution has its own culture, customs,
and crisis management procedures, the findings cannot be generalised to other higher education
institutions globally.

Researchers must consider these limitations when evaluating the results and coming to
conclusions from the study (Zaidi & Ross, 2019). In order to supplement the knowledge gathered
from participant observation and provide a complete understanding of crisis management in
higher education, future studies may include additional research methodologies such as surveys
or interviews. Future studies could also examine how well various crisis management techniques
work in higher education institutions and how institutions can enhance their crisis management

procedures.

Ultimately, this study provides relevant knowledge regarding the crisis management strategies
employed by UCT since 2015. However, recognising the research methodology’s drawbacks,
such as potential bias and reduced generalisability, is vital.

Conclusion

In today’s interconnected world it is challenging to prevent news of a crisis from spreading
(Diers-Lawson, 2017). In addition, the advancement of information technology has contributed
to spreading crisis news from one part of the world to the next. The speed at which crisis news
travels means organisations need to be prepared now more than ever for a crisis because of its
potential negative impact on their reputation. Therefore, scholars advise best practices for

organisations to prepare for crises because crises are inevitable (Coombs, 2007).

Investing in education is widely recognised as essential for social development and economic
growth. In line with this, the South African government has implemented policies, such as the
Higher Education Act of 1997, to address the legacies of apartheid and create a new social order.
According to Badat (2008), education was previously separated along racial, geographical, and
social lines, with most tertiary-level students being white. Since then, the number of black
students in higher education institutions has significantly increased (Badat, 2008). However,
despite the Government’s efforts to promote access to higher education through policies and

establishing the National Student Funding Scheme (NSFAS), many students still do not have
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access to higher education (Mhlongo, 2018), leading to frustration at the situation. In South
Africa, protest action is used to express dissent towards the ruling party as well as various socio-
economic issues such as unemployment, poverty and inequality. In recent years protest action has
also been utilised by students at higher education institutions to highlight a range of issues they

are dealing with.

In 2014, SASCO encouraged student protest at higher education institutions to express
dissatisfaction with the allocation and registration process of the NSFAS (Mail & Guardian,
2014). SASCO also accused higher education institutions of exacerbating the situation with
exorbitant fees. This led to protests at several universities, including Durban University of
Technology, Vaal University of Technology, Cape Peninsula University of Technology, and
Mangosuthu University of Technology (Mail & Guardian, 2014). The protests emerged as a

result of growing dissent over the slow pace of transformation at higher education institutions.

In March 2015, following the 2014 student protests, and as higher education institutions appeared to
be recovering from the unrest, UCT was confronted with a crisis. UCT student Chumani Maxwele
made national and international headlines when he threw a bucket of excrement at Cecil John
Rhodes statue highlighting transformation issues at the university. While some media reports
dismissed the protest action as vandalism, student protestors deemed it necessary to highlight
institutional racism, inadequate transformation, and the lack of access to tertiary education and
student housing that the statute represented (Smith, 2015; Bester, 2015).

The #RhodesMustFall and Bremner Occupation crisis brought to the fore UCT’s crisis management
strategy due to the constant national and international media coverage. The crisis management
strategy appeared to be effective as protest action stopped on campus, and as Bremner Building was
vacated by protesting students, allowing normal university operations to be resumed. However, the
university would soon be grappling with another crisis in the form of the 2015 #FeesMustFall
protest. The 2014 protest action encouraged by SASCO at various other higher education institutions
appeared to be a precursor to the higher education industry. Student leaders, in 2014 had expressed
their growing discontent about the lack of government funding, exorbitant fees, and the limited
access to higher education institutions by academically deserving students who could not afford

fees.
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The #FeesMustFall crisis, like its predecessor crises, the #RhodesMustFall and Bremner
Occupation drew intense national and international media attention and put a sharp spotlight on
the university’s crisis management strategy. According to Greef (2021), during the protests,
students disrupted classes and caused temporary closures of higher education institutions to
protest against proposed fee increases. Mavunga (2019) adds that the dissent quickly spread to

other higher education institutions, leading to weeks of demonstrations and exam postponements.

As with any other organisation, higher education institutions seek to quickly resolve a crisis,
since a prolonged crisis can harm their reputation and finances. Furthermore, higher education
institution crises often significantly impact the academic mission and according to Simpson,
Fincher and Hafler (2007), academic operations are often the most visible and tangible aspect of
the institution’s activities. Ending a crisis and returning to normal academic operations is
essential to higher education institutions, from the point of view of minimising damage. Since
2015 the university has spent more than R24 million on private security (Mail & Guardian,
2017). After much debate and protest action the Cecil Rhodes statue was removed, protest action
stopped and the university resumed normal academic operations.Notwithstanding its apparent
success at suspending protests, the university’s chosen crisis management strategy of seeking

court orders led to the false perception of resolving the crisis.

Sarriegi, Torres and Lardizabal (2009) believe it is important that an institution acknowledges a
crisis because it allows for important learning and assists in limiting the reoccurrence of a crisis.
Acknowledging a crisis also allows for the institution to do a critical assessment of how the crisis
came about. Was the crisis management strategy effective in resolving a crisis? Did it acknowledge
underlying issues that could have led to the crisis limiting its reoccurrence (Bundy, 2007)? Non-
acknowledgment of a crisis also means that the institution is unable to learn what it did well and
what it did not.

The occurrence of the #FeesMustFall crisis, followed by the #Shackville movement, Bremner
Occupation, and the recurrence of #FeesMustFall illustrates the danger of failure to learn from
previous crises. An ongoing crisis period is created for the institution or industry. The ongoing
crisis illustrates that the sense of security created with the stopping of these crises was ultimately
a false one. And further that, a return to normal academic operations was impossible without
acknowledging the issues raised by students during the crisis. Fully addressing the underlying

issues that initially prompted the crisis and preventing their going dormant was, in fact, the only
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means to resolution.

It is, however, sometimes easier for higher education institutions such as UCT to avoid resolving
the underlying issues that cause a crisis. Institutions might especially resign themselves to
leaving these issues unaddressed, given the complex socio-economic nature of the issues
themselves. Furthermore, these problems are pernicious and need to be addressed by the
Government as they are rooted in the country’s history, and would require significant investment
of resources and to address. The solution to the crisis may take time to implement. Additionally,
resolving such deep-rooted socio-economic issues appears to require collaboration and
cooperation among multiple stakeholders, including government, the private sector, civil society,

and the general public, which can be challenging.

South Africa, is grappling with various socio-economic challenges, including high levels of
inequality, unemployment, and poverty (Masipa, 2018). These issues are deeply rooted in the
country’s history of colonialism, Apartheid, and economic exclusion and would require
significant efforts to address (Masipa, 2018). However, it is challenging to address these issues
because they are often interconnected and reinforce one another, creating a vicious cycle that is
difficult to break. For example, high levels of inequality can contribute to high levels of poverty
and unemployment (Dabala-Norris, 2015). Furthermore, high poverty levels can lead to limited
opportunities for economic mobility. Therefore, resolving deep-rooted socio-economic issues that
cause issues to evolve into crises is tricky and requires sustained efforts over the long term
(United Nations Development Programme, 2018). In South Africa, higher education institutions
face significant challenges related to inequality, unemployment, and poverty (Barnes, 2021).
However, despite the challenges, it is crucial for higher education institutions to not avoid the
underlying issues that cause crises such as #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall or #Shackville.
Avoiding the issues underlying these can lead to a cycle of crises that continues to impact the

institution’s reputation and operations.

This is why crises are considered adverse events due to their negative impact. However, crises
also present learning opportunities. When an organisation faces a crisis, it can be an indication
that something is not working as it should. Therefore, higher education institutions such as UCT
should see a crisis as a learning opportunity to analyse what went wrong and why and to take
steps to prevent similar crises from occurring. UCT could reconsider its concept of crisis

resolution and thus become less vulnerable to future crises brought on by student protest. For
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instance, UCT has faced numerous student protests since 2015, with the university often
responding through court orders and interdicts to control the situation. While these tactics may
provide a short-term solution to the crisis, these measures fail to provide long-term resolution by
failing to address the underlying issues that led to the protests. As a result, the crisis may be
dormant rather than resolved, and there is a risk that it may reoccur in the future because a

resolved crisis has been effectively addressed in a way that prevents it from ongoing.

UCT has struggled with ongoing crises. To prevent this from happening, the university needs to
implement strategies that focus on long-term solutions and prevention rather than quick fixes.
One approach that UCT can take is to acknowledge and address the socio-economic issues that
underlie many of the university’s crises. This would be done by developing effective long- term
crisis communication strategies not only when crises occur, communicating about what the
institution has done for disadvantaged students, earmarking available funding, over a longer

period, in anticipation of a crisis, and developing year-round crisis communication strategies.

To prevent dormant crises from resurfacing, UCT needs to understand the characteristics of a
dormant crisis. Coombs (2014) classifies a dormant crisis as a crisis that has not yet had a
significant impact on the organisation, but the crisis exists and can emerge anytime. This can

create a financial risk for the organisation or institution reputation.

According to scholars, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) focuses on companies’ duty and
commitment to ethical and positive business practices (Eisingerich, Rubera, Seifert, & Bhardwaj,
2011; Jeon & Baeck, 2016; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). Furthermore, research reveals that
consumer perceptions about a brand committed to CSR initiatives can generate positive business
outcomes, including enhancing consumer trust (Kang & Hustvedt, 2014). As a result, more
companies focus on CSR as a strategic component of their businesses (Boccia & Sarnacchiaro,
2018). Scholars Eisenegger and Schranz, (2011) further add that CSR has become an effective
approach to minimise the effects of a crisis. However, only some companies adopt this as a crisis
prevention strategy. Furthermore, if businesses utilise their CSR efforts correctly, they can
mitigate negative impact (Cho & Kim, 2012; Klein & Dawar, 2004; Vanhamme & Grobben,
2009). Kim, Dirks and Cooper (2009), further indicate that a company’s CSR efforts or message
can result in lower attributions of crisis responsibility. According to Vanhamme and Grobben

(2009), research into CSR indicates that a company’s CSR history may positively impact crisis

81



management. Furthermore, Vanhamme and Grobben (2009) add that consumers perceive a
company’s CSR claims as more credible if their intentions for CSR practice are conveyed before
the crisis. Furthermore, CSR may also help companies to steer clear of crises altogether because
they can also help identify risks.

According to UCT (2023d), social responsiveness is central to the university’s work as an
engaged institution. The university’s social responsiveness is achieved through its core work of
teaching, research and service to society (University of Cape Town, 2023d). A long-term
solution and crisis prevention strategy is for the university to communicate its social
responsiveness projects. This would be through its teaching, research and service as well as its
partnerships with local communities, non-government organisations and government agencies.
This would need to be done all year round and would need to highlight how the university is
focused on using its research, teaching and service to the community to address socio-economic
challenges. This strategy can help the university build a positive community reputation and
create goodwill among its stakeholders and the public.

If consumers perceive a company’s CSR as credible, they may become advocates of the company
or institution when a crisis occurs due to a company CSR campaign or efforts. UCT therefore
should consider developing a crisis communication plan to demonstrate the university’s work
through its social responsiveness projects to address some of the crises’ underlying causes and

promote social change.

However, preventing dormant crises at UCT requires a multifaceted approach with consensus on
what a resolved crisis is. Long-term solutions should be prioritised over quick fixes and short-
term solutions, the socio-economic issues, such as poverty, unemployment and inequality should
be acknowledged. All such measures represent new risks for the university. As a result, UCT
could create a culture of crisis prevention rather than crisis management and build a more

resilient and sustainable institution.

UCT is a renowned research-intensive institution in Africa, attracting many students, academics,
researchers, and professional staff. However, the frequent crises since the #RhodesMustFall,
#FeesMustFall and #Shackville movements have harmed the UCT’s reputation. The ongoing

crises at UCT call into question the school’s crisis management plans and highlight the need for
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greater clarity regarding the difference between resolved and dormant crises. In order to promote
a culture of crisis prevention rather than crisis management, this research study highlighted the
variables behind UCT’s difficulties in differentiating between resolved and dormant crises.
Further, this study has also suggested measures to prevent dormant crises from returning. By
resolving these problems, UCT can enhance its standing as the preeminent research-intensive

institution in Africa.
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