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ABSTRACT  
The United Nations Pact for the Future offers a practical normative 
compass for public institutions responding to complex, long- 
horizon challenges. This paper argues that South African public 
universities can use the Pact as an operationalising tool to 
reframe governance away from procedural compliance and 
toward adaptive, participatory, and ethically justified decision- 
making. Read through Complexity Theory, the King V Code on 
Corporate Governance, and Heracleous and Lan’s (2022) ‘Third 
Possibility’, the Pact functions as a policy-oriented reference point 
rather than a prescriptive blueprint. It addresses intensifying 
pressures on university legitimacy and performance: funding 
precarity, widening inequity, and contested public trust, and it 
responds to persistent governance concerns in the sector. Using 
qualitative document analysis, the study codes the Pact to 
identify governance-actionable commitments on education as a 
global public good, systems thinking under polycrisis, 
intergenerational equity, multilateral cooperation, and trust- 
building. These are applied to the sector’′ governance 
architecture – Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, and executive 
management – to show where current routines and decision 
rights remain misaligned with the Pact’s participatory ethos and 
long-term responsibilities. The contribution is a set of organ- 
specific, context-sensitive governance options that connect the 
Pact’s commitments to feasible institutional instruments, enabling 
universities to serve the public good while contributing credibly 
to global cooperation and shared planetary futures.
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Introduction

Public universities are routinely expected to perform two governance roles at once: to 
meet immediate national obligations and to contribute to wider global responsibilities 
(Jones et al. 2021). In South Africa these expectations unfold under well-documented 
institutional pressures, including funding precarity (Burton and Bowman 2022), widening 
inequity (Mateko, Dowelani, and Sinamano 2025), and contested public trust (Carolissen 
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and Bowers du-Toit 2022; Kumalo 2021). Universities are also increasingly called to 
respond to polycrises that exceed any single institution’s capacity – climate breakdown 
(Hoyer et al. 2023), democratic erosion (Bina and Pereira 2020), growing inequality 
(Sokol and Stephens 2025), and geopolitical fragmentation (Thomas et al. 2023). Yet in 
many contexts, including South Africa, governance arrangements inside universities 
remain experienced as slow, conflictual, or reactive rather than anticipatory, inclusive, 
and publicly accountable (Jansen 2023; Sebola 2023). The practical question is therefore 
not whether universities should ‘transform’, but whether their governance systems are 
capable of making legitimate decisions under uncertainty, distributing authority across 
affected stakeholders, and sustaining public value over time.

This paper responds to that question by foregrounding the United Nations (UN) Pact 
for the Future as a usable governance reference point for public universities. The Pact 
articulates commitments to intergenerational equity, universal human rights, strength
ened multilateralism, sustainable development, and just digital and green transitions 
(United Nations 2024). It also positions education – including higher education – as a 
global public good and as an enabling institution for these commitments. While the 
Pact is non-binding, its governance value lies precisely in its agenda-setting function: it 
clarifies what responsible institutions should be able to justify, disclose, and deliver 
when decisions affect future generations and vulnerable stakeholders. For South 
African public universities, the Pact therefore functions as a domestication challenge: 
can global commitments be translated into local governance instruments and routines 
without becoming symbolic statements?

This paper argues that the Pact can function as an operationalising governance 
compass for South African public universities when its commitments are domesticated 
into organ-specific instruments, decision routines, and disclosure practices, rather than 
endorsed as external rhetoric. To make this translation analytically rigorous and practically 
usable, the paper interprets the Pact through three integrated lenses. Complexity Theory 
is used to test whether governance arrangements support adaptation in uncertainty-rich 
environments rather than relying on linear plan-and-control assumptions. The King V 
Code on Corporate Governance for South Africa (IoDSA 2025) is used to test whether gov
ernance practices are ethically grounded, stakeholder-inclusive, transparent, and legiti
macy-building. Heracleous and Lan’s (2022) ‘Third Possibility’ is used to test whether 
governance can hold the sector’s entrenched paradoxes productively – autonomy and 
accountability, Africanisation and internationalisation, access and excellence – without 
collapsing into adversarial binaries. Taken together, these lenses provide a set of govern
ance design criteria that allow the Pact’s commitments to be translated into concrete 
choices for councils, senates, institutional forums, and executive management.

This paper is also anchored in the primary author’s participation in the 63rd Graduate 
Study Programme at the United Nations Office at Geneva (2026), which engaged youth- 
led knowledge communities around the meaning and practical implications of the Pact 
for the Future (United Nations 2024). This experiential vantage point is reported reflex
ively, without treating experience as evidence, and is used to sharpen the question of 
how a global normative instrument becomes an everyday governance orientation 
inside institutions.

The central research question is: How can the values and frameworks enshrined in the 
United Nations Pact for the Future contribute to the transformation of public higher 
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education governance in South Africa, and how can universities more meaningfully con
tribute to global cooperation and nation-building in response? Subsidiary questions focus 
on translation and feasibility: which Pact commitments are governance-actionable; how 
do the three lenses clarify governance design choices; and what organ-specific options 
emerge for Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, and executive management within het
erogeneous institutional contexts (Jansen 2023).

To ground the argument in institutional realities, the next section provides a descrip
tive account of how South African public universities currently operate in governance 
terms and why these arrangements can become a constraint on transformation.

How South African public university governance works

South African public universities operate through a statutory governance architecture, 
anchored in the Higher Education Act 101 of 1997 (Republic of South Africa 1997), that 
is intended to balance public accountability, academic self-governance, and participatory 
transformation (Moodley 2025). While details differ by institution and statute, the core 
governance organs are generally consistent: Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, and 
executive management (Jansen 2023). This arrangement is often described as ‘coopera
tive governance’, but in practice the effectiveness of cooperation depends on how 
decision rights, agenda-setting, and resource authority are distributed (Jansen 2020, 
2023; Luescher 2023).

Council is typically the highest governance authority and carries fiduciary responsibility 
for institutional sustainability, strategic direction, major policy approval, risk oversight, 
and senior appointments (Jansen 2023). Council decisions shape what the university 
funds, what it prioritises, and how it justifies trade-offs when goals conflict. Because 
Council controls strategic and financial authorisation, Council also becomes the main 
site where legitimacy is built or lost when decisions are perceived as opaque, elitist, or 
misaligned with institutional transformation commitments (Carolissen and Bowers du- 
Toit 2022; Jansen 2023; Kumalo 2021).

Senate is generally responsible for academic governance: curricula, academic stan
dards, research policy, teaching and learning rules, and matters related to scholarship 
and academic integrity. Senate is the organ most closely tied to questions of epistemic 
transformation, language policy, and the academic consequences of institutional 
change. Where Senate is disconnected from broader stakeholder concerns – or where aca
demic decisions are made without transparent engagement – conflict tends to emerge 
around decolonisation, inclusion, and institutional culture (Maringira and Gukurume 
2021; Mkhize 2023; Wheeler and Wiese 2024).

The Institutional Forum, a statutory innovation of South Africa’s post-apartheid higher 
education settlement, was designed to strengthen participatory governance and provide 
structured deliberation on transformation, equity, institutional culture, and stakeholder 
concerns (Jansen 2023; Mvalo 2023). However, sector accounts describe uneven practice: 
in some institutions the Institutional Forum plays a meaningful role in reviewing key pol
icies and shaping transformation priorities, while in others it is experienced as symbolic, 
advisory, under-resourced, or disconnected from strategic and financial decisions (Berg
steedt and du Plessis 2026a, 2026b; Jansen 2023; Mvalo 2023). Where Institutional 
Forums have limited influence, ‘participation’ can become procedural rather than 
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consequential, and transformation work is perceived as peripheral to the institution’s core 
governance logic (Mvalo 2023).

Executive management (typically led by the Vice-Chancellor and deputies) runs insti
tutional operations, executes strategy, manages budgets and staffing, and implements 
Council and Senate decisions (Jansen 2023). Executives also coordinate institutional 
responses to shocks and conflicts – student protests, fiscal austerity, safety crises, or repu
tational risk. In practice, executives are often placed in a pressure zone: asked to deliver 
transformation and stability simultaneously under resource constraints, while navigating 
competing stakeholder demands and regulatory scrutiny (Jansen 2023; Sebola 2023).

This baseline matters for two reasons. First, it clarifies that ‘governance reform’ is not a 
generic aspiration; it concerns decision rights, agenda control, oversight, disclosure, and 
the institutional routines that make participation real or symbolic. Second, it provides a 
concrete framework for assessing the Pact for the Future. If the Pact calls for intergenera
tional justice, inclusion, and trust-building (United Nations 2024), then the operational 
question becomes: which organ must adopt which instrument and which routine so 
that these commitments become visible in decisions, not only in rhetoric?

The next section uses this governance baseline to specify the problem: where current 
governance routines in the sector remain misaligned with transformation demands and 
with the Pact’s expectations of participatory, ethical, future-oriented institutional 
responsibility.

Problem statement

South Africa’s public universities are simultaneously expected to deliver redress, knowl
edge production, civic development, and socio-economic contribution, while operating 
under fiscal constraint, politicised contestation, and widening inequality. In this 
context, governance is not merely an internal administrative system; it is the mechanism 
through which universities justify decisions, distribute authority, and sustain legitimacy. 
Yet sector critiques suggest that governance arrangements across many institutions 
remain strained by bureaucratic rigidity, inherited institutional logics, and competing 
ideological visions (Belluigi and Thondhlana 2022; Jansen 2020, 2023). Importantly, this 
is not a claim of uniform dysfunction: institutional conditions vary, and governance matur
ity differs markedly across the sector (Jansen 2023).

The analytic concern is that recurring governance patterns appear with sufficient fre
quency – especially in relation to transformation mandates – to warrant focused atten
tion. This paper argues that they become sharply visible when viewed against the 
United Nations Pact for the Future. Despite South Africa’s support of the Pact and the 
United Nations’ long-standing partnership with the country’s democratic institutions 
(Inglis 2009; United Nations 2004), the values emphasised in the Pact – multilateralism, 
human-centred development, intergenerational justice, and equitable global cooperation 
– have not been consistently translated into the governance instruments and routines of 
public universities. Because the Pact is non-binding, it is treated here as a normative refer
ence point whose institutional value depends on local domestication into charters, policy 
mandates, decision cadences, measurable targets, and disclosure, rather than as a pre
scriptive rulebook. The governance problem is therefore a translation problem: Univer
sities are expected to function as democratic public institutions that teach civic values 
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and global responsibility, but their internal governance practices do not always reflect the 
participation, ethical justification, and long-horizon responsibility that these roles require.

Using the governance baseline described above, the misalignment manifests across 
five interlinked fault lines that are reported in sector literature and institutional analyses: 

(1) The governance-transformation gap. Although cooperative governance is provided 
for in statutes and policy, governance practice can remain exclusionary, slow to 
shift, and reactive rather than anticipatory. Institutional Forums and transformation 
structures are frequently described as weakly empowered or symbolically positioned, 
with limited influence on strategic and financial decisions (Mvalo 2023). This under
mines responsiveness to persistent demands relating to inclusive leadership, trans
parent decision-making, and epistemic transformation (Bergsteedt and du Plessis 
2026a, 2026b; Maringira and Gukurume 2021; Mkhize 2023; Wheeler and Wiese 2024).

(2) Fragmented engagement with global norms. Many universities engage global frame
works through international offices or specific programmes while leaving governance 
cores – Council chartering, strategy approval, budgeting, and disclosure – largely 
unchanged. This siloing limits universities’ ability to integrate sustainable develop
ment, climate justice, digital inclusion, and democratic renewal as governance priori
ties rather than project themes (Buckner 2019; Gyamera and Debrah 2023; Hart, 
Daniels, and September-Brown 2025; Horbachevska, van Zeben, and Bernaz 2024; 
Lachapelle et al. 2024; Marcucci et al. 2023; Mateko, Dowelani, and Sinamano 2025; 
Soliman, Anchor, and Taylor 2019).

(3) Over-reliance on linear, compliance-oriented governance. Universities often default to 
technocratic control, performance metrics, and compliance routines that privilege 
predictability over learning (Adam 2020; Atanaw, Estifanos, and Negash 2025; 
Capano and Jarvis 2020; Tierens et al. 2024). Complexity Theory cautions that such 
approaches are brittle in dynamic social systems where outcomes are non-linear 
and behaviour emerges through interaction (du Plessis 2023; Jalonen 2025; Matveeva 
2025). This governance style can stifle innovation and reduce crisis responsiveness, 
including in contexts of pandemic disruption (Crowley et al., 2025; Ojo et al., 2023; 
Onwuegbuzie et al. 2020), climate shocks (Walker and Somerville 2025), and protests 
linked to fees and inequality (Masango Chéry 2023; Ntshingila 2016; Pillay 2016).

(4) Limited capability for paradox and hybridity. South African public universities are 
inherently hybrid: they are pulled between public accountability and market impera
tives, Africanisation and internationalisation, autonomy and state oversight. Govern
ance practice often treats these tensions as problems to be resolved through control 
or adversarial negotiation, rather than as persistent paradoxes that require integrative 
design. Heracleous and Lan (2022) propose the ‘Third Possibility’ as an alternative that 
embraces paradox and builds mutualist governance capacities. This capability 
remains under-developed in governance practice and scholarship in the sector 
(Hart, Daniels, and September-Brown 2025).

(5) Erosion of trust and legitimacy. Governance failures – perceived or real – accumulate 
into trust deficits. Student protest dynamics, institutional culture disputes, and public 
scepticism about outcomes signal an ongoing legitimacy problem (Booysen 2016; 
Carolissen and Bowers du-Toit 2022; Gouws 2017; Habib 2019; MacGinty 2024; Ntshin
gila 2016). The Pact frames trust-building and social cohesion as governance 
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imperatives, which implies that universities cannot claim civic values externally while 
failing to embody participation and reason-giving internally (Reibold, Bachvarova, 
and Lenard 2025). At the same time, trust trajectories remain mixed and institution- 
specific, reinforcing the need for context-sensitive reforms rather than blanket diag
noses (Jansen 2023).

Against this backdrop, the paper advances organ-specific governance options that trans
late the Pact’s values – through Complexity Theory, the King V Code (IoDSA 2025), and the 
‘Third Possibility’ (Heracleous and Lan 2022) – into instruments that councils, senates, 
institutional forums, and executives can plausibly adopt, given heterogeneity and feasi
bility constraints. The aim is not to prescribe a uniform model, but to offer a coherent 
translation logic that makes the Pact actionable within the everyday machinery of 
public university governance.

Theoretical framework

This paper uses three complementary lenses – Complexity Theory, the King V Code on 
Corporate Governance, and Heracleous and Lan’s (2022) ‘Third Possibility’ – to translate 
the United Nations Pact for the Future into governance design choices for South 
African public universities. The lenses are not presented as abstract theory, but as practical 
evaluative criteria: they help determine whether proposed governance reforms are (i) 
adaptive in uncertainty, (ii) ethically legitimate and stakeholder-inclusive, and (iii) 
capable of holding structural paradoxes without collapsing into adversarial binaries. 
This composite has been advanced as an integrated governance framework in companion 
work (Bergsteedt and du Plessis 2026b); the present paper repurposes it as a set of design 
tests applied to a specific external instrument – the Pact for the Future (United Nations 
2024).

Because governance debates in higher education often become conceptually dense, 
we begin by clarifying a small set of terms as they are used in this paper, and then 
specify what each lens contributes to the translation of the Pact’s commitments into 
organ-level instruments and routines.

Key terms used in this paper

Governance refers to the formal and informal arrangements through which universities are 
steered and held to account: allocation of decision rights, agenda-setting, oversight, 
accountability mechanisms, and disclosure (how decisions are justified publicly and intern
ally) (Jones 2026). In this paper, governance is treated as practical machinery – who decides, 
how reasons are given, and what remedies exist when obligations are not met.

Transformation is used in the post-apartheid sense of systemic institutional change, not 
as a narrow compliance category. It includes changes in access and success, staffing 
profiles, curriculum and knowledge orientation, language policy, institutional culture, 
and the distribution of power within governance structures. This meaning is consistent 
with scholarship that frames transformation as equity-oriented institutional redesign 
rather than symbolic reform (Bergsteedt and du Plessis 2026a; Jansen 2023; Mbembe 
2015; Walters 2021).
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Accountability combines (i) answerability – being required to provide reasons for 
decisions and their impacts – and (ii) enforceability – having mechanisms for oversight, 
correction, and remedy when governance obligations are not met (Macheridis and Pauls
son 2021; Vidovich 2020). In the context of public universities, accountability must 
operate both internally (within organs) and externally (to broader public and state 
obligations).

Intergenerational justice refers to fair distribution of benefits and burdens across time, 
including the inclusion of future-affected stakeholders in present decision-making (United 
Nations 2024; Vasconcellos Oliveira 2018). In this paper, intergenerational justice is oper
ationalised as governance practices that require long-horizon impact reasoning 
(especially where decisions shape the conditions of younger generations), rather than 
as a moral abstraction (Alemanno 2023; Bessant, Prost, and Watts 2025).

These terms matter because the Pact for the Future is fundamentally a governance 
document: it calls for institutions to act with intergenerational responsibility, strengthen 
trust, enable inclusive participation, and pursue sustainable, cooperative futures (United 
Nations 2024). The question for universities is therefore not whether they endorse these 
values rhetorically, but whether their governance organs can translate them into decision 
rights, routines, and disclosed justifications.

Why these three lenses, and what each tests

The three lenses are used as a composite framework because each addresses a different 
failure mode that recurs in higher education governance debates. Complexity Theory 
tests whether governance is built for uncertainty and emergence rather than linear 
control; the King V Code tests whether governance produces legitimacy through 
ethical culture, stakeholder inclusivity, and transparent reason-giving (IoDSA 2025); and 
the ‘Third Possibility’ tests whether governance can design for paradox – holding compet
ing imperatives simultaneously – rather than choosing one side of institutional tensions 
(Heracleous and Lan 2022).

Together, they provide a structured way to make the Pact actionable: the Pact supplies 
the normative compass, while the lenses supply the design tests used to craft organ- 
specific governance options.

Complexity theory in higher education governance

Complexity Theory shifts governance thinking away from the assumption that institutions 
can be steered through linear plans and predictable control (Cosens et al. 2021; Midgley and 
Lindhult 2021). Universities function as complex adaptive systems: they include multiple 
semi-autonomous actors (students, academics, administrators, unions, councils), nested 
decision levels (department, faculty, Senate, Council), and continuous feedback from 
wider society, politics, and global metrics (Cilliers 2002; Laufer et al. 2025b; Marginson 
2022). In such systems, outcomes are often non-linear and path-dependent, and reforms 
do not ‘land’ uniformly because effects emerge through interaction rather than through 
compliance alone (Laufer et al. 2025a; Risien and Goldstein 2021; Uotila and Morrell 2025).

For governance design, the most important implication is that effective steering relies 
on sense-and-respond, not plan-and-control (Musawir, Mohd-Danuri, and Abd-Karim 
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2023; Woelert and Stensaker 2025). This means short decision cycles, iterative learning 
loops, transparency about uncertainty, and distributed problem-solving capacity rather 
than over-centralised compliance routines (Ansell et al. 2024; Bayanbayeva 2026; Kallo 
and Välimaa 2025). Complexity Theory is particularly relevant in South African higher edu
cation because institutions operate under overlapping demands – national regulation, 
fiscal constraints, political contestation, and global measurement – and must navigate 
transformation pressures that are both structural and socio-emotional (Swartz et al. 
2019; Walters 2021).

The Pact aligns strongly with this orientation by explicitly recognising systemic, inter
locking crises and calling for whole-of-society approaches, inclusive action, and anticipat
ory governance (United Nations 2024, 17, 35, 56). Read through a complexity lens, the 
Pact becomes a prompt to redesign governance cadences so that councils, senates, insti
tutional forums, and executives can learn in real time, adjust course, and legitimise adap
tation through transparent reason-giving.

In this paper, Complexity Theory is therefore treated as a design heuristic: proposed 
reforms are evaluated according to whether they create conditions for learning, iteration, 
and distributed intelligence, rather than reinforcing brittle routines that appear orderly 
but fail under disruption (Montgomery et al. 2021; Schophuizen et al. 2023; van der 
Bijl-Brouwer, Kligyte, and Key 2021). This also repositions participation: stakeholder 
engagement is not an optional consultation layer but a source of system intelligence in 
a complex environment (de Groot et al. 2025; Nelson and Stroink 2020; Yembergenova 
2023).

The King V Code as a legitimacy and accountability lens

The King V Code on Corporate Governance provides a South African governance verna
cular – grounded in part in the Ubuntu-Botho philosophy – for translating normative com
mitments into concrete practices (IoDSA 2025). While developed with the private sector in 
mind, the Code is widely treated as a benchmark for governance outcomes across sectors 
because it shifts attention away from narrow compliance and toward legitimacy and long- 
term value creation (van der Merwe 2020). It emphasises four governance outcomes – 
Ethical Culture, Performance and Value Creation, Conformance and Prudent Control, 
and Legitimacy – and operationalises them through stakeholder inclusivity, integrated 
thinking, and transparent disclosure (IoDSA 2025).

For public universities, the relevance of the King V Code is not that it imports corporate 
logic into education, but that it offers an ethics-led, stakeholder-inclusive governance 
model with an apply-and-explain orientation that can be adapted to context (de Beer 
2020; IoDSA 2025; Natesan 2020). Universities are public institutions expected to justify 
trade-offs – between access and sustainability, excellence and equity, autonomy and 
accountability – under conditions of contested legitimacy (Marginson 2025). The King V 
Code supplies a governance language for making these trade-offs visible and accountable 
through reason-giving and disclosure rather than opaque decision-making (IoDSA 2025; 
Natesan 2020).

The Pact for the Future reinforces this imperative: it places trust, accountability, 
inclusion, and intergenerational responsibility at the centre of institutional legitimacy 
(United Nations 2024). A King V Code lens therefore asks: do university governance 
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practices produce legitimacy by being transparent, stakeholder-inclusive, and ethically 
justified, or do they rely on procedural authority that appears technocratic and 
exclusionary?

This lens is also used to scrutinise the internal distribution of power across governance 
organs. For example, where councils operate with limited meaningful participation from 
students and internal stakeholders, or where institutional forums are weakly empowered, 
the institution risks performing inclusion without embedding it in decision rights and 
oversight (Jansen 2023; Mvalo 2023). Under a King V Code lens, the governance question 
becomes concrete: what must be applied and explained, by whom, and through what dis
closure routines, for legitimacy to be sustained (IoDSA 2025; Natesan 2020).

The ‘Third possibility’ as a paradox-capability lens

Heracleous and Lan’s (2022) ‘Third Possibility’ addresses a central condition of public uni
versity governance: universities are not ‘either/or’ institutions, but inherently hybrid ones. 
They are expected to deliver public value while facing market-like pressures (Salemans 
and Budding 2022); to Africanise knowledge while engaging internationally (Agbaje 
2023); to widen access while safeguarding standards (Boliver et al. 2022); to preserve 
autonomy while remaining publicly accountable (Hieu and Niem 2024; Kadikilo, Nayak, 
and Sahay 2025; Kallio et al. 2021). Governance routinely becomes stuck when these ten
sions are treated as binaries that must be resolved by choosing one side (Eriksson-Zetter
quist and Sahlin 2023; Yembergenova 2023).

The ‘Third Possibility’ rejects this binary logic. Instead of control versus freedom, stab
ility versus change, or centralisation versus decentralisation, it proposes a governance 
stance that holds paradox productively through mutualism, hybridity, and integrative 
strategy-making (Heracleous and Lan 2022). In practical terms, it becomes a both/and 
design logic for councils and senates facing chronic paradox: governance must be 
designed to pursue dual goals, build integrative mechanisms (not merely compromises), 
and institutionalise mutual accountability so that tensions do not default to stalemate 
(Heracleous and Lan 2022).

This lens aligns strongly with the Pact’s pluralist orientation. The Pact calls for solidarity, 
shared responsibility, and multilateral cooperation that does not erase difference but 
coordinates it toward common futures (United Nations 2024). Applied to universities, 
the ‘Third Possibility’ reframes the governance task (Heracleous and Lan 2022): rather 
than asking whether a university is a national institution or a global actor, governance 
must be designed so that it can credibly be both (Stevens and Giebel 2020) – through 
decision routines, partnership clauses, and accountability mechanisms that make dual 
commitments visible and enforceable.

How the composite lens operationalises the Pact

The Pact for the Future functions in this paper as the normative compass: it sets out the 
values and responsibilities that a future-oriented public institution should be able to 
justify and enact (United Nations 2024). The three lenses function as operational tests 
for translating those values into governance design: Complexity Theory asks whether gov
ernance enables adaptation, learning, and distributed intelligence under uncertainty 
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(Robinson and Pedersen 2021; Walters 2021); the King V Code asks whether governance 
builds legitimacy through ethical culture, stakeholder inclusivity, integrated thinking, and 
transparent apply-and-explain disclosure (IoDSA 2025; Kana 2020; van der Merwe 2020); 
and the ‘Third Possibility’ asks whether governance holds paradox through integrative 
mechanisms and mutual accountability rather than adversarial binaries (Heracleous and 
Lan 2022).

This composite framework provides the basis for the next sections. The methodology 
clarifies how the Pact is analysed as the unit of analysis and how the resulting themes are 
applied to the governance architecture of South African public universities. The thematic 
analysis then identifies governance-actionable Pact commitments and shows how each 
can be domesticated through specific organ-level instruments and routines – so that 
the recommendations at the end follow directly from the earlier analysis rather than 
appearing disconnected.

Methodology

This study employs qualitative document analysis to examine the United Nations Pact for 
the Future (2024) as a governance text with implications for public university governance 
in South Africa. Document analysis is appropriate in governance research because policy 
and normative documents do not merely describe institutional aspirations; they shape 
what actors are expected to justify, disclose, and prioritise, and they influence the terms 
through which legitimacy is evaluated (Bowen 2009). In this paper, the Pact is treated as 
a non-binding yet normatively consequential instrument: its value lies less in legal enforce
ability than in its capacity to organise institutional attention, define governance responsibil
ities, and legitimise certain future-oriented commitments (United Nations 2024).

To maintain evidentiary clarity, the paper distinguishes between (i) findings derived 
from systematic coding of the Pact, (ii) claims grounded in the scholarly and sectoral lit
erature, and (iii) reflexive observations drawn from the author’s multilateral learning 
experience.

Research design and unit of analysis

The unit of analysis is the Pact for the Future text (United Nations 2024). The unit of appli
cation is the South African public university governance system, understood in organ- 
specific terms: Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, and executive management (Jansen 
2023). This distinction is critical. The study does not claim causal effects (e.g. that Pact 
alignment will automatically improve governance outcomes), nor does it present cross- 
institutional performance comparisons. Instead, it derives governance-relevant commit
ments from the Pact and translates them into feasible organ-specific design propositions 
within the South African governance architecture, informed by the local and international 
literature base.

The composite theoretical framework – Complexity Theory, the King V Code (IoDSA 
2025), and the ‘Third Possibility’ (Heracleous and Lan 2022) – is used as an analytic lens 
to guide interpretation and to generate evaluative criteria for governance design. In 
this sense, the methodology is interpretive and design-oriented: it seeks to move from 
normative commitments to governance instruments (charters, mandates, decision 
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cadences, and disclosure routines) rather than producing descriptive statistics or outcome 
evaluation.

Rationale for document selection

The Pact for the Future was adopted at the 2024 Summit of the Future, convened by the 
United Nations General Assembly, in response to global instability, widening inequality, 
institutional distrust, and the need for intergenerational justice (United Nations 2024). 
While non-binding, the Pact consolidates commitments relating to revitalised multilater
alism, accelerated progress on sustainable development, human rights, and inclusive gov
ernance. It also elevates education, science, youth, and future generations as central 
levers for institutional renewal and cooperation. These features make it analytically valu
able for university governance research, because universities are both governance insti
tutions in their own right and actors situated within broader national and global 
governance ecosystems (Frank and Meyer 2020; Galán-Muros and Blancas 2024).

The Pact is selected as the central object of analysis for three reasons already 
embedded in this study’s problem statement: 

(1) Relevance to higher education governance. The Pact frames education as a global 
public good and explicitly calls for investment in safe, inclusive, equitable, and 
quality education and lifelong learning (United Nations 2024). It also emphasises part
nerships across sectors and institutions, which implicates university governance in 
how external commitments are domesticated internally.

(2) A multilateral governance vision consistent with the study’s design criteria. The Pact 
emphasises inclusive, whole-of-society approaches, anticipatory responses to sys
temic crises, and cooperative governance, which align with the paper’s emphasis 
on complexity-aware adaptation, ethical legitimacy, and paradox-capable hybridity 
(United Nations 2024).

(3) Institutional application. The Pact’s practical significance lies in whether public insti
tutions translate its commitments into local governance instruments. For universities, 
this requires mapping Pact (2024) commitments onto decision rights and routines 
within Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, and executive governance, rather than 
treating the Pact as external rhetoric (United Nations 2024).  

Data collection and analytic procedure

The Pact for the Future was accessed through the United Nations’ official publications 
database (United Nations 2024). The analysis proceeded in four stages, combining deduc
tive coding guided by the theoretical framework with limited inductive refinement:

Stage one: Full-text familiarisation and segmenting. A full reading of the Pact text was 
conducted to identify the major governance-relevant commitments and to segment the 
document into thematically coherent passages. This stage produced an initial inventory of 
Pact clauses and action statements relating to education, inclusion, youth, governance, 
trust, and systemic crisis response.

Stage two: Development of a deductive codebook. A preliminary codebook was 
derived from the composite theoretical framework. Complexity Theory informed codes 
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related to systems thinking, uncertainty, multi-scalar governance, and iterative learning; 
the King V Code informed codes related to accountability, stakeholder inclusivity, 
ethical culture, legitimacy, and disclosure; and the ‘Third Possibility’ informed codes 
related to hybridity, paradox, cooperation across boundaries, and dual-goal governance 
design (Heracleous and Lan 2022; IoDSA 2025).

Stage three: Thematic coding and refinement. The Pact text was coded using the deduc
tive framework, with inductive refinement where repeated concepts emerged that required 
clearer category distinctions. The coding produced five primary themes, which align directly 
with both the Pact’s structure and the governance design criteria employed: education as a 
global public good; systemic crises and complexity thinking; intergenerational equity and 
ethical governance; global cooperation, multilateralism, and hybrid governance possibili
ties; and civic trust, social cohesion, and governance legitimacy.

Stage four: Translation memos and feasibility screening. For each theme, analytic 
memos captured: (i) exemplar Pact clauses, (ii) governance implications mapped to 
organ-level responsibilities (Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, Executive), and (iii) feasi
bility notes identifying enablers and constraints (statutory latitude, capability, disclosure/ 
data systems, and stakeholder buy-in). This translation stage is a central methodological 
move in the paper: it ensures that recommendations are traceable to the coded themes.

Reflexive enrichment and boundary conditions

The analysis was enriched by insights from the primary author’s participation in the 63rd 
United Nations Graduate Study Programme in Geneva (United Nations Office at Geneva 
2026), which engaged the Pact for the Future as a living governance orientation. This par
ticipation informs reflexive interpretation by sharpening how Pact commitments are 
debated, prioritised, and contested in multilateral settings. However, to avoid conflating 
experience with evidence, these insights are used illustratively only and are explicitly 
flagged as reflexive observations when invoked (Olmos-Vega et al. 2023; Yanow 2007, 2015).

Methodological considerations and limitations

Document analysis offers particular strengths for the present study. It enables close 
engagement with governance texts and the extraction of normative commitments that 
shape institutional expectations and public accountability (Bowen 2009). It is also 
aligned with interpretive governance approaches that recognise documents as sites of 
meaning-making rather than neutral records (Neff 2015; Yanow 2015). In this paper, 
these strengths are used to derive governance design propositions from a major multilat
eral instrument.

However, there are also limitations. The method does not allow the paper to claim that 
proposed reforms will produce measurable governance improvements, nor does it 
provide empirical comparison of ‘university A’ versus ‘university B’ outcomes. The 
paper’s contribution is therefore conceptual and design-oriented: it identifies govern
ance-actionable commitments in the Pact and translates them into feasible organ- 
specific options that can be tested and refined in practice. Future research should trian
gulate these design propositions using semi-structured interviews with Council, Senate, 
Institutional Forum, and executive members; analysis of institutional statutes and 
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governance minutes; and cross-case comparisons to evaluate feasibility and effects across 
institutional types.

A further limitation arises from the Pact’s non-binding nature. Implementation 
depends on political will, institutional discretion, and national and organisational con
texts. Yet non-binding frameworks can exert powerful discursive influence: they shape 
how problems are framed, what futures are considered legitimate, and which responsibil
ities institutions are expected to take up. In this sense, the Pact functions as a soft govern
ance instrument that sets norms even where it does not impose rules. This tension 
between the Pact’s aspirational character and its agenda-setting power is treated as ana
lytically productive, rather than as a reason to dismiss its institutional relevance (Rushton 
and Williams 2012).

Ethical stance

This research involves analysis of a public document and does not include human partici
pants. The ethical focus is therefore on interpretive integrity: transparent positionality, 
clear distinction between documentary claims and reflexive observation, and careful 
avoidance of over-claiming beyond the evidentiary limits of document analysis. The 
reflexive dimension is treated as an ethical imperative because it discloses how the 
author’s embedded standpoint shapes interpretation without treating that standpoint 
as proof (Olmos-Vega et al. 2023; Yanow 2007, 2015).

Thematic analysis

The Pact for the Future is a wide-ranging multilateral document that consolidates com
mitments across sustainable development financing, peace and security, science and 
technology, youth and future generations, transformative global governance, and inter
national law (United Nations 2024). It articulates a collective intention to work toward 
‘a world that is safe, peaceful, just, equal, inclusive, sustainable and prosperous’ (United 
Nations 2024, 26). For the purposes of this paper, the Pact is treated as a normative 
compass whose institutional value depends on domestic translation into governance 
instruments and routines, rather than as a prescriptive rulebook.

This section presents a thematic analysis of governance-actionable commitments in the 
Pact and translates each theme into practical levers for South African public university gov
ernance. Given the interpretive, design-oriented method used here, we distinguish 
between (i) what the Pact commits institutions and states to value and prioritise; and (ii) 
what universities can plausibly do within their own governance architecture to domesticate 
those commitments. The organ-specific instruments these themes imply are drawn 
together in Table 1 (Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, and executive management).

Theme one: education as a global public good – from rhetoric to governance 
responsibility

A core contribution of the Pact is its explicit positioning of education as a public good that 
must be invested in and protected, including ‘safe, inclusive, equitable and quality edu
cation’ and lifelong learning and digital literacy (United Nations 2024, 23, 55). This 
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commitment is not merely aspirational: it implies that institutions responsible for edu
cation must be able to justify decisions in terms of public value, inclusion, and long- 
term societal benefit, rather than treating education primarily as a competitive asset or 
revenue stream.

For South African public universities, this theme reframes governance priorities in con
crete ways. If education is a global public good, then university governance must be 
able to explain how institutional strategy, resource allocation, and academic priorities 
serve broader publics and future generations. This is consistent with a stakeholder-inclusive 
legitimacy orientation (the King V Code’s legitimacy and integrated thinking), but the gov
ernance challenge is practical: public-good language only matters if it becomes visible in 
governance instruments – charters, scorecards, budget categories, and public reporting.

At this point, it is important to treat rankings and global metrics carefully. Rankings can 
help indicate what institutions choose to measure and disclose, but they are not evidence 

Table 1. Governance levers by Pact theme and university organ.
Pact theme Council Senate Institutional Forum Executive

Education as a 
global public 
good

Embed a public-good 
statement and 
public-value 
indicators in the 
Council charter/ 
scorecard, with 
apply-and-explain 
justification of trade- 
offs

Require curriculum and 
research strategies to 
articulate public- 
good contributions 
(community- 
engaged scholarship, 
inclusive knowledge 
production)

Review major 
strategy and policy 
documents for 
equity and public- 
good alignment, 
with reasons 
appended to 
Council papers

Allocate budget 
and reporting 
categories that 
make public- 
good 
commitments 
auditable in 
annual 
disclosures

Systemic crises and 
complexity 
thinking

Adopt a standing 
scenario docket (risk, 
climate, artificial 
intelligence, funding) 
with explicit decision 
points and revisit 
dates

Formalise bounded 
experimentation 
(‘adaptive space’) 
with mandatory 
after-action learning 
reports

Channel stakeholder 
signals (students, 
staff, community) 
into governance 
agendas as 
intelligence inputs

Implement 
dashboards and 
short-cycle 
planning that 
make adaptation 
traceable and 
explainable

Intergenerational 
equity and ethical 
governance

Require 
intergenerational 
impact statements 
and apply-and- 
explain rationales for 
long-horizon 
decisions

Embed ethical and 
intergenerational 
considerations in 
academic policy 
(curriculum, 
language, 
assessment) with 
structured 
consultation

Require the 
Institutional 
Forum’s 
transformation and 
inclusion reasons 
to accompany 
Council papers, 
strengthening 
decision linkage

Resource inclusive 
participation 
(training, 
facilitation, 
analytics) to 
prevent symbolic 
compliance

Global cooperation, 
multilateralism, 
and hybrid 
governance

Require partnership 
compacts with 
governance clauses 
on equity, data 
stewardship, conflict- 
of-interest, and 
public reporting

Embed dual-goal 
mandates pairing 
local equity targets 
with global 
cooperation metrics 
(both/and design)

Review global 
partnership 
strategies for 
inclusion, 
representation, and 
local public value

Build leadership 
capability in 
paradox 
navigation; tie 
partnership 
commitments to 
resources and 
reporting

Civic trust, social 
cohesion, and 
legitimacy

Publish accessible 
decision rationales 
and disclosure 
summaries that build 
legitimacy

Publish academic 
governance 
rationales on 
contested issues and 
formalise feedback 
loops

Act as a deliberative 
trust mechanism; 
make stakeholder 
concerns traceable 
to decisions via 
visible 
transformation 
reviews

Build digital 
infrastructure for 
participation, 
tracking, and 
response, 
ensuring inputs 
are acted upon
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of transformation or governance quality on their own. Where universities engage SDG- 
linked measurement, the relevance in this paper is therefore restricted to disclosure 
and agenda-setting: these instruments may encourage the reporting of public-value 
activities, but they do not in themselves validate participatory governance, equitable 
power distribution, or legitimacy. With that boundary in place, the University of Johannes
burg’s SDG-linked Impact Ranking strategy can be read as one example of how public- 
value indicators may be surfaced within institutional reporting practices (Goni 2025; 
Times Higher Education 2025). Similarly, the University of Pretoria’s placement in the 
2025 Times Higher Education Impact Rankings can be read as an illustration of how part
nerships and SDG-aligned activities are made visible through reporting (Times Higher 
Education 2025; UP 2025a). These examples are used here as illustrations of domestication 
pathways – how public-good commitments can be made reportable – not as proof that 
governance is participatory or transformation is achieved.

Theme two: systemic crises and complexity thinking – beyond linear policy and 
compliance routines

The Pact recognises that today’s challenges are interlocking and systemic, calling for 
anticipatory and inclusive action in complex environments (United Nations 2024). This 
matters because governance failure in universities often takes the form of false certainty: 
heavy process, linear plans, and compliance checklists that appear orderly but struggle to 
adapt when shocks occur.

Read through a complexity lens, the Pact’s governance implication is direct: institutions 
need governance systems that can learn and adapt under uncertainty (Luo et al. 2024; Van 
Assche et al. 2021). In South African public universities, governance routines are often 
described as centralised, process-heavy, and slow, which can weaken responsiveness to 
disruption and deepen stakeholder frustration (Bawa 2021, 2025; Jansen 2023). The 
Pact’s framing legitimises a different governance approach – one that builds short feed
back cycles, scenario-based deliberation, and iterative learning loops into the work of 
governance organs.

In practical terms, this theme supports governance routines such as: scenario dockets 
tabled to Council and Senate as structured decision prompts on funding volatility, climate 
risk, and artificial intelligence transitions (Croucher et al. 2019; Raza et al. 2025); bounded 
faculty-level experiments authorised through formal academic governance structures, 
with retrospective learning memos to Senate (García-Feijoo, Alcaniz, and Eizaguirre 
2021); and protocols that treat student activism and stakeholder contestation as system 
intelligence rather than simply as disruption (Brennan, Mayes, and Zipin 2022; Kennedy 
and Pek 2023).

The point is not to romanticise experimentation, but to make governance capable of 
learning without constant crisis escalation. Complexity-informed governance requires dis
ciplined cadence, transparent dashboards, and tolerance for small-scale failure as a learn
ing mechanism rather than as reputational catastrophe (Cosens et al. 2021).

A system-level illustration of these practices is South Africa’s Anticipatory Leadership 
Week (GESDA 2025b), co-hosted by Geneva Science and Diplomacy Anticipator 
(GESDA) and the Science Diplomacy Capital for Africa as a G20 research and innovation 
ministerial side event (GESDA 2025a). The programme used futures tools, simulations, 
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and an Anticipatory Governance Court to test accountability for failures to anticipate 
(GESDA 2025a, 2025b). In this paper, the relevance of GESDA is not that universities 
should copy a single programme, but that anticipation and iterative learning can be insti
tutionalised through governance routines, not only through strategic plans.

Theme three: intergenerational equity and ethical governance – from values to 
decision rights

A distinctive contribution of the Pact is its repeated emphasis on youth, future gener
ations, and ethical responsibility, positioning intergenerational justice as a governance 
obligation rather than a rhetorical flourish (United Nations 2024, 3, 23, 53–56). For univer
sities, the governance implication is concrete: if decisions taken now shape the lives and 
opportunities of younger generations, then governance must include future-affected sta
keholders in meaningful ways and require explicit long-horizon reasoning for major 
decisions.

South African university governance remains dominated by senior professionals and 
institutional elites, with limited participation from students, junior staff, and marginalised 
communities (Sadiq et al. 2019; Shahabul, Muthanna, and Sultana 2022). Institutional 
Forums, intended as transformation platforms, are often described as under-resourced 
or politically sidelined, limiting their capacity to function as intergenerational and 
equity engines in practice (Jansen 2023; Mvalo 2023). Under a King V Code lens (IoDSA 
2025), this creates a legitimacy problem because inclusion is not only about voice but 
about decision linkage and reason-giving.

Practical institutional moves implied by this theme include intergenerational impact 
statements tabled with Council, Senate, and the Institutional Forum for major partner
ships and capital decisions; expanded voting representation for students and junior 
staff, paired with training and care to avoid tokenistic participation; and a governance 
mechanism (committee or subcommittee) mandated to oversee ethical and intergenera
tional considerations as a routine part of decision-making (Judin 2020).

Theme four: global cooperation, multilateralism, and hybrid governance 
possibilities – operationalising the ‘Third possibility’

The Pact places renewed emphasis on multilateralism and cooperation across borders, 
sectors, and communities (United Nations 2024). Universities are positioned as potential 
anchor institutions for global cooperation – through research, knowledge exchange, and 
civic education (O’Farrell, Hassan, and Hoole 2022) – yet this creates governance tension 
in the South African context where institutions must also deliver national redress, local 
development, and democratic legitimacy (Hornby and Maistry 2025; Swartz et al. 2019).

Heracleous and Lan’s (2022) ‘Third Possibility’ provides a governance logic that treats 
this tension as designable rather than as a binary choice: universities can pursue national 
and global commitments simultaneously if governance mechanisms are built to hold dual 
goals and to make trade-offs transparent (Heracleous and Lan 2022). Under this lens, 
global cooperation is not an ‘international office’ function; it becomes a governance 
matter, codified through charters, partnership clauses, and oversight routines. Illustrative 
pathways of domestication include governance strategies that embed SDG-aligned 
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partnership work as visible institutional commitments; the institutionalisation of global 
cooperation through UNESCO Chairs and their programmes, as illustrated by Stellenbosch 
University’s UNESCO Chair in Intercultural Competence (SU 2023b), and its UNESCO Chair 
in Complex Systems and Transformative African Futures (SU 2023a), alongside the associ
ated governance navigation and inauguration processes (SU 2024); and the institutiona
lisation of cooperation through transdisciplinary hubs such as the United Nations 
University REACH-AFRICA Hub hosted at the University of Pretoria (UNU 2025; UP 
2025b), which links environment, climate, and health agendas to policy-facing work 
(UP 2025b). In this paper, these Chairs and hubs are read as institutional mechanisms 
that translate global cooperation into structured programmes, capacity development, 
and partnership networks, including intercultural methods such as UNESCO Story 
Circles (Deardorff 2020), and complexity-informed futures work (Carstens and Preiser 
2024).

These examples are not presented as sector-wide evidence of ‘what works’, but as 
possible governance domestication instruments – chairs, hubs, and partnership compacts 
– that make global cooperation structurally real inside universities rather than rhetorically 
external.

Theme five: civic trust, social cohesion, and governance legitimacy – 
participation with visible decision linkage

The Pact frames investment in people and trust-building as governance imperatives 
(United Nations 2024). For universities, this theme is especially salient because govern
ance legitimacy has been repeatedly tested through conflict over fees, safety, gender- 
based violence, institutional culture, and transformation. Trust deficits are documented 
in scholarship and public debate and are closely tied to perceptions of opacity, elitism, 
and symbolic participation in governance (Adonis and Silinda 2021; Booysen 2016; Caro
lissen and Bowers du-Toit 2022; Gouws 2017, 2024; Habib 2019; MacGinty 2024).

The governance implication here is not simply ‘communicate better.’ Trust depends on 
whether participation is linked to decisions and whether decision-makers provide reasons 
that stakeholders can access and contest. Under the King V Code, this requires disclosure 
routines that are meaningful without becoming performative: accessible summaries of 
decisions, visible rationales, and predictable feedback loops that show how stakeholder 
input is considered (IoDSA 2025).

Concrete governance practices implied by this theme include public-facing summaries 
of Council, Senate, and Institutional Forum deliberations with clear rationales (while 
excluding sensitive human resource and legal matters); participatory budgeting for 
selected public-good or community-engaged programmes; and a digital policy portal 
for submission and tracking of proposals, with service-level expectations for response 
and escalation.

The caution is equally important: symbolic participation without decision linkage can 
intensify distrust, and disclosure without data integrity can undermine legitimacy further 
(Kahl 2025). Trust-building therefore requires capacity – communications, analytics, and 
governance discipline – rather than only good intentions.

Table 1 consolidates the organ-specific governance levers implied across the five 
themes.
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In summary

Across the five themes, the Pact for the Future provides a coherent set of governance- 
actionable commitments for public universities: education as a public good; systemic 
crisis responsiveness; intergenerational justice; cooperative hybridity; and trust-building 
through inclusion and reason-giving (United Nations 2024). The thematic analysis also 
clarifies the translation logic used in this paper: the Pact supplies the compass, and the 
composite framework supplies the design tests. The next section synthesises these 
themes into modular, organ-specific design implications and clarifies feasibility conditions 
so that the recommendations that follow are not disconnected from the analysis.

Discussion

The thematic analysis demonstrated that the Pact for the Future (2024) contains govern
ance-actionable commitments that can be domesticated within public universities if trans
lated into organ-specific instruments and routines. This section synthesises the five themes 
into design implications that follow directly from the analysis, and clarifies feasibility con
ditions and the risks of symbolic compliance. Throughout, the Pact remains the operationa
lising reference point: it provides the normative ‘why’, while Complexity Theory, the King V 
Code, and the ‘Third Possibility’ provide the ‘how’ tests for governance design.

As the earlier governance baseline set out, the sector’s statutory architecture of 
Council, Senate, Institutional Forum, and executive management is intended to operate 
as cooperative governance but functions unevenly in practice, with persistent tensions 
over how far transformation concerns shape strategy, resourcing, and institutional pol
icies (Bergsteedt and du Plessis 2026a, 2026b; Jansen 2023; Mvalo 2023).

This unevenness matters because this paper, through the Pact, is not calling univer
sities to add more policy language; it is implicitly calling institutions to ensure that 
decision-making structures embody inclusion, ethical justification, and future-oriented 
responsibility (United Nations 2024). Where statutory bodies are weakly empowered or 
participation is symbolic, governance can become procedurally ‘correct’ while substan
tively misaligned with transformation and public trust imperatives (Jansen 2023).

Against this baseline, the discussion below translates the Pact’s five governance 
themes into concrete governance design implications, using the composite framework 
to test for adaptation (complexity), legitimacy and disclosure (the King V Code), and 
paradox-capability (‘Third Possibility’).

Aligning university governance with global social compacts

The Pact’s emphasis on renewed multilateralism, intergenerational responsibility, and 
inclusive governance signals a shift from governance as authority to governance as pub
licly justified responsibility (United Nations 2024). For universities, this implies that 
internal governance should be able to show – not simply claim – alignment with 
public value, inclusion, and long-horizon responsibility. In King V Code terms, this is a 
legitimacy and integrated thinking question: institutions must be able to demonstrate 
that decisions consider financial sustainability, social impact, ethical obligations, and 
reputational legitimacy together (IoDSA 2025; Judin 2020; Kana 2020; Natesan 2020).
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A key implication is that Pact alignment cannot remain at the level of strategy docu
ments or internationalisation rhetoric. It has to be domesticated through governance 
instruments: Council charters, Senate mandates, committee terms of reference, and dis
closure routines. Where governance documents do not require public reasoning about 
equity, inclusion, and long-horizon impacts, Pact commitments remain externalised.

Illustrations – such as SDG-linked reporting practices (Goni 2025; Times Higher Edu
cation 2025; UP 2025a) and institutionalised global cooperation through chairs and 
hubs (SU 2023a; UNU 2025; UP 2025b) – should be read as mechanisms of domestication, 
not as proof of governance excellence. Their relevance is that they show how global com
mitments can become structurally anchored (through public reporting categories, insti
tutional platforms, and partnership routines), which is precisely what the Pact requires 
if it is to move beyond aspiration (United Nations 2024).

Design implication: Pact commitments should be translated into organ-level obli
gations that require (i) measurable public-value aims, and (ii) apply-and-explain justifica
tion of trade-offs, rather than being treated as external ‘global’ language.

Complexity-informed and adaptive governance

The Pact recognises systemic crises and calls for anticipatory, whole-of-society action 
(United Nations 2024). Complexity Theory translates this into a governance demand: uni
versities need decision cadences that learn, adjust, and respond to feedback rather than 
relying on linear plans and compliance routines (Walters 2021). This matters because uni
versities are routinely disrupted by funding volatility, policy change, student mobilisation, 
and global shocks; governance systems that presume stability often become reactive and 
legitimacy-damaging under pressure.

The design implication is not ‘be flexible’ in the abstract; it is to embed learning into gov
ernance routines. Scenario dockets tabled to Council and Senate, time-boxed experimen
tation (‘adaptive space’), and after-action learning reviews are examples of complexity- 
literate governance practices that can be implemented without rewriting statutes 
(Cosens et al. 2021; García-Feijoo, Alcaniz, and Eizaguirre 2021). They create visible govern
ance learning loops rather than relegating adaptation to informal leadership discretion.

The reference to South Africa’s Anticipatory Leadership Week (GESDA 2025b) strength
ens this argument by illustrating that anticipatory capacity can be built through struc
tured simulations and feedback-rich deliberation. Again, the point is not to recommend 
a single programme, but to show that anticipatory governance is a practice, not a 
slogan (GESDA 2025a, 2025b). Within universities, this practice becomes credible when 
it is tied to governance agendas, decision points, and published rationales.

Design implication: complexity-literate governance requires routine mechanisms that 
legitimise adaptation – scenario deliberation, bounded experimentation, and after- 
action reviews – so that ‘change’ is governed through learning rather than only 
through crisis response.

Ethical and inclusive governance in practice

The Pact foregrounds intergenerational equity, youth participation, and ethical responsi
bility (United Nations 2024). This matters because South African higher education 
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governance has often been characterised by contested legitimacy – especially where par
ticipation is perceived as symbolic and transformation bodies lack consequential 
influence (Jansen 2023; Mvalo 2023). Under a King V Code lens, this is a legitimacy 
failure: ethical governance is not primarily about virtue statements, but about embedding 
inclusion, reason-giving, and accountability into how decisions are made and reviewed 
(IoDSA 2025; Judin 2020).

The Pact’s intergenerational emphasis pushes the governance conversation toward 
decision rights and oversight. If future-affected stakeholders must matter, then govern
ance organs must have mechanisms that require long-horizon impact reasoning and 
make that reasoning contestable (Kahl 2025; Kallo and Välimaa 2025). Intergenerational 
impact statements for major partnerships and capital projects, expanded student and 
junior staff representation with training and care, and ethics/intergenerational commit
tees that review high-stakes decisions are not cosmetic measures; they are governance 
designs that operationalise Pact commitments through institutional routines (IoDSA 
2025; Judin 2020).

This is where the concern about rhetorical claims is addressed: the paper’s argument 
should not be ‘universities should be inclusive’ but ‘here are the governance mechanisms 
that make inclusion consequential and reviewable.’ Where inclusion is not linked to 
decision processes, legitimacy and trust predictably erode.

Design implication: Pact commitments to intergenerational justice and inclusion must 
be translated into governance mechanisms that allocate voice, require reason-giving, and 
create enforceable oversight – otherwise they remain symbolic and can worsen distrust.

Navigating governance paradoxes through the ‘Third possibility’

Public universities in South Africa face persistent paradox: access and excellence, Africa
nisation and internationalisation, autonomy and accountability (Bawa 2021, 2025). These 
tensions are not temporary; they are structural. The governance question is therefore 
whether institutions have the capability to hold paradox productively or whether tensions 
devolve into stalemate, adversarial politics, or technocratic closure.

Heracleous and Lan’s (2022) ‘Third Possibility’ provides a both/and design logic for gov
ernance that does not treat paradox as failure but as the condition of institutional life. The 
Pact’s emphasis on cooperation, solidarity, and pluralism makes this lens particularly rel
evant: it invites governance designs that allow universities to pursue dual commitments 
credibly, rather than forcing binary choices that alienate stakeholders or undermine 
public value (Heracleous and Lan 2022; United Nations 2024).

Practically, this points to integrative governance mechanisms: dual-goal mandates (e.g. 
requiring that academic strategies pair equity targets with global cooperation metrics), 
partnership compacts that include governance clauses on equity and public reporting, 
and leadership development focused on paradox navigation and reasoned trade-off 
explanation (Heracleous and Lan 2022). Without such mechanisms, paradox is handled 
informally through power contests; with them, tensions become visible, governable, 
and accountable.

Design implication: universities need integrative governance mechanisms that institu
tionalise both/and commitments, making trade-offs explicit and reviewable rather than 
relegated to conflict or opaque executive discretion (Heracleous and Lan 2022).
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Public trust, social cohesion, and universities as mediating institutions

The Pact frames trust and social cohesion as governance imperatives (United Nations 
2024). In South Africa, universities have repeatedly been sites of social contestation – 
around fees, language, safety, gender-based violence, institutional culture, and transform
ation – and trust trajectories are mixed and institution-specific (Booysen 2016; Carolissen 
and Bowers du-Toit 2022; Gouws 2017, 2024; Habib 2019; MacGinty 2024). The govern
ance implication is that universities cannot claim democratic values while practising 
opaque or exclusionary governance internally.

Trust is not built by participation alone; it is built by participation with visible decision 
linkage and reason-giving (Lansing et al. 2023). The King V Code’s emphasis on legitimacy 
and disclosure aligns directly with this requirement (IoDSA 2025; Judin 2020). Practical 
measures such as accessible summaries of Council and Senate deliberations (excluding 
sensitive human resource/legal matters), participatory budgeting for selected public- 
good programmes, and digital policy portals that track proposals and responses can oper
ationalise this. Yet the warning must remain explicit: symbolic participation without 
decision linkage intensifies distrust, and disclosure without data integrity undermines 
legitimacy further.

If universities are to contribute to nation-building and global cooperation, they must 
also function as mediating democratic institutions – places where disagreement is gov
erned through deliberation, transparent trade-offs, and accountable decisions rather 
than through procedural authority alone (Carolissen and Bowers du-Toit 2022; Reibold, 
Bachvarova, and Lenard 2025).

Design implication: trust-building requires governance routines that make decisions 
explainable, contestable, and responsive, not merely more consultative.

Feasibility conditions and risks of symbolic compliance

Across all five themes, feasibility turns on four recurring enablers already identified: stat
utory latitude, leadership capability, disclosure and data systems, and stakeholder buy-in. 
These conditions should be treated as governance realities rather than implementation 
afterthoughts. Without them, Pact domestication becomes performative and risks dee
pening cynicism.

This is why an apply-and-explain approach is central: it shifts governance from box- 
ticking to reasoned justification, allowing institutions to implement reforms proportionate 
to capacity while making trade-offs visible (IoDSA 2025; Natesan 2020). It also supports 
modular implementation: institutions can pilot organ-specific mechanisms, evaluate learn
ing, and scale what works, rather than attempting sector-wide redesign without capability.

In summary

The discussion clarifies the paper’s central claim: the Pact for the Future (2024) can func
tion as an operationalising governance tool for public universities when its commitments 
are translated into organ-specific decision rights, routines, and disclosure practices 
(United Nations 2024). Complexity Theory provides criteria for adaptive learning and 
sense-and-respond governance; the King V Code provides a legitimacy and accountability 
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grammar grounded in ethical culture and stakeholder inclusivity; and the ‘Third Possi
bility’ provides an integrative logic for holding paradox without devolving into binary 
conflict (Heracleous and Lan 2022; IoDSA 2025; Walters 2021).

The next section consolidates the above into modular, organ-specific recommen
dations and a staged implementation cadence that addresses reform fatigue and the 
risks of symbolic compliance.

Conclusion and recommendations

Conclusion

This paper argues that the United Nations Pact for the Future can be used by public univer
sities as a practical, future-forward governance compass – if, and only if, it is translated into 
concrete organ-level instruments, decision routines, and disclosure practices (United Nations 
2024). The Pact is treated here as a non-binding but normatively powerful text that clarifies 
what legitimate institutions should be able to justify in an era of systemic crisis: intergenera
tional responsibility, stakeholder inclusion, cooperative problem-solving, and trust-building 
through accountable governance (United Nations 2024). Its relevance for South African 
public universities therefore does not rest on aspiration, but on domestication.

The paper’s contribution is conceptual and design-oriented rather than causal. Using 
qualitative document analysis, the study extracted five governance-actionable themes 
from the Pact – education as a global public good, systemic crisis responsiveness, inter
generational equity, cooperative hybridity, and civic trust – and translated these into gov
ernance design propositions for South African public universities (Bowen 2009; United 
Nations 2024). This translation is guided by three complementary lenses that function 
as operational tests. Complexity Theory tests whether governance enables learning, adap
tation, and distributed problem-solving under uncertainty (Uhl-Bien and Arena 2017; 
Walters 2021); the King V Code tests whether governance produces legitimacy through 
ethical culture, stakeholder inclusivity, integrated thinking, and apply-and-explain disclos
ure (IoDSA 2025; Judin 2020; Kana 2020; Natesan 2020; van der Merwe 2020); and Heracl
eous and Lan’s (2022) ‘Third Possibility’ tests whether governance can hold structural 
paradox through integrative mechanisms rather than binary conflict.

Together, these lenses clarify what it would mean for South African public universities to 
treat the Pact not as ‘international rhetoric’ but as an operationalising tool: governance 
becomes future-facing when it can learn in uncertainty, justify trade-offs ethically, 
include future-affected stakeholders meaningfully, and design hybridity rather than deny 
it. The analysis also foregrounds an important constraint: the sector is heterogeneous in 
resources, governance maturity, institutional histories, and stakeholder dynamics (Jansen 
2023). As a result, the recommendations below are modular – they are intended to be 
selected, piloted, evaluated, and adapted rather than copied wholesale. Their success 
depends on statutory latitude, leadership capability, disclosure and data systems, and 
meaningful stakeholder buy-in; without these enablers, reforms risk becoming symbolic 
compliance and may deepen distrust (Bergsteedt and du Plessis 2026a; IoDSA 2025).

Future research should triangulate these design propositions with interviews and 
further documentary analysis (governance minutes, statutes, transformation reports), 
and undertake cross-case comparisons across institutional types to examine feasibility 
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and outcomes. Such work can test whether mechanisms such as intergenerational impact 
statements, improved disclosure, strengthened Institutional Forum decision linkage, and 
partnership compacts are associated with measurable gains in legitimacy, responsiveness, 
and public value.

Recommendations

The recommendations are organised by governance organ to follow clearly from the 
analysis. Each cluster indicates (i) the Pact-aligned governance problem being addressed, 
(ii) a practical governance action, and (iii) a brief feasibility note. Institutions should select 
a coherent subset across organs to pilot and scale.

Council (oversight, legitimacy, and long-horizon responsibility)
Problem addressed: weak public reasoning about trade-offs; limited domestication of Pact 
commitments into oversight instruments; legitimacy pressures in contested environ
ments (IoDSA 2025; United Nations 2024). 

. Embed a Pact-alignment statement in the Council Charter and integrate SDG-linked 
public-value indicators into Council oversight scorecards, using an apply-and-explain 
approach for trade-offs and performance.

Feasibility: requires disclosure and data capacity and periodic public reporting; can 
align with existing integrated reporting practices (IoDSA 2025).

. Establish an Intergenerational Committee (or mandate an existing committee) to 
review major capital projects and strategic partnerships using intergenerational 
impact statements, with reasons summarised in accessible Council disclosures.

Feasibility: often achievable without statute change; leverages committee structures; 
strengthens long-horizon reason-giving (United Nations 2024).

. Diversify Council composition and strengthen consequential participation (students, 
junior staff, community expertise), pairing inclusion with training, role clarity, and 
care to avoid tokenism.

Feasibility: depends on institutional statute and appointments policy; capacity-build
ing can begin immediately (IoDSA 2025).

. Publish accessible summaries of Council deliberations and rationales (excluding sensi
tive human resource and legal matters) to build legitimacy through disclosure.

Feasibility: implementable as a communications and governance practice change; 
requires consistent standards and data integrity (IoDSA 2025).  

Senate (academic governance, learning loops, and paradox navigation)
Problem addressed: brittle planning and compliance-heavy routines; limited institutional 
learning; difficulty holding paradox in curriculum and research strategy (Heracleous 
and Lan 2022). 

. Institute an annual Senate scenario docket (funding volatility, climate risk, artificial 
intelligence transitions) with explicit decision points, after-action reviews, and time- 
bound revisit dates.
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Feasibility: process change rather than statute change; normalises iterative govern
ance and complexity-aware oversight (Walters 2021).

. Adopt dual-goal mandates for curriculum and research strategies that pair local equity 
and transformation targets with global cooperation/public-value commitments (the 
‘Third Possibility’), requiring evidence of progress on both.

Feasibility: fits within existing strategy cycles; needs clear rubrics and dashboarding 
(Heracleous and Lan 2022).

. Authorise bounded faculty-level experiments (‘adaptive space’) with pre-agreed scale- 
up criteria and mandatory learning memos fed back to Senate.

Feasibility: low-cost and immediately implementable; mitigates ‘pilot theatre’ 
through time-boxing and transparent criteria (Cosens et al. 2021; García-Feijoo, 
Alcaniz, and Eizaguirre 2021).

. Embed anticipatory governance practices into Senate work (e.g. an annual anticipatory 
docket drawing on futures tools and short simulations tied to Senate decisions).

Feasibility: requires facilitation capacity, not statutory overhaul; builds shared fore
sight literacy in support of Pact-aligned governance (GESDA 2025a, 2025b; United 
Nations 2024)  

Institutional forum (transformation engine and stakeholder inclusion)
Problem addressed: transformation bodies perceived as weakly empowered; participation 
often symbolic; poor linkage between stakeholder voice and decision-making (Jansen 
2023; Mvalo 2023; United Nations 2024) 

. Codify Institutional Forum review of all material policies for equity and intergenerational 
impact prior to Council tabling, with the Forum’s reasons appended to Council papers.

Feasibility: may require updates to rules of order or statute interpretation; clarifies 
pathways from inclusion to consequential decision-making (Luescher-Mamashela 
2013; Mvalo 2023).

. Resource the Institutional Forum with modest secretariat and analytics support and 
mandate an annual public Transformation Ledger linking goals, actions, and outcomes.

Feasibility: requires a dedicated budget line and reporting template; strengthens 
accountability beyond rhetoric (Luescher-Mamashela 2013; Mvalo 2023).

. Include Institutional Forum representation on senior executive performance review 
processes to align leadership accountability with transformation outcomes.

Feasibility: requires Council-level policy and human resource alignment; signals that 
transformation is consequential and enforceable.  

Executive/Management (execution, disclosure, and partnership governance)
Problem addressed: implementation drift; weak feedback loops; limited transparency; 
global partnerships often siloed away from governance strategy (IoDSA 2025; United 
Nations 2024). 

. Shift operational cadence to short planning cycles with published dashboards, retro
spectives, and apply-and-explain rationales for deviations, treating stakeholder 
inputs as system intelligence rather than disruption.
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Feasibility: requires process redesign and communications capacity; builds visible 
learning loops consistent with complexity governance (Cosens et al. 2021; Uhl-Bien 
and Arena 2017; Walters 2021).

. Launch a digital policy portal for proposals and tracking with service-level commit
ments for responses, paired with participatory budgeting for selected public-good pro
grammes.

Feasibility: requires IT and governance discipline; trust impact depends on clear 
linkage from input to decision and transparent rationales (IoDSA 2025).

. Conclude partnership compacts (UN/AU/municipal/private) that include governance 
clauses on equity, data stewardship, conflict-of-interest management, and public 
reporting, with scheduled reviews.

Feasibility: requires contracting templates and governance oversight; strengthens 
global cooperation as a governance function rather than only administration (Heracl
eous and Lan 2022; United Nations 2024).  

Feasibility, risk, and implementation cadence

A staged approach can reduce reform fatigue and strengthen learning (Tikkanen et al. 
2020). The intention is not to overload governance with new reporting but to ensure 
that Pact commitments become visible and reviewable through routine governance 
practices. 

. Phase one (0–6 months): pilot one action per organ (e.g. Council adopts Pact-alignment 
statement and disclosure summary practice; Senate tables first scenario docket; Insti
tutional Forum publishes a Transformation Ledger prototype; Executive launches the 
policy portal).

. Phase two (6–18 months): scale what meets pre-agreed success criteria and sunset what 
does not; refine dashboards and disclosure routines.

. Phase three (18–36 months): formalise successful practices through statutes/rules/policy 
updates and introduce periodic independent review to validate impact and prevent 
symbolic compliance.

Key risks include over-extension of reporting, performative consultation, reform 
fatigue, and inadequate data integrity. Mitigations include apply-and-explain disclosure 
(not checklists), clear decision rights and escalation paths, modest analytics support 
where it creates leverage, and commissioning periodic independent transformation 
audits (IoDSA 2025).

Final reflections

The Pact for the Future calls institutions to renew trust, practise intergenerational 
responsibility, and strengthen cooperative governance under conditions of systemic 
instability. For South African public universities, this is not an abstract international 
agenda: it is a governance invitation that aligns directly with long-standing transform
ation imperatives and legitimacy pressures. The proposals advanced here are deliber
ately concrete yet configurable. They show how a future-forward governance 
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orientation – adaptive learning (complexity), ethical legitimacy and disclosure (the King 
V Code), and paradox-capable hybridity (‘Third Possibility’) – can be enacted through 
the everyday work of councils, senates, institutional forums, and executive 
management.

If universities domesticate the Pact through governance instruments and routines – 
rather than merely referencing it – then the Pact can function as an operationalising 
tool for transformation: strengthening universities’ constitutional role as democratic 
public institutions, deepening nation-building capacity, and positioning higher education 
as a credible partner in global cooperation toward shared planetary futures.
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