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ABSTRACT

This article critically analyses how South African government departments prioritize funding for professional development, paying special attention to the
disproportionate distribution of training materials and bursaries to core professional and specialized staff. Support and administrative staff, on the other hand, are
usually expected to self-finance their own development and receive little to no institutional funding for additional education. Given the vital operational roles that
support staff play in public institutions, this funding approach raises serious concerns about equity and fairness in workforce development. Using a qualitative
document analysis methodology, the study examines departmental policies, bursary programs, and public funding frameworks in order to identify trends and
standards that influence the distribution of funding for professional development. This analysis reveals how funding models disproportionately favour professionals
directly related to departmental mandates while marginalizing support and administrative staff, highlighting structural disparities that continue to exist in capacity-
building investments. Important conclusions show that this prioritization hinders support staff upward mobility and contributes to ongoing skill gaps because it
prevents them from obtaining formal training and credentials due to financial constraints. These differences have wider organizational repercussions that could
jeopardize employee motivation, overall workforce effectiveness, and the standard of public service delivery. The article supports more inclusive and equitable
funding strategies and adds to ongoing discussions on public sector HRD by placing these findings within theories of equity and human capital. It makes the case
that providing bursary assistance to support and administrative staff is essential to developing a more competent, driven, and career-focused workforce at all levels
of employment.

The paper ends with policy suggestions that demand changes to increase funding eligibility and encourage fair career progression. Additionally, it establishes the
groundwork for future empirical studies that will investigate the effects of increased funding for professional development on employee retention, motivation, and
organizational performance in South African public institutions.
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Introduction and Background

Entrusted with providing vital services that promote social and economic development, the South African public sector continues to be a pillar of the
country's development. A trained, capable, and driven workforce that can handle the intricate demands of public service delivery is essential to this
mandate (Ngobeni, 2022). Therefore, funding for professional development, especially through bursaries and study aid programs, has emerged as a crucial
tool for increasing staff capability and improving service quality (Mbeki and Zulu, 2023). These bursaries are intended to support additional education
and skill development in line with each government department's strategic objectives. Despite the acknowledged value of ongoing professional
development, departmental staff categories typically receive unequal funding distributions. Bursaries are usually only awarded to core professionals and
specialists who have a direct connection to the department's service mission. For instance, the Department of Agriculture funds scientists and specialists
in agriculture, whereas the Department of Education funds teachers or those seeking education-related degrees (Mahlangu, 2024). A strategic focus on
roles deemed essential to accomplishing departmental goals is reflected in this targeted funding approach.

However, this tactic frequently leaves administrative and support staff out of institutional bursary funding, thereby putting the onus of career development
on these workers (Dlamini, 2022). A sizable percentage of government workers are support and administrative staff, who carry out essential tasks that
guarantee the efficient operation of public service organizations (Van der Merwe, 2023). Clerical work, record keeping, and other administrative tasks
that directly assist frontline service delivery are part of their roles. There are serious questions about equity and fairness in access to opportunities for
capacity-building when this group is excluded from development funding. Additionally, a lack of institutional support for their professional development
could hinder career advancement, lower employee motivation, and ultimately affect the efficacy of the organization (Nkosi and Mthembu, 2021).
Workforce development theories underscore that when significant portions of the staff are denied equitable learning opportunities, overall departmental
performance and service quality may suffer.
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In light of this, this article critically analyses the effects of giving core professional staff funding for professional development at the expense of support
and administrative staff in South African government agencies. The following questions are the focus of the study: How are funds for professional
development distributed among various staff groups? What effects would restrict access to funding have on administrative and support staff? Lastly, what
legislative changes are required to encourage more fair workforce development strategies that aid in the professional growth of all public servants?

Literature Review

Improved service delivery and organizational sustainability are directly correlated with human resource development (HRD), which continues to be a
fundamental component of efficient public sector management (Ngobeni, 2022). Maintaining a skilled workforce depends on employee engagement,
motivation, and retention, all of which are improved by equitable access to training and development opportunities (Mbeki and Zulu, 2023). For instance,
the Gauteng Department of Health improved staff morale and decreased turnover rates by implementing inclusive training programs for support and
clinical staff (Mbeki and Zulu, 2023). The importance of broad-based capacity building is highlighted by such initiatives. Nevertheless, a hierarchical
resource allocation pattern is reflected in the South African public sector's funding for professional development, which shows a clear bias towards core
professionals and specialists. Nkosi and Mthembu (2021) report that bursary schemes in provincial departments often prioritise funding for nurses,
engineers, and social workers, while administrative and clerical staff remain largely excluded. For instance, in the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Social
Development, bursaries are predominantly awarded to social workers pursuing postgraduate qualifications, whereas administrative staff are expected to
self-fund any further education, limiting their career growth potential (Nkosi and Mthembu, 2021).

Support workers are routinely disregarded in formal training programs, which exacerbates pre-existing skill gaps and restricts their ability to progress in
their careers, claims Dlamini (2022). The Eastern Cape Department of Education's administrative staff has little access to department-funded training in
computer literacy and management skills, despite their critical roles in modern education administration (Dlamini, 2022). This exclusion contradicts
contemporary HRD principles, which support inclusive capacity building at all employee levels to foster organizational resilience (Van der Merwe, 2023).

Furthermore, policy analyses show that administrative and support staff are routinely left out of bursary eligibility requirements. According to Mahlangu
(2024), a lot of bursary programs require applicants to work in positions that are directly related to the department's primary duties, essentially excluding
administrative personnel. In the Limpopo Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, for example, bursaries are only given for degrees in
agricultural science, leaving administrative clerks unsupported despite playing crucial support roles in departmental operations (Mahlangu, 2024). While
these studies provide valuable insights into funding patterns and policy frameworks, there remains a notable gap in empirical research examining how
these prioritisation practices affect the career trajectories and motivation of support staff in the public sector. This article aims to address this gap by
analysing funding allocation and its implications, ultimately informing more equitable workforce development policies.

Theoretical Framework

The main foundation of this study is the Human Capital Theory, which was first thoroughly developed by Becker in 1993. This theory contends that
spending money on employee education and training improves workers' productivity, knowledge, and abilities, which in turn improves the performance
of the organization as a whole. This theory emphasizes how crucial it is to offer professional development opportunities fairly to all staff categories in
the South African public sector in order to maximize workforce potential (Ngobeni, 2022). Government agencies can create a workforce that is more
capable of providing high-quality services by investing in the training of both core professionals and support staff.

According to Human Capital Theory, underutilizing human resources and decreasing organizational effectiveness can result from ignoring certain
workforce segments, such as support and administrative personnel (Mbeki and Zulu, 2023). This is particularly important in the public sector, where
capacity limitations at various organizational levels frequently lead to problems with service delivery (Van der Merwe, 2023). Therefore, both individual
employee advancement and long-term institutional performance depend on equitable investment in human capital development.
In addition, Equity Theory (Adams, 1963) offers a framework for comprehending how employee motivation and satisfaction are impacted by views of
fairness in the allocation of developmental resources. Equity Theory posits that employees evaluate their input-output ratios relative to others; when
support and administrative staff perceive inequity in access to bursary funding compared to core professionals, this may result in feelings of injustice and
demotivation (Nkosi and Mthembu, 2021). Such perceptions can negatively influence workplace morale, leading to decreased engagement and higher
turnover intentions.

According to recent research in South African public administration, non-professional employees' discontent with training and development opportunities
is a result of perceived disparities, which impedes organizational cohesiveness and productivity (Dlamini, 2022). Therefore, equity theory aids in
explaining why funding prioritization that leaves out support staff may have unforeseen negative consequences that go beyond skill gaps and impact the
overall culture of the organization.

When combined, the theories of equity and human capital provide a strong conceptual framework for examining the effects of funding priorities for
professional development. A thorough grasp of how such funding policies affect employee capacity, individual motivation, and ultimately the standard
of public service delivery in South Africa is made possible by this dual-theoretical approach.
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Methodology

With an emphasis on bursary programs and human resource development policies, this study uses a qualitative document analysis approach to examine
how professional development funding is distributed among South African government departments. A popular qualitative research technique for
identifying patterns, themes, and meanings in official records and policy documents is document analysis, which enables the methodical study and
interpretation of textual data (Bowen, 2009).

Publicly available government policy papers, departmental strategic plans, guidelines for bursary schemes, and human resource development frameworks
from several national and provincial departments, such as Education, Agriculture, and Health, were among the selection criteria for the documents. These
documents were chosen due to their direct relevance to professional development funding mechanisms and the explicit criteria governing bursary
eligibility.

In order to find recurrent themes pertaining to funding prioritization, a comprehensive content review was part of the analytical process. Exact statements
regarding the types of employees who qualify for bursary funding, the stated goals of these bursary programs, and whether or not support and
administrative staff are covered were given special consideration. In order to identify institutional justifications for current practices or unconscious
biases, this analysis also took into account the language used to describe funding priorities. Since there was no direct contact with people or gathering of
personal data, this methodology avoids the need for ethical clearance by concentrating on documents rather than human subjects (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Thus, the study offers insightful information about structural funding policies while adhering to ethical research standards. In order to interpret the wider
implications for workforce development equity and career progression opportunities within the public sector, the study concludes by synthesizing the
results of the document analysis. By using this approach, the researcher can critically interact with institutional discourses and draw attention to systemic
patterns that might not otherwise be given enough attention.

Results

1. Funding Prioritisation Aligned with Departmental Mandates

The document analysis shows a distinct and systematic pattern in the way South African government departments prioritize funding for professional
development. The majority of funding goes to core professional and specialized staff, which is indicative of a functionalist approach that is closely
matched with the strategic objectives of each department. This alignment guarantees that bursary programs primarily support positions that are thought
to directly contribute to departmental mandates, like scientists in the Department of Agriculture or educators in the Department of Education. Although
this strategy is feasible from a mandate-centric standpoint, it ignores other crucial personnel categories (Mahlangu, 2024).

2. Exclusion of Support and Administrative Staff

The persistent exclusion of administrative and support personnel from department-funded bursaries is an important finding. For instance, teachers and
students pursuing education-related degrees like teaching diplomas or advanced pedagogical studies are the main beneficiaries of the Department of
Education's bursary programs. Administrative staff members are mostly left out of these opportunities, despite having crucial roles in school operations
and administration. Similar to this, the Department of Agriculture does not provide funding for the training of support or administrative staff; instead, it
almost exclusively awards bursaries to applicants pursuing agricultural sciences or related fields (Nkosi and Mthembu, 2021). This trend reveals a
structural undervaluation of support positions in government agencies.

3. Barriers to Career Development for Support Staff

There are significant obstacles to career advancement when support and administrative staff are expected to pay for their own additional education. Due
to their limited financial resources, many of these workers find it challenging to pay for independent specialized training or further education (Dlamini,
2022). Many of them are stuck in their current positions with few opportunities for advancement because of this financial constraint, which limits their
ability to upgrade their skills. Their professional development is essentially halted by the absence of funded development pathways, which could result
in skill stagnation among this workforce.

4. Consequences of Funding Exclusion on Skills and Workforce Adaptability

The support staff cohort continues to have skill gaps as a result of this exclusion from institutional bursary funding. The departments' capacity to develop
a flexible and adaptable workforce that can meet changing service delivery demands is hampered by the absence of formal development opportunities
(Van der Merwe, 2023). Despite playing crucial operational roles, support staff continue to lack the skills of their professional counterparts, which could
hinder the effectiveness of the department as a whole. Furthermore, a lack of development funding may strengthen strict role boundaries, which would
limit organizational creativity and adaptability.

5. Impact on Employee Morale and Organisational Outcomes

Employee motivation and morale are also adversely impacted by the absence of institutional support for professional development. According to research,
employees who feel that their professional development opportunities are being neglected are less satisfied with their jobs, are more likely to be absent
from work, and are more likely to plan to leave (Mbeki and Zulu, 2023). Support and administrative employees, who feel underappreciated and left out
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of equitable investment, are probably most affected by these detrimental effects. As a result, public sector departments may see a decline in productivity
and a deterioration in service delivery.

6. Structural Bias and Hierarchical Workforce Divisions

Overall, the results point to a structural bias that sustains hierarchical divisions in the public sector workforce and is ingrained in professional development
funding policies. Support and administrative staff are marginalized in this hierarchy, which favours professionals and specialists and reinforces their
status and career advancement. By dividing the workforce, distributing development opportunities unevenly, and systematically disadvantage certain
staff groups, such disparities run the risk of undermining the overall performance of the organization.

Discussion

The study's conclusions confirm that core professionals and specialists receive the majority of professional development funding in South African
government departments, unintentionally pushing support and administrative staff to the sidelines. Established organizational hierarchies that place a
higher value on positions thought to be directly related to departmental mandates, often at the expense of those in supportive or administrative roles, are
reflected in this funding bias.

This selective investment limits the development potential of a significant portion of the workforce, which in turn limits the overall capacity of the
organization, according to Human Capital Theory. Support workers' abilities to contribute as best they can to institutional goals are undermined when
they are denied fair access to professional development opportunities (Ngobeni, 2022; Mbeki and Zulu, 2023). This creates a workforce imbalance that
risks weakening service delivery, particularly as support staff often perform essential operational functions that enable frontline professionals to execute
their duties effectively (Van der Merwe, 2023).

By clarifying the motivational effects of perceived disparities in resource distribution, equity theory offers additional understanding. Employees in support
and administrative roles who are not eligible for bursary benefits may feel unfairly treated and demotivated, which can result in disengagement, a decline
in job satisfaction, and increased intentions to leave (Nkosi and Mthembu, 2021; Dlamini, 2022). Such results undermine the larger goals of public sector
service delivery by upsetting not only individual career pathways but also team cohesiveness and institutional continuity.

A fundamental change in policy is required to address these disparities; inclusive funding frameworks that acknowledge the developmental needs of all
employee categories, regardless of job classification, must be adopted. Expanding bursary and training opportunities to include support and administrative
staff would foster more equitable skills development and career progression, while simultaneously boosting workforce morale and retention (Mahlangu,
2024). This inclusive approach aligns with contemporary human resource development best practices, which advocate for holistic capacity building to
strengthen organisational resilience (Van der Merwe, 2023). Future empirical studies should look at how inclusive professional development funding
affects career advancement, employee motivation, and organizational performance over the long run in the South African public sector. In order to support
the argument for fair investment in all areas of the workforce and to inform policy reforms, longitudinal studies may offer vital evidence.

Conclusion

The significant ramifications of South African government departments' current funding priorities for professional development, especially with regard
to support and administrative personnel, have been highlighted in this article. The current strategy maintains systemic disparities in access to opportunities
for career advancement and skill development by primarily providing bursaries and educational resources to core professionals and specialists. The
effectiveness of the workforce, the ability of support staff to fully contribute, and the results of public service delivery are all at risk due to these disparities
(Ngobeni, 2022; Dlamini, 2022). To develop a more competent and equitable public sector workforce, funding policies must be changed to take a more
inclusive approach that actively includes support and administrative staff. By creating a skilled and driven workforce across all job categories, expanding
access to bursaries can boost employee morale, retention rates, and organizational performance (Mahlangu, 2024; Mbeki and Zulu, 2023). Additionally,
inclusive development opportunities support the larger public sector objectives of social justice, transformation, and service excellence.

More empirical research is necessary to support such policy reforms. Effective, evidence-based interventions will be guided by the findings of longitudinal
and mixed-methods studies examining the effects of inclusive funding on service delivery, organizational climate, and employee career trajectories. These
future inquiries will be pivotal in shaping a more just and capable public service aligned with South Africa’s developmental imperatives.
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