
 

An abridged Biography of Dr Phethiwe Matutu 

Dr Phethiwe Matutu is USAf’s new Chief Executive Officer, effective from 1 October 2022. 

For the immediate past five years, she was the Group Executive: Strategy, Planning and 

Partnerships at the National Research Foundation (NRF), where she was responsible for long-

term strategy, i.e., strategic planning and performance monitoring, strategic partnerships to 

leverage resources, and information and analysis to enable evidence-based decision making. 

In that capacity, she successfully drove the formulation of the macro-organisational strategy, 

led the conceptualisation of the establishment of a Research and Development Information 

Platform for the National System of Innovation (NSI), and had oversight of the management 

of key strategic partnerships that are instrumental in leveraging knowledge, human, and 

financial resources from partners. Among other notable achievements, her division 

spearheaded the research impact agenda within the NSI, a relatively new initiative, and 

leveraged resources for the NRF and a continental structure with 17 Science Granting 

Councils, the Science Granting Council Initiative.  

Before her tenure at the NRF, Dr Matutu had been a Chief-Director: Human Capital and 

Science Promotion in the former Department of Science and Technology (DST), in which 

position she successfully led the strategy development in research priority areas of 

Government, science promotion and Human Capital Development (HCD), leading to 

transformative change such as more representation and maximising of research impact. Her 

achievements included the growth of the HCD budget, particularly for researchers and post-

graduate students support from the National Treasury. This was a culmination of ongoing 

direction setting through guiding documents for entities and evidence-based case-building. 

Her portfolio leadership led to its growth, so much so that it was split before she left the 

Department.      

A mathematician by discipline, Dr Matutu’s career was launched in academia, where for 16 

years, she focused her teaching on making Mathematics accessible, particularly to the 

previously marginalised groups. She had a keen interest in mathematics development 

programmes at the institutions she taught at (namely Rhodes University, University of 

Stellenbosch, University of Cape Town (UCT), University of the Western Cape and University 

of the North – Qwaqwa branch) and was seen as a role model by many. Her teaching career 

culminated in a senior lectureship in Rhodes University’s Department of Mathematics in 2004, 

a position she held until 2008. 

During her years in policy-making, Dr Matutu served on various committees and structures, 

including being a Ministerial appointee to the Walter Sisulu University Council until 2011, a 

Ministerial Task Team member for the Drafting of the Implementation Plan for the White Paper 

on Post-School Education and Training in the Department of Higher Education and Training 

(DHET) from 2016 to 2017, a Ministerial Appointee to the Council for South African Natural 

Scientific Professions in the former DST, from 2010 to 2017, to name a few instances.  



Dr Matutu holds a PhD in Mathematics from the University of Cape Town. She obtained a 

Master’s in Science, Mathematics with distinction from Rhodes University, an Honours in 

Science, Mathematics from the same institution and a BSc in Mathematics and Chemistry 

from the former University of Transkei. She attended the “Insight into King IV” at the Institute 

of Directors in South Africa to advance her governance capabilities. Her competence in equity, 

diversity and inclusion has been broadened by obtaining an “Equity and Transformation 

Facilitator certificate” from Wits University.  

She hails from Mqanduli, a village located 30 km south of Mthatha and 22 km northeast of 

Elliotdale in the OR Tambo District Municipality of the Eastern Cape province. 
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