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In ‘A Conceptual Framework for Work Procedures Application in the 
Public Sector’, Ogochukwu Nzewi postulates that the Public Administration 
discipline and practice seem to have largely ignored the central principle of 
work procedures, yet they have far-reaching implications for organisational 
performance. This article presents a framework for theory and practice 
applications using two main scholarship approaches, namely grand debate and 
middle-range or institutional perspectives and approaches.

In an attempt to provide clarity with regard to concepts, the article begins 
by defi ning work procedures in relation to other similar concepts. Drawing 
from literature on this topic, the author attempts to clarify the concept in 
terms of defi nition, uses, types, characteristics and design of work procedures. 
According to the author, “Scholarship indicates that work procedures have the 
potential to drive good practice, grow innovation and run effi cient and effective 
organisations. However, from an operational point of view, knowledge in this 
area especially in public sector practice is limited and fragmented”.

The article concludes that work procedures represent an untapped 
resource in the drive to cultivate innovation and insights on how to improve 
effectiveness and effi ciency in the South African public sector. “The operations 
of government institutions as implementing agents are important for effective 
service delivery. Thus, attention needs to be paid to the design and functionality 
of public institutions. One of the key considerations for public institutions in 
this regard will be training on work procedure development and application” 
suggests Nzewi.

South Africa is moving towards the highest number of delivery-linked protests 
since 1994. According to research done by the University of Johannesburg 
(Grant 2014 in Subban and Wissink 2015), high-ranking grievances primarily 
related to service delivery are: housing provision, water supply, sanitation, fair 
political representation in decision-making processes and electricity supply 
infrastructure (Grant 2014 in Subban and Wissink 2015).

In ‘Key Factors in Assessing the State of Local Government in South Africa. 
Crisis Management or Facing the Realities of Transformation?’ Mogie Subban 
and Henry Wissink analyse key factors refl ecting evolution and transformation 
of local government during the past two decades. To contextualise this analysis, 
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the article commences by exploring the current crises in local government in 
South Africa, evidenced by increasing incidents of local protests in the country. 
Derivative problems and possible solutions are identifi ed and the evolution of 
local government in South Africa is described through the analysis of a model 
depicting three factors: fi rstly, political and policy factors; secondly, managerial 
and administrative factors; and fi nally, contextual factors.

“Using this model, it is necessary to continuously examine the 
appropriateness of the legislative framework and administrative/managerial 
practices within relevant contexts, in assessing the effi cacy of their functionality 
on local government as a concerned focal point in the developmental state” 
according to the authors. In conclusion, the article surveys transformation of 
local government in South Africa, taking cognisance of current challenges 
within the developmental state, and growing concerns with service delivery in 
a municipal context. “From the perspectives raised in this article, it is envisaged 
that the discourse will lead towards future research into the variables impacting 
on service delivery and inform debates on local government reform in terms of 
both policy and practice in addressing current perceived dysfunctions in local 
governance” suggest the authors.

Public sector institutions, like private sector organisations, are facing a 
more dynamic and more turbulent environment. This requires institutions to 
be innovative and to develop an innovation culture. In ‘Adopting Innovation 
Strategies to Enhance Service Delivery: Implications for Public Sector 
Institutions’, Thokozani Nzimakwe sets out to provide a theoretical framework 
and foundations for innovation and how these can be applied in public sector 
institutions.

The rapidly changing world environment necessitates institutions to pay 
more attention to the management of innovation and change. According to 
Nzimakwe, “A key element of being an effective public manager in today’s 
dynamic and ever-changing environment is to be a creative and an innovative 
public manager”.

Nzimakwe argues that improving overall performance in the public 
sector requires innovative managerial practices to help address common and 
recurrent challenges. The author recommends that public sector managers use 
New Public Management techniques to help make public institutions more 
effective and effi cient. The article further highlights that strategic planning, 
re-engineering, Total Quality Management (TQM), benchmarking, team 
management and privatisation are some of the techniques that are being tried 
in the public sector to understand innovation. In conclusion, the author argues 
that effective management innovation requires the blending of a variety of 
innovation technologies and tailoring them to an organisation’s unique culture 
and environment.
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In ‘Pre and Post Public Administration, Management and Governance 
Reform’, Danielle Nel argues that current modalities of government have been 
under constant pressure for transformation, due to the dynamic nature of both 
national and global structures. The purpose of this article is to review the 
appropriateness of current paradigmatic standpoints in Public Administration, 
Management and Governance to adapt to current drivers of change.

This article provides a theoretical description of the paradigmatic development 
of the Public Administration, Management and Governance discipline. In order 
to achieve this, a descriptive and theoretical review of previous and current 
paradigmatic standpoints of administration and management by governments 
is provided. The author refl ects on past and current theoretical standpoints in 
public governance reform towards good governance. The author states that, 
“The New Public Management (NPM), governance and network paradigms of 
public services delivery all imply much more complex relationships between 
government and agencies outside government than the Classic or Traditional 
Model of Public Administration. These increasingly complex relationships also 
create much stronger dependency relationships among all parties concerned”.

In order to gain a deeper understanding, the article considers the theoretical 
underpinnings of the above approaches. It also considers current complexities in 
public administration, management and governance and provides a synthesis of 
current thought towards addressing these complexities. In conclusion, the author 
states that current public management reform and practice is no longer fi xed in 
NPM. “There are a number of competing approaches in the development of 
Public Administration and Management, which either build upon prior theories 
or aim to correct the weaknesses and failures of past NPM approaches. Overall, 
public governance should establish and maintain mechanisms that would 
successfully respond to the pressures of the 21st century” according to Nel.

In ‘State of the Science: A Review of International and South African 
Scholarship on Public Service Ethics’, Werner Webb argues that academic 
enterprise should be motivated by one overriding concern: the epistemic 
imperative. According to Webb, “Researchers should ensure that they pursue 
the most valid and reliable research design to arrive at the most truthful 
knowledge”.

To achieve this objective, the author identifi es various themes that are 
prominent in the literature on public service ethics. For this purpose, the 
following themes are identifi ed: integrity, ethical leadership, whistle blowing, 
and public service values.

The main research question guiding a research project is: To what extent 
are South African researchers in public service ethics guided by this epistemic 
imperative; or alternatively stated ‘the search for truthful and valid knowledge’? 
This publication serves to refl ect on how 22 scholars have investigated this 
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research problem, conceptualised and theorised on these issues, which research 
instruments were used, as well as their empirical fi ndings.

The review highlights that international scholarship on public service ethics 
appears to focus on an integrity approach, rather than what could be termed a 
compliance-based approach. Conversely, South African publications appear to 
maintain a greater focus on the compliance-based approach as many authors 
prefer to emphasise the fairly recent establishment of South Africa’s statutory 
and policy framework. A second observation is that the local scholarly work 
on public service ethics is mostly conceptual and theoretical in nature. “Most 
studies reviewed appear to be desktop studies, and not informed by empirical 
work” states the author. He adds that international scholars appear to be quite 
comfortable with testing hypotheses with empirical work and notes that, “Most 
international authored publications capture the fi ndings after some form of 
quantitative of qualitative empirical work was completed”. These fi ndings 
suggest a need for local scholars to include empirical work in their research 
design efforts.

In their article titled ‘The Role of Public Utilities in Accelerating Growth: 
A Case Study of Umgeni Water in the Mbizana Local Municipality’, Nirasha 
Maharaj-Sampson and Gera Ferreira aim to determine the role of a public utility 
in accelerating growth in a local municipality. They state that: “While national 
government is required to establish a framework to ensure the realisation of 
rights relating to access to water, local government has the responsibility 
to ensure the delivery of services such as water to their local population, 
commerce and industry”. According to the authors these services form the 
foundation for growth and development in municipalities. They also argue 
that most municipalities do not have suffi cient capacity to maintain their own 
infrastructure, and cannot implement large scale infrastructure projects.

According to the authors national government can accelerate growth by 
engaging a partner with more capability than local government, such as a 
public utility to assist municipalities in water services provision, thereby creating 
social development as well as assisting national government to deliver on their 
developmental mandate. Their article analyses this solution by researching 
the case of Umgeni Water as an implementing agent of the Mbizana Local 
Municipality and assessing the impact of water provision on development in 
that area.

Public participation is a key cornerstone of a healthy democracy. In 
‘Conceptual Analysis of Civic Apathy in Democratic Governance’, Shana 
Mavee argues that lack of empathy and participation in the governance processes 
in a society contributes to civic apathy as people do not see the importance of 
becoming involved in the governance processes of their municipalities, cities or 
even the country.
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This article adds to the conceptual basis of the discipline by focusing on 
the conceptual clarifi cation of the nature of civic apathy, in order to explore 
the various problems and consequences associated with civic apathy. It is 
the government’s responsibility to create forms of public participation and 
involvement in the political process. Despite the fact that citizen participation 
and involvement is important and crucial to sustain democracy, the right to 
participate is not exercised by all who have it. This lack of participation is called 
civic apathy/political apathy.

For this reason, this article focuses on civic apathy by providing a conceptual 
analysis of the nature of civic apathy, with the purpose to explore the various 
problems and consequences associated with it and identify possible solutions to 
the problem, as this is vital for most African democratic countries.

The author warns that, “Citizens in any country should understand that 
without taking any initiatives to get actively involved in matters of government, 
proper governance may not be achieved or maintained when there is a lack of 
accountability by those who are in power, to the people they serve. Thus abuse 
of power may occur, if there is no active and effective participation to ensure 
that there is proper accountability”.

According to Mavee, there are many reasons why people become apathetic 
towards political issues. “Thus it is vital for the government to fi nd out what 
these reasons are and try to resolve them. Education and literacy levels are vital 
elements affecting people’s willingness and ability to participate and infl uencing 
the degree and form of participation adopted”. The author emphasises that 
government should play a leading role in improving education and literacy 
levels to increase public participation and foster empowerment. In conclusion, 
possible solutions to the problem of civic apathy are recommended by the 
author.

In ‘Developmental Local Government Challenges and Progress in 
South Africa’, Onkopotse Madumo argues that “the renewed interest in 
good governance the development agenda is shifting focus in a country’s 
development processes by drawing attention to fundamental questions 
like appropriate governance structures, values and overall direction of the 
society”. He also states that: “The scholarly discourse on local governance in 
developing countries is full of examples of ineffective administrations with an 
inward focus” and emphasises that “developmental local governments should 
have appropriate structures, values and strategic direction that refl ect more on 
an outward community focus”.

His article provides a discussion of the complexities of governance in 
South African local government, in particular, to assess the signifi cance of the 
independence that municipalities have in the three spheres of government 
and the intergovernmental relations system. He highlights the distinctiveness, 
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interrelatedness and interdependence, of the functioning and execution 
of constitutional duties by the local government authorities and also the 
signifi cance of the existence of a local government sphere in a democratic 
environment. His discourse on local democracy in Africa, also takes into 
account the phenomenon of traditional leadership that is constitutionally 
recognised in South Africa and the role and functioning of traditional leaders 
in democratic government. The article also emphasises the fl aws that exist in 
the intergovernmental relations framework, which impacts negatively on the 
progress of municipalities and accentuates the challenges that local government 
face with suggestions for improvement by municipalities.

CHIEF EDITOR’S CONTACT DETAILS

Dr Vain Jarbandhan
Head: Department of Public Management and Governance
Faculty of Management
P O Box 524
Auckland Park 2006
Tel: +27 11 559 2905
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INTRODUCTION

The study of work in general and work procedures in particular dominated 
early management and administrative discourse especially during the scientifi c 
management era. In his seminal work on South African Public Administration, 
JJN Cloete identifi ed work methods and procedures as one of the six generic 

A Conceptual Framework 
for the Application of Work 

Procedures in the Public Sector
O Nzewi

Department of Public Administration
University of Fort Hare

ABSTRACT

Work procedures are rarely researched and taught in the area of Public 
Administration, yet they are immutable elements of organisations and 
their operations. As a refl ection on the subject, this article presents a 
framework for theory and practice applications using two main scholarship 
approaches. Approaches from grand debate perspectives (management/
administration and New Public Management debates); and approaches 
from middle range or institutional perspectives (scientifi c management, 
behavioural and organisational studies). Drawing additionally from the 
fragmented evidence in literature regarding work procedures, the article 
attempts to provide some clarity on the concept in terms of defi nition, 
uses, types, characteristics and design of work procedures.
 The article fi nds that although underrepresented in Public Administration 
studies, work procedures are wide ranging in application and as such 
have far reaching implications for organisational performance. The article 
concludes that work procedures represents an untapped potential in the 
drive to cultivate innovation and insights on how to improve effectiveness 
and effi ciency in the South African public sector.
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functions or principles of Public Administration (Gildenhuys 1988:169). Since 
then, work methods, procedures, applications and developments in the public 
sector in South Africa have been little researched or studied further. Yet, some 
of the most signifi cant innovations in the workplace to date have been as a 
result of the study of work methods and efforts in simplifying work processes 
and procedures. However, innovation in this area has largely taken place in the 
private sector.

Although some of these private sector innovations ultimately migrate to the 
public sector (Sørensen and Torfi ng 2012:2–3; Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow 
and Tinkler 2005:472), public administration discipline and practice seems 
to have largely ignored the central principle of work and in this case, work 
procedures. Yet, one would want reassurance that an airplane pilot meticulously 
reads and follows fl ight safety procedures and that medical practitioners have 
internalised all instructions for the use of new medical equipment. From this 
view, studies on work procedures, such as their use in growing organisational 
practice (Squires, Moralejo and LeFort 2007:1–2); work procedure utilisation in 
organisational effi ciency of public institutions (Nzewi 2013:16–17); and the link 
between organisational procedures and performance (Becker 2005:823–824) 
have signifi cance for contemporary public administration theory and practice.

The article begins by defi ning work procedures in relation to other similar 
concepts. The aim is to provide clarity with regard to some nuances, distinctions 
and perhaps differences between concepts.

WORK PROCEDURES AND RELATED CONCEPTS

Defi ning work procedures is diffi cult. The aim of this section is to demonstrate 
that work procedures are a distinct organisational phenomena with different 
areas of convergence or divergence from the related terms discussed below.

Work processes

Defi nitions of work processes are largely interpreted from system theory 
perspectives such as open systems (Liebler and McConnell 2012:67) or 
complex systems (Amagoh 2008:7–8). Many recent studies and research on 
processes come from engineering and computer sciences in the development 
of operations software. A process is a continuous action, operation, or series 
of changes taking place in a defi nite manner (Dictionary.com 2015). However 
taken from a view of the totality of a system, work process has been described 
as a ‘high’ level situated, cross functional application of work, defi ning what is 
done and by whom (Reid 2012). Bandor (2007:5) described work process as 
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‘what’ needs to be done and the different roles and procedures of ‘how’ it should 
be done usually in relation to one single role. Additionally, KCG Consulting 
Group (2010), highlight the importance of assigning roles and responsibilities 
and control points as part of a process. From a process viewpoint, procedures 
are considered ‘low level’ and a more detailed expression of a step in a process. 
In essence, procedures show how process activities should be completed. 
From what has been discussed so far, work processes possess the following 
characteristics. They:

 ● Spread across different functional units.
 ● Spell out roles and responsibilities.
 ● Aim at certain organisational outcome (strategically located).
 ● Use input.
 ● Are responsible for output.
 ● Spread across inter-related activities.
 ● Are usually represented by a process fl ow chart.

Based on the above, procedures are defi ned for this study within the general 
framework of processes as the detailed expression of sequential steps that are 
designed for a particular role and performed in a task.

Work instructions

Work instructions are a sub-set of procedures (Reid 2012). As such they are a 
more detailed part of a procedure. Work instructions list the exact sequence for 
each procedure and can be in the form of a fl ow chart, text and even photos. 
Instructions are critical as part of organisational procedures design as they 
provide the detail essential for the many uses of procedures such as in training 

Figure 1: Example of a high level fi xed asset process

Source: Nzewi 2015
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and skills transfer (Squires, Moralejo and LeFort 2007:9) and control in terms of 
risk management and compliance (Antonsen, Almklov and Fenstad 2008:4,8; 
Brodbeck 2002:377–378). From the foregoing, it is evident that processes 
(level 1), procedures (level 2) and instructions (level 3) are part of the overall 
package of an organisational throughput and occur as part of the overall process 
towards the transformation of inputs into outputs. For the purpose of this article, 
work instructions are conceptualised as integral parts of work procedures and 
are included as part of its defi nition.

Routines

Routines became a principal concept in evolutionary economics coined by 
Richard Nelson and Sidney Winter in the 1980s (Cohen, Burkhart, Dosi, Egidi and 
Marendo 1996:655–656) and have been adopted widely in organisational studies 
and strategic management circles. Routines have been defi ned as simply ‘rule 
guided behaviour’ and ‘action patterns’ (Cohen et al. 1996:656–657). Cohen and 
Bacdayan (1994:554), defi ne an organisational routine as ‘multi-actor, interlocking, 
reciprocally-triggered sequences of actions.’ Cohen (2006:683) defi nes routine as 
‘…an executable capability for repeated performance in some context that has 
been learned by an organisation in response to selective pressures’. Routines have 
been defi ned from a behavioural regularity viewpoint (Dosi, Nelson and Winter 
2000:4–5) and as dispositions–sequence trigger viewpoints where organisational 
structure or behavioural habits produce sequential behaviours when triggered 
(Hodgson cited in Becker 2005:818). In this case, repeating a performance 
engenders learning by becoming a habit. Therefore, procedures can be routinised 
and routinised procedures in turn engender practice which through habit become 
an organisational norm or culture.

Figure 2: Relationship between process, procedure and work instruction
Le

ve
l o

f d
et

ai
l

Cross functional

Processes

Source: Adapted from Craig Reid @ The Process Ninja
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Work Practice

Practice is a habitual performance, repeated exercise; a condition arrived at 
by experience or exercise (Dictionary.com 2015). Theoretically, practice theory 
may better illuminate understanding of work practice from the standpoint of 
organisations as social systems. Practice theory is rooted in sociological and 
anthropological studies and is seen as seeking ‘… to explain the relationship(s) 
that obtain between human action, on the one hand, and some global entity 
which can be called “the system” on the other’ (Ortner 1984:148). It has been 
described as ‘a theory of the production of social subjects through practice in 
the world and the production of the world through practice; or a type of ‘ground 
level sources for larger formations.’ (Ortner 2006:16, 8). This implies practice 
is a process with the ability to produce structural and/or systemic change, in 
contrast to constraint biased theories like functionalism and structuralism (Ortner 
2006:1–2) which explain how the larger system constrains social interactions.

Practice theory is interested in the role of human agency, although social 
practices play a part in larger systems and structures. Bourdieu’s work on the 
concept of habitus (one of practice theory’s earliest principles) provides a critical 
ingredient of social practice which is the permanent internalisation of the social 
order in a human body (Scott and Marshall 2009:299). From a social practice 
viewpoint, these practices tend to be internalised through ongoing enactment 
of everyday activities in which agents share tacit knowledge or some form of 
collective understanding of their practices without being able to state explicitly 
what or how it is learned (Caldwell 2012:6). This suggests that practice can be 
guided by rational and explicit knowledge. Thus, work practice is seen as a 
permanent internalised human action produced by the ongoing enactment of 
everyday activities guided either by rational, explicit knowledge or by informal 
rules or tactic knowledge. Indeed, this view of work practice is critical to the 
understanding of the relationship between work procedures and work practice, 
and on a larger scale organisational culture.

Work practice can be seen as the state (condition) where processes and 
procedures within an organisation, through repetition and habit become 
organisational norm. From a work procedures viewpoint, one of the central 
management considerations in developing processes and procedures is that 
through repeated use, they become the practice of the organisation.

Standard Operating Procedure (SOP)

Standard operating procedures (SOP) or standardised procedures (SP) are 
usually used interchangeably with work procedures. However, they are not the 
same. It can be argued that SOPs are indeed work procedures, but not all work 
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procedures are SOPs. Spear and Brown (cited in Saurin and Gonzalez 2013:811) 
defi ne SOP as ‘a script for the execution of a task, typically specifying sequences, 
times, outcomes and requirements…’. Saurin and Gonzalez (2013: 811) argue 
that the standardisation of a procedure means that it has been documented and 
ought to be followed uniformly. SOPs are usually tied to quality systems in the 
management of operations. Thus SOPs (level 2) require meticulous instructions 
(level 3) which are not only documented but designed to instil quality within a 
particular process (level 1). In other words, tactic, non-scripted or even verbalised 
procedures are not SOPs. SOPs are formalised procedures.

Work Procedures

The term ‘work procedures’ has varying connotations and permutations such 
as standard operating procedures, organisational routines with recurrent 
interaction patterns/rule guided behaviour and work tasks (Cohen 2012; Cohen 
2006; Dosi, Nelson and Winter 2000; Becker 2005). Some other authors also 
use procedures and methods in tandem (Bandor 2007:5, Liebler and McConnell 
2012:67), while others (Roux, Brynard, Botes and Fourie 1997:124; Van der 
Waldt and Du Toit 1999:16) refer to ‘work methods and procedures’ where 
method is seen as one step of a procedure.

How can one then conceptualise work procedures? Lind (cited in Dien 
1998:181) defi nes work procedures as ‘…a set of rules (an algorithm) which 
is used to control operator activity in a certain task...if a certain system goal 
is to be accomplished’. They have also been described as ‘organisation design 
statement’ written by an organisation for managing an aspect of a business 
operation or sub-system (Brodbeck 2002:377). Work procedures means 
employing a sequence of tasks towards the achievement of a goal. As a concept 
therefore, the elements of a work procedure can be deduced as follows:

 ● Work procedures are a second level phase of an organisation’s throughput, 
with process as the fi rst or ‘high’ level and work instruction as the third.

 ● Work procedures can be documented or undocumented.
 ● Work procedures can be formal or informal.
 ● From an organisational viewpoint, work procedures must be seen within the 

totality of the organisational process or throughput.
 ● Work procedures can help develop practice and by implication infl uence 

organisational culture.

Finally, the concern of this article is how (from a public sector viewpoint), one 
can rationalise work procedures, given the limitations in terms of scholarship 
and practice in the public sector. The next section develops a framework for 
scholarship and practice application of work procedures.
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A FRAMEWORK FOR WORK PROCEDURE 
THEORY AND PRACTICE APPLICATIONS

The body of knowledge on the use and application of work procedures is 
fragmented. The focus is predominantly on system descriptive theories of 
organisational development and software based application of work processes 
and procedures through computerised systems (Mousavi and BadrAbady 
2008:55). This framework (as seen below), attempts to make sense of information 
available by taking what is known about work and organisations in a public 
administration discourse to determine what can qualify as work procedures 
(types, uses and characteristics) as well as design parameters for consideration 
in work procedure development in the public sector. The succeeding sections 
illustrate grand and middle-range public administration debates which provide a 
basis for a better understanding of work procedures.

Figure 3: Approaches to work procedures

Source: Nzewi 2015

Middle rangel / 
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Grand view
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 •  Public Administration / 
Public Management
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Approaches

This section focuses on fi rst, the grand view which examines the grand 
debates on the evolution of public administration. The second view will be 
the middle-range, an institutional level comprising the study and analysis of 
organisations.

Grand view applications
Over time, grand debates (paradigms) in the development of Public 
Administration have spurred major shifts in the development of Public 
Administration theory and practice (Vigoda 2003:14). Some of these 
developments have had an equally important infl uence in the practice of 
public administration, impacting organisational level structures, cultures, 
systems and processes. This paper examines four critical debates drawing out 
important inferences for work procedure application.

Public Administration or Public ManagementPublic Administration or Public Management
The public administration or public management debate imposes different 
conceptual appropriations to work procedures. Certainly, the history of public 
administration practice and studies shows a polarisation of views along these 
two paths. The fundamental difference in origins between the two terms 
presents a starting point for discourse. Public Administration has its roots largely 
in political science and involves the study of large bureaucratic organisations 
and government processes as well as interactions between political and policy 
actors towards policy implementation.

Early South African Public Administration for instance was modelled on 
the whole body of government legislation and functions (Bain 1986:13). 
Indeed, Hanekom and Thornhill (1986:7) argued that the core activities of 
public administration are located within an institutional framework consisting 
of rules on procedure and control. Management however is largely rooted in 
other social sciences especially in the study of organisational psychology and 
business practices. To elaborate: six differences between public administration 
and public management garnered from Lynn’s works (1996:38–39 and 2006:9–
11) and Vigoda (2003:14) as expressed in Table 1 below will suffi ce:

Table 1: Differences between public administration and public management

Public Administration Public Management 

1
Social values and the relationship between 
government bureaucracy and politics 
informs government administration 

Includes management functions (planning, 
organising, control etc)
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Public Administration Public Management 

2

Economy, Effi ciency and Effectiveness of 
government tends to be encumbered with 
concerns about equity, political salience 
and government responsiveness 

Focus on Economy, Effi ciency Effectiveness 
criteria in assessing government 
performance

3 Engaged with investigating political and 
policy elite Engaged with focus on managers

4 Articulate the differences between public 
and private sector generic functions

Preoccupied with seeing management 
as generic with the aim of closing the 
generic divide between public and private 
management 

5 Preoccupied with law, institutions and 
bureaucratic processes

Focus on the organisation (external relations 
are treated in the same manner as internal 
operations)

6 Strong link to political science and sociology Strong link to scientifi c management 
theoretical traditions

Source: Adapted from Lynn (1996:38–39)

In this case scholarship is guided either towards the suggested inferences to 
effi ciency and value free science in the case of management, or to equity and 
value laden pursuits in the case of administration. Over time, one side of the 
debate has had prominence over the other, at different points. This is seen in 
the early political and law bias of public administration and in the dominance 
of the scientifi c management era; from the fl ourish of New Public Management 
to the re-emergence of value laden paradigms of governance and public value 
in recent years. Ultimately, both public administration and public management 
have stood the test of time. As invaluable crutches to scholarship and practice, 
they are the foundation for subsequent arguments towards locating the basis for 
work procedure theory and practice applications in public organisations.

New Public Management (NPM)New Public Management (NPM)
The interest in New Public Management (NPM) is in its unique character in 
assimilating business practices, with a focus on internal organisational control 
mechanisms tending towards a more fl exible approach to management 
(Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow and Tinkler 2005:469). In other words, it 
represents the constant study and improvement of institution wide routines 
and rules that affect the process of work and the management thereof. From 
this angle, NPM is germane to the study of work procedures. This has two 
implications for work procedures application. The fi rst is that at a fundamental 
management level, NPM focuses on reforming public management processes. 
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This means appropriating business practices in integrating fl exibility in decision-
making systems as well as competitiveness in the service delivery process. The 
second implication is that because these changes require structural and macro 
policy interventions outside the control of public entities to make them happen, 
some of these changes are slow and can be limited.

Finally, NPM holds relevance for work procedure application in contemporary 
public institutions because private sector research and practice advances in this 
area fi nd relevance in the public sector. However, failures of NPM (Dunleavy et 
al. 2005:478), have pushed scholarship focus to governance, public value and 
what can be deemed the era of technological domination. This has implications 
for work procedures as seen in the succeeding discourse.

Governance and Public ValueGovernance and Public Value
This article adopts a broader defi nition of governance which is entrenched in 
public value. Governance in this sense, goes beyond market mechanisms (as seen 
in NPM discourse) and manifests through networks and partnerships (networked 
community governance) a premise, which in general makes the public the unit 
of focus as perceived in the work of Mark Moore (Benington and Moore 2011:3–
4). From this view, governance imperatives ask questions of what public value 
is and what adds value to the public sphere (West and Davies 2011:7). Here, 
public value management entails a shift from producer (government) models to 
consumer (public) models of government, where the legitimacy of government 
decisions is based on the range of stakeholders involved (Stoker 2007:47). 
However this must be counterbalanced with the ability of government to equally 
determine what adds value to the public. This is because, complexities in diverse 
populations and public needs will require trade-offs between the many sources 
of public satisfaction. The role of government in this case is not only to secure 
greater benefi ts for the wider public good in the long-term, but to foster an 
adaptable and capable state (Stoker 2007:49). From a public value point of view, 
good governance can be achieved through an effective policy and administrative 
system that promotes participation, equity, responsiveness, transparency and a 
commitment to building consensus through networks.

Congruent to this is Fukuyama’s (2013:3) defi nition of governance as 
‘a government’s ability to make and enforce rules, and to deliver services, 
regardless of whether that government is democratic or not’. This is a curious 
point of departure, excluding the conventional mutually inclusive relationship 
between governance and democracy. Here, state capacity to be effective in the 
role of government and not necessarily in the mode of government, means that 
process becomes as important as the goal set. This emphasises the importance 
of the ‘manner’ or the prevailing culture of administration. According to 
Fukuyama (2013:5–14), the quality of process or ‘manner’ is measured through:
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 ● Procedural measures: Taken strictly from the Weberian bureaucratic 
prescriptive. Its general ideals of uniformity, control, merit and expertise 
are integral to governance. However public value extends this to using 
procedures as adaptation tools for changes in the environment (Benington 
and Moore 2011:4). This will be discussed in detail later in the section on 
Complex Adaptive Systems.

 ● Capacity measures: This comprises of state funding capacity through tax 
extraction rates and non-fi nancial capacity (human capital and network 
capacity).

 ● Output/outcome measures: These measures determine the extent of service 
delivery (eg. hospitals and schools).

 ● Bureaucratic autonomy: Level of political interference in the administration 
of the state where less mandates from political principals means greater 
autonomy and more mandates translates into less autonomy.

Thus from a governance perspective, classic bureaucracy contributes a strict 
adherence to the rule of law while market oriented approaches emphasise 
effi cient government and better accountability practices. Good governance 
encompasses these values embodying both the role and mode of government 
equally. The clamour for good governance from public value, bureaucratic and 
market driven approaches has far reaching implications for the work procedure 
application and use in the public sector as will be seen subsequently.

Finally, while NPM and governance paradigms have restructured the overall 
direction of government administration, some of the major reform and debates 
at institutional level in the last 50 years, have been informed by technological 
advancement. These technological advancements have resulted in signifi cant 
changes useful to understanding of work procedures in contemporary public 
institutions.

Technological advancementsTechnological advancements
One of the more critical roles of technology in Public Management over the 
years has been geared towards making organisations more effi cient. The aim of 
technology in organisations for a long time was to increase productivity through 
innovation in the simplifi cation of work. Over the past 50 years developments 
in technology have resulted in changes in the way organisational work systems 
operate (Dunleavy et al. 2005:478; Zammuto, Griffi th, Majchrzak, Dougherty 
and Faraj 2007:749). For instance, critical emerging organisational theories of 
the 1950s-1970s such as the contingency theory, recognised technology as an 
important determinant of organisational structure (Zammuto et al. 2007:749). 
Additionally, Galbraith’s (1973:8–9: 1977:5), and Perrow’s initial (1967:196–
199) information processing view of organisational structure being contingent 
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on work tasks or work routines, have become classic discourses on the role of 
technology in organisational change.

However, technology has developed towards greater effectiveness of work 
routines in the location of authority and discretion in organisational hierarchy. 
It has also helped in the interdependence and coordination of work groups 
by integrating the human factor (ergonomics) as a critical component of 
technological advancement in organisations (Perrow 1983:521). In this sense, 
technology has had profound infl uence on organisational forms resulting 
in greater decentralisation of decision-making points. This has resulted in a 
decrease in the height of the organisational pyramid; growth of staff expertise; 
encouragement in the use of innovation and discretion and a general alteration 
of the culture of the working environment.

For Dunleavy et al. (2005:480–481), these pervasive and unprecedented 
technological advances, represent a public management regime change where 
new information usage, control and management capacities are necessitating a 
growing transition towards fully digital modes of operating in many sectors of 
government especially in advanced economies.

Implications of these grand approaches for work procedure applications
From the above grand view discussions, there are some extrapolations which 

will be important as fundamental to understanding work procedure uses and 
types. They are:

 ● Public management/public administration implications (effi ciency versus 
compliance): The contrast between the managerial autonomy prescribed 
by public management and the administrator/political interface from public 
administration has implications for work procedure application in government 
institutions. From a public management perspective, there will be a general 
trend towards greater discretionary powers for institutional actors through 
the automation and simplifi cation of work procedures. However, from a 
public administration perspective there is an acknowledgment of the external 
political pressures (which may limit innovation), with greater bureaucratic 
and legal standards in the public sector. Thus, compliance with procedural 
requirements in government Acts and Regulations is paramount from an 
administrative justice viewpoint. From a public management perspective, 
simplifying work towards greater effi ciency sees greater innovation in the 
way work is done as work procedures migrate to computerised systems and 
processes. From a public administration perspective, work procedures will 
prescribe rules and strict compliance in relation to work codes and in line 
with regulations and legislation.

 ● New Public Management (effi ciency, introduce new practice): There is 
a long history and continuous experiments with private sector (business) 
practices, theories and concepts in the public sector. New Public Management 



Administratio Publica | Vol 23 No 2 June 2015 19

resulted in an unprecedented migration of private sector practices into Public 
Administration. This means that research based practices from the private 
sector aimed at resolving ineffi ciencies in government, have found their way 
into the public sector. Nevertheless, it is important to note that given the 
complicated space of government, there are broader applications of work 
procedure (beyond the concerns over government effi ciency) in the public 
sector than in the private sector.

 ● Governance/public value imperatives (compliance to legal and prescribed 
codes, control, participation, administrative justice): NPM debates tended 
to focus on government ineffi ciency and the need to reform government 
processes through the adoption of performance focused business practices 
(Vigoda 2003:15). However, government also focuses on social values, 
equity, responsiveness, transparency and accountability. The public value and 
governance focus has implications for work procedure design and utilisation. 
For instance, public value perspectives implies a level of fl exibility in the 
design of work procedures as the public service becomes more network 
driven. Also as a tenet of good governance, the rule of law and adherence to 
prescribed codes, legal frameworks and legislation are critical to the design 
and utilisation of work procedures. This is necessitated by exacting standards 
and compliance established for transparent government in terms of reporting 
and accountability. Thus, from a public value and governance perspective, 
work procedures are prone to administrative justice and legal requirements 
in terms of compliance and accountability.

 ● The role of technology (effi ciency, computerised or automated): 
Undoubtedly, technology in general and information technology (IT) in 
particular have become perhaps the single most important change agents 
in the practice and study of organisations and management. Certainly, IT 
has not only affected the way work is carried out, but has also resulted in 
transformative capabilities to the structure/form and culture of organisations. 
Thus the continuous quest to simplify procedures has led to the migration 
of many traditional applications of work procedures to automated processes 
as found presently in accounts payable processes for instance (Suchman 
1983:323–327). The pervasiveness of these changes in turn have an effect on 
organisational culture.

The implications as discussed, demonstrate that Public Administration 
scholarship paradigms or grand debates have had a far reaching infl uence on 
organisation level changes in the public sector. Some authors have argued that 
grand scale reforms like NPM and technology increase the level of institutional 
and policy complexity. These in turn have implications for the application, 
practice and articulation of work procedures.
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The middle-range view applications
According to Unger (1998:16), radical reforms need to be based upon 
intermediate level theories that address questions of institutional and 
organisational change rather than just provide broad ideological narratives. 
In other words, while grand level debates have an effect on institutional level 
changes, they in turn need to be subjected to middle-range or intermediate level 
theoretical scrutiny.

This section examines work procedures at an institutional level. This will 
entail discourses that centre on management and organisational studies. To 
this end, work and the simplifi cation of work from a scientifi c management 
approach, serve as an ideal starting point.

Scientifi c managementScientifi c management
Historically, it can be argued that preoccupation with work, for better 
organisational performance, can be traced back to Frederick Taylor’s management 
principles (Bedeian 1980:45). Taylor’s work constituted an appreciation of work 
and organisational methods as critical to improving organisational output. 
Incidentally, the development of scientifi c management theory spurred the 
initiation of classical organisation theories such as Max Weber’s bureaucracy 
theory (Pfeffer in Shafritz, Ott and Jang 2011:38; Gajduschek 2003:702–703). 
The positivistic application of science which dominated these approaches 
demanded an objective, rational, logical and even absolutist approach to work. 
These management principles have a common affi liation to the exercise of 
control both in the application and examination of work. For Taylor this was 
through developing a systemic set of rules for work, scientifi c selection and 
training, the role of management in communicating work and division of labour 
(Carlson 1996:5). For Weber it was through an imposition of formal hierarchical 
organisational structure and management by rules. Scientifi c management 
applications for organisations, were preoccupied with applying work procedures 
with a conscious acknowledgement of organisation dynamics, towards creating 
a smooth and effi cient running machine (Gajduschek 2003:704–707). From this 
analysis, it can be argued that the concept of work procedures can be traced 
back to the scientifi c management movement.

Human relations and behavioural approachesHuman relations and behavioural approaches
Whereas, scientifi c management was preoccupied with the perception of the 
worker as a tool to be managed effectively, human relations and behavioural 
approaches tend to centre on the worker as an individual and a member of a 
social group. By virtue of the responsibility of administrators to serve constituents 
within the confi nes of the law (internal and external control), human relations 
and behavioural approaches to the discipline are inviolable. Thus, while a 
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positivist view of organisations will demand and search for ‘one best way’, the 
complexity of human and group interactions means that positivistic laws of 
causes and effects as well as logical explanations for experience and phenomena 
cannot be as easily applied to organisations. Humanistic and behavioural shifts 
began to identify nuances in the otherwise strict adherence to a systemised and 
functional application to work (Hickson and Pugh 2007:136).

In this case, there are a few points to note in terms of approaches to work 
procedures from some human relations and behavioural scholars in contrast to 
the scientifi c management angle:

 ● Rules and laws are more complicated when considering the human factor. 
Indeed Likert (Hickson and Pugh 2007:136) suggests that an organisation’s 
work is incomplete without the consideration of the unpredictability of the 
human factor.

 ● McGregor’s motivational ‘Y’ theory (Cutcher-Gershenfeld 2006:xxx) 
indicates that workers can be trusted to ‘discover’ the best way when 
conditions that encourage creativity and innovation are in place. It also 
suggests that people can do good work without strict supervision when the 
appropriate conditions (eg. incentives) for work are met.

 ● There is a constant threat to the gap between management and the worker 
as seen in Daniel Bell’s critique of Elton Mayo (Gillespie 1993:257–258) and 
Schein’s (1996:236–239) deposition on the three cultures of management.

 ● Where interpersonal relationships and group behaviour is important, then 
both formal and informal dimensions of work are critical.

A human side to organisations implies a level of informal interpersonal relations 
which means that from a behavioural viewpoint, work procedures transcend 
a functional box. This is a fundamental conceptual point to bear in mind 
when trying to understand or design work procedures. Finally, humanistic 
and behavioural approaches to work opened up new frontiers in public 
administration studies and spurned the organisational development movement 
of the 1960s. This area of study is grounded in behavioural sciences such as 
psychology, sociology and anthropology. This is dealt with next.

Developments in organisational studiesDevelopments in organisational studies
Work procedures can also be understood through a conversation about the 
evolution of organisations. Organisation studies constitute different fi elds which 
examine organisational phenomena. Unlike scientifi c management, human 
relations and behavioural approaches which tend to examine internal dynamics 
of organisations, organisational study approaches acknowledge the factor of 
the external environment and how interactions between both the internal and 
external environment of organisations, are critical to organisational performance 
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and goal achievement. In this sense two critical areas in organisational studies 
are examined: organisational culture and organisations as complex systems.

Organisational cultureOrganisational culture
Organisational culture has been defi ned as what is typical of the organisation; 
the habits, the prevailing attitudes, and the patterns of accepted and expected 
behaviour (Al-Yahya 2008:391; Zamanou and Glaser 1994:475). Scholarship 
indicates that the process of creating culture is a learning, adaptive process 
(Schein 1996:233; Al-Yahya 2008:386), pitting the internal dynamics of 
organisations against their environment.

Contingency theorists suggest that as a result of ‘increasing international 
integration and the accumulation and diffusion of knowledge, the infl uence 
of economic and technological factors will become stronger than the impact 
of culture’ (Al-Yahya 2008:287). Thus the role of the external environment is 
critical to organisational culture. However, what is also signifi cant is the principal 
basis of organisational culture: humans and human interaction (Zamanou and 
Glaser 1994:476), some along formal lines such as occupational groupings 
(professionals), and others along informal lines such as social groupings or 
networks (unions and associations). The interaction between these sub-groups 
and the organisation itself and its environment, are also critical in trying to 
understand how work procedures are developed and utilised.

Therefore, work procedures from an organisational culture viewpoint are 
developed and assimilated by individuals and groups within the organisation, 
who in turn are guided by shared core values, and assumptions engrained by 
assimilation through continuous use. From an organisational culture viewpoint, 
work procedure development and assimilation can manifest in two forms:

 ● Formal streams: Extent of diffusion of the tangibles such as organisational, 
hierarchy or decision-making structure, mission, vision and policies.

 ● Informal streams: Extent of diffusion of the intangibles such as verbal and 
interactional arrangements and cognitive biases (Kay and Gorman 2012:92–93).

These streams and the nature of the assimilation process have implications for 
work procedure development or design, communication and absorption. Thus, 
from a formal stream, organisational structure, objectives and policies are critical 
in establishing work procedures and from an informal stream, management 
should note the extent of diffusion of the informal stream to leverage creativity 
and control adverse practices.

Organisations as complex systemsOrganisations as complex systems
The study of organisations is the study of systems. Traditional and classical 
views which study organisations from their internal characteristics are viewed as 
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closed systems. Open systems however, are concerned with the environment of 
the organisation and establishing a fi t between the organisation and its external 
environment (Amagoh 2008:4). Therefore, the maintenance of the system is 
critical to the effective functioning and indeed the survival of an organisation. 
This entails intelligence about the characteristics of an organisation’s tasks, 
employees and

structure towards establishing appropriate tasks for employees within the 
organisation (Amagoh 2008:4). From this angle open systems require human 
effort and motivation to be maintained (Katz and Khan 1978:3). This implies 
a systematic and scientifi c application of management principles in the study 
and analysis of work inputs, process, outputs, feedback and its relationship with 
both the external and internal environment of the organisation.

However, for an open system to maintain its ‘internal balance’ (Liebler and 
McConnell 2012:63), it must have the capacity to detect, identify and respond 
to changes. This capacity to adapt or self-organise is seen from an understanding 
of organisations as ‘complex systems’. This takes work procedures beyond 
traditional functionalist organisational approaches to design approaches that 
embrace or ‘fi t’ informal processes that may result from change into its formal 
system (Brodbeck 2007:378–379). Adaptation is best captured in the concept of 
organisations as Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS). These systems have diverse 
parts with diverse interests as well as diverse levels of interaction between 
the parts, which together exert collective control on the system as a whole 
(Amagoh 2008:6).

Thus, while systems theory tends to see organisational systems as a machine, 
where component parts (eg. inputs) need to be merely fi xed for them to work, 
complexity theory sees organisational systems as living organisms (Begun, 
Zimmerman and Dooley 2003:254). Complexity theory is a process based 
model in the study of organisational change. By trying to characterise the different 
complex constructs in the environment, Mason (2007:11–12) demonstrates 
how organisations prepare for and transform environmental changes through 
innovation in information technology, quicker development cycles and shorter 
decision-making times through strategic planning. Thus, although the behaviour 
of CAS cannot be predicted, they can be infl uenced through a benefi cial 
relationship between members of the system (Mason 2007:12). This implies a 
purposive manipulation of the system to work in a particular way in order to 
get the best response possible given these complexities. As such, organisational 
processes have the potential to become the sources of emergent and new 
strategies for organisational survival.

.Viewing organisations as Complex Adaptive Systems is critical to the 
development and design of work procedures, as they become self-organising 
tools for decision- making derived from such a strategic outlook. In this 
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case, in designing procedures, the aim will be to harness those continuous 
bottom-up information streams generated through discretionary problem-
solving practice, while at the same time utilising procedures as a means of 
institutionalising strategy.

Thus, all components of the system (input, throughput, output, feedback) 
are germane to work procedure application. From an input viewpoint 
environmental constraints on the organisational system such as legislation and 
law have implications for the use and design of work procedures. In terms of 
outputs, shifting the non-predictability quotient of outputs as far as possible 
to the predictable (Liebler and McConnell 2012:61), will require control of 
unpredictable outputs through planning and proper application of controls 
(eg. work procedures) within the system. Process (throughput) is critical in 
determining organisational effi ciency and effectiveness. In maintaining an 
open system, throughput unlike inputs and outputs is more malleable in terms 
of control, hence the focus on the process as the principal locus for work 
procedures. Here, control will entail analysis of throughput through ‘work 
sampling, work simplifi cation, methods improvement, staffi ng patterns and 
physical layout analysis’ (Liebler and McConnell 2012:62). Having control over 
organisational processes enables manipulation of the system to adapt to input 
pressures, non-predictable outputs and intelligence from the feedback trough. 
In terms of feedback, systems examination and process studies will result in a 
feedback loop to respond to changes needed to maintain an adaptive system 
(Brodbeck 2007:381; Liebler and McConnell 2012: 63) to be evidence based 
and effective.

Implications of organisational culture and systems on work procedure applicationsImplications of organisational culture and systems on work procedure applications
According to Roach (2009:2), organisational culture encompasses the mutual 
traditional and customary norms, conducts and beliefs that are moulded by the 
concerned organisation. This culture in some cases can be perpetuated by work 
procedures. The discussion so far indicates the following important elements of 
work procedures:

 ● Work procedures have the potential to develop an organisational culture.
 ● Organisation compliance must refl ect the shared values (eg. through policies) 

as a commitment to integrity, mission, and legal regulatory and ethical 
responsibilities.

 ● Work procedures must originate and develop from strategic content.
 ● Work procedures must be under constant review.
 ● Established work procedures are subject to manipulation by their users as 

changes are imposed on the system. This is an organic process that is aimed 
at problem solving and growing innovation.

 ● Work procedures manifest as both formal and informal procedures.
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 ● Work procedure design should be informed by bottom-up information 
feedback into decision-making processes.

The increasing complexities of the human social environment, research and 
technological changes have affected the dynamics, culture and functioning 
within organisations. The next section brings these grand and middle-range 
views into focus by creating a work procedure matrix incorporating its uses, 
types, characteristics and design considerations.

A WORK PROCEDURES MATRIX

The matrix in Table 2 presents a conceptual framework rationalising the fi ndings 
so far. The fi ndings are organised into four conceptual dimensions as derived 
from the scholarship approaches discussed. They are work procedure uses, 
types, characteristics and design. The central thesis of the article is that each 
of these views presented have had a profound infl uence on work procedures 
application in the public sector.

Grand view applications

The contribution of Public Management to work procedures application is a 
design direction that emphasises the study and simplifi cation of work towards 
driving effi ciency, effectiveness and economy in government performance. This 
suggests that one will likely fi nd procedures that are formalised and automated 
(computerised). Public Administration emphasis on law, political salience and 
government responsiveness contributes an emphasis on control and compliance 
in line with legal codes and legislative provisions in the use of work procedures. 
From this viewpoint, formalised procedures whether traditional (documented) 
or computerised will aim to establish control and accountability frameworks 
and standards based on legal and legislative requirements (eg. disciplinary and 
budgeting procedures). Regarding New Public Management, work procedure 
application underscores organisational effi ciency and performance. From 
a design perspective, work procedures can be used to transfer private sector 
practices to the public sector (eg. performance management). This will require 
an emphasis on work procedures communication and training. Governance and 
Public Value contribution to work procedure design is also in the establishment 
of accountability mechanisms through compliance. Additionally, design 
considerations should include a deliberate effort in recognising the informal and 
participatory component of internal and external networks. In this case, although 
work procedures may be formalised (spelling out roles and responsibilities of 
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different actors in relation to an entire work endeavour), making accommodation 
for learning and review based on informal developments is also an important 
aspect of design. Information technology has had a profound infl uence on 
work procedures in terms of driving greater effi ciency and moving documented 
procedures to digital or automated forms. As such the character of work 
procedures is to encourage innovation and establish fl exibility and a level of 
discretion through the decentralisation of decision- making.

Middle-range applications

Whereas grand debates establish a general framework for institutional reform, 
middle range debates focus on institutions themselves. Scientifi c management 
contributions to work procedures is perhaps the most widely known. It viewed 
work procedures as a means to grow organisational effi ciency through a formalised 
process of coding and documenting procedures. It advocated a hierarchical and 
strict division of labour and supervision. From a design perspective scientifi c 
management incorporates training, coding and documentation as well as spelling 
out the roles and responsibilities of actors. Developments in human relations and 
behavioural theories created deeper perspectives on the management of human 
capital. This has important implications for work procedures applications. In 
contrast to effi ciency driven uses, human factor considerations necessitate a work 
procedures design perspective that recognises a level of informal interpersonal 
relations and the unpredictability of human behaviour. From these perspectives, 
informal work procedures can develop organically with adverse implications 
for compliance. However, informal procedures can also provide management 
with an opportunity to recognise and develop innovation. Thus procedures are 
fl exible and subject to periodic review to incorporate new ideas. In the same 
vein, organisational culture studies also reveal the potential of work procedures 
in growing an organisational culture through established practice and a shared 
vision (organisational policies). Finally, from a systems and Complex Adaptive 
Systems (CAS) viewpoint, work procedures serve as a tool for organisational 
learning. Design considerations must refl ect external and internal environment 
pressures on the organisation by formalising new practices or learning through 
constant review and communication of procedures. Each of these approaches 
contributes to work procedure types, uses, characteristics and design for 
workplace application. Put together, work procedure application imperatives are:

 ● Types: Work procedures can manifest in formal or informal; traditional 
(documented) or automated (computerised) forms.

 ● Uses: Work procedures can be used for compliance, effi ciency, introduction 
of new practices, and standardisation of work, driving and developing 
organisational culture, growing innovation.
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 ● Characteristics of work procedures: Establish mechanisms for tasks, 
establishes accepted standards, encourages innovation, discretion and 
fl exibility through review, maintains elements of hierarchical control through 
roles and responsibilities and must be communicated; linked to organisational 
goals and constantly reviewed.

 ● Design considerations in work procedure development: Study and 
simplifi cation of procedures, establish accountability in line with prescribed 
rules, design an accountability mechanism through compliance, as a 
participatory process; provide requisite training (capacity), decentralisation 
of decision making nodes, coded or in written form; recognise the 
implications of the ‘human factor’; note the importance of the formal and 
informal dimensions of work, grow an appropriate culture through shared 
vision (organisational policies must be in place to guide procedures).

Table 2: Work procedures matrix (author’s confi guration)

Approach

 (Work procedures conceptualisation and derivations)

Uses Types Characteristics Design 
parameters

Grand view applications

Management/ 
Administration

Management Effi ciency Formal/
computerised

Establishes step by 
step mechanism for 
performing tasks

Study and 
simplifi cation of 
procedures

Administration Compliance/
control

Formal/
traditional

Establishes 
accepted standards

Accountability in line 
with prescribed rules

NPM
Effi ciency/
introduce 
new practice

Formal/
computerised –

Governance/Public Value Compliance/
control 

Formal/
informal

Spells out roles and 
responsibilities, 
infl exible

Accountability 
mechanism through 
compliance
Participatory 
process through 
stakeholder input
Training (Capacity)

IT/ICT /digital era Effi ciency Automated/
computerised

Encourages 
innovation and 
discretion, fl exible

Decentralisation of 
decision- making 
nodes, training

Middle range focus/View

Scientifi c Management Effi ciency Formal

Hierarchical, strict 
supervision, spells 
out roles and 
responsibilities 

Training; coding 
or documenting 
procedures; spells 
out roles and 
responsibilities 
and work fl ow



Administratio Publica | Vol 23 No 2 June 201528

Approach

 (Work procedures conceptualisation and derivations)

Uses Types Characteristics Design 
parameters

Human relations/behavioural 

Drive and 
develop 
organisational 
culture

Informal/
formal

Flexible in 
application

‘Human factor’ 
implications; formal 
and informal 
dimensions of 
work are important 
functions of design; 
participatory 
process; 
communicated; 
reviewed

Organisational 
studies

Organisational 
culture

Drive and 
develop 
organisational 
culture

Informal/
formal

Shared vision 
(organisational 
policies must be 
in place to guide 
procedures); 
reviewed

Systems 
theory; 
organisations 
as complex 
systems

Introduce 
new practice Formal

Must be 
communicated; 
linked to 
organisational 
goals; constant 
review

Externally-
inputted (eg. legal 
requirements 
strategically 
derived); reviewed 
through feedback; 
organically 
developed

(Nzewi 2015)

CONCLUSION

This article shows that far from its functional roots in scientifi c management, 
work procedures are complex organisational phenomena. Scholarship 
indicates that work procedures depending on their design and use, have 
the potential to drive good practice, grow innovation and run effi cient 
and effective organisations. However, from an operational point of view, 
knowledge in this area especially in public sector practice is limited and 
fragmented. The operations of government institutions as implementing 
agents, is important for effective service delivery. Thus, attention needs to be 
paid to the design and functionality of public institutions. At the most basic 
level of institutional function, understanding the role of work procedures in 
driving effective public institutions, becomes critical. As the matrix shows, 
one of the key considerations for public institutions in this regard will be 
training on work procedure development and application.
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ABSTRACT

A critical conceptual analysis of the state of local government in the South 
African context refl ects a lack of suffi cient resources and commitment to 
achieve the developmental mandate amidst realities of the transformation 
agenda. The purpose of this article is to analyse key factors refl ecting evolution 
and transformation of local government during the past two decades. To 
contextualise this analysis, the article commences by exploring the current 
crises in local government in South Africa evidenced by increasing incidents 
of local protests in the country. In addition, reasons why local government is 
struggling to meet the developmental needs and expectations of the citizenry 
is refl ected in analyses, and the consequential actions required to address 
the agenda of developmental local government and the developmental state. 
The authors analysed derivative problems based on a model that categorises 
challenges in three key areas of importance in contributing to a better, more 
structural and functional understanding of local government advancing 
enhanced municipal service delivery. Firstly, political and policy factors, 
secondly, managerial and administrative factors, and thirdly, contextual 
factors. Finally, there is integration of these challenges in summary and 
proposed measures to deal with the remaining challenges of transformation 
and development of local government in South Africa.
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INTRODUCTION 

The growing occurrence of service delivery protests during the past few years 
has escalated this issue on the public agenda in South Africa. In this context, 
South Africa is moving towards the highest number of delivery-linked protests 
since 1994. Community related protests substantially increased as illustrated 
later in this article. Although the notion of politically-driven protesting is 
generally accepted as the reason for the unrests at the local government level, 
the latter may not be predominant in their propensity to defi ne the nature of 
the problem. According to research done by the University of Johannesburg 
(Grant 2014:1), high ranking grievances were primarily about service delivery: 
housing provision, water supply, sanitation, fair political representation in 
decision-making processes and electricity supply infrastructure (Grant 2014:1). 
Other issues include curbing of corruption, poor municipal administration 
and services, lack of or degradation of roads, growing unemployment trends, 
municipal boundaries and demarcation processes, land reform, basic health 
services and ever-increasing criminal activities also featured in the research.

Service delivery protests have been characterised by mass protests, petitions, 
marches, public violence and destruction of facilities, and in some cases by the 
death of both police and protesters (Grant 2014:1). These violent incidents have 
urged South Africans to seriously consider the nature and underlying reasons for 
these protests, but placed the international spotlight on the nation, which has 
been singled out as one of the most violent and unequal countries in the world, 
and offi cially the ‘protest capital’ of the world (CSVR 2009).

Table 1:  Crowd management incidents in South Africa related to service 
delivery protests

Year Peaceful Unrest Total

2004/05 7,382 622 8,004

2005/06 9,809 954 10,763

2006/07 8,703 743 9,446

2007/08 6,431 705 7,136

2008/09 6,125 718 6,843

2009/10 7,897 1,008 8,905

2010/11 11,681 973 12,654

2011/12 9,942 1,091 11,033

Source: Alexander (2012(a):1–2)
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Growing incidents of protest-related violence as depicted in Table 1 is 
an indication that local government is continually and increasingly failing 
expectations of local inhabitants in several local authorities in South Africa. 
According to Powell (2012: 13), Deputy Minister of Cooperative Governance 
and Traditional Affairs (COGTA), Yunus Carrim, in 2010 already sounded a 
warning that “the rage of sections of the protestors and the extent of violence 
and destruction refl ected a far more fundamental alienation of people from 
our democracy… and it suggests an acute sense of marginalisation and social 
exclusion”. This was one of the fi rst instances of an executive member of 
government publicly making a “direct political connection between the rise in 
violent protests and failure of developmental local government” in South Africa.

According to Alexander (2012(a):1–2), there has been major service delivery 
protests between 2004 and 2012, and “in 2010/11 there was a record number 
of crowd management incidents (unrest and peaceful), and data for 2011/12 
shows an even higher fi gure. Already, the number of gatherings involving unrest 
was higher in 2011/12 than any previous year. During these years, (2009–12), 
there has been an average of 2.9 unrest incidents per day. This is an increase 
of 40 percent over the average of 2.1 unrest incidents per day recorded for 
2004–09. Statistics show that what has been called the Rebellion of the Poor 
has intensifi ed” (Alexander 2012(b):1–2; Alexander and Pfaffe 2013:4–5).

As the preceding description highlights service delivery protests by 
local communities, it has been emphasised by Managa (2012:2) that poor 
communication with communities, lack of transparency, poor governance, 
ineffective management, and political in-fi ghting, as well as unfulfi lled promises 
were found to be major factors contributing to local protests. Some of the major 
causes cited in the State of Local Government in South Africa overview report, 
COGTA (2009[b]: 33) are lack of political leadership and will, implementation 
of public accountability, general skills scarcity, fi nancial mismanagement, local 
economic development failure, corruption, lack of ensuring public participation 
and inability to plan, manage projects and deliver on the promises that placed 
councillors and senior municipal offi cials in power.

MODEL DEPICTING TRANSFORMATION 
IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT

This article focuses on analysing the state of local government in utilising a 
model that relates to the underlying causes of discontent and resultant protests 
as cited above, as well as offering explanations, and possible solutions in dealing 
with the problems experienced in local government. Although the factors cited 
above are often regarded as causes with the underlying unresolved issues, it is 
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important to offer an analytical framework within which we can understand 
and practically pursue solutions for the dilemma.

In analysing literature cited regarding the underlying problems, three 
key factors need to be explored, and are graphically depicted as: political, 
managerial (governance and administration) and contextual, and the factors that 
emanate from these areas are defi ned and analysed in the article as possible 
remedies to these key areas in determining policy failure or success in local 
government.

An exposition of the illustration follows addressing key concerns raised 
in the abstract on the inter-relationship and infusion of participation and the 
socio-political aspects of the current crisis in local government, including what 
informs that connection with possible solutions.

Figure 1: Key Factors in Local Government Transformation

Source: Adapted from Rondinelli (1986) and Fox, Schwella and Wissink (2004)
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POLITICAL AND POLICY-RELATED FACTORS

Managa (2012:2–6) points out that citizens’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with 
public services has over time been linked to an array of political factors or 
behaviour patterns. Political factors include unfulfi lled electoral promises by 
politicians, cheap political sloganeering and infi ghting, and resultant empty 
promises. This situation is exacerbated by the ANC government’s mandate to 
deploy their comrades to positions for which they are not qualifi ed or lack the 
expertise to execute their tasks effectively (Managa 2012:4). In certain instances, 
in particular, in cross municipal boundary and demarcation disputes, involving 
political processes such as public participation have created more problems and 
instability, due to the personal interest of strong leaders trying to manipulate the 
situations for their own interest (Matebesi and Botes 2012:14–18).

According to a National Treasury Report on the state of local government 
fi nances, “some municipalities have established top-heavy political offi ces 
(cronyism), proven to be unaffordable whilst these offi ces provide political 
advice on administrative matters thereby undermining and duplicating the 
role of municipal managers, chief fi nancial offi cers and senior managers. 
Political interference in administrative decision-making processes compromises 
municipal fi nances, including supply chain management” (Republic of South 
Africa 2013:40). This report continues to state that “interference in municipalities 
also impedes on revenue collection, and this is related to the fact that political 
electorates do not want to antagonise voting communities”, and subsequently 
making required revenue collection processes diffi cult (Republic of South Africa 
2013:40).

Added to political factors are policy-related issues that affect local 
government, and the extended history of racially segregated local authorities, 
political reform and in particular, policy reformation that took place during 
the past 20 years. Currently, local government has also been reformed and 
numerous programmes of action have been devised by the current government 
to ensure the implementation of new policies. Reference is made to political and 
policy-related factors that relate to pertinent legislation and the disbursement 
of funds from central coffers to local government through the equitable share 
formula. An explanation of these follows.

Infusing local government policy reforms

Policy reforms in local government were initiated with the White Paper on 
Local Government (WPLG) in 1998, followed by legislation known as the 
Municipal Structures Act 117 of 1998, the Municipal Demarcation Act of 
1998, the Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000, as well as the Municipal Finance 
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Management Act 56 of 2003. The basis of the WPLG was the formulation 
of developmental local government, which according to SALGA (2014) is 
defi ned as:

“Local government that is committed to working with citizens and groups 
within the community to fi nd sustainable ways to meet their social, 
economic and material needs and improve the quality of their lives”.

Constitutional objectives for local government

Added to the above injunction, is the Constitutional mandate in Section 152 of 
the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996 which requires local 
government to provide:

 ● Democratic and accountable government for local communities;
 ● Sustainable services to communities;
 ● Promote social and economic development;
 ● Promote a safe and healthy environment; and
 ● Encourage participation of citizens and NGOs in the affairs of local 

government.

The purpose of listing these constitutional objectives for local government is to 
illustrate linkages between these objectives and the actions and intentions of 
the post- 1994 government, in producing the new imperatives and policies to 
transform and reorganise local government.

In addition, Section 155 of the Constitution makes provision for classifi cation 
of municipalities into:

 ● Category A (metropolitan authorities),
 ● Category B (local municipalities falling within district boundaries of Category 

C municipalities), and
 ● Category C (district authority that includes more than one local municipality).

Consequently local government was reorganised and restructured to redress the 
inequalities and disparities of the apartheid state.

In addition, it provided for the provision of platforms for addressing the 
historical and spatial inequalities of apartheid local authorities in South Africa 
as follows:

 ● Councils are democratically elected in the new dispensation, representing all 
citizens in municipal areas; and

 ● Municipalities now have a specifi c developmental focus requiring them to 
address socio-economic and infrastructural defi ciencies in the demarcated 
areas.
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The above explanation also leads to the following developmental objectives of 
local government:

 ● Analysis of backlogs facing municipalities, including forced spatial separation 
and settlement patterns, concentration of wealth and taxation capacity in 
formerly white areas, infrastructure backlogs, lack of signifi cant urban and 
rural linkages and spatial plans due to homeland/Bantustan dispensations 
and capacity variations; and

 ● Detailed plans for addressing the challenges required to amend the 
defi ciencies inherent in the previous system such as new municipal structures 
and systems, an intergovernmental fi nancial system focused on equity 
and redistribution of services in service delivery plans, programmes and 
approaches and focus on performance and goal achievement, elaborates De 
Villiers (2008:63–66).

According to Brand & Klein in Subban and Theron (2012:28), a number of key 
factors should be addressed if the overall sustainability and performance of 
municipalities is to be enhanced in respect of its developmental focus. Apart 
from support to be afforded to municipalities, further focal points include 
levels of com mitment to sustainable development and issues of accountability 
and responsibility within all municipal line functions. Other pertinent aspects 
include: an integrative organisational design that facilitates sustainability; 
removing the risk of a ‘business as usual’ approach; availability of resources for 
sustainability and effective use of local government legislation and improved 
law enforcement as key determinants of the developmental agenda.

Other relevant forms of legislation, policies and 
programmes impacting on local government

The Municipal Demarcation Act of 1998 (MDA), and the Development 
Facilitation Act of 1995 (DFA) were introduced as an initiative to replace some 
outdated, apartheid-based demarcation and spatial planning legislation that gave 
recognition to the objectives of the WPLG. The Demarcation Act established a 
Municipal Demarcation Board and criteria to redraw and determine municipal 
boundaries and the DFA.

These aspects were a fi rst attempt to integrate spatial planning principles 
with economic development principles in creating integrated sustainable 
development including establishing:

 ● Ongoing patterns of human settlement;
 ● Existing and expected future land use;
 ● Mobility statistics of people in an area, including employment, daily transport 

and commuting needs;
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 ● Exiting facilities and infrastructure;
 ● Factors impacting on promotion of integration of areas, avoiding future 

settlement and fragmentation;
 ● Overall viability of communities grouped under newly demarcated areas; 

and
 ● Integration and inclusion of traditional authorities and the areas within their 

jurisdictions (Mathoho 2013:1).

The Demarcation Board was tasked to reduce the overall number of local 
authorities from 1200, and eventually reduced to 278 municipalities, adding up 
to eight metropolitan municipalities and 44 district municipalities in 2015.

Another addition to policy reformation was the Property Rates Act 6 of 2004 
and later Municipal Property Rates Amendment Act 29 of 2014 tasked with 
regulating property rates within these municipalities. Previously, municipalities 
applied multiple standards in their approaches towards levying property taxes. 
Some used actual values of land only referred to as uniform rating, and others 
assessing land value plus different rates for improvements to land were referred 
to as composite rating. The differences and provision of “rates relief” to some 
property owners meant that municipalities could indiscriminately shift the 
burden of fi nancing the delivery of services to their communities.

Other forms of legislation were also enacted to give effect to the WPLG. The 
following can be listed:

 ● Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000 which includes integrated development 
planning processes, performance management, development of tariff and 
credit control policies;

 ● Local Government Municipal Finance Management Act 56 of 2003 (MFMA) 
which provides for effi cient and effective systems of fi nance and budgeting; 
and

 ● Municipal Structures Act 117 of 1998 was amended in 2001 with the 
purpose of transferring four prominent service functions to the district 
municipalities. These are electricity distribution, water, sanitation services 
and municipal health services. The provision regarding electricity supply had 
to be reconsidered, as local municipalities in some cases were requested to 
continue to be the service providers and not distributors. Furthermore, it was 
decided that the capacity of each district and local municipality needed to 
be assessed specifi cally to determine where the three remaining functions 
should lie.

South Africa’s dynamic legislative framework is adequately fl exible to manage 
the differences in capacity to deliver these services. Diffi culty with the present 
situation is that it does not take suffi cient account of new settlement patterns, 
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notwithstanding integrated development planning (IDP). The WPLG did provide 
guidelines in terms of settlement types, but it is argued that the present system 
does not incorporate this. For example, some rural local municipalities have no 
towns of signifi cant size and infrastructure. Again, the challenge is to decide how 
to select a smaller town where the necessary institutional and administrative 
capacity can be developed to facilitate service delivery to the local municipal 
area or to continue with the status quo, and provide for development of capacity 
in the district municipality based on new settlement patterns.

The WPLG proposed ideas on intergovernmental transfers to local 
government, such as revenue capacity and sustainability and emphasised that 
the national government should be key to redistribution, using the equitable 
share formula to ensure access to basic municipal services. Subsequent to this, 
the Intergovernmental Relations Framework Act 13 of 2005 was promulgated 
in 2005 with a view to promoting and facilitating intergovernmental relations 
and provides mechanisms and procedures to facilitate the settlement of 
intergovernmental disputes. According to Powell (2012:19), “the impact of the 
IGFRA is hard to measure, but the institutions are established and operational, 
and since 2005 relations between the ANC national government and the 
DA controlled governments in the Western Cape and Cape Town have been 
transacted through the Act’s machinery”.

Local government equitable share formula and system

The system known as the Local Government Equitable Share Formula (LGESF) 
was developed, and through reforms, is currently reviewed and implemented. 
Xoli (2013:15) submits that similar to many countries using formulae to allocate 
funds, the South African government had a challenge in developing a suitable 
redistributive formula that properly addresses the disparities faced by local 
government. As a result, it has conducted several reviews of the formula 
which include two major reviews in 2005/06 and 2012/13 in the quest to 
address distributive challenges and to develop a suitable formula that will 
respond to the needs of local communities. The current LGES formula has 
a strong redistributive objective, aimed at redirecting tax resources to low-
income communities (Republic of South Africa National Treasury 2012:7). 
Past inequities however, will remain unaddressed unless municipal revenue-
raising capacity is developed via the notion of IDPs and local economic 
development directives.

Concerns have been raised by the Financial and Fiscal Commission that 
the current local government equitable share formula does not appropriately 
accommodate the funding needs of poorly resourced municipalities. The local 
government fi scal framework and equitable share formula are accordingly being 
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reviewed to ensure that funding needs of all municipalities, including poorly 
resourced municipalities are adequately addressed. Various reforms have 
already been made to the local government fi scal framework to increasingly 
focus on funding needs of poorly resourced municipalities, such as the 
introduction of a minimum municipal infrastructure grant to ensure that they are 
not unfairly penalised due to small population sizes. Further reforms are being 
explored by National Treasury in conjunction with the National Department of 
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs to support poorly managed and 
resourced municipalities (Republic of South Africa National Treasury Budget 
Review 2011:150).

Another effort at reducing inequalities of the past was a programme 
designed and aimed at effecting radical infrastructure transfers referred to as the 
Consolidated Municipal Infrastructure Programme (CMIP). The purpose of the 
programme was to direct infrastructure funding where backlog needs have been 
identifi ed. The infrastructure funding provided by the provincial governments 
requires that applications for funding from municipalities are evaluated and 
expenditure closely monitored. It was also specifi ed that a minimum proportion 
of funding needed to be allocated to the development of infrastructure in rural 
areas, and to augment the LGESF (CMIP 2001:4).

To date, the programme has led to installation of infrastructure in many areas 
affected by apartheid history and economic and spatial development priorities. 
CMIP however, also suffered from its own shortcomings, listed as:

 ● Municipalities with historical or accrued capacity to manage the application 
process were unable to access funds and often in those local authorities 
where serious backlogs existed; and

 ● Infrastructure backlogs are not always accurately assessed for each municipal 
jurisdiction due to defi ciencies in the research and data collection processes.

In order to correct these problems, the Municipal Infrastructure Grant (MIG), 
among other potential sources of revenue has been introduced since 2003/04 
(CMIP 2001:10). The funds toward MIG grants are allocated according to a 
formula and are not applications-based, and take into account the infrastructure 
backlogs calculated through regular Census statistics. At least 75% of funding 
is allocated to the development of household infrastructure, and the rest 
to building public infrastructure. The MIG also allocates funds to business, 
recognising the importance of economic opportunities, as well as household 
infrastructure.

Apart from the fact that specifi c intergovernmental fi scal mechanisms 
were developed to address local asymmetry in South Africa, it is imperative 
to develop a more fl exible approach to the application and implementation of 
these policies and ensure varying contexts are considered.
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The Financial and Fiscal Commission (FFC) also emphasised that these 
differences are identifi ed and included in the implementation of the fi scal 
mechanisms as follows:

 ● Municipalities to be classifi ed according to their ability to raise loans and 
to provide effective and effi cient fi nancial management. Those who do not 
have this capacity need to be targeted for concessionary loans.

 ● As with the case above, municipalities could also be classifi ed in terms of 
their ability to effectively utilise and engage in Municipal Service Partnerships 
(MSPs), assisting in developing capacity building programmes. This would 
also discourage municipalities from engaging in MSPs until the necessary 
capacity has been developed.

 ● Many municipalities also lack the capacity to develop their own fi scal 
instruments to collect revenue, and the scope to mix revenue sources, which 
could change over time (FFC 2003).

The FFC (2003) recommended a “graduated approach” while receiving grants 
from government until such time that they can effectively manage their own 
revenue sources and ability to develop their systems in order to become self-
sustaining. Recently added to this was the introduction of an incentive scheme 
into the MSP grants that each grant includes an incentive to perform, which 
means possible effi ciency gains, effective spending and, ultimately, better grant 
performance (FFC 2013).

Further to the framework above, government’s outcomes approach lays the 
basis for achieving greater effi ciency in public services, providing a platform for 
increased scrutiny of state programmes and measuring performance by results. 
The Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation in the Offi ce of the 
Presidency will oversee reporting of progress against agreed outputs and targets of 
public institutions. This approach requires closer cooperation between national, 
provincial and local government agencies responsible for delivery of basic 
services (Republic of South Africa National Treasury Budget Review 2011:13).

The description of the political and policy related factors clearly illustrates that 
much has gone into policy reforms and concomitant funding structures in order to 
ensure the effective implementation of the local government policy area. It would 
however, be appropriate to analyse the managerial and administrative reasons for 
the assumed ‘failure’ of local government as set out earlier in the article.

MANAGERIAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE FACTORS

The managerial and functional factors are analysed in terms of the requirements 
of “good” local governance and administration and in particular, with reference 
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to one of the thematic areas in the Local Government Turnaround Strategy 
(COGTA 2009[a]: 18). One of the major factors that contributes to the ‘failure’ 
of local government, is the inability to execute plans and programmes in 
accordance with set performance standards.

These plans and programmes are a result of extensive systematic changes to 
policies, such as the MFMA, Municipal Systems and Structures legislation, and 
resultant internal control and audit mechanisms, such as the Municipal Public 
Accounts Committees (MPAC), National Treasury guidelines and procedures 
(Framework for Managing Programme Performance Information) for fi nancial 
management and administration, and generally government-wide Monitoring 
and Evaluation Systems. According to the 80/20 report on local government 
by Alexander and Kane-Berman, (2014:2), it is stated that the annual poor 
performance of local authorities in terms of fi nancial accountability is of great 
concern to government and communities.

Ebersohn (2013:1) states that it was estimated that regardless of high 
unemployment rates, there were approximately 30 000 vacancies at all levels of 
government. The added complication of leadership instability, poor performance 
management, lack of accountability and ineffi cient internal controls has had 
negative effects on local government. As stated earlier, political deployment of the 
so-called “cadres” has produced corruption, resulting in fraud, “tenderpreneurs” 
using their political contacts to secure tenders, nepotism, cronyism, patronage, 
money-laundering, and price collusion. According to Corruption Watch (2013:1), 
local government is the ‘weakest link’ in SA Government, reporting “practices in 
municipalities, where offi cials are channelling funds into personal bank accounts 
using political infl uence to ensure certain offi cials escape prosecution, stealing 
equipment and supplies and distributing food parcels and funds to secure votes in 
local government elections”.

According to the Mail & Guardian (2011:1), effects of this situation 
have resulted in poor service delivery, defi cient infrastructure rollout and 
development failure, costing tax payers billions of Rands. The Mail & Guardian 
(2011:1) also reported that the cost of reconstructing and repairing poor RDP 
houses amounted to R58bn, resulting in increased service delivery protests.

Following the launch of Operation Clean Audit 2014, little progress occurred. 
The following results from the Auditor General (AG) attest to this. It was recently 
reported that only 5% or 13 municipalities received clean audit reports in the 
2011/2012 fi nancial year. None of the metros received clean audits, while 
13% of the municipalities did not submit fi nancial statements in time for the 
audits. Issues identifi ed for non-compliance were cited as procurement, service 
delivery, and errors in fi nancial information. The AG Kimi Makwetu announced 
recently that only 9% of municipalities and municipal entities achieved clean 
audits in the 2012/13 audit review.
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Fruitless and wasteful expenditure in 2010/11 reached an estimated R1.793bn, 
irregular expenditure was R28.378bn and unauthorised expenditure was 
R2.978bn. Following on, supply chain management was an aspect investigated 
by the AG and it was stated that R3.5bn worth of procurement could not be 
accounted for due to non-submission of relevant documents. 46% of municipal 
contracts were awarded to employees, councillors or offi cials being linked to 
the state. This situation led government to implement a clean administration 
drive to prevent all public servants from doing business with government.

After the AG’s report in 2011 on the basis of a report from the parliamentary 
oversight committee on the reasons for poor performance of municipalities, the 
committee requested National Treasury, the AG and Department of Cooperative 
Governance to intervene in the situation of the non-complying municipalities. 
Former Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan during this time mentioned the lack of 
accountability and total lack of enforcement of policies, directives and guidelines 
that enabled these transgressions to be committed with impunity. In a recent 
government summit, it was agreed that leaders and administrators must be 
held accountable, through effective enforcement processes. There seems to be 
awareness of the need to put an end to excessive use of consultants. Consultants 
retained to help municipalities prepare fi nancial statements for audit in the North 
West Province cost in excess of R29m. Premier Thandi Modise stated that only 
fi ve of 25 municipalities gained an unqualifi ed audit report in the province and the 
consultants obviously did not achieve much either (Mail and Guardian 2013:1).

The Ministry of Finance created the position of chief procurement offi cer 
(CPO) in Treasury to ensure more vigorous supply-chain management 
monitoring, and to stamp out wastage, ineffi ciencies and corruption within 
the government procurement system, and in particular to clamp down on 
corrupt offi cials and business people. Following this directive, the South African 
Revenue Service started auditing more than 300 businesses and started pursuing 
another 700, which have contracts of more than R10bn with municipalities. The 
Financial Intelligence Centre (FIC) also referred over R6.5bn for investigation 
linked to corruption (PMG 2013). According to the Parliamentary Monitoring 
Group (2013), there was criticism of the Minister of Public Service for delaying 
the fi nalisation of regulations and policy that would prevent political party 
offi ce bearers from being involved in the affairs of municipalities, and setting of 
minimum standards of education, training and experience for offi ce-bearers and 
offi cials who manage municipalities.

Consequently, the government invoked provisions of the MFMA, and decided 
to stop funds paid to municipalities in the Free State, Northern Cape, Western 
Cape and Limpopo and considered putting on hold funding to additional 
municipalities. During this time, SALGA (2014) convinced Treasury to agree on 
implementation of a remedial programme that will lead to the improvement 
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of audit outcomes in the next few years. Despite many of these measures put 
into place and requests for action, sadly this has not led to much improvement 
in the management and administration of the affairs of many municipalities in 
South Africa.

Adamolekun (in Disoloane 2012:144) argues that training and education of 
municipal functionaries and councillors in accountability issues leads to a degree 
of accountability. Similarly, education and training of elected councillors leads 
to a greater demand amongst politicians for accountability from the offi cials 
under their hierarchical control in executing public programmes. Thornhill 
(2008:492) asserts that the political-administrative interface and the important 
relational dynamic impacts on democratic governance in municipalities. It is 
therefore imperative that this dynamic is utilised to ensure compliance by both 
politicians and managers/executives, in terms of achieving local developmental 
and programme objectives, provided that the necessary contextual realities and 
factors are taken into consideration.

CONTEXTUAL FACTORS

Contextual factors are the factors that are unique to specifi c local authorities. 
The state of informal settlements, rapid population growth or what is referred to 
as “in or out-migration”, the level of local economic development and access to 
employment and job opportunities, and the relative state of development and 
infrastructure and public services accessible to a local community.

Added to this contextual debate is the potential for socio-economic 
development, proximity to economic spin-off opportunities, as well as the level 
of technical expertise available to less resourced local authorities, and the ability 
to obtain technologies available to larger, and better resourced authorities.

The impact of the dissolution of the Apartheid Era–Group Areas Act of 1950, 
and the subsequent urbanisation and counter-urbanisation processes have 
impacted on rapid and sudden population reconfi guration and growth trends. 
This had an effect on the ability of an established democratic government to 
respond to the overwhelming needs of escalating informal settlements within the 
jurisdictions of established local authorities. Figure 2 that follows as illustrated by 
Geyer (2015:25), shows rapid population growth and expansion of urban and 
peri-urban settlements around major metros, and the reduction of ‘out-migration’ 
from rural areas and smaller settlements into the urban and peri-urban areas.

According to the Republic of South Africa National Treasury Budget Review 
(2013: 56), and arising from the preceding factors (political/policy, managerial 
and administrative), the following added contextual challenges, amongst others, 
are currently facing local government:
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 ● Over and under spending of municipal budgets in some municipalities;
 ● Slow response by political leaders to address capacity problems;
 ● Key positions vacant or key offi cials lacking appropriate competencies;
 ● Lack of consequences for poor performance and transgression;
 ● Signifi cant electricity and water losses; and
 ● Deteriorating quality and reliability of services.

Institutional incapacity and widespread poverty have undermined the 
sustainability of the local sphere of government in many ways, leading to 
a serious breakdown of service delivery in several municipalities. Some of 

Figure 2: Population growth and expansion of settlements

Primary cities

Intermediatecities

Small cities

Weak population growth rate

Weak population decline rates

Strong population decline rate

Strong population growth

Strong population growth

Source: Geyer (2015:25)

•  The fi gure above indicatyes the rate of total population change within municipalities controlling for 
natural population growth. Most primary cities and intermediate cities experienced strong population 
growth rates and most small cities experienced outmigration.

•  Certain exceptions emerge with primary and intermediate cities in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu Natal 
provinces experiencing weak outmigration rates and most cities in the Western Cape experiencing in 
migration.
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the problems faced stemming from the preceding discussion include and are 
alluded to in the Republic of South Africa Presidential Local Government 
Summit (2014:5) as the following aspects:

 ● Collapse in core municipal infrastructure services in some communities, 
resulting in services either not being provided at all, or provided at 
unacceptably low levels;

 ● Slow or inadequate responses to service delivery challenges which are 
often linked to the breakdown of trust in municipalities and councillors by 
communities;

 ● Social distance by public representatives is a major cause for concern. 
This refl ects inadequate public participation and poorly functioning ward 
councillors and committees;

 ● Viability of certain municipalities is a key concern. The low rate of collection 
of revenue continues to undermine the ability of municipalities to deliver 
services to communities;

 ● Municipalities also need to be driven by appropriately skilled personnel and 
their correct placement; and

 ● Corruption amongst offi cials refl ects a broader breakdown in the values and 
good governance principles to run local government effectively.

From the foregoing discussion, it is evident that service delivery protests 
are a refl ection of community frustration with these failures, especially in 
economically marginalised communities which experience real or perceived 
indifference from government offi cials and politicians.

SUMMARY AND PROPOSED SOLUTIONS AND STRATEGIES

In most public policy debates and issues, the nature of these problems is invariably 
complex. Solutions to complex problems are multi-variate and multi-pronged. 
Solutions to local government problems in South Africa lie partly in the integration 
of long-term transformation and reforms. Some reforms include: integrated 
municipal budgeting systems, comprehensive municipal reporting systems, local 
government conditional grant monitoring system, publication of local government 
fi nancial performance in the public domain, capacity building and stakeholder 
management (Republic of South Africa National Treasury Budget Review 2013:35). 
In addition, planning of cities, semi-urban or peri-urban development plans and the 
integration of rural development priorities into the mainstream thinking and funding 
of local government are other aspects to consider. The challenge of constantly 
improving management systems, upgrading skills, as well as meeting the necessary 
infrastructure development priorities are required.



Administratio Publica | Vol 23 No 2 June 2015 49

The reform process has contributed to this in the following ways:
 ● Drawing of the new municipal boundaries included the previously developed 

and under-developed areas, and a major objective in the demarcation 
process, to create one tax base out of such divided areas;

 ● The Municipal Property Rates Act 6 of 2004 and later the Municipal Property 
Rates Amendment Act 29 of 2014 now provides a uniform market-value 
basis for the rating of properties so that the areas that were benefi ted in the 
apartheid era contribute effectively to the tax base;

 ● A system of intergovernmental transfers ensures support for local 
municipalities in accordance with the principle of redistribution, including 
signifi cant allocations for municipal infrastructure for areas where backlogs 
are most pronounced; and

 ● Many institutional and administrative instruments (programmes) have been 
devised to ensure that municipalities prioritise under-developed areas for 
investment and to promote effi cient and accountable service delivery.

Policy and legislative processes as described above have been successful in 
addressing many of the disparities and inequities of the past. However, there 
remain some challenges as outlined below.

The challenge is ongoing for a number of municipal councils and their 
administrations to ensure that resources are distributed and redistributed in 
a manner that brings about the required results of the programmes devised 
as mentioned in earlier discussion. Added to this, many municipalities have 
simply continued to use their existing expenditure allocations to determine 
their budgets, and have not pursued a ‘re-prioritisation exercise’ according to 
the Republic of South Africa National Treasury Review in 2013. There are limits 
to the extent that municipalities can reorganise and redirect their budgets, 
as it may affect existing public services and may lead to the deterioration of 
infrastructure that supports local economic development initiatives in the 
municipality.

While some funding may be made available by curtailing and rationalising 
municipal services, and redirecting resources from affl uent parts to service 
historically disadvantaged areas, it may not be adequate to even start addressing 
backlogs. New revenue resources will have to be found for municipalities, over 
and above LGESF-based funding or the development of new revenue sources, 
larger equitable share allocations and economic development strategies that 
grow the tax base of municipalities are necessary.

Economic development in the ex-‘Bantustans’ is limited, with little large scale 
commercial agricultural activity, and in some instances subsistence farming has 
become problematic due to environmental degradation in some areas. The 
urban areas as opposed to rural areas have enjoyed investment and signifi cant 
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infrastructural development over the past decade. This situation manifested due 
to a number of factors:

 ● Number of people living in rural areas have declined, and continues to 
decline, as illustrated by the Centre for Regional and Urban Studies through 
Geyer (2015:28–29);

 ● Between 1996 and 2001, only the rural population declined from 46% to 
42%, and is continuing on this declining path; and

 ● Economies of numerous rural towns are not growing at all, and pose a 
challenge to policy-makers, in particular when the majority of indigent 
people reside in the rural areas (Geyer 2015:28–29).

It would appear that Western Cape, but in particular Gauteng, would have to 
consider the migration trends and the consequential potential threat it holds for 
service delivery protests and unrest.

Mechanisms and proposed incentives to channel funds and to attract 
investment and promote entrepreneurship have not been successful as illustrated 
in the 13 rural development nodes identifi ed by Government in the NDP (NPC 
2012:232). The challenge is to decide to what extent scarce resources should 
be used to promote economic activity in historically under-developed regions 
where population is declining at such a rapid rate and where real term economic 
growth is not expected in the near future.

Formerly black areas and the areas in which rural communities reside, 
work and shop require substantial and ongoing transport subsidies. There is an 
increasing trend in growing these and commuter rail subsidies. The commuter 
rail operating subsidy reached R1.5bn in the 2003/2004 fi nancial year, while the 
total rail subsidy was approximately R2.2bn, increasing to approximately R4.5bn 
in 2013/14 (Republic of South Africa 2005:12 and Republic of South Africa 
2014:100). The trend appears to be that major investment was focused in areas 
where minimal commercial and other infrastructure existed, as opposed to mere 
upgrades and subsidies for transport infrastructure. It is recommended that these 
resources are redirected to the growing and densely populated urban areas.

It was also pointed out in recent AG Reports that forensic investigations 
have identifi ed offi cials that were involved in corruption and mismanagement 
of fi nances, and no action has been taken against them. Municipalities need 
to be monitored more closely, and they need to root out non-performers and 
fi ll critical vacancies. The improvement of performance of municipalities is 
directly related to the incidence of professional offi cials that are employed by 
such authorities. The notion of professionalising the municipal profession is a 
necessary option to pursue.

It is the contention, that with the growing needs and demands on local 
government in South Africa identifying the realistic needs of local communities 
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cannot be serviced, even though the process of aggregating and channelling 
national and other resources to service such needs continues. It is the point at 
which the level of service delivery protests will be reduced because there is 
evolving a philosophy of meaningful learning-based community participation 
in creating more sustainable futures, that is more tangible at grass roots level, 
asserts Walls (2007:35–57). It is on the basis of this perspective, that the authors 
advance the conceptual and contextual grounds to justify social and systemic 
learning as a distinctive methodology for problem-solving in local government, 
as opposed to the common slogan of only advancing community participation 
as the methodological means (Salomon and Perkins 1998:1). It implies that 
communities are given freedom to decide how they want to utilise their own 
capacity, local knowledge and skill sets to advance their local contexts, as well 
as contribute towards constant changes in the policies, systems, methodologies 
and technology affecting them.

Mehretu, Pigozzi and Sommers (2000:91) assert that local government must 
guard against the danger of falling into ‘systemic marginality’ which results 
from local communities being disadvantaged and marginalised in a socially 
constructed system of inequitable relations within a hegemonic order exercising 
undue power and control over the vulnerable sectors of society based on class, 
ethnicity, age and gender. Therefore, the authors concede, in the words of 
Knapp, (1997:258), that by understanding the challenges in local governance 
through systemic and social learning, one would be able to offer better insights 
into the fi t between local government management and representation of the 
best interest of communities in the vision of the developmental state in reality.

Bawden, Guijt and Woodhill (2009:133) submit that there is an activism of 
civil society in today’s world, and increasingly there is dynamic power between 
the state (government) and civil society in the socio-economic and political 
arenas. South African local government therefore has to ‘reinvent’ its systems 
of democratic governance to produce learning societies in which challenges of 
sustainable development can be addressed with insight and collective wisdom. 
It includes in particular, new approaches that promote improved public 
participation that differs from the current status quo and failure of policies 
and legislation to promote community participation. Fick (2000:28) adds the 
view that a critical challenge faced by all municipalities in contributing to 
enhanced local governance, is to ensure that amidst limited fi nancial resources, 
they address the disparities in infrastructure and move towards sustainable 
service delivery in the country through inter alia, the active mobilisation and 
participation of local communities. This coincides with President Jacob Zuma 
who recently remarked that amongst priorities of this current administration, is 
one of “providing adequate capacity to ensure that the people’s experience at 
local government is a pleasant one” (Republic of South Africa State of the Nation 
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Address 2014). Subban and Singh (2013:81) state that effective engagement and 
communication between government and local communities would contribute 
to improved accountability with effective municipal service delivery as a 
product of both public service provision and public benefi t.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the article surveyed transformation of local government in South 
Africa, taking cognisance of current challenges within the developmental state, 
and growing concerns with service delivery in a municipal context. Despite the 
changes in local government which led to a transformed political dispensation 
under the current dispensation, the balance between political-administrative 
representatives and their efforts to produce sustainable communities at the local 
level are becoming critical in development debates.

Derivative problems and possible solutions were identifi ed and the evolution 
of local government in South Africa was described through the analysis of a 
model depicting three factors: fi rstly, political and policy factors, secondly, 
managerial and administrative factors, and fi nally contextual factors. Using 
this model, it is necessary to continuously examine the appropriateness of the 
legislative framework and administrative/managerial practices within relevant 
contexts, in assessing the effi cacy of their functionality on local government as 
a concerned focal point in the developmental state.

Although it can be argued that transformation has its own challenges in 
specifi c contexts where huge backlogs exist in infrastructure and service 
provision, it is imperative that efforts are focused on these problematic contexts 
to avert a crisis and focus on a consistent developmental management approach 
that conveys to local inhabitants that efforts are being made to address their 
problems.

From the foregoing perspectives raised in this article, it is envisaged that 
the discourse will lead towards future research into the variables impacting on 
service delivery and inform debates on local government reform in terms of 
both policy and practice in addressing current perceived dysfunctions in local 
governance.
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INTRODUCTION

Public sector institutions, like private sector organisations, are facing a more 
dynamic and more turbulent environment. This requires institutions to be 
innovative and to develop an innovation culture. Innovation should be an 
integral part of doing business in the public sector which should ultimately 
translate into providing services to the communities in a smarter and cost-
effective manner. Public sector managers need to use techniques such as 
strategic planning, reinventing government, new managerialism, benchmarking, 

Adopting Innovation Strategies 
to Enhance Service Delivery
Implications for Public Sector institutions

T INzimakwe
School of Management, IT and Governance

University of KwaZulu-Natal

ABSTRACT

The rapidly changing world environment makes it essential for institutions 
to pay more attention to the management of innovation and change. There 
should be a strong desire within the public sector to embrace innovation. 
A key element of being an effective public manager in today’s dynamic 
and ever-changing environment is to be a creative and an innovative 
public manager. There is a general agreement that the public sector can 
function well and as a result an effective and effi cient public sector is 
essential to a healthy and thriving society. Thus effective and effi cient 
public managers must be innovative. The article argues that in the 
context of a need for an effective and effi cient public sector, innovation 
is essential. The spirit and practice of innovation is a fundamental 
prerequisite to any serious and bold effort to improving service delivery. 
The role of innovation is to provide new and alternate ways of addressing 
common and recurrent challenges.
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privatisation, and team management, which also are elements of New Public 
Management, to improve the management of government programmes. These 
techniques can help public sector managers make public institutions more 
effective and effi cient.

Innovation goes together with change. The concept of change implies 
doing things differently, whether doing the same things in new ways, or doing 
new things. According to Wallace (in Wallace, Fertig and Schneller 2007:19) 
the process of changing practice therefore implies some degree of individual 
and collective learning for all involved. The aim of the article is to provide a 
theoretical framework and foundations for innovation and how these can be 
applied in public sector institutions.

THE CONCEPT OF INNOVATION

Innovation in a public sector context has been defi ned as the ‘creation and 
implementation of new processes, products, services and methods of delivery 
which result in signifi cant improvement in the effi ciency, effectiveness or quality 
of outcomes’ (Australian National Audit Offi ce 2009). Minnaar and Bekker 
(2005:149) contend that researchers have accumulated an impressive body of 
knowledge on innovation, much of which is heavily infl uenced by the following 
two assumptions:

 ● innovation is an activity rooted primarily in an organisation’s internal 
competencies; and

 ● innovation is conceptually and ideologically embedded in the larger process 
of organisational evolution known as ‘creative destruction’.

The defi nition of innovation by Webster, quoted by Hussey (2000:176) is “a 
better thing to do or a better way to do it that contributes to an organisation’s 
goals. It may be a method, structure, process or product”. Innovations are 
planned changes designed to bring about improvement according to their 
instigators’ values. Some are intended to facilitate learning to implement other 
changes, ranging from training initiatives, through arrangements for inter-
organisational knowledge transfer to innovatory approaches to supporting the 
evolution of local communities of learning (Wallace in Wallace et al. 2007:19; 
Fox and Meyer 1995:64).

The defi nition of public sector management innovation is that it entails the 
development of new policy designs and new standard operating procedures by 
public organisations to address public policy problems. This deals with both the 
design and the management of policies and programmes (Cohen and Eimicke 
2002:119). According to Sekwati (2013:3) innovation is about a complete 
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departure from conventional, traditional ways of doing things to a platform 
where speed, effi ciency and effectiveness are the operating words.

Innovation is sometimes seen as the application of traditional private sector 
management methods to improve the quality of management and organisation 
in the government sector. Broadly, innovation includes initiation of the idea, 
acquisition of necessary knowledge, its transformation into usable hardware or 
procedure, its introduction into society, and its diffusion and adoption (Kachru 
2009:803). According to Minnaar and Bekker (2005:vi) these applications 
have been popularly implemented as part of comprehensive reform efforts in 
the public sector administration of various countries and members of nation-
states as part of a global initiative popularly labelled reinventing government. 
Innovation initiatives have implications for the pubic sector.

IMPLICATIONS OF BEST VALUE FOR THE PUBLIC SECTOR

In discussing innovative initiatives, the concept of best value to improve the 
public sector has emerged. With it came a number of priorities for public sector 
managers. Best value includes new creative and innovative ways of offering service, 
partnerships with service providers, and giving customers value for money. The 
underlying principles of best value include the following (Curry 1999:180):

Sound governance

The aim of a customer and citizen focus is to improve access, responsiveness 
and accountability at all levels with better publicity of government decisions, 
policies, services, and performance. Customer service standards must be 
improved to levels comparable with best practice.

Sound strategic management means a clear direction for the government as 
a whole must be set, linked to a process of continuous improvement which can 
be assessed and measured.

Sound operational management must involve putting in place the right 
arrangements for managing services more effectively.

The aim of sound fi nancial management is to ensure that government offi cials 
use their fi nancial resources as effectively as possible to achieve value for money.

Performance improvement measuring and monitoring

Throughout the organisation a performance culture must be established with 
an emphasis on continuous improvement, monitoring, assessing and measuring 
performance at the strategic, service and local levels.
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Continuous improvement and competition

A mixed economy approach to the procurement of goods and services is 
promoted with the objective of improving quality, effi ciency and effectiveness 
of service delivery on an ongoing basis. Benchmarking performance at the 
corporate and service level helps achieve measurable service improvement 
and defi ned activities need to be reviewed on a regular basis (Hughes, Moore 
and Kataria 2011:6; Curry 1999:181). The values discussed above imply that 
organisations need to be creative and innovative.

HOW CAN ORGANISATIONS BE CREATIVE 
AND INNOVATIVE

According to Holden (2002:108–109) organisations, both public and private, in 
their creativity and innovativeness need to do the following:

 ● Recruit skilled and competent people. Inventive people are naturally curious, 
revolutionary in their thinking, highly self-motivated and passionate about 
their work;

 ● Live and love new ideas. Innovation should be a way of life and new ideas 
valued, encouraged and rewarded;

 ● Continually question everything. Always challenge conventional wisdom and 
the way things have always been done;

 ● Value the individual. Give your people autonomy, excitement, purpose and 
the freedom to think and refl ect without fear of criticism or hindrance;

 ● Focus on your customers. Identify their needs and effectively respond to 
how they are likely to change in the future;

 ● Think long-term. Successful innovation requires a long-term strategy and 
involves risk;

 ● Visionary leadership. Vision can inspire people to innovate for the future;
 ● Listen and learn. Listen to people’s ideas and accept the good ones. Learn 

from experience and seek variety, because new experiences spark off new 
ideas. Don’t ignore intuition and common sense;

 ● Use cross-functional teams. People from different functions should address 
customer problems by talking and listening to one another; and

 ● Boundarylessness. Destroy functional, bureaucratic and communication 
barriers between people.

Research in innovation led to the development of a model in the 1990s, 
which looked at innovation as having two components, namely invention and 
implementation. Within these two components are four segments, namely 
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creativity, vision, commitment and management (Hussey 2000:176). The model 
accepts that creativity is important, but argues that there is much to do to change 
creativity to innovation. The other three segments are a form of transformational 
leadership: developing a vision of where the innovator wants to go; building 
commitment to the vision through communication, involvement, reinforcement, 
support and infl uence: managing the process by providing direction and control 
to the project (Hussey 2000:176).

A model of Organisational Creativity and Innovation

Figure 1 illustrates the process underlying organisational creativity and innovation, 
as proposed by Kreitner and Kinicki (2009:379). It shows that organisational 
creativity and innovation is directly infl uenced by organisational characteristics 

Figure 1: A model of organisational creativity and innovation

Source: Kreitner and Kinicki (2009:379)
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and the amount of creative behaviour that occurs within work groups. In turn, 
a group’s creative behaviour is infl uenced by group characteristics and the 
individual creative behaviour and performance of its members. Individual creative 
behaviour is directly affected by a variety of individual characteristics. Finally, 
individual, group, and organisational characteristics all infl uence each other 
within this process, and this is indicated by the double-headed arrows.

Suggestions for Improving Employee Creativity 
and Innovativeness

A number of suggestions that may be used to create the culture of innovativeness 
have been presented (Kreitner and Kinicki 2009:381):

 ● develop an environment that supports creative behaviour;
 ● try to avoid using an autocratic style of leadership;
 ● encourage employees to be more open to new ideas and experiences;
 ● keep in mind that people use different strategies, like walking around or 

listening to music, to foster their creativity;
 ● provide employees with stimulating work that creates a sense of personal growth;
 ● encourage employees to view problems as opportunities;
 ● don’t let your decision-making style stifl e those employees who have a 

different style;
 ● guard against employees being too involved with putting out fi res and 

dealing with urgent short-term problems;
 ● make sure creative people are not bogged down with specifi c tasks all day long;
 ● allow employees to have fun and play around;
 ● treat errors and mistakes as opportunities for learning;
 ● avoid using a negative mind-set when an employee approaches you with a 

new idea;
 ● encourage creative people to communicate with one another;
 ● welcome diverse ideas and opinions;
 ● send yourself and your employees to creative training; and
 ● reward creative behaviour.

The above suggestions can be linked to techniques that are useful for 
management innovation.

TECHNIQUES OF MANAGEMENT INNOVATION

This section discusses specifi c techniques of management innovation which are 
being practised and implemented in the public sector. These include strategic 
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planning, re-engineering, Total Quality Management, benchmarking, team 
management, and privatisation as part of implementing New Public Management.

Strategic Planning

On one hand planning means deciding what has to be done to prepare a given 
organisation for the future. But on the other hand strategy may be defi ned as the 
basic pattern of current and planned resource deployments and environmental 
interactions that indicate how the organisation will achieve its objectives (Cohen 
and Eimicke 2002:124). Thus strategy formulation begins with the identifi cation of 
objectives and the determination of methods for reaching objectives. According to 
Joyce (2001:8) strategic planning helps public services to change and be innovative.

A strategic planning exercise typically involves an organisation-wide initiative 
to reformulate goals and develop new methods of achieving those goals. 
Meetings are then held to stimulate the creation of new approaches to the 
organisation’s mission and work.

The benefi t is that strategic planning gives the organisation an opportunity 
to link strategy to operational effi ciency. When a strategy is developed with 
broader participation, it can be used to create a sense of shared mission and 
values and can be used as a political tool to develop support for organisational 
change (Brews in Luiz 2006:366–367).

Re-engineering

Re-engineering is the fundamental rethinking and the radical redesigning of 
business processes to bring about dramatic improvements in performance.

Re-engineering is a top-down strategy, which requires a strong and a visible 
commitment from the ‘top’, as well as communication and enforcement of that 
commitment down the organisational hierarchy. The following steps are common: 
mapping the current process; identifying the steps that add value; eliminating the 
steps that don’t add value; and re-engineering fi rst, and then bringing in automation 
and new information systems technology (Cohen and Eimicke 2002:124).

Striving to meet consumer demands for prompt service, government 
organisations must balance the constitutional requirement of due process of 
service delivery. While public organisations may seek to include customers in 
the re-engineering of public service delivery systems, they must remain attentive 
to the dangers of confl icts of interest and abuses of the public trust. Trust can be 
seen as a necessary condition for innovation (Bekkers, Tummers and Voorberg 
2013:12; Cohen and Eimicke 2002:127).

The proponents of re-engineering regard the benefi ts of the process as 
including increased productivity, growth, employee empowerment, higher 



Administratio Publica | Vol 23 No 2 June 201564

morale, and improved customer service. Furthermore, advocates of this 
maintain that it enables organisations to adapt to meet the needs of customers 
together with the demands of competition and change.

Total Quality Management

Total Quality Management (TQM) can be reduced to three central elements 
according to Osborne and Gaebler (1992:176) and Cohen and Eimicke (2002:127):

 ● collaboration with suppliers to ensure that the supplies used in work 
processes are well designed and fi t for use;

 ● continuous employee analysis of work processes to improve their functioning 
and reduce process variation; and

 ● close communication with customers to identify and understand what they 
want and how they defi ne quality.

A government-oriented adaptation of TQM, called project-oriented TQM, 
has been developed. It includes the following elements: worker participation; 
communication with customers and suppliers; rapid changes in standard 
operating procedures and constant training; small-scale projects at the 
beginning; and use of existing departmental procedures and structures as a 
foundation (Fulop and Rosier in Halachmi and Bouckaert 1995:213).

TQM can empower staff members to think and it can enhance morale. TQM 
can also provide a means for bringing customer preferences into an organisation, 
thus increasing an organisation’s ability to deliver what is needed by customers 
(Farnham, Hondeghem and Horton 2005:16).

Benchmarking

Benchmarking involves fi nding, adapting, and implementing best practices. 
Cohen and Eimicke (2002:129) defi ne it as a ‘rigorous’ yet practical process 
for measuring an organisation’s performance and processes against those of 
best-in-class organisations, both public and private, and then using this analysis 
to improve services. Kreitner and Kinicki (2009:619) concur and maintain that 
benchmarking describes the overall process by which an organisation compares 
its performance with that of other organisations.

Benchmarking is seen as a relatively new and evolving set of techniques. The 
following seven-step protocol can be used:

 ● determine which function will benefi t most from benchmarking;
 ● identify key cost, quality, and effi ciency measures for those functions;
 ● conduct an expert opinion survey and literature review to fi nd the best-in-

class organisation for each measure;
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 ● measure the best-in-class performance of organisations in the key areas 
identifi ed;

 ● compare your organisation’s performance against that of the best-in-class 
organisations and quantify the gap;

 ● specify actions to close the performance gap to the best-in-class level, and, 
if possible, determine the steps necessary to “leap-frog” the current industry 
leader; and

 ● implement those actions and monitor your performance (Kreitner and Kinicki 
2009:618).

An organisation can embed in its culture and behaviour a strong spirit 
of effectiveness, pride, confi dence, energy. This will include striving for 
improvement by continually seeking to identify the best-in-class organisations 
and duplicate or better their performance.

Team Management

A team is a group of people pooling their skills, talents, and knowledge in a mutually 
supportive effort to complete a project, reach a goal, or solve a problem in a 
workplace context. Smit and Cronje (2002:372) maintain that a team has a small 
number of members with shared leadership and its members perform interdependent 
jobs with individual and group accountability, evaluation and rewards.

In modern organisations, project teams are rapidly becoming the primary 
mechanisms for innovation and change. This can shift an organisation from 
‘managing by control’ to ‘managing by commitment’. It can also change an 
organisation’s emphasis from ‘individual motivation and output’ to ‘team 
motivation and output’, and from the traditional functions of organising, staffi ng, 
and evaluating to coaching and facilitating (Cohen and Eimicke 2002:130). 
Kotter (in Kobrak 2002:187) points out that people serve on both different teams 
and in different positions which offers staff wide experience in an organisation.

One member of a team will be selected by senior management to serve as 
the team leader. The creation of a team is generally an indication from senior 
management that the work of the team is an organisational priority.

The benefi t is that teams perform well because they bring together people 
with complementary skills and experiences that exceed the capacity of any 
single member.

Privatisation

One can use private organisations in the implementation of public policy to 
replace direct government provision of particular programmes or services (Eliassen 
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and Sitter 2008:110; Cohen and Eimicke 2002:136). Davids and Maphunye (in 
Davids, Theron and Maphunye 2005:87) point out that privatisation refers to the 
withdrawal of the state from certain economic activities in favour of the private 
sector, or the sale of public assets to the private sector.

Cohen and Eimicke (2002:137) argue that privatisation takes four different forms. 
The fi rst is contracting out functions that government agencies used to implement 
with their own staff. Management control is still retained by government, and the 
option of ending a contract and resuming direct government control is retained. 
The second form involves turning over a government-run enterprise to the private 
sector by selling government assets and monopolies to private fi rms. The third 
form is a public-private partnership, where government and the private sector 
work jointly, with clearly defi ned roles, on a public purpose. The fourth is public 
policy designed to encourage private sector behaviour.

This opens up the possibility of competition in the performance of a public 
function. Privatisation enables public managers to focus on policy design 
and programme evaluation, and allows others to worry about the direct 
administration of governmental programmes (Cohen and Eimicke 2002:137). 
The techniques discussed above can also be linked to the promotion of 
innovation in organisations.

PROMOTING INNOVATION IN ORGANISATIONS

According to Minnaar and Bekker (2005:149) innovation may be promoted in 
organisations by: encouraging creativity and the pursuit of excellence using 
new technologies; proactively managing the organisational culture to promote 
innovative activity; and promoting entrepreneurship.

Improving public management depends upon a more systematic understanding 
of the process of innovation. The European Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard 
(2013) and Metcalfe and Richards (1993:64–65) have summarised the fi ndings of 
recent research on innovation in organisations. Innovation in public administration 
has positive effects on improved user access to information, improved user 
satisfaction and faster delivery of services for business and citizens. They identifi ed 
fi ve sub-processes through which new ideas gain acceptance, of which two are 
concerned with initiation and three with implementation:

 ● Agenda-setting: formulating and recognising a need for innovation;
 ● Matching: the fi t between a specifi c problem on the organisation’s agenda 

and an innovative solution is evaluated;
 ● Redefi ning: the innovation is ‘translated’ into a more appropriate form to 

fi t organisational needs. This may not be just routine specifi cation, it may 
require reinvention also;
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 ● Structurising: adapting organisational structures directly involved in 
accommodating and using the innovation. This may involve creating a new 
unit to manage the innovation; and

 ● Interconnecting: integrating the innovation into the total functioning of the 
organisation so that it becomes part of regular operation and ceases to have 
a distinct and separate identity.

This framework provides useful guidelines for monitoring and evaluating the 
progress of any organisational innovation. It provides practitioners with a basic 
checklist of the problems they have to solve in managing innovation. Metcalfe 
and Richards (1993:6) point out that in public administration, innovation is the 
adoption of new methods by a set of organisations rather than just a single 
organisation. To them innovation requires more than invention, it requires skills 
in mobilising support for ideas and securing their adoption and implementation.

Promoting innovation means organisations have to undergo change. Wallace 
(in Wallace et al. 2007:20) maintains that proposals for ‘change agenda’ have 
to be developed. These must then embody the scope for consultation and 
encouraging innovation inside set parameters of an organisation. They may 
include initiatives to:

 ● improve the provision of particular services;
 ● identify where improvement is needed, and measure whether and how 

much improvement is being achieved;
 ● improve the leadership and management of services to create favourable 

conditions for direct service improvement; and
 ● build generic capacity to implement externally initiated change, as a means 

of promoting the implementation of innovations in the programme (Wallace 
in Wallace et al. 2007:20–21).

The reasoning of Hilliard (1995:49) is that people who are content with their 
work situation generate a sense of energy. They are open to change and 
innovation and do not feel threatened by it, and are also prepared to share their 
skills and experience with others. The next section discusses the contribution by 
public sector managers to innovation.

PUBLIC SECTOR MANAGERS AND INNOVATION

Managers in organisations need to take a lead on matters of innovation. 
Public sector managers need to ask themselves the following questions in 
determining whether they are contributing to creativity and innovation in their 
organisations:
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 ● do you encourage and support people to challenge conventional wisdom 
and the way things are done?

 ● do people search for alternative ways of looking at a particular problem?
 ● do they eat, sleep and breathe innovation?
 ● do you welcome, support and apply new ideas?
 ● do you give people enough time for refl ection and relaxation so that they are 

mentally and physically refreshed? (See also Bovaird in Bovaird and Loffl er 
2004:71).

Fraser-Moleketi’s view (2005:21) is that government innovation should be aimed 
at neutralising the negative and developing the positive, thus creating balance in 
the process. When considering innovation, the main issues, in terms of Fox and 
Maas (1997:67–69), are the following:

The type of innovative strategy to be considered: Every organisation should 
view innovation as a continuum starting at high levels of investment in basic 
research and ending in the smallest changes to policy, or human resource 
composition. Innovation must be dynamic if it is to cope with the changing 
environment.

The resource needed to achieve particular types of innovation: Effi cient 
innovation is possible only if an organisation has the right number and type of 
human resources.

The overall complexity of innovation: Part of a broader strategy is to defi ne 
the appropriate strategy for innovation and create a necessary resource 
environment.

The management demands of achieving planned levels of performance: It 
is important that organisations make their innovation planning systems work 
towards achieving the desired results identifi ed in all the strategic planning, 
organisation design and resource allocation systems.

An acceptance of the overall level of success and failure: Innovative 
management means that individuals should have their roles clarifi ed. They 
should have the necessary skills and resources must be made available to them 
to assess the success or failure of the whole process.

TRANSFORMING GOVERNMENT TO AN 
INNOVATIVE MECHANISM

Rose and Lawton (in Rose and Lawton 1999:100), have expressed sentiments 
about innovation in a public sector context. In their call to ‘reinvent government’ 
they argue that the adoption of the following 10 principles can transform a 
bureaucratic government into an innovative one:
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 ● government should seek to act as a catalyst to allow other organisations to 
provide services. It should seek to steer rather than to row;

 ● citizens should be empowered by transferring control from bureaucracies to 
the community;

 ● government should promote competition between service providers;
 ● government should be driven by its mission – what it is there is to do – rather 

than by rules and regulations;
 ● the performance of government should be judged by the outcomes – what it 

achieves – rather than by the inputs – what it swallows up;
 ● by focusing on the customer, government will ensure that the needs of the 

customer and not the bureaucracy are being met;
 ● government should become an enterprise, earning rather than spending 

money;
 ● government should be proactive rather than reactive, looking to prevent 

problems rather than to cure them;
 ● government should be decentralised and participatory management should 

be encouraged; and
 ● market mechanisms should be preferred to bureaucratic mechanisms.

In attempting to enable policy to be implemented in a more effective manner, 
Fraser-Moleketi (2005:20) reasons that the machinery of government has 
become increasingly creative in the manner in which it employs innovation in 
service delivery systems to ensure that services reach all citizens. The perception 
is that this problem is mostly strong in large and populous developing countries. 
Even the developed world is greatly improving service delivery through the use 
of creative systems. Single-window and one-stop service delivery facilities are 
examples of the innovative overhaul of traditional systems in favour of citizen-
focused streamlined systems.

Public service managers are strongly advised to be more responsive, more 
fl exible, more entrepreneurial and innovative. In the same vein, Rose and 
Lawton (in Rose and Lawton 1999:101) argue that structures must support these 
new roles and organisations will require fl atter, more fl exible and customer-
responsive structures. Based on this there are a number of assumptions evident 
in such arguments:

 ● public service organisations should be responsive, fl exible and innovative 
and, as bureaucratic public sector organisations are unsuitable vehicles for 
delivering public services;

 ● bureaucracy is essentially seen as, in some sense, a bad thing; and
 ● the key value of public sector organisations should be responsive to 

customers through the traditional values of accountability, probity and 
procedural justice (Rose and Lawton in Rose and Lawton 1999:101).
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Transforming government to an innovative mechanism has implications for the 
future of public sector organisations.

INNOVATION AND THE FUTURE

Some points to ponder about innovation and the future of public sector 
organisations include the following:

 ● The politics of management reform in government are more complex than 
they are in business. This is because worthwhile progress often requires 
parallel changes across several or all departments. Thus one might say 
innovation goes against the grain of departmentalism (Metcalfe and Richards 
1993:61).

 ● According to Hussey (2000:161) any organisation that does not innovate 
is likely to face the challenges brought by the ever-changing socio-
economic characteristics of a population. In the modern, fast-changing 
world, continuous attention must be given to the needs of customers and 
the internal and external factors affecting the organisation. This strategic 
approach encourages the process of innovation.

 ● The process of innovation in public management is even more complex and 
untidy than it is in business. In government, Metcalfe and Richards (1993:67) 
emphasise, the entrepreneurial process is less individualistic and depends to 
a large extent on mobilising support in the right places. They maintain that 
giving a lead is one thing, acquiring a following is another. Some stabilising 
and consolidating processes are needed to ensure that innovations survive.

Innovation should not just refer to innovation in a narrow technological sense, 
but should also include ‘soft’ innovation. This refers to infl uencing and fostering 
relationships with all relevant role-players in the service delivery value chain 
in order to deliver services in an effective manner. This therefore implies that 
innovation should also mean fi nding new and better ways of combining all 
forces of change and their energy and wisdom to improve service delivery 
(Bantsi 2002:88). All these can be adapted to public sector institutions.

CONCLUSION

The article has argued that innovation is an important strategy to improve the 
functioning of the public sector. It is clearly an aspect of management that must 
be encouraged. Improving overall performance in the public sector requires 
innovative managerial practices and more creative approaches to work. The 
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South African public sector is gradually transforming and the fruits of that 
process are visible in the innovative work that is taking place across the three 
spheres of government.

The article has highlighted that strategic planning, re-engineering, TQM, 
benchmarking, team management, and privatisation are some of the techniques 
that are being tried in the public sector to understand innovation. Such innovations 
are already taking place in combating crime, environment management, 
healthcare, and the transport sector. Effective management innovation requires 
the blending of a variety of innovation technologies and tailoring them to an 
organisation’s unique culture and environment. This can then be used to enhance 
and improve service delivery for public sector organisations.
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INTRODUCTION

As there is nothing as concrete as a worthy theory, there is also nothing as 
hazardous as a bygone theory (Bourgon 2007:15). A well-grounded theory 
must be fl exible to the demands of an interactive dynamic environment. Public 
Administration, Management and Governance as a discipline has experienced 
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a number of reforms during its development. Paradigms that have been 
instrumental to the development of the discipline include the Classic model, 
the Neo-bureaucratic model, the Institutional model, the Chicago School of 
Economics, Managerialism, Network theory, the Public Choice model and 
the Principal Agency Framework, and the most recent editions of New Public 
Management (NPM) and governance theory, ranging from network governance 
to New Public Governance. The NPM, governance and network paradigms of 
public services delivery all imply much more complex relationships between 
government and agencies outside government than is the case in the Classic 
or traditional model of Public Administration. These increasingly complex 
relationships also create much stronger dependency relationships among all 
parties concerned. This article considers the theoretical underpinnings of the 
above approaches. This article also considers current complexities in public 
administration, management and governance and provides a synthesis of current 
thought towards addressing these complexities.

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS OF PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION, MANAGEMENT AND GOVERNANCE

Lynn (2012:20) proposes that “because the concept of public management 
as the responsible exercise of discretion is at least implied by the intellectual 
development of public administration as a fi eld, public administration’s literature 
is also a literature of public management”. The administration implicates the 
“constitutional and political foundation of governance” (Lynn 2012:20). There 
is a lack of consensus in the literature as to whether public administration 
and public management are similar concepts: some authors believe they are 
similar and contrarily, others are of the view that they are two distinct concepts; 
nonetheless, Lynn (2012:19) argues that “yet many public administration scholars 
have held that, of the two concepts, administration is original and primary, 
public management is novel and subordinate or specialised”. According to 
classic American literature, public management can be viewed as a “structure 
of governance”, whereas contemporary literature views public management 
as a craft, referring to it as a “skilled practice by individuals performing 
managerial roles” (Lynn 2012:18). Furthermore, Lynn (2012:18) emphasises 
that public management is also “an institution that observes rules of practice”, 
which implicates “de facto restraints on or guides to behaviour, that ensure 
their legitimacy within a constitutional, or de jure, regime”. Both the concepts 
of administration and management are considered as interdependent in this 
investigation of government, for the purposes of this article, as administration 
and management are integral activities and are functions of the public sector.
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The focus of administration and management is on best practice in the 
discipline and, therefore, goes beyond an overconcentration of semantics, 
as administration and management imply different but linked activities and 
functions; however, they are core functions of governmental functionality 
and public governance. Therefore, this article applies the concepts of public 
administration, public management and public governance interchangeably.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATION AND MANAGEMENT

Public Administration has experienced a number of signifi cant paradigm shifts 
over the past 100 years 1880–2014, with the oldest theory introduced in 1887 
(Uwizeyimana and Maphunye 2014:1). During the 1970s to 1980s, the idea of 
acknowledging managerial concepts in the study of Public Administration gained 
prominence. This debate introduced the concept of Public Management and 
Administration into the discipline in South Africa, which represented a paradigm 
shift for extending beyond an administrative focus of processes and procedures 
in the study of government, to the more meaningful and comprehensive 
approach of Public Management (Thornhill 2008:12). The year of 1991 marked 
the introduction of NPM elements in South Africa (Cloete 2008:33) and many 
other developing countries, particularly through the introduction of Structural 
Adjustment Programmes (SAPs). A paradigm shift emerged during the mid-
2000s, as scholars started to deliberate the impact of NPM, where the discipline 
moved away from traditional and classic models to a focus on the effi ciency 
of government and started to explore new approaches such as governance, 
networks and alternative service delivery mechanisms towards more holistic 
research and practice (Cloete 2008:35). The most recent paradigm shift is a 
move from NPM to governance.

NPM can be regarded as an umbrella term encompassing multiple 
reform strategies (Maravic and Reichard 2003:85). The discipline of public 
administration and management draws on key characteristics of past, present 
and, even, emerging models of the interaction between government and 
society (Pollitt 2003; Kettl 2000; Christensen and Laegreid 2007; Lane 2005). 
These include, inter alia, the Classic model, the Neo-bureaucratic model, the 
Institutional model, the Chicago School of Economics, Managerialism, the 
Network theory, the Public Choice model and the Principal Agency Framework 
(PAF) (Lane 2005:9). The most contemporary of the reformed editions include 
NPM and governance theory. The most recent shift in the paradigm is that of 
good governance. The changing in paradigms is taking effect in asymmetrical 
ways and tempos in different countries.
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NPM did not supplant mature frameworks, but added a different method to 
public sector functioning, with its new focus on different degrees of regulated 
provision of public services through contractual (Lane 2000:3) implementation 
arrangements with autonomous external agencies, instead of the direct internal 
production of such services by government itself. This historical development 
is summarised briefl y below. NPM combines a number of the abovementioned 
traditional approaches to public management and governance. NPM can be 
viewed as one of the most prominent and signifi cant reform efforts of the last 
quarter century (Drechsler 2005:1). The instructions or teachings of NPM were 
highly infl uential and had an impact worldwide (Chipkin and Liepietz 2012:5). 
Hood and Peters (2004:267) distinguish “three eras of NPM”. According to 
Hood and Peters (2004:267) initial literature on NPM from the early 1980s 
focused on the “philosophical critique of the new generation of public sector 
managerialism”, the middle age of NPM greatly focused on paradoxes in public 
sector management reform, whereas the third age of NPM was self-cognisance 
(Hood and Peters 2004:267).

NPM comprises a common set of managerial values, which focus on 
“entrepreneurial spirit, urge fl exibility and downplay rigid procedures” (Bruel 
and Donahue 2004:645). Originating in Anglo-America in the 1980s, and 
mobilised by most international fi nance institutions, particularly the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund, NPM translates private sector business, 
and market and management standards, with the neo-liberal stance of the state 
and market (Drechsler 2005:1, see also Lodge and Gill 2011:142 and Siltala 
2013:469). Consequently, the adoption of NPM in the public sector was a 
natural process, taking into account the increasing availability of private sector 
capacity and innovation in improving effi ciency in public services delivery, 
and the possible exercise of choices by citizens among potentially competing 
service providers, where such choices existed. The NPM approach assumed a 
free and competitive capitalist market context that could be seen as explicitly 
ideological in nature.

Classic Model and the Bureaucratic School

While the Classic model (1880–1940) is based on a patrimonial administration, 
where the state is conceived by society as the sovereign’s property, with a focus 
on centralisation, clear hierarchical lines, rigid routines, and step by step control 
of administrative procedure. The adoption of state bureaucracy is essentially 
to reduce uncertainty in the decision-making process and to increase the 
predictability and control of behaviour. The implementation of the bureaucratic 
school was increasingly recognised in the 18th and 19th century, where there 
was an impetus on the organisation of an organ as large as the state (Bresser-
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Pereira 2004:148–149). The classic theory dominated the fi eld until roughly 
1940 (Sapru 2013:4). The classic theory and bureaucratic school are rigid and 
a more fl exible approach to public management is necessary, uncertainty in 
human behaviour cannot be illuminated or considered within the organisation 
of the state, uncertainty in organisations or society may not always be defi ned 
in terms of probability and positivist methodologies. Bureaucratic practices 
demand conformity to rules and regulations, thereby raising concerns with 
regard to effi ciency and productivity. Strict adherence to conformity creates 
red-tape or bureaucracy, where the individual focuses on standard operating 
procedures (SOPs), routine activities and strict discipline, which does not 
necessarily translate into transformation towards the goals of the organisation as 
a whole. In addition, the rigidity would result in a lack of integration of group 
activities into systemic action. Effi ciency in a system of bureaucracy is defi ned 
in terms of productivity, equating internal effi ciency and cost. There is no focus 
on outputs and quality, but rather on singular objectives and the internal control 
of the organisation.

Dependence on the entrenched tasks of formalisation may then result in 
the individual and the organisation not being responsive to the needs of its 
clientele, and the public as an entirety (Shafritz, Ott and Jang 2005:104; Lane 
2000:60). Furthermore, accountability over the bureaucracy requires the setting 
up of rules (legislation), covering the costs of operations (fi nancing), monitoring 
policy (investigations) and fi nding out what is going on (questioning), (Lane 
2005:43). However, this is costly and time consuming. Lane (2005:43) contends 
that “accountability can only be achieved when there is a strong and active 
legislative assembly and strong political leadership”.

However, this is seldom the case in practice; confl icts due to political interest 
can disrupt the relationship between the legislature and political leaders. 
Leadership in a system of bureaucracy is held by a number of offi cials who 
have autonomy over the organisation’s resources, policies and functions. This 
dominant coalition is responsible for coercion and sanctions. However, this is 
a negative inducement towards the cohesion of an organisation. The effect is 
that there is a lack of representation and transparency in the decision-making 
process (Sharitz et al. 2005; Lynn 1996).

Max Weber (1922) asserts that the most appropriate public administration 
model is characterised by the following traits: “appointed civil servants operated 
under the principles of merit selection (impersonality), hierarchy, the division 
of labour, exclusive employment, career advancement, the written form, 
and legality” (Drechsler 2005:6). The work of Max Weber focuses on the 
role of the bureaucracy and predictability within the public service, with this 
author supplying the groundwork and foundation of early theories in public 
administration.
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Neo-bureaucratic theory

Neo-bureaucratic theory is built upon the foundation of rational decision-making 
theory (Sapru 2013:3). The motives of the leadership in a neo-bureaucratic 
administration can be questioned, in terms of egoism and self-interest. The 
vocational and political benefi ts of autonomy within the bureaucratic system 
have proved to be a strong motivation for leadership (Lane 2000:73). The 
three main bureaucrats are political appointees, senior career offi cials and rank 
and fi le employees (Lane 2005:43). The neo-bureaucracy model can result in 
political patronage, for example, where high-level policy-making executives 
are appointed based on political considerations. NPM offers an approach of 
professionalism, where offi cials are elected on merit or when the outcomes of a 
project show high levels of competence and effi ciency.

The rational decision theory separates politics from public administration 
and management (Lane 2005:101); however, politics cannot be separated from 
public administration and management. Moreover, rationality does not take 
into account uncertainty. Criticism against rational theory argues that the over-
reliance on technical means and mathematical models is superfi cial in decision-
making, as it does not take into consideration the unpredictability of human 
behaviour and the normative assumptions inherent in decision-making (Marnet 
2005:194).

Rational decision-making does not take into account the complex, uncertain 
and dynamic environment of the politico-administrative environment. 
Uncertainty can be isolated through measurement, however, there is always 
the possibility of alternative contingencies, and the rational decision-making 
model focuses on the measurement of events and does not explain behaviour. 
Additionally, a slight prominence is retained on the management of risks and 
uncertainty. Public administration and management does not occur in isolation 
of its external environment, and public managers should be readily equipped to 
factor in the management of complex risks and infl uences stemming from the 
external environment.

Rational decision-making is based on heuristic (rule of thumb) cognitive 
principles. Heuristics provide good outcomes through simplifi ed strategies; 
however, it can lead to systematic biases in judgment, because correcting 
bias is an imperfect process. A typical example of the faults due to cognitive 
bias is prevalent in groupthink. This occurs through the social pressures on 
an individual to be the sole dissenting voice in a group, with the effect that 
self-censorship limits opportunities of innovation, in order to maintain the 
status quo. NPM recognises the importance of heuristic rational mechanisms 
for solving complex tasks, however, it emphasises that motivation can affect 
reasoning, through biased choices of cognitive processes. In brief, contrary to 
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the rational decision-making model, NPM does not rely on assessments and 
a decision based on how similar a given instance is to an earlier experience 
(Marnet 2005:196).

In terms of rational theory, Lynn (1996:123) contends that “individual 
behaviour cannot be viewed solely or even primarily as a matter of calculation 
in the light of a reduced set of factors”. The neo-bureaucratic model and the 
rational-decision-making model share similarities in that behaviour is defi ned 
and controlled by a measured set of rules. In order to maintain the status quo 
within these two paradigms, public managers resort to satisfaction rather than 
optimisation (Marnet 2005:197). Lane (2000:32) confi rms this, stating that the 
logic of rational decision-making models implies that “a result is satisfying when 
certain ends have been considered and standard operating procedures have 
been employed to accomplish these objectives”. This is also relevant in the neo-
bureaucratic logic of Weber’s employment of the means to accomplish the ends 
(Lane 2000:32). NPM applies the mechanisms of such regulatory practices; 
however, NPM extends beyond a simplifi ed logic to address the demands of a 
complex environment, in order for the organisation to advance by optimising its 
management strategies for innovation.

Institutional model (1950–1960)

Conversely to the Classic model, institutionalism functions on a different 
premise. Lynn (1996:124) argues that “institutional theories attend to the 
relationships between organisations and their environments and, in particular, 
to an organisation’s sources of legitimacy and external support”. Therefore, 
management of these relationships is an integral part of institutional theories. 
The Institutional model of the 1950–1960s has its roots in behavioural science 
(Sapru 2013:3).

However, legitimacy is based on the economic sense of transactional 
power, or the ability or infl uence to enhance certain commodities (Collin, 
Tageson, Andersson, Cato and Hansson 2009:152). This raises concerns about 
the trustworthiness created between the individual within the institution and 
the institution itself. Collin et al. (2009:152) explain that “institutions not only 
direct human interaction in creating legitimacy, but are infl uential on the 
very shaping of human preferences”. As a result, individuals’ interests are 
marginalised and they lose trust in the institution, with the result that they 
become demotivated and the actualisation of goals does not occur. Similarly, 
in the case of bureaucratic schemes, the individual engages in his/her tasks in a 
‘business as usual’ manner. Stated alternatively, they do only the compliant and 
completely routine tasks, and do not achieve higher results and outputs (Collin 
et al. 2009:152).



Administratio Publica | Vol 23 No 2 June 201580

Furthermore, tasks are often streamlined within the institution, resulting in 
fatigue and the limited development of the individual (Collin et al. 2009:165). 
In addition, institutions may come under pressure to change and often are 
resistant to this, as change might imply a shift in or adjustment of organisational 
strategy, structure, systems or culture. Because institutions are maintained by 
‘traditionalising forces’ restructuring becomes an issue (Lynn 1996:124). NPM 
introduces new and profound ways of integrating change into an institution, by 
providing a more holistic approach and introducing a wide range of synergies of 
transformation by means of collaboration.

Public Choice Model

The Public Choice model questions government intervention and failure 
(Lemieux 2004:22). Public administration under collectivist schemes or 
political-collectivist decision-making, focuses primarily on how collective 
decisions are made and distinguishes between three factions, the politician, 
the bureaucrat and the voter (Lemieux 2004:22). Lane (2005:9) contends that 
“the Public Choice model emphasises the role of self-interest in the public 
sector with alternative groups and actors”. Moreover, collectivist schemes 
propagate that human beings participate in collectivist decision-making and 
decision-making is geared towards public good. However, Lemieux (2004:22) 
states that Public Choice argues that “individuals, when acting as voters, 
politicians or bureaucrats, continue to be self-interested and try to maximise 
their utility”.

On the whole, Public Choice contends that some individuals impose their 
preferences on others. These individuals form part of the collective community 
and consist of the citizen, politicians, interest groups and bureaucrats (Lemieux 
2004:23). Adversely, Public Choice fails to include other actors like for 
instance, private entities, the market and international entities, in the analyses 
of decision-making. The inclusion of all actors into policy-making is vital 
because they infl uence the immediate environment in which decision-making 
takes place. NPM does consider the normative aspects in the analysis of public-
management, however, NPM aims to address the short-comings of the Public 
Choice model by including all actors into the analysis of decision-making and 
public-management.

Public Choice is a normative analysis in that it questions the motivations 
of the interest. Public Choice argues that motivational machinery of interest 
is that of self-interest. Public Choice considers claims that self-interest can be 
motivated by inter-dependent factors such as, self-esteem, utility, priorities, 
egoism, preferences, dispositions, desires, beliefs and parsimony (Brennan and 
Hamlin 2007:11).
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Chicago School of Economics

The Chicago School of Economics primarily focuses on market effi ciency, 
for instance cut-backs by the public sector, in order to restore markets (Lane 
2005:9). The Chicago School infl uenced the start of public sector reform through 
deregulation (Lane 2005:36). Lane (2005:37) explains that this was constituted 
through a “shift from contested economic theory to the voting procedure 
transmitted through democracy in parliament and elections”. However, the 
basic premise of this school of thought relies on the macro-management of 
a country in a political economy, and does not place much emphasis on the 
micro-management of a country and its public administration.

However, the scenario outlined in the Chicago School is that of a perfect 
market with perfect competition, and the effi cient sharing of scarce resources. 
This is not the actual situation in practice; the market operates under uncertainty. 
The Chicago School failed to take into account the interrelationships between 
actors, political will, the role of the state, societal motivation and human error; 
thus, the Chicago School is not fl exible and is unresponsive to any risks inherent 
in the system.

The Principal Agency Framework

Lane (2005:31) argues that “according to the principal-agency framework 
providing public services to the population is basically a contractual matter 
concerning the writing and enforcement of agreements between fi rst, the 
leaders of government and an organisation responsible for service delivery, and 
second, the leaders of the organisation and single individuals”. The Principal 
Agency Framework (PAF) views government as the principal and the insourcing 
or outsourcing organisation as the agent (Lane 2005:33).

The PAF argues that contracts between principals and agents will have 
different outcomes, and the PAF concentrates on predicting the basic problems 
in the contracts between the principal and the agent (Lane 2005:32). The PAF 
underlines the role that incentives play in social interactions between players 
in the principal-agent relationship (Lane 2005:33; Laffont 2003). In other 
words, the PAF does not take into account the incentive for interaction of the 
government and the contracting organisation. The logic of the PAF is that of 
contracting in government, then nature and essence of information and the role 
of incentives (Lane 2005:39; Laffont 2003).

However, the PAF fails to take into account the pitfalls inherent in hidden 
knowledge. The agent is risk averse and the principal is risk neutral (Lane 
2005:42). This is not entirely the case in practice, risks are evident in any 
environment, and risks can overlap from the agent to the principal. The PAF 
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is concerned with the interconnected nature between the principal and the 
agent and models the interaction between the agent on the one hand and the 
principal on the other hand (Lane 2005:39). This can be limiting, because it 
restricts the roles of each entity, with the effect that overlapping functions are 
not taken into account.

The PAF emphasises that government’s contract as principals with agents 
in order to get execute tasks, with a focus on outputs and outcomes in the 
political system (Lane 2005:38). The PAF models the interaction between the 
agent and the principal over time (Lane 2005:42), and it can be judged as not 
being responsive to the immediate environment in the case of contingencies to 
that reciprocal long-term development.

The organisational structure of the public sector is characterised by a variety 
of structures, including beaurocracies, networks, traditional public enterprises 
and public private partnerships. Considering the complexity of the organisational 
structure a more general approach to public management and administration is 
required (Lane 2005:42).

The PAF underlines the role that incentives play in social exchanges between 
players in the principal-agent relationship (Lane 2005:33; Laffont 2003). Stated 
differently, the PAF does not take into account the incentive for interaction 
between the government and the contracting organisation. The logic of the PAF 
is that of contracting in government, then the nature and essence of information 
and the role of incentives (Lane 2005:39; Laffont 2003). NPM builds on the 
contractual approach of the PAF, NPM is a heterogenous approach to public 
management and administration and offers a more inclusive conceptualisation 
of phenomena in contractual relationships by considering the complex 
interdependence and interaction of outcomes between principals and agents.

Network Theory

Network theory is concerned with the complex interaction between the 
public, private and the voluntary sectors, with the voluntary sector constituting 
civil society (Cloete 2000:15). This is in sharp contrast to other theories of 
public management, which are concerned with the differentiation of the 
responsibilities of each sector (Cloete 2000:15). Network theory functions on 
the principles of conjunction. Conjunction is a process where events happen 
simultaneously. Network theory accentuates the benefi ts of interagency 
conjunction. Conjunction encourages the exchange of professionalism and 
functional specialisation between ‘like-minded’ agencies.

Furthermore, conjunction has little hierarchy, is more cost-effective, with no 
need to restructure government when introducing interactions (Frederickson 
2003:223). However, Frederickson (2003:224) criticises the concept of 
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conjunction, stating that “politics in any given jurisdiction may produce 
powerful forces opposing cooperation”. Hence, a limitation of network theory 
is that it does not make allowances for political interest and the willingness to 
cooperation. Confl icts may be inevitable within the network society and the 
network approach does not operationalise these contingencies.

Furthermore, network theory focuses on the public-private interactions 
within a network of complex relationship (Cloete 2000:15). NPM places great 
emphasis on network theory as contracting out between the public and the 
private sector creates networks between the public and private sector, and 
accentuates collaboration and cooperation between all sectors in society. 
Moreover, network theory argues that networks are more or less stable patterns 
between actors, and that network rules offer a frame of action (Klijn 2003:32). 
This is not the circumstance in practice; actors can break away from rules. 
Klijn (2003:32) confi rms that “while network rules lend a certain stability 
and predictability to the strategic action of actors, they do not determine the 
action”. These interactions are not easy, due to the large audience; a number of 
complexities are introduced, and consensus must be reached, by synthesising 
the large number of actors’ strategic goals, ensuring that confl icts do not arise 
and that there is no exclusion of actors (Klijn 2003:32). NPM recognises these 
networks; however, it aims to formalise agreements and partnerships, in order 
for these network rules to be binding and legitimate.

New Public Management (NPM)

NPM (1970–1990s) refers to public sector reforms that have been recently 
conducted in advanced countries. NPM strongly rests upon a specifi c 
governance model that is entirely different from traditional public administration 
as indicated below (Lane 2005:6; Kettl 2000). Nonetheless, the process of 
reform does not necessarily imply ‘reinventing the wheel’. It signifi es a change 
in, and improvement of, established systems and practice.

NPM considers governments from the standpoint of markets and productivity, 
focusing on management approaches to increase effi ciency (Bourgon 2007:13). 
Government activity is no longer immune to market pressures, and in order 
for government to reach goals in a sustainable manner, it has to align decision-
making to market demands. Therefore, NPM focuses on establishing a 
relationship between the government and markets.

NPM behaviour has a more hands-on approach, with greater potential to 
bridge the gap between theory and practice. Dent and Barry (2004:7) assert that 
NPM is “borrowed from private sector managerial techniques, rooted in a long 
tradition founded on Scientifi c Management and Human Relations approaches”. 
Bowornwathana (2000:405) defi nes managerialism as “introducing private 
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sector management methods to the public sector”. Managerialism focuses on 
taking responsibility for the performance of a system and strives towards setting 
measurable performance targets. In addition, NPM aims for a ‘best-value’ 
initiative (Dent and Barry 2004:3). Thus, NPM implementation is purposed with 
being cost-effective, accountable and market-friendly.

The process of NPM reform is not standardised or the same in all countries. 
The literature cites differences in implementation, together with the defi ning of 
NPM not being uniform (Ehrler 2012:328). Ehrler (2012:337) emphasises that 
“different types or patterns of NPM create opportunities and restrictions for 
the policy-making process”. The development and level of integration of NPM 
is signifi cantly determined by the country’s internal, external and historical 
considerations.

Initially, the implementation of NPM would be contingent on environmental 
determinism (Christensen and Laegreid 2007:4). For example, the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries are compelled 
to adopt structural changes due to market pressures and market ideology. 
Nevertheless, some countries implement the full range of reforms, while 
others may only concentrate on certain aspects, which generally address 
or involve inherent administrative issues. Christensen and Laegreid (2007:8) 
differentiate between the ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ implementation of NPM; contending 
that ‘hard’ NPM focuses on “addressing accounting, auditing, and performance 
measurement”, whereas ‘soft’ NPM focuses on “human factors, user-orientation, 
quality improvement and individual development”.

Fundamentally, NPM was drawn and developed from several conceptual 
sources within government practice. Firstly, the Public Choice theory, which 
focuses on maximising effi ciency and self-interest in the public sector and 
political economy. Secondly, the Chicago School of Economics, which has a 
primary focus on market effi ciency. In addition, the agency approach, which 
promulgates that interaction between players in the public sectors tends to be a 
game, also infl uenced the establishment of NPM. NPM attempts to improve on 
the shortcomings of the Classic public administration model, which emphasises 
control and organisational design, the Neo-bureaucratic model, originating from 
the rational decision-making process, as well as the Institutional model, which 
is intensely fi xed in the behavioural sciences (Denhardt 1981). Furthermore, 
NPM borrowed from managerialism, originating from business administration 
and management. Finally, the network society approach was one of the 
most signifi cant, and greatest infl uences on NPM, by establishing alternative 
organisational methods in order to adapt to societal and technological change 
(Lane 2005:9).

Aucoin (2012:178) stresses that NPM “challenged the management 
performance of the public service”. Occurrences of enhanced effi ciency and 
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fi nancial success have been noted from studies on NPM (Luke, Kearins and 
Verreynne 2011:326). Luke et al. (2011:350) maintains that “NPM has brought 
changes, costs, and benefi ts”. NPM promotes principles of innovation, risk-
taking and proactivity, which is in contrast with more traditional approaches 
that are more bureaucratic, risk-averse and conservative in nature (Luke et al. 
2011:329).

Post-NPM reform

Current public administration and management practices are moving towards 
governance approaches to reform, causing some countries to witness varying 
degrees and patterns of amendment of reform approaches. Currently there is a 
debate about whether NPM has been replaced, extended or has been passed. 
Lodge and Gill (2011:143) argue that “if it is diffi cult to defi ne what NPM is, then 
the case of post-NPM is even more problematic”. However, Nemec and De 
Vries (2012:3) assert that “recent literature on this subject indicates that really 
many NPM ‘generated’ tools and instruments are ‘alive’ all over the world”. In 
some instances the principles of NPM may have been translated into different 
mechanisms; however, the ideas of NPM are still functional (Nemec and De 
Vries 2012:1). There are various views pertaining to the current status of NPM. 
Firstly, some authors believe that current reforms have been “supplemented by 
additional reform paths resulting in more or less complex mixtures of public 
management reforms”; others believe that NPM has not been replaced by 
absolutely diverse directions and fi nally, some believe that NPM reform has 
been replaced by some dissimilar reform (Nemec and De Vries 2012:6).

Today a number of generalisations and labels garland the study of public 
administration. Labels, including new state, good governance, network 
governance, developmental state, neo-Weberian state and so forth, are used 
to describe what a model state should look like (Nemec and De Vries 2012:3). 
Newman (2012:370) avers that the “present is comprised of multiple governance 
regimes and ideologies overlaid on each other, producing a fi eld of tension”.

In some countries a phenomena labelled ‘modernisers’ occurs where 
the “elements of procedural governance, marketisation, NPM and network 
governance seem to be mixed without strong dominance of any of them”, 
whereas some countries might be focusing on either network governance or 
NPM (Berkel; Graaf and Sirovtka (2012:263). Most post-NPM reforms, according 
to Lodge and Gill (2011), recover some neo-Weberian elements with a mix of 
NPM features, and the focus of post-NPM is about surmounting the weaknesses 
of the NPM model, including “specialisation, fragmentation and marketisation” 
(Lodge and Gill 2011:143). In 2004, the term ‘neo-Weberian State’ (NWS) was 
suggested by the authors Pollitt and Bouckart, which combines ‘Weberian’ 
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elements, such as the reaffi rmation of the role of the state, democracy, 
public service and administrative law, with the ‘neo’ elements, suggesting 
professionalisation of the public service, supplementation of representative 
democracy, and resource management (Drechsler 2005:8, see also Dunn and 
Miller 2007).

However, Lynn (2008:1) opposes this idea, explaining the differences 
between groups of countries labelled modernisers, marketisers and 
maintainers, as dubbed by Pollitt and Bouckaert in 2004. Lynn (2008:1) states: 
“but as I understand them, there are really only two groups of great interest 
in the context of reform: the core Anglo-American NPM marketisers and the 
continental European modernisers. The reform model of this group is what 
Pollitt and Bouckaert classify the neo-Weberian State”. According to Lynn 
(2008:3), the neo-Weberian concept is not a new concept and was used as 
early as the 1970s, including theories such as institutionalism, and the term 
is loaded with generalisations, which the author suggests be explored in the 
dialogue (Lynn 2008:1). Whereas, Aucoin (2012:178) asserts that NPM had led 
to a phenomenon called “New Political Governance” in some Westminster 
regimes, for example Australia, Britain, Canada and New Zealand (Aucoin 
2012:177–178), the NPM principle of ministerial direction and control instead 
of centralised control over resources has amounted to a New Political 
Governance, which is a form of politicisation (Aucoin 2012:178). Nemec and 
De Vries (2012:1) point to a change towards “Public Value pragmatism and 
the new paradigm on Good Governance emphasising the increased need and 
recognition that the quality of the public sector should be improved instead of 
a sole focus on effi ciency”.

Recent literature points to the emergence of a paradigm called New Public 
Governance (NPG). Klijn and Koppenjan (2012:587) state that “the emergence 
of the New Public Governance opens up new challenges, however, and instead 
of governance networks and new network governance replacing the traditional 
public administration model and New Public Management, hybrid practices 
will emerge”. NPG can be viewed as an opposite movement to NPM (Bao; 
Wang; Larsen and Morgan 2012:446). In addition, Bao et al. (2012:446) refers 
to the emergence of New Political Governance and claim that “this movement 
emphasises three characteristics of public governance that are important for 
building trust and legitimacy and which are ignored and/or undervalued by 
NPM”. Firstly, “NPG is value-centred. It argues that the goal of government is 
to promote the larger common good” (Bao et al. 2012:446). Secondly, NPG 
focuses on “the importance of creating government processes that facilitate the 
generation of implementable agreements among wide-ranging stakeholders 
who may disagree on what course of action will produce maximum public 
value” (Bao et al. 2012:446).
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Bao et al. (2012:446) contend that NPG’s predominant perspective is that 
“government performance needs to be viewed from the perspective of organic 
wholeness of a political system in which the public, private, and non-profi t 
sectors work together to create uniqueness of a given political community”. NPG 
has been pushed by a number of political and technological pressures (Boston 
2012:201), including campaigning and using the media for political agendas. 
Network governance theory is presented under the NPG designation (Klijn and 
Koppenjan 2012:599). Network governance implies “horizontal interactions 
by which various public and private actors at various levels of government 
coordinate their interdependencies in order to realise public policies and deliver 
public services” (Klijn and Koppenjan 2012:594). Thus, the aim of network 
governance is the management of relationships between the public and private 
sectors and civil society.

NPG practice will result in hybrid institutional collections that combine 
NPM-like measures (Klijn and Koppenjan 2012:600). The ability to reform 
according to the above approaches, for instance NPG, Public Value and 
so forth, implies a mature and developed society that has the ability to 
accomplish the required levels of transformation and performance. This might 
be problematic in a developing country, like SA, where there is a lack of 
mature institutions and a fragmented capacity across government. Throughout 
the post-apartheid era in the 1990s, SA followed the international trend in 
implementing elements of NPM reform (Cameron 2009:936). Thereafter, SA 
adopted assorted NPM, network and governance measures (Cloete and De 
Coning 2011:v).

The need for a paradigm shift from other models of public management 
to NPM was due to the benefi ts and pressures of globalisation. Governance 
theory emphasised the practical appearance of state adaptation to its external 
environment in the 21st century, and its capability to address key social issues 
(Pierre 2000). Globally, nation states were unable to address key social issues 
within traditional public management paradigms, because of the increasing 
complexity of policy issues and solutions, accompanied by dramatic increases 
in expectations as a result of successful development outcomes and huge 
accompanying cost increases in service delivery and facilities of the desired 
quality for increasing citizenship. This brought about a sharing of responsibility 
for public services delivery between government, business and civil society and 
resulted in the even more refi ned advanced governance theory and network 
theory of governance, which are currently rapidly supplanting NPM as the 
dominant approach to the role of the public sector in society in the 21st century. 
This is the basic explanation of the initial development of NPM, and its mutation 
into the prevailing governance and network paradigms, which are more refi ned 
and comprehensive than the original version of NPM.
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Good Governance

The movement from one paradigm to the other was due to the benefi ts and 
pressures of globalisation. Governance theory emphasised the practical 
appearance of state adaptation to its external environment in the 21st century, 
and its capability to address key social issues (Pierre 2000). Globally, nation 
states were unable to address key social issues within traditional public 
management paradigms, because of the increasing complexity of policy issues 
and solutions, accompanied by dramatic increases in expectations as a result 
of successful development outcomes and huge accompanying cost increases 
in service delivery and facilities of the desired quality for increasing citizenship.

The state’s resources became increasingly insuffi cient to deal with this 
scenario and many governments across the world became bankrupt in the 
70s and 80s, until Thatcher and Reagan, out of desperation and ideological 
persuasion, started to reconceptualise government paradigms and governmental 
responsibilities according to public choice, in order to access the private sector 
and other community resources to supplement the meagre state resources 
government had, and to try to improve public services delivery outputs and 
outcomes.

Furthermore, governance increases conceptual and theoretical interrogations 
relating to the role of the state and the way in which it governs systems within 
a country (Flinders 2002). Not only does public governance aim to address 
key issues in contemporary society, it also aims to scrutinise the practice of 
government. There is no universal defi nition of what constitutes governance, 
due to its intuitive appeal (Lynn; Heinrich and Hill 2000:234), but it is used 
in both the public and private sectors. Consequently, according to Lynn et al. 
(2000:234), “authors identify governance as important to achieving policy 
or organisational objectives, it may be unclear whether the reference is to 
organisational structures, administrative processes, managerial judgement, 
systems of incentives and rules, administrative philosophies, or combinations of 
these elements”.

Lynn et al. (2000:235) emphasise that, in spite of the abstruseness of defi ning 
governance, governance largely denotes “the means for achieving direction, 
control, and coordination of wholly or partially autonomous individuals or 
organisations on behalf of interests to which they jointly contribute” (see also 
Hill and Lynn 2004:4). Public sector governance negates the mobilisation of 
public managers to produce advantages for stakeholders, and includes public 
management (Hill and Lynn 2004:4). Moreover, Hill and Lynn (2004:4) 
concede that “most scholars, recognise a need to include a broader range of 
concerns in a concept of public governance”. Public governance is a set of 
theories pertaining to how the government manages public tasks, for instance 
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the allocation or delivery of goods and services; revenue maintenance, or the 
handling of transfers; and the instruction or the formation and monitoring of 
economic rules (Lane 2000:4). Governance is not a substitute for government; 
it focuses more on the issues of implementation, control, accountability and 
consequences of governmental activities (Flinders 2002:53). Hence, governance 
is a framework related to how government conducts itself and its services and 
does not replace the function of government. It is broadly seen as the style of 
interaction between government and its society (World Bank 1994).

Inherently, governance as a process, emphasises the institutional design 
of government (Flinders 2002:53). Structures within a governance system are 
decentralised units. Institutional units typically include representative and 
impartial functions, such as judicial, legislative and executive functions. From an 
NPM and network perspective, governance includes other formal and informal 
private sector and civil society institutions and processes that link government 
to that society. Governance rests upon the foundations of democratic and 
legitimate institutional structures, and links the style of governmental interaction 
with society to a normative assessment of the outcomes of that interaction. 
The King Committee on Governance (2009:12) defi nes good governance 
as “essentially about effective leadership… Leaders need to defi ne strategy, 
provide direction and establish the ethics and values that will infl uence and 
guide practices and behaviour towards sustainable performance”. Therefore, 
the outcomes of good governance include best management practices, relating 
to both the processes and consequences of the style of interaction between 
government and society. Good governance is an essential condition to achieve 
developmental goals (Rondinelli and Cheema 2003:9). This also includes the 
sustainability of development. Cloete (2005:24) asserts that “sustainability refers 
to the successful achievement of governments’ policy goals and durability of 
political outcomes over time”. Sustainability ensures that developmental goals 
are achieved and maintained. In addition, sustainable development in a country 
would be indicative of the degree of responsiveness of government to the 
developmental needs of civil society within a dynamic context.

Good governance goals also include “accountability, transparency, 
participation, relationship management, effi ciency and equity” (Edwards 
2002:52). The outcomes of good governance build upon the principles of NPM 
and aim to promote best practices in civil society, and the public and the private 
sectors, in order to improve the quality of life, business and the environment. 
Similarly, good governance aims to ensure a cooperative and participatory 
relationship within, and between, civil society, the public and private sectors, 
and to guide the interaction between and within these factions. The participation 
of all types of organisations in joint decision-making has led to the anticipation 
of cooperation (Teisman and Klijn 2002:197). Edwards (2002:59) lists the 
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following primary goals that participants should endorse towards a successful 
governance framework: “a joint language and set of principles to guide how the 
relationship of participation is to work; mutual understanding and recognition of 
the value of frameworks of each sector; a clear statement of respective roles and 
responsibilities through the policy processes; and agreement on what outcomes 
are to be evaluated and early agreement on dispute-resolution processes”.

Teisman and Klijn (2002:197) state that “this search for cooperation can 
be seen in all domains of societal decision-making: between government 
organisations and private sector organisations”. Simultaneously, cooperation 
takes place due to the increased network society, and government has to ensure 
structures and arrangements to govern the interactions in a network society. 
Rondinelli and Cheema (2003:8) confi rm that “the need to improve governance 
and public administration and to enhance the state’s capacity to carry out new 
functions and roles is now widely recognised”. Therefore, the role of public 
management is expected to extend beyond mere service delivery.

Within a network society, governance draws on the principal-agent approach 
and NPM provides such a framework, through the logic of contracting and 
cooperation. The principal-agent approach implies that government does not 
necessarily have to produce public services directly to society, but can and 
should rely on the best, suitable agent to do it in the most effi cient, effective, 
affordable and sustainable way on their behalf The principal-agent approach 
denotes a relationship of cooperation between three role players. Firstly, 
government as the principal, the private or voluntary sector agencies are the 
agents, with the market economy or civil society constituting the benefi ciary 
(Lane 2000:5).

Furthermore, there is a clear distinction between traditional systems of 
governance and modern governance. Take the example of the fi nancing, 
production and arrangements of services within society. Traditional public 
administration focused more on the delivery of goods and services through 
in-house production by means of agencies and “public enterprises; budget 
fi nancing by means of taxes and charges and public regulation by means of 
public sector agencies” (Lane 2000:4). Traditional public administration 
approaches, thus, fail to deliver on the complexities of a network society.

Alternatively, contemporary governance comprises numerous replacements 
for the above activities: “fi nancing, or the payment for the services could be 
done by government or by the user; production, or the supply of services could 
be done in-house or by contracting services to a private entity; and arrangement 
or the method of acquiring the services from a private entity, where there is a 
critical distinction of competition or not” (Lane 2000:4).

Berkel; Graaf and Sirovtka (2012:263) argue that “the main principles 
underlying governance reform… include decentralisation, marketisation, 
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networking/inter-agency cooperation and NPM”. Berkel et al. (2012:265) 
contend that “marketisation leads to a hybridisation of governance models 
rather than to the new governance model”. Grindle (2011:416) avers that 
“recent scholarship on governance and development has produced a spate 
of analytic approaches and frameworks focused at arriving at localised and 
informed solutions to specifi c constraints and needs”. Andrews (2010:8) 
cautions against imposing a “one-best-way model on developing countries” 
and explains that “good government means different things in different 
countries”. Berkel et al. (2012:264) assert that “business-like methods of 
governance: management by objectives, transparency, accountability, bench-
marking, monitoring and evaluation, incentivising by performance steering 
and by using incentive and disincentives as steering mechanisms”.

SUSTAINABILITY OF REFORM

Today, there is a far greater need for the state to enhance capacity as a 
necessary condition to apply the benefi ts of globalisation and to play a critical 
role in alleviating poverty, protecting the environment, promoting human 
equity, gender and security rights and ensuring the improving of governance 
(Rondinelli and Cheema 2003:8). The twentieth century has witnessed the 
benefi ts of globalisation, which include:

 ● raised productivity and employment;
 ● revolutionised communications;
 ● the fostering of competition;
 ● a boost in world-wide economic development and interdependencies 

through trade and foreign direct investment fl ows;
 ● scientifi c discoveries to facilitate healthier lives;
 ● improved instruction by allowing fast cross-country assessments;
 ● uncovered human rights violations in distant places of the world;
 ● advanced global collaboration;
 ● the interchange of technology;
 ● encouraged international migration and remittances fl ows; and
 ● reinforcement of global awareness through initiatives like the Millennium 

Development Goals (Gurria 2007:2).

Regardless of its positive force, globalisation has introduced a complexity of 
challenges within the international arena. Not all countries are reaping the 
benefi ts of globalisation, due to structural ineffi ciencies of the home nations, 
with the effect that marginalised sub-economies and underdeveloped states 
remain impoverished. Globalisation has contributed to the creation of 
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wealth and, concurrently, to inequality. Challenges faced by the inequities of 
globalisation include, for instance:

 ● mounting uncertainty and insecurity in the work marketplace;
 ● dejected earnings;
 ● increasing inequality;
 ● thoughtless exploitation;
 ● destruction or depletion of irreplaceable natural resources;
 ● the handover of political power to large multi-national companies (MNCs) 

operating outside of the democratic processes; and
 ● the loss of cultural and other values to the dictates of the marketplace (Gurria 

2007:4).

Globalisation is an irreversible process of complex interdependencies 
between countries, which requires governing through the exercise of 
continuous adjustment. Administrations in countries that are excluded from 
the profi ts of globalisation have failed to produce policies to enhance structural 
competitiveness. Some administrations that approached globalisation with 
simplistic approaches have delayed effective solutions. Hence, the exclusion 
of these countries is inherently systemic in nature. In addition, the 2006 to 
2009 economic melt-down in long-term debt capital markets, which originated 
from the sub-prime mortgage bubble in the global north, resulted in a ripple 
effect and spill-over into other markets. This was because governments failed 
to explain globalisation in concrete and understandable terms (Gurria 2007). 
Hence, as aforementioned, the emphasis for the structural adjustment of 
governance frameworks currently places the demand on governments to 
become more responsive to the process of globalisation.

The structural adjustment of governance frameworks would necessitate 
a sustainability reform approach, in order to adapt to complex and changing 
environments. Gladden (1953:271) highlights that “in a period of rapid 
development of administrative techniques and responsibilities there is a grave 
danger that the administration will lag behind the times and cease to be 
economically geared to the needs of a developing community”. Sustainability 
of reform, implies the “capacity of a reform not to only maintain its structural 
integrity over time, but to use its core principles to guide its course amid 
inevitable pressures for change” (Patashnik 2008:2).

Reform should suggest a proactive approach to transforming public 
organisations into more “effective and vibrant for meeting various challenges 
including the demand for socio-economic development and security” over 
the long term (Zia and Khan 2014:453). According to Zia and Khan (2014:457) 
reform is “entangled in contextual factors refl ecting local realities and different 
agents of change”. Thus, there exists no ‘one-size-fi ts-all’ model, “public 
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administration reforms will be largely affected by the public demand for social 
equity and democratization and the use of modern technology to make the 
government more effi cient, responsive, and accountable” (Zia and Khan 
2014:457).

Overall, the aim of public governance should establish and maintain 
mechanisms that would successfully address the abovementioned pressures 
of contemporary society. Fukuyama (2013: 4) describes governance as “the 
performance of agents in carrying out the wishes of principals, and not about the 
goals that principles set”. In essence, an all-purpose approach is not suffi cient to 
overcome the complexities presented by systemic changes in the internal and 
external environment of public administration and management. It is necessary 
to recognise the usefulness of past theories in shaping current conceptual 
frameworks, in order to derive fi t-for-purpose conceptual frameworks or 
theoretical approaches. Good governance goals also include “accountability, 
transparency, participation, relationship management, effi ciency and equity” 
(Edwards 2002:52). The outcomes of good governance build upon the 
principles of NPM and aim to promote best practices in civil society, and the 
public and the private sectors, in order to improve the quality of life, business 
and the environment.

CONCLUSION

Current public management reform and practice is no longer fi xed in NPM. 
There are a number of competing approaches in the development of public 
administration and management, which either build upon prior theories or aim 
to correct the weaknesses and failures of past NPM approaches. This article 
is theoretical in nature and aimed at synthesising past and existing public 
administration, management and governance theory. This article considered 
past and current theoretical standpoints in public governance reform towards 
good governance. Overall, public governance should establish and maintain 
mechanisms that would successfully respond to the pressures of the 21st century.
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ABSTRACT

The academic enterprise should be motivated by one overriding 
concern: the epistemic imperative. Researchers should ensure that 
they pursue the most valid and reliable research design to arrive at 
the most truthful knowledge. This could be achieved within one or a 
combination of the main social science research designs: qualitative-, 
quantitative-, or a mixed method approach. In this article, the author 
reviews international and South African scholarship in the fi eld of public 
service ethics. To achieve this objective, the author identifi ed various 
themes that are prominent in the literature on public service ethics. 
For this purpose the following themes were identifi ed: Integrity, ethical 
leadership, whistleblowing, and public service values. To delineate 
the study, it was decided to review publications and research outputs 
that appeared between 2005 and 2014. The author then engaged in 
convenience and purpose sampling and identifi ed various data sources 
including conference papers, journal publications, and chapters in 
books. Consequently, this sample is not representative of international 
and South African scholarship on public service ethics. If this was the 
objective, there would be no end in sight for this modest effort. As this 
publication serves to refl ect on the research methods used by authors 
in 21 research outputs, it mainly caters for an academic audience as it 
comfortably falls in Mouton’s World 1: The World of Meta-Science. This 
article ends with some ideas on possible research avenues which South 
African scholars in public service ethics could pursue.

State of the Science
A Review of International and 
South African Scholarship on 

Public Service Ethics
W N Webb

Department of Public Administration and Management
University of South Africa
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INTRODUCTION

Since the completion of my doctoral dissertation in 2010, I have become 
acutely interested in the fi eld of public service ethics and corruption prevention. 
As part of that project, I have also had the opportunity to meet and participate 
with international scholars working in the same fi eld. From these deliberations, I 
have noticed numerous differences between local and international publications 
on public service ethics. Emanating from this awareness was the decision to 
undertake a perhaps more reasoned and scientifi c review of the scholarship 
produced by these two groups.

In undertaking this activity, my actions were guided by some very important 
considerations. These include the epistemic imperative. Researchers should 
ensure that they pursue the most valid and reliable research design to arrive 
at the most truthful knowledge (Babbie & Mouton 2007:4–17). This could be 
achieved by studying the research object within one or perhaps a combination 
of the main social science research designs: qualitative and quantitative research 
design (Webb & Auriacombe 2006:588–602). Perhaps, more appropriate would 
be a combination of these two designs: a mixed methods research design.

The main research question which guided this modest research project was: 
To what extent are South African researchers in public service ethics guided 
by this epistemic imperative; or alternatively stated ‘the search for truthful and 
valid knowledge’. This publication serves to refl ect on how 22 scholars have 
investigated this research problem, conceptualised and theorised on these 
issues, which research instruments they used, and what they found empirically. 
Consequently, it falls within Mouton’s World 1: The World of Meta-Science and 
caters for an academic audience (Babbie & Mouton 2007:4–17).

THE PURPOSE OF REVIEWING THE LITERATURE

A literature review serves the purpose of determinining what has been done 
within a specifi c fi eld of study. It serves various purposes inter alia determining 
how other scholars have investigated a research problem, conceptualised and 
theorised on specifi c issues, which research instruments they used, and what 
they found empirically. This review should not only be limited to the most recent 
and credible literature, but also a wider range of research products. This implies 
that a more suitable word would be the body of scholarship. Such products 
could include books, conference proceedings, journal articles, and theses and 
dissertations (Mouton 2008: 86–97).

For the purpose of identifying this sample of research output, the following 
key words were used: ‘integrity’, ‘public service’, and ‘public integrity’. The 
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author engaged in convenience and purposive sampling and identifi ed various 
data sources including conference papers, journal publications, and chapters 
in books. International publications were identifi ed by two means: Firstly, 
the key words were used to fi nd publications on the search engine ‘Google 
Scholar’. Secondly, specifi c journals were identifi ed and perused for relevant 
articles. Readers of this article will notice that many publications were extracted 
from the American Society for Public Administration’s (ASPA) international peer 
reviewed subject journal ‘Public Integrity’.

In respect of South African research output and publications, the same key 
words as indicated above were used on the NEXUS database to fi nd publications 
relevant to this study. One local dissertation was found while other publications 
were either still in progress or not available at the time of publication. Various 
other local publications were identifi ed using the ‘Google Scholar’ search engine 
and perusing various South African subject journals for relevant publications. 
The search was limited to research output between 2005 and 2014. It should be 
noted that this sample of publications cannot claim to be representative of what 
has been published on public service ethics internationally or in South Africa. 
This study is exploratory in nature and seeks to identify possible future research 
endeavours in this subject matter.

INTERNATIONAL SCHOLARSHIP ON 
PUBLIC SERVICE ETHICS

For the purpose of reviewing the international scholarship, a total of 12 
publications were identifi ed and reviewed for the purpose of this publication. 
The fi ndings are categorised below in terms of the themes: Integrity, ethical 
leadership, whistleblowing, and public service values.

Sub-Theme: Integrity

If one considers the date of Pope’s (2007:75–83) publication entitled ‘The First 
Third Phase in the Fight Against Corruption’, it comes as a surprise that the author 
acknowledges the futility of creating institutions and statutes to fi ght corruption. 
In his earlier work at Transparency International, he argued in support of strong 
institutions to fi ght corruption; what he termed National Integrity Systems. In 
this publication, he seems to divert from his earlier position and identifi es the 
signifi cance of more softer issues such as public service ethics and integrity. In 
his view, research should investigate various themes including whether integrity 
is a product of upbringing, or whether it could be taught; and to what extent 
gender infl uences integrity. He acknowledges the relativity of values. Whereas 
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ethics and legality are equated in the United States, in Europe ethical conduct 
is not necessarily lawful conduct. Finally, as part of the third phase in the fi ght 
against corruption Pope calls for the need to implement and assess a state’s 
integrity system which in turn would identify strengths and weaknesses in its 
reform project.

Van Montfort, Beck, and Twijnstra (2013:117–132) investigate the interesting 
question: Can integrity be taught in public organisations? Their empirical 
research project was guided by two research objectives. Their fi rst objective 
was to determine whether integrity training programmes could be effective 
and lead to an improvement in the level of integrity of employees. The authors 
operationalised the concept of integrity into three dimensions: an individual’s 
awareness of the moral aspects of a given situation; an individual’s ability to 
make a decision in this context; and an individual’s ability to take action. These 
three dimensions could be regarded as an individual’s moral awareness, moral 
reasoning, and moral behaviour. In practice, an employee recognises a moral 
issue, makes a decision on the issue, and acts accordingly.

Their second objective was to determine which factors have an impact on the 
effectiveness of integrity training programmes. The researchers experimented 
with the impact of two different training programmes on respondents employed 
at Dutch municipalities. They found that only one programme had a positive but 
short term impact on the moral awareness and reasoning abilities of employees. 
Neither programme was effective in the long term. It was found that integrity 
training programmes would be most effective in institutions with a poor ethical 
climate, where employees are not highly qualifi ed, and where employees have 
direct contact with citizens.

In a review of the Hong Kong corruption prevention efforts in the post-
1997 period, Scott and Leung (2012:39–52) evaluated the underlying rationale 
of gradually incorporating the elements of a values-based approach into 
the existing dominant compliance-based approach. From a reading of the 
manuscript it is clear that the retrocession of Hong Kong to China in 1997 was 
not the only factor that led to the introduction of an integrity system which 
affords public offi cials suffi cient discretion to make moral choices based on 
a public service ethos. What makes this change intriguing was the success 
of the pre-1997 period with its compliance based approach where ethical 
requirements were embedded in voluminous sets of rules including the Colonial 
Regulations, Civil Service Regulations, disciplinary provisions, and Prevention 
of Bribery Ordinances. According to the authors, changes in the political and 
bureaucratic environments were less amenable to corruption prevention-based 
on a rule-based approach. For example, various public management reform 
measures such as contracting out and downsizing meant greater exposure to the 
private sector and consequently more opportunities for corruption.
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According to the authors, various factors persuaded the Hong Kong 
government to move towards a value-based approach including increasing 
awareness of confl ict of interest, as well as an attempt to change the colonial 
bureaucratic ethics to serve the people rather than the organisation. Two 
observations from the Hong Kong case study are worth noting. In the context 
of a value-based approach, public offi cials are expected to exhibit a degree 
of moral reasoning. In terms of the Civil Service Code, offi cials are expected 
to determine when an actual, perceived, or potential confl ict of interest exists. 
When such a confl ict exists, the offi cial may not deal with it him or herself but 
must report it to his or her immediate supervisor.

The article by Heywood (2012:474–493) forces one to refl ect on the 
importance of choosing the most suitable approach to corruption prevention-
based on the context of implementation. The argument should be; do not 
employ enforcement tactics that do not fi t the organisational culture. According 
to the author, United Kingdom (UK) based integrity management efforts, 
have sought to fi nd a balance between compliance-based and value-based 
approaches. The public service in the UK has relied heavily on informal codes 
of conduct and moral integrity due to its ideal civic culture: open, consensual, 
and free of corruption with active and informed citizen participation in public 
life. However, the introduction of public management reforms have created a 
multitude of opportunities for corruption and have replaced traditional concerns 
of public interest with those related to effi ciency and effectiveness. Advice 
provided by experienced public servants has been replaced by advice from 
policy advisors appointed by the ruling party. The restructuring of the public 
sector involving privatisation, contracting out, cost awareness, consumer choice, 
and performance-based management undermined the ethos upon which 
integrity management has been based. These changes, together with various 
public scandals have led to a more formal approach to corruption prevention; 
the compliance-based approach. The introduction of the Constitutional Reform 
and Governance Act of 2010 has formalised the values of integrity, honesty, 
objectivity, and impartiality for the UK public service.

Sub-Theme: Ethical Leadership

Kaptein, Huberts, Avelino and Lasthuizen (2005:299–311) emphasised the value 
of surveys as an instrument to measure ethics and its potential in generating 
valuable information for the leadership of an institution. The information 
that surveys provide are even more benefi cial when it is possible to track an 
institution’s performance over time, or draw comparisons between similar 
institutions. The authors emphasised that it is not only important to know 
whether institutions have ethics policy documents in place, but also whether 
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they have implemented these documents. For example, to what extent are 
employees informed of their ethical responsibilities, or to what extent did 
employees receive ethics training? Surveys could also be used to determine 
the frequency and types of misconduct, as well as the presence of ethical 
leadership within an institution. Although this publication mainly elevated 
the signifi cance of surveys in managing ethics, the authors identifi ed various 
attributes of ethical leadership. When managers are perceived as positive role 
models, set reasonable performance standards, and are committed to upholding 
the institution’s standards of conduct, it could have a positive impact on the 
organisational climate and the way employees behave. Furthermore, when 
employees feel comfortable to report observed cases of malfeasance to their 
managers, positive perceptions of the quality of ethical leadership is promoted.

Jurkiewicz (2006:245–256) used Toni Morrison’s novels to explore the 
meaning of ethical leadership: Sula, Beloved, and Paradise. At the outset, 
she emphasised the importance of the informal organisation; the exercise of 
ethical leadership through the use of power rather than authority. In her view 
leaders should demonstrate a character of high morality, and allow subordinates 
evolution of increased ethicality. To Jurkiewicz, ethical leadership in the public 
sector is much more important than in the private sector simply because of 
the high standards expected in terms of human rights, independence, freedom 
and prosperity. In her analysis of the three novels, ethical leadership should be 
associated with decisiveness, independence, and assertiveness combined with a 
concern for the common good; the imperative to focus on the future rather than 
to be concerned with past mistakes; and fi nally, the importance of questioning 
current beliefs and not protect the status quo from outside infl uences.

Heres and Lasthuizen (2012:441–466) investigated the differences between 
ethical leadership in public, hybrid, and private sector organisations. Their 
literature review pointed to the existence of two main dimensions of ethical 
leadership: the moral person, and the moral manager. Ethical leadership 
of the moral person relates to the individual’s moral character as well as the 
moral nature of the individual’s own decision-making and behavior. Integrity, 
trustworthiness, responsibility are the main moral traits of ethical leaders. Ethical 
leaders make decisions that are consistent, coherent, and constant, and treat 
followers justly and fairly. The second dimension of ethical leadership relates 
to four sub-dimensions. Role modeling refers to the extent that the leader’s 
behavior and decision-making is visible and salient, and negative and confl icting 
signals are not sent out. Reinforcement concerns the use of formal and informal 
measures to reward and punish virtuous or malicious behavior. Communication 
refers to the extent that leaders communicate the moral implications of 
decisions, and have open discussion of individual and organisational values. The 
last dimension of the moral manager refers to the empowerment of followers. 
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Ethical leaders empower their followers to participate in decision-making and 
allow them to voice their own concerns and perspectives. The authors preferred 
a qualitative research design and used semi-structured interviews to collect 
data. They found signifi cant differences between ethical leadership in public, 
private, and hybrid institutions such as a greater outward focus of leaders in 
public and hybrid institutions, and the preference of leaders in the private sector 
to use more implicit mechanisms to communicate ethics and integrity.

However, the signifi cance of the publication to this author is the extent to 
which the authors operationalised the phenomenon of ethical leadership. 
Heres and Lasthuizen did not merely speculate and make presumptions on 
what the differences of ethical leadership between public, private, and hybrid 
institutions are. The authors engaged in empirical work to test some of their 
initial assumptions. In fact, in their conclusion the authors critically note that 
the ethical leadership measures to date provide too little information on the 
traits and behaviours that they entail. For example, an item measuring the 
communication of ethics by ethical leaders could be understood differently by 
respondents. One respondent could score an ethical leader preferring more 
explicit communication, while another respondent could score the same person 
expecting more implicit forms of communication.

Sub-Theme: Whistleblowing

Heumann, Friedes, Cassak, Wright and Joshi (2013:25–51) sought to construct a 
typology of whistleblowers which would serve to differentiate the goals, motives, 
and contexts of these individuals. For the purpose of their study, whistleblowers 
were defi ned inter alia as an insider (employee or ex-employee) engaged in 
normally legitimate activities (not criminal), who challenges an institution’s policy, 
practice, or action that may have an adverse impact on the public interest. The 
whistleblower reports the alleged malfeasance to external stakeholders only after 
it was reported up the chain of command. The act of a whistleblower is beyond 
passive disobedience in which he/she actively seeks relief.

In their study, the authors analysed and interpreted two sets of quantitative 
data and nine individual interviews. In their view the quantitative data did not 
capture the nuances of the act, motives and context of the whistleblower, and 
they consequently pursued a more qualitative approach to capture the greater 
depth of insight and understanding of the whistleblower. The authors established 
a typology of whistleblowers which includes the Altruist, Avenger, Organisation 
Man, Alarmist, and Bounty Hunter. Although the fi ndings are worth noting, it 
is rather the methodology of the authors that is of signifi cance to this study. A 
proper refl ection on their research methods and the choice to engage in mixed 
methods contributed to more truthful, authentic, and valid fi ndings.
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Sub-Theme: Values

The study of values appears to be very prominent in the study of ethics in public 
administration. In the publication by De Graaf and Van der Wal (2010:623–
630) the authors introduced the topic of a symposium that was held at the 
VU University in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. The symposium was entitled 
the First Global Dialogue on Ethical and Effective Governance. The authors 
pointed to the main theme of the articles following their introduction: the 
existence of certain values and the tensions that these values bring about. The 
sub-title of the conference identifi ed two values that are often at tension with 
each other: governing with integrity and governing effectively and effi ciently. 
The authors referred to inter alia two other publications of importance for this 
debate. The publication by Anechiarico and Jacobs in 1996 noted a trade-off 
between corruption control and effi ciency, whereas the publication by Bovens, 
Ten Hart and Van Twist in 2007 distinguished between clusters of values i.e. 
lawfulness, integrity, democracy, and effectiveness and effi ciency (De Graaf & 
Van der Wal, 2010:623–630). De Graaf and Van der Wal’s main thesis is the 
confl ict which exists between values, and the tentative indication that governing 
well (being effective and effi cient) most often prevails over governing good 
(having integrity).

Feeney and Bozeman (2007:175–190) applied the public values failure 
model to the 2004–2005 fl u vaccine shortage in the United States (US). In 
this case study, provisions of fl u vaccine were provided by two private sector 
service providers. In 2004, one service provider was suspended by the health 
authorities severely reducing the supply of the vaccine. Consequently, the 
demand exceeded the supply of the vaccine which led to shortages as well as 
exorbitant price increases. Many US citizens would not receive basic healthcare 
services. As vaccine production was a private affair, the government was 
powerless to infl uence the provision and distribution of it. Public values failure 
occurs when the market and the public sector fail to provide goods and services 
required to achieve the core values of society. For example, public values failure 
could occur under the following conditions: when government allows the 
private provision of a vital public good; where private individuals and groups are 
able to capture and control public goods and services limiting its distribution to 
the public; when there are insuffi cient providers of necessary public goods and 
services; and where the government applies short term solutions to problems 
that require long term planning.

The authors are critical of the prominence of economic individualism or 
market-oriented theories in the study of policy and management. In the recent 
past, discussions of public interest were labeled as vague, out of date and 
unscientifi c, while theories of public interest were regarded as too general and 
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ambiguous. In the authors’ view the public interest should be at the center of 
policy analysis and discussions.

In Nabatchi’s (2011:1–34) paper, she cautions against the possibility of public 
values failure; similar to market failure in the private sector. In her view, public 
offi cials should be responsible for upholding values; especially when they 
exercise delegated decision-making authority. She recognised the existence of 
multiple values at play and the complexity of public administration to fi nd the 
appropriate balance. Although she acknowledged the common perspective 
of values as an interplay between bureaucratic ethics concerned with values 
such as effi ciency, expertise, loyalty, and hierarchy, and the democratic ethos, 
which is concerned with values such as social equity, justice, citizenship, and 
constitutionalism, she regarded this conceptual framework of little practical use 
to public administrators.

In Nabatchi’s paper four value frames were identifi ed i.e. political, legal, 
organisational, and market public values (cf. Graaf & Van der Wal 2010:623–
630). Each value frame has specifi c content values. For example, the political 
values frame refl ects the values of participation, representation, liberty, equality, 
and responsiveness. The legal value frame contains the content values of 
substantive rights, the right to procedural due process, and the equity values of 
fairness and the protection of the individual’s constitutional rights that have been 
violated by administrative action. The organisational value frame is concerned 
with administrative effi ciency and also specialisation and expertise, authority 
of positions, merit, formalisation, and political neutrality. Finally, the market 
values frame contains the content values of innovation, productivity, customer 
service, entrepreneurship, and cost savings and effi ciency. In her view, the 
values of accountability, legitimacy, citizenship and possibly integrity could be 
regarded as fl oating values that could be interpreted differently depending on 
the particular values frame through which administrators adjudicate.

Saarniit (2006:49–63) investigated the case of Estonia; a member of 
the European Union since 2004 and formerly part of the Soviet Union. It is 
evident that many similarities could be identifi ed between Estonia that became 
an independent state in 1991 and the South African state which became a 
constitutional democracy with general franchise in 1994. Estonia experienced 
similar problems to what is experienced in South Africa including establishing 
a culture of transparency and rule of law, changing bureaucratic values, and 
the implementation gaps between what is promulgated and what is actually 
delivered. Estonia appears to be subjected to the same imposition of western 
values; specifi cally with their new membership of the EU. According to the 
author, the Estonian public service seems to grapple with confl icting values: 
adhering to the law, serving the public interest, compliance with the legally 
enforced will of elected politicians, and concerns for economy, effi ciency, and 
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effectiveness. This confl ict and the development of a new public service ethos 
are important considerations within the context of what Nabatchi terms a public 
values failure. In this author’s view, a limitation of this study was Saarniit’s 
apparent reliance on government reports, newspaper clippings, and some 
personal interviews.

SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOLARSHIP ON 
PUBLIC SERVICE ETHICS

For the purpose of reviewing the local scholarship on public service ethics, a 
total of nine publications were identifi ed and reviewed for the purpose of this 
publication. The fi ndings are also categorised below in terms of the themes: 
Integrity, ethical leadership, whistleblowing, and public service values.

Sub-Theme: Integrity

Webb (2012:96–108) proposed that a compliance-based approach be 
supplemented by a value-based approach in attempts to reduce public service 
malfeasance. The compliance-based approach per se should not be regarded 
as the panacea for corruption. It could be argued that such an approach not 
only reduces malfeasance, but creates additional layers of oversight and reduces 
public service effi ciency and effectiveness. In fact, additional structures and 
policies could create opportunities for corruption. Conversely, the value-based 
approach seeks to promote the ethical culture within a public institution. 
This research builds on the fi ndings and recommendations by Kaptein (2008) 
in his work of measuring and developing the ethical culture of organisations. 
This author identifi ed the Department of Correctional Services as a case 
study to determine how the promotion of an ethical culture could enhance 
the implementation of corruption prevention policies. The author made use 
of a survey to collect data. The captured data was analysed and subjected to 
exploratory factor analysis. A total of 11 factors of ethical culture were provided 
and the correlation between factors was provided with the Pearson’s Correlation 
Coeffi cient. The fi ndings indicated that the promotion of some factors of ethical 
culture coincided with reduced levels of malfeasance.

Basheka and Mubangizi (2012:636–637) proposed a corruption prevention 
method that could not be classifi ed as a compliance-based, nor a value-
based approach. Citizen-driven approaches have consequently received 
comparatively much less publicity. However, the role of active citizenry in 
opposing public service corruption is a direct result of the recommendations 
by Stapenhurst and Langseth. The National Integrity System addresses public 
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service corruption through government processes and civil society participation 
and comprises eight pillars including public sector anti-corruption strategies, 
watchdog agencies, public participation, public awareness of the role of civil 
society, accountability in the judicial processes, the media, the private sector and 
international cooperation (Stapenhurst & Langseth 1997:311–330). The Local 
Government Anti-Corruption Programme identifi es the community as the main 
role player in implementing this strategy at local government level encouraging 
the community to engender a culture of intolerance towards unethical conduct. 
The authors also emphasised the signifi cance of Integrated Development Plans 
(IDP), and its monitoring aspect as a safeguard against maladministration and 
corruption. With these statutory interventions, public spaces are created for 
citizen activism against corruption. Importantly, the authors recommended 
further research work; specifi cally empirical work in assessing the impact of 
citizen actions against local government corruption.

Sub-Theme: Ethical Leadership

The title of Naidoo’s (2012:656- 683) publication is perhaps somewhat 
misleading. The author mainly described the legislative, policy, and institutional 
framework in combatting public service corruption. In this publication she 
mainly made use of various secondary sources to describe and evaluate 
corruption and the various role players active in preventing public service 
corruption. Although the article title emphasises the importance of ethical 
leadership in combatting corruption, very little is written about it. Naidoo listed 
the attributes of ethical leadership being someone who has integrity, and is 
honest and trustworthy, but the author neglected to operationalise the concept. 
Although she correctly views the causal relationship between ethical leadership 
and an ethical climate, she incorrectly assumes that effective leadership would 
create a more virtuous public service.

Edwards’ (2010:93–109) publication of ethical and servant leadership 
is signifi cantly more informative on what ethical leadership entails. To the 
author, ethical leadership constitutes the following roles: to place institutional 
interest above personal interest, to create formal mechanisms to enforce 
ethical conduct, to establish an ethical culture and to act as role models to 
establish a positive ethical climate, to promote ethical decision-making, to 
create living conversations about ethics and values among subordinates, to 
create mechanisms of dissent, and to create a system of shared values within the 
institution. Edwards provided a to-do list for ethical leadership which includes 
various dimensions including bringing about inter alia ethical alignment, ethical 
enforcement, and ethical impetus. Ethical alignment is achieved by promoting 
ethical decision-making in all day-to-day activities, whereas ethical enforcement 
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aligning is brought about by enforcing policies, rules, and codes of conduct. 
Ethical impetus refers to leading ethical initiatives and rewarding ethical 
behavior. Her take on servant leadership also seems relevant to the discussion 
on ethical leadership. Servant leaders, in her view, promote moral reasoning and 
moral actions, and values institutional interests over self-interest. Although the 
author clearly articulated the attributes of ethical and servant leadership, she did 
not distinguish between an ethical climate and an ethical culture. Although both 
the Naidoo and Edwards publications rely only on secondary sources, Edwards 
points to the need to collect data from multiple public institutions to assess the 
impact of ethical and servant leadership. Perhaps this statement refl ects on the 
main weakness of our research into public service corruption; relying mainly on 
secondary sources without testing our assumptions in the fi eld.

Sub-Theme: Whistleblowing

Holtzhausen (2012:84–103) identifi ed 13 variables that infl uence the act of 
whistle-blowing. She identifi ed which variables would infl uence an institution’s 
response to the act of whistleblowing including the whistleblower’s credibility, 
his/her motivation to blow the whistle, the position of the whistleblower in the 
institution, and the membership of the whistleblower to minority groupings. 
The whistleblowing process could also be infl uenced by other variables 
including organisational characteristics such as organisational culture and 
climate, the characteristics of the wrongdoing, the status and power relations 
within institutions, individual characteristics such as low self-esteem and job 
satisfaction, membership of professional organisations, and levels of moral 
reasoning. Holtzhausen also identifi ed certain psychological processes 
underlying ethical behaviour. She cited three important attributes that the 
whistleblower should possess: sensitivity to observing unethical conduct; 
perseverance and the strength of character to follow through on his or her 
ethical conviction; and the relationship of trust between the whistleblower and 
the institution. Holtzhausen provided an insightful perspective on the variables 
that impact on whistleblowing. As this publication relies on secondary sources 
only, the next logical step would be to test these theories within the South 
African public service.

Mbatha (2005:1–258) investigated the act of whistleblowing and set out to 
describe the whistleblowing process, to identify those variables that may impact 
on the likelihood of whistle- blowing, and to suggest strategies to promote 
whistle-blowing. The student, inter alia, reviewed the literature in chapters 2 and 
3, and described the statutory and policy framework in chapter 4. In chapter 5 
the student described whistleblowing, the characteristics of the whistleblower 
and the whistleblowing processes.
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Despite the student’s intention to investigate the following empirical research 
question: “What are the variables that increase the likelihood that whistle 
blowing will be effective?” no evidence of surveys or interviews could be found 
in the bibliography. At the time, the student did caution the reader that it would 
be too early to engage in empirical work (Mbatha 2005:17). This may be due to 
the promulgation of the Protected Disclosures Act 26 of 2001; shortly before the 
fi nalisation of this study.

Sub-Theme: Values

From the outset, Sebola (2014:295–304) argued for the introduction of an ethical 
legislative framework that is compatible with the values of the local public in 
South Africa. In the author’s view, the imposition of a western model of ethics is 
greatly problematic and Africa is ‘failing to cope with the demands of the ethics 
formulated from the perspective of the donors of foreign descendants’. The main 
legislative framework to prevent malfeasance including the Executive Member’s 
Ethics Act of 1992, the Prevention and Combatting of Corrupt Activities Act of 
2004, and the Public Service Code of Conduct is based on international norms 
with little consideration for the culture of the people of South Africa. Ubuntu – in 
the author’s view – is a cultural practice that is embedded in Africans and could 
be a major cause of unethical conduct in African government administrations.

Manyaka and Sebola (2013:75–88) hypothesised on the importance of training 
as a method to combat public service corruption. The authors uncritically cited 
the existence of a comprehensive legislative and policy framework in existence to 
combat South African public service malfeasance. To them, public offi cials should 
be trained and educated about ethics, and corruption and its consequences. In 
their view, training should form part of an integrated approach for an effective anti-
corruption system. Ethical training should enable public offi cials to observe high 
standards of ethical conduct, and inculcate the values, norms and principles of 
public administration expressed in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa.

What confuses this author is the fact that one of these authors (cf. Sebola 
2014:295–304) expressed a serious concern that this same legislative and policy 
framework is incompatible with the values of the local public and represents an 
effort to impose a Western ethical framework! Another signifi cant inaccuracy 
is their reference to ‘the great majority of public servants who are constantly 
embroiled in scandals involving unethical conduct’, and ‘the overwhelming 
increase in unethical conduct of most civil servants’. It would serve the authors 
well to distinguish between poor public management due to capacity constraints 
and the intentional act of corruption.

In the fi rst edition of Refl ective Public Administration: Ethics Clapper and 
Robson (2014) contributed to the discourse on public service ethics. Clapper’s 
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contribution fi ts in neatly with the proponents of the value-based approach to 
ethics. Clapper (2014:4–16) emphasised the importance of morality developed 
from childhood. He emphasised the deliberative aspect of ethics: refl ection, 
communication with others, and the use of reason; similar to the views of the 
virtue ethicists of Ancient Greece. He also referred to utilitarianism; the greatest 
happiness to the greatest number of people. Clapper described the attributes 
of ethics in the twentieth century which was characterised by a traditional and 
orthodox approach where dissenters were punished, western values dominated, 
obedience was required, the existence of heterogeneity was denied, and externally 
imposed rules had to be followed; all of which are attributes of modernism 
and pre-modernism. In his view, this approach to ethics has become out-dated 
and should be replaced by a post-modern approach to ethical conduct which 
requires an appreciation of diversity, protection of pluralism, encouragement of 
differences, and a suspicion of any form of coerced convention.

Although a code of conduct has both proponents and opponents, Clapper 
emphasised the importance of codes of conduct with a punitive aspect. A 
code of conduct would both restrict individuals in their pursuit of self-interest 
and restrict discretion and innovation. For Clapper a code of conduct ensures 
congruence between the personal morality of the offi cial and the public service 
interest. A code of ethics should steer a public offi cial’s morality into the virtuous 
and effi cient rendering of public goods and services.

Whereas Clapper proposed a twenty fi rst century ethic which emphasises 
personal morality, Robson suggests quite the opposite. In Robson’s (2014:17–
32) view, the public offi cial ‘should respect the authority inherent in a properly 
determined majority view’. This majority view should be captured in the 
constitution and other laws of the land. In this context he identifi es various sources 
of ethics for the South African public service e.g. the Constitution of the Republic 
of South Africa, 1996; Bill of Rights; and the Code of Conduct contained in 
Chapter 2 of the Public Service Regulations, 2001. Perhaps the author should also 
have considered other relevant statutes such as the Public Service Proclamation 
103 of 1994; the Public Finance Management Act 1 of 1999, and the Local 
Government: Municipal Finance Management Act 56 of 2003.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

From this review of scholarship, some general observations could be made. 
International scholarship on public service ethics appears to focus on an integrity 
approach; rather than what could be termed a compliance-based approach. In 
Pope’s publication entitled ‘The First Third Phase in the Fight Against Corruption’ 
he concluded that the more softer issues such as public service ethics and 
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integrity have become signifi cant. In his earlier work he emphasised the 
importance of strong institutions to fi ght corruption. Conversely, South African 
publications appear to maintain a greater focus on the compliance-based 
approach as many authors prefer to emphasise the fairly recent establishment of 
South Africa’s statutory and policy framework.

Perhaps Sebola’s publication represents the symptoms of what local 
practitioners and scholars in public service ethics are constantly engaged with; 
a search for consensus on the most ideal values for the South African public 
service. South Africa’s recent political transition coincided with a change in 
political and bureaucratic values; from a focus on effi ciency and effectiveness 
to the prominence of what the public interest entails. In this uncertain context, 
scholars may inadvertently fall back on what the formal and institutionalised 
value framework may be. The reviewed works by Nabatchi, Feeney and 
Bozeman, and De Graaf and Van der Wal suggest that societies often 
struggle with confl icting values. Research on the nature and content public of 
service values should be on the agenda for South African scholars in public 
service ethics.

A second and probably more important observation is that the local 
scholarly work on public service ethics is mostly conceptual and theoretical in 
nature. Most studies reviewed appear to be desktop studies, and not informed 
by empirical work. International scholars appear to be quite comfortable 
with testing hypotheses with empirical work. Most international authored 
publications capture the fi ndings after some form of quantitative or qualitative 
empirical work was completed. These fi ndings suggest a need for local scholars 
to include empirical work in their research design efforts. Such empirical work 
would entail inter alia refl ecting on the most appropriate research design, 
operationalising the ethics concepts used by scholars, collecting data with 
appropriate measurement instruments, and confi rming or rejecting untested 
assumptions on public service ethics.
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ABSTRACT

The aim of this article was to determine the role of a public utility in 
accelerating growth in a local municipality. The South African (SA) 
Constitution of 1996 places an obligation on the national government 
to take reasonable action to give effect to the general rights of the 
population. While national government is required to establish a 
framework to ensure the realisation of rights relating to access to 
water, local government has the responsibility to ensure the delivery of 
services such as water to their local population, commerce and industry. 
These services form the foundation for growth and development in 
municipalities. Most municipalities do not have suffi cient capacity 
to maintain their infrastructure, and cannot implement large scale 
infrastructure projects. The national government can accelerate growth 
by engaging a partner with more capability than local government e.g. a 
public utility to assist municipalities in water services provision, thereby 
creating social development as well as assisting national government 
to deliver on their developmental mandate. This research analyses this 
solution by researching the case of Umgeni Water as an implementing 
agent of the Mbizana Local Municipality and assessing the impact of 
water provision on development in that area.
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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

According to Grey and Sadoff (2006:5), water is one of the key drivers of social 
and economic growth for most forms of development. This research explains 
the roles of public water utilities in accelerating growth and development. It 
further focuses on the strategic role of Umgeni Water (UW) as an enabler for 
improved service delivery in the Mbizana Local Municipality (MLM), which 
contributed to an improvement in the quality of life in the local community.

South Africa has enabling legislation for water provision. The Constitution 
of South Africa of 1996, (hereafter referred to as the Constitution), binds all 
three spheres of government to realise the right of access to water (RSA 1996b). 
The Constitution does not provide the rights of individuals to access water, but 
rather places an obligation on the government to take reasonable action to give 
effect to the general rights of the population. While the national government 
is required to establish a framework to ensure the realisation of this right, 
local government has the responsibility to ensure the delivery of water to their 
communities. In the case of MLM, the government has a mammoth task of 
changing the face and outlook of the Eastern Cape Province (ECP). Although 
the South African government is making efforts to address the service delivery 
backlogs in many areas, such backlogs are severe and are a result of historical 
neglect, resulting in development being hampered in areas such as the ECP. 
Backlogs in one basic service area like water can have an interrelated effect 
on other services like sanitation, public health, food security, education and 
housing. When one service is lacking, there is a spin-off effect on other sectors 
which may spiral out of control. Water has to be the centre of planning in order 
to address areas of health, sanitation, agriculture, education, and housing.

The Statistics South Africa Community Survey: Basic Results Municipalities 
(2007:36) revealed that KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and ECP are the only two 
provinces where access to piped water is below the national average of eighty 
eight point six percent (88.6%). According to a February (2009:20) submission 
by the Centre of Applied Legal Studies (CALS), on Access to Water and 
Sanitation in South Africa, fi ndings were that MLM is the worst performing 
municipality in terms of service provision and addressing backlogs in South 
Africa, with a change of minus twelve point seven percent (-12.7%) refl ected 
in comparisons between the Census 2001 and the Community Survey 2007 
(Statistics South Africa 2010: 34–36).

The socio-economic conditions described in the South Africa Community 
Survey (2007:5–12), illustrate the urgent need for growth and development 
to take place in the MLM. The Mbizana Integrated Development Plan (IDP) 
(2008:33) states that the MLM’s unemployment rate, at seventy fi ve point 
four percent (75.4%), is not only the highest unemployment rate in the OR 
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Tambo District Municipality (ORTDM), of which MLM forms part, but is 
also the highest unemployment rate, both provincially and nationally (MLM 
2008:33). In 2011, the Alfred Nzo District Municipality (ANDM) expanded its 
municipal boundaries, with the inclusion of Mbizana and Ntabankulu Local 
Municipalities. Since the population is not economically active, there is concern 
regarding the number of people leaving the ECP. A mere two percent (2%) are 
employed in the construction sector, with no opportunities for employment in 
the public utility sector, due to no major infrastructure in this municipality. Poor 
infrastructure impacts negatively on the profi tability and viability of industries. 
Provision of roads, electricity and other specifi c infrastructure requirements are 
critical for the survival and growth of existing industries and the development of 
new ones. Public utilities play an important role in service provision due to the 
nature of services provided. Water, gas and electricity services have a vital role 
to play in the provision of basic services for the population, the growth of other 
economic sectors and in the development of society as a whole. According to 
the Department of Water Affairs (DWA), 2003, the water utilities created by 
the South African government make signifi cant contributions to the economy of 
South Africa, with the majority of them located within the major cities of each 
province. Water boards, as part of public water utilities, created and overseen 
by the DWA, play an important role in the entire water supply chain. A water 
board provides an important option for local authorities, alongside private 
entities, in providing sustainable water services (http://www.dwaf.gov.za). 
Whilst the national government is required to establish a framework to ensure 
the realisation of this right, local government has the responsibility to ensure the 
delivery of water to their communities. Water utilities operate dams, bulk water 
supply, infrastructure, some retail infrastructure and some wastewater systems. 
Some also provide technical assistance to municipalities. Through their role 
in the operation of dams, they also play an important role in water resources 
management.

Umgeni Water has entrenched within its strategy the developmental pillar to 
contribute to the national developmental agenda and reduce backlogs. To this 
end, UW has added a key performance indicator to continue to provide on-
going support to municipalities, in particular, as an implementing agent for the 
GMBWSS (Greater Mbizana Bulk Water Supply Scheme) as well as institutional 
support and development for water services in respect of the ORTDM. This 
target allows UW to contribute to the development agenda. To holistically 
address the water service backlogs in the country requires a coordinated and 
integrated approach. This is in the form of different water service provision 
models and institutional arrangements that allow water services backlogs to be 
fast-tracked. Whilst UW’s area of supply is within KwaZulu-Natal, its mandate 
also allows it to assist in other areas by special demand. Such a case existed in 
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the Eastern Cape Province. In 2007, the ORTDM approached UW and entered 
into a management contract arrangement to assist in identifying improvements 
in the bulk water supply system in its area of supply. According to the 2008/9 
Umgeni Water Annual Report, UW was appointed as the Implementing Agent 
for DWA to construct the GMBWSS, which was to be handed over in 2013 to 
the ANDM for operation and management. The benefi ciary of the scheme is the 
MLM (UW Annual Report 2009:12). To this end, UW added a key performance 
indicator to continue to provide on-going support to municipalities, in particular, 
as an implementing agent for the GMBWSS, as well as offering institutional 
support and development for water services in respect of the ORTDM.

A public utility is the ‘catalyst’ for growth and development. The government 
can accelerate growth by engaging a partner with more capability than local 
government e.g. a public utility. It should be noted that in order for the above 
model to work, the different spheres of government still have to play their roles 
according to legislation. Public water utilities should assist municipalities in 
water service provision, thereby creating social development as well as assisting 
government to deliver on their developmental mandate. It is with this rationale 
in mind that the researcher demonstrates the role of a public utility, in this case, 
UW, in accelerating growth, which was been done through assessing the impact 
of water provision on development in MLM. Assessing this growth will assist the 
researcher in ascertaining the role of public utilities in terms of socio-economic 
growth, including job creation, local economic development and capacity 
building, amongst others and answering the question “What are the impacts 
of the water services provision interventions by Umgeni Water on growth and 
development in Mbizana Local Municipality, Eastern Cape?”

This article is a case study to investigate the validity of aspects of the above 
ideas.

LITERATURE REVIEW

A number of studies, research papers, and discussions presented a solid 
foundation for the rationale for this research on the role of public utilities in 
accelerating growth. The review of literature provided a vast number of 
challenges faced by local government in water services provision. Literature 
by Koma (2010:116) presented the state of local government in South 
Africa, highlighting challenges and issues that needed national government 
interventions. Most of the research conducted presented the strong role of 
public utilities in accelerating growth and development, by partnering with a 
needy local municipality in terms of capacity building. Research on “Water is 
a Public Service” conducted by Hall (2000–2009) on, in particular, presented 
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a strong foundation for the dominance of the public sector and accelerating 
service delivery. The strengths and achievements of public utilities in literature 
presented by the Public Services International Research Unit (PSIRU) offered 
an argument for accelerated growth. After researching the various models for 
service delivery for South Africa, it has become evident that there is a range of 
frameworks to enable water services provision at the local level, either with one 
or a mixed method model of delivery. These frameworks address water services 
objectives and targets to be achieved, as well as fi nancial, planning, regulatory, 
institutional, monitoring, reporting and support issues.

Whilst there are many successful examples presented in the literature on 
partnerships in the public sector, exact fi gures and statistics are lacking in all 
literature in terms of growth. The Vulindlela Water Supply Scheme (VWSS) 
project which started in 1993, provides fi gures and amounts that can be used as 
a comparison for GMBWSS, as both of these schemes have similar objectives.

Why use Public Utilities in Service Provision?

At a 2006 seminar on ‘Reforming public utilities to meet the water and sanitation 
Millennium Development Goal’, organised by the World Development 
Movement and Water Aid, Antonio Miranda, a member of the UN Secretary 
General’s Advisory Board (UNSGAB) on Water and Sanitation stated “There is 
nothing that the private sector can do that the public sector cannot. The public 
sector can do everything that the private sector can do and more”.

Kumar (1994:33) states that an important feature of public utilities’ 
undertakings is that they are closely held by the government as they are 
generally state monopolies. Despite being organised as public corporations or 
autonomous companies, their autonomy and business freedom are subject to 
State policies and direction.

As already indicated, the DWA uses public utilities as “catalysts”. At a 
briefi ng session in Parliament held in March 2013, the then Acting Director 
General of DWA, stated that there is a goal to change the existing paradigm and 
role of water utilities in South Africa, in order for them to become more directly 
involved in assisting the Water Services Authority (WSA) and municipalities 
in service delivery objectives (DWA 2011). Water Boards are effectively an 
extension of the government and it is asserted that they need to play a more 
proactive role in assisting the government and the water sector.

Kane (2004:16) states that the public sector has both a strong interest and 
a legitimate role to play in developmental efforts. He states that government 
helps to foster and encourage development and growth through investments in 
public infrastructure, the provision of public goods and services, and targeted 
assistance to industries, businesses and workers.
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The Pinsent Masons Water Yearbook (2010–2011:41) statistics show 
that public utilities are responsible for most water and wastewater services 
worldwide, and in 2010 only about twelve percent(12%) of the world’s 
population had privatised water or sewer services (Pinsent Masons 2011:54).

According to Hall and Lobina (2006:3), a study showed that ninety percent 
(90%) of the largest cities (with a population over 1 million) world-wide, were 
served by a public sector operator in mid-2006.

Strengths and Achievements of Public Utilities

Extensive research has been conducted by two of the leading proponents 
of public utilities; the Public Services International Research Unit (PSIRU) 
and Transnational Institute (TNI). These institutions list the strengths and 
achievements of public utilities as:

 ● training and developing human resources;
 ● technical support on a wide range of issues;
 ● improving effi ciency and building institutional capacity;
 ● fi nancing water services;
 ● improving participation;
 ● autonomy; and
 ● cost effectiveness

(PSIRU 2012 :2–18).

These strengths place the public utility at the forefront not only of improving 
the infrastructure, but usually also allow for the aim to train and develop human 
resources, offer technical support, improve effi ciency and build institutional 
capacity. According to Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), public utility 
services need to contribute to the long-term economic development of the 
region and to the well-being of its people. It further notes a few policy issues 
that sum up the role of Public Utilities as follows, to:

 ● ensure long-term sustainability of the services;
 ● achieve economic effi ciency;
 ● safeguard quality;
 ● promote accessibility; and
 ● meet wider national objectives

(IADB 1996).

One of the roles of public utilities is to deliver infrastructure and services in line 
with the national government’s objectives or on behalf of the government. An 
argument put forward by Cheru (2010:3) is that investment in infrastructure has a 
central role in the development agenda and is critical for supporting growth and 
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poverty reduction. As a consequence of this under-investment in infrastructure, 
most countries face the challenge of bridging huge infrastructure gaps that 
threaten growth and the achievement of social and other broader development 
goals. A thematic paper jointly prepared by the African Union Commission and 
New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) Agency (2011:3) supports 
this argument by saying that the utmost importance is accorded to infrastructure 
as the foundation for growth and development. The role of infrastructure 
development in economic growth has been well documented in the literature. 
Infrastructure development is an enabler of socio-economic development; it 
provides a framework for the governance of infrastructure development and 
illustrates that a renewed focus is being placed on infrastructure development. 
Advancing infrastructure is vital for promoting growth and for furthering the 
goals and objectives of regional integration.

Strengths and Achievements of Water Boards

Umgeni Water’s ‘Accelerated Growth Model’ in its simplest form is a model that 
shows that infrastructure can be provided to households to improve their quality 
of life and productivity. Infrastructure is also provided for improved productivity 
in business, as well as the development of new businesses. Both of these types of 

Figure 1: Umgeni Water Accelerated Growth Model (UWAGM)

(Source: Umgeni Water, 2013
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provisions are through National, Provincial and Local government interventions, 
in line with mandates and objectives by the government. This model argues that 
growth will take place through the organisations’ own business activities and is 
referred to as organic growth (see Figure 1).

The model further provides that the government can accelerate growth by 
engaging a partner with more capability than local government e.g. a public 
utility. According to Harpe (2011:18), the government has major support and 
national leadership roles to play in order to ensure a strong and collaborative 
sector. The UWAGM shows that with the introduction of a public utility into 
the equation, growth will take place at a much faster pace, meaning that a 
public utility is the ‘catalyst’ for growth and development. It should be noted 
that in order for the above model to work effectively, the different spheres 
of government still have to play their roles according to legislation. A review 
of literature on Umgeni Water and its role in previous partnerships whereby 
accelerated growth took place, presented the researcher with a working 
example of how a Public Utility can bring about accelerated growth.

Whilst there are many successful examples presented in the literature on 
partnerships in the public sector, exact fi gures and statistics are lacking in all 
literature, in terms of growth. The UWAGM and the implementation of the 
VWSS provide fi gures and amounts that can be used as a comparison to the 
MLM, as both these schemes have similar objectives. The Vulindlela Water 
Supply Scheme (VWSS) was a water service provision project to build, operate, 
maintain and transfer to the Msunduzi Municipality by Umgeni Water in July 
2013. This project had the similar goals and objectives as the project in the 
Mbizana area, it was this intention that the researcher used the model to prove 
that growth can be achieved in the Mbizana area due the intervention of 
construction of the GMBWSS.

METHOD

The researcher applied a methodological triangulation of qualitative and 
quantitative methods for analysing the impact of water service provision in 
the MLM. By using the mixed method design enabled the researcher to give 
meaning to the justifi ed claims that are made on the role of public water 
utilities in accelerating growth in MLM. This method, using statistics and survey 
results, does not provide the human motivation behind certain preferences and 
behaviours. It provides depth to the ‘facts and fi gures’ and, with reference to 
this research, can provide ideas for future directions as regards water services 
provision and the role of water utilities in accelerating growth and development 
(Creswell 2003:209–210). The research strategy in this research was a ‘case 
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study’ on the role of public utilities, in this case, UW, in accelerating growth in 
MLM. The use of exploratory methods was employed to assess the impact of the 
water provision by UW on growth and development in MLM. Furthermore, the 
researcher describes the nature of water service delivery backlogs, as these exist 
in MLM at the time of the research, and explores the cause/s of particular water 
related challenges, as well as the possible solutions by service delivery models.

Various methods were used to collect data for this research. Literature review 
on the MLM, stakeholder engagement meetings minutes, IDP, Community 
Surveys carried out by Statistics South Africa, Annual Reports, data from UW, 
all formed part of the collection of data.

Population and samples

According to the 2010 IDP for ORTDM, MLM is made up of 25 wards and 
is one of the local municipalities under ORTDM. In 2011 ANDM expanded 
its municipal boundaries, with the inclusion of Mbizana and Ntabankulu Local 
Municipalities. It is made up of the main town of Mbizana and surrounding 
villages. It covers an area of approximately 2 806 km². Mbizana, the political 
and administrative municipal seat, is located along the R61 road, 55 km north 
of the Umtamvuna River and bordered on the north by Umzimvubu and 
Ntabankulu Municipalities (ORTDM 2012)

Sample size
The sample was divided into 3 groups in order to increase the view and 
perspective of the research. A suitable sample of 20 respondents was chosen 
from each group, with 60 respondents in total. It was anticipated that an 
optimal and fair spread of data would have been collected as a result of the 
questionnaires being administered to representatives of different stratifi cation 
groups including political, Executive and Operational Leadership Umgeni 
Water Project Management Team and Strategic Staff of Umgeni Water; General 
Workers, Local Suppliers.

Sampling Methods

The researcher used purposive sampling. This is used primarily when there are 
a limited number of people that have expertise in the area being researched. 
In this research, certain subjects were deliberately selected for inclusion in the 
research; therefore purposive/non-probability sampling techniques were used. 
Purposive sampling techniques involve selecting certain units or cases ‘‘based 
on a specifi c purpose rather than randomly’’ (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2003:713). 
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The researcher opted for this method as the variation in data collection methods 
leads to greater validity.

Using the mixed method design provides depth to the ‘facts and fi gures’ and, 
with reference to this research, can provide ideas for future directions in regard 
to water services provision and the role of water utilities in accelerating growth 
and development.

DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS

Focus group discussions/interviews, stakeholder engagement meetings, 
literature review on existing topics, as well as questionnaires were used. Since 
the research was a case study, existing data obtained from UW also formed an 
important part of the research. This research was divided into two phases:

Phase 1
Qualitative methods were used to explore the legislative framework governing 
the provision of water in South Africa that enables Public Utilities to entrench 
their role in development. Statistics South Africa’s General Household Survey 
(2010:28) provided the baseline information for the current status of backlogs, 
whilst the MLM IDP (2008–2012) and the Eastern Cape Socio Economic 
Consultative Council (2009) statistics on MLM provided the basis for information 
on the unemployment rate, current employment rate by sector and social 
economic data, to extract the rate of unemployment.

According to Babbie and Mouton (2001:292), the three most common 
qualitative methods are participant observation, in-depth interviews, and 
focus group discussions Due to their experience and subject knowledge of 
the GMBWSS, focus group discussions were conducted with various project 
managers and staff, including the Executive Committee members of UW. The 
discussions carried out with the project stakeholders were helpful in refi ning the 
research objectives and in analysing the quantitative data that were collected 
through survey research. Four structured engagements with MLM and ANDM 
were conducted. All four stakeholder engagements were representative of the 
population of MLM and the wider ANDM community. In these stakeholder 
engagements, specifi c questions were asked and minutes provided supporting 
information on job creation and backlog reduction fi gures, new connections, 
and skills transferred.

Service delivery and water service provision vehicles and mechanisms was 
researched. In doing so, the researcher explored how UW has entrenched 
targets within its strategy to contribute to the national developmental agenda 
by reducing backlogs. The history of water services provision of the Eastern 
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Cape and the overview of the water provision backlogs in MLM assisted the 
researcher to gain an understanding of the number of connections and number 
of people that would be served with this new pipeline in MLM. In the literature 
review, the researcher looked at service delivery and water service provision 
vehicles and mechanisms in particular. The data from Statistics South Africa’s 
Community Survey (2007:33–34) on service delivery backlogs was used as the 
primary data, and the municipal profi le on MLM. Existing data on the project 
within UW was used. The advantage of this process was that since it is a case 
study on UW, the in house project managers assisted with the distribution, 
translation and collection of the surveys to offi cials, labourers and communities. 
UW’s project offi ce provided minutes and information relating to the project. 
This included minutes of all Project Steering Committee meetings, progress 
reports from contracts, environmental reports and institutional and social 
development matters.

The qualitative data (QUAL) was analysed for key themes and this extract 
was used and constantly compared to quantitative (QUAN) perspectives. In 
sequential methods, QUALQUAN sampling is the most common technique 
encountered in mixed sequential models studies (Kemper 2003:284).

The national government institutions have a major role to play in shaping 
the economic destiny of South Africa. State institutions are also expected to 
implement government initiatives like broad based economic empowerment, 
employment equity, poverty alleviation, and promotion of employment. The 
provision of social services (education, health, housing, water and sanitation) to 
the historically-disadvantaged sections of the population is deemed to be a high 
priority in South Africa.

Phase 2
After analysing the research area, the researcher used a questionnaire with 
closed questions as the instrument to gather data on the impact that UW has 
made on the MLM. The questionnaire was based on the qualitative data in 
Phase 1 information to fi nd convergence. According to Schuerman (1983:151), a 
closed question is one that has pre-coded answers.

Measurement scale

The researcher used Emory and Cooper’s (1995:180–181), fi ve point Likert 
Scale as a measure to assess the perceptions, attitudes and levels of satisfaction 
regarding the water service provision by UW, in terms of development. The 
scale measures the respondent’s degree of agreement or disagreement a 
particular statement and thus with other respondents, thus providing the ability 
to derive an aggregate score when all the answers are combined.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The response rate to the questionnaire and fi ndings are discussed below.

Response rate

According to Babbie and Mouton (2001:256), a response rate of fi fty percent 
(50%) is adequate for analysis and reporting. It can be deduced that eighty 
three percent (83%) presents a very good response for the analysis of the 
questionnaire for this research.

Findings

The project records and Project Steering Committee meetings and the Statistics 
South Africa Community Survey (2007:33–34) provided the information and 
statistics for the analysis which follows.

 ● It was evident that there is a huge water service backlog in the MLM from the 
literature survey of Phase 1 analysis. The existing infrastructure is dilapidated. 
There is a need to upgrade the existing “dam”, pumping infrastructure, water 
treatment plant, weir, reservoirs and gravity main in order to reduce the 
backlogs. It was further noted that there is no tap water in the MLM and 
water is sourced from springs, rivers, and streams and stored in boreholes. 
The ORTDM has a water backlog of forty seven percent (47%) of households 
with no water and nine percent (9%) of households having access to water 
below RDP standards. Out of the 48 408 households in the MLM, 43 083 
of these, which represents eighty nine percent (89%) of the households, 
have no water provision. MLM is amongst the municipalities with the highest 
water backlogs in terms of households with no water services. According to 
Statistics South Africa (2007), four point fi ve percent (4.5%) of households 
have access to water from taps, approximately three point two percent 
(3.2%) of people get water from rain tanks and eighty nine percent (89%) 
of households obtain water from the rivers. This eighty nine percent (89%) 
translates into 217 villages which have no access to tap water, in comparison 
to approximately 27 villages which have access to water from taps.

 ● The reticulation infrastructure, as an asset, has exceeded its useful life 
span. As a result there are leaks on pipes and breaks that are causing losses 
amounting to about forty percent (40%) of the water that is supplied from the 
Nomlacu Water Treatment Plant. The weir does not have adequate capacity 
for the water treatment plant and the consequences are regular supply 
interruptions and failures. The existing “dam”, pumping infrastructure, water 
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treatment plant, weir and reservoirs and gravity main need to be upgraded 
and operational capacity needs to be improved in order to reduce backlogs.

 ● Ninety percent (90%) of the responses received from Phase 2 of the research 
confi rmed that water is received from streams, with one hundred percent 
(100%) agreeing that the current infrastructure in the MLM is dilapidated 
and needs upgrading. It was also deduced from the research that the MLM 
does not have the capacity to implement water infrastructure and a partner is 
needed to assist with the provision of this infrastructure. Although there was 
a sixty fi ve percent (65%) positive response rate, thirty fi ve percent (35%) 
felt the MLM was capable of providing water. The UW Accelerated Growth 
Model shows that infrastructure can be provided through National, Provincial 
and Local government interventions in line with mandates and objectives set 
by the national government. However, this model argues that growth will 
take place through the organisation’s own business activities, referred to as 
‘organic growth’. The model further provides that the national government 
can accelerate growth by engaging a partner with more capability than local 
government e.g. a public utility. Growth will take place at a much faster pace, 
meaning that the public utility is the ‘catalyst’ for growth and development.

 ● Whilst many agreed that Umgeni Water is a capable partner to implement 
water services provision in the MLM, thirty fi ve percent (35%) were 
undecided. It should, however, be noted that at the time of research, the 
MLM did not fall under UW’s jurisdiction. In October 2013, the DWA 
announced an extension to UW’s boundaries to include the ANDM, which 
incorporates the MLM. Since 2013, UW has offi cial jurisdiction over that 
area. The undecided sample may represent a sample of people who did 
not understand the “legitimacy” of UW as a water board in the area. There 
is also a perception that UW is an entity concerned only with KwaZulu-
Natal, because of its headquarters and “ownership”, which may impact on 
respondents not being able to see the relevance of the value which can be 
added.

 ● Water service provision is the responsibility of the ANDM. The estimated 
backlog for water service delivery is 45 652 households with no access to tap 
water representing ninety four percent (94%), with six percent (6%) having 
access to tap water (Umgeni Water 2011:15). Through the GMBWSS by UW, 
a supply of 20 Ml/day of potable water has ultimately been made available 
to a population of 266,000 people (approximately 44 500 households), 
allowing for an increase in the average consumption per capita from 25 l/c/d 
to 75 l/c/d over a 30-year time horizon. The targeted categories of consumers 
to be supplied with potable water are domestic water users throughout the 
MLM, and commercial and light industrial users and institutional users, 
mainly within the town of MLM.
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 ● Although there are currently 227 schools in 217 villages in the MLM (MLM 
IDP, 2012:108), the fi rst phase of the GMBWSS is targeting about 25 schools 
for provision of water, whilst most of the larger villages will benefi t in the 
next phases of the project.

 ● According to the MLM IDP (2012:121), agriculture and tourism are the 
primary active sectors in the local economy. The development of an 
agricultural development plan is critical, to ensure integrated and effective 
coordination of agricultural development aligned with the Department of 
Rural Development and Agrarian Reform. Water service provision is crucial 
for tourism and agriculture in this area in order to drive the local economy. 
Primary health care clinics have no water except for rain water tanks. 
Hospitals depend on water service provision.

 ● According to the literature review on the MLM IDP (2012–2014), another 
key socio-economic challenge of the MLM population is signifi cantly low 
income levels. The response from the questions confi rmed that jobs have 
been and will be created through the GMBWSS project. The GMBWSS 
has created 779 decent jobs to date. This is based on 1 decent job = 100 
person days according to the Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) 
defi nition. This target is aligned to the government’s mandate of job creation 
and contributes positively to the Ministerial targets of the DWA.

 ● All one hundred percent (100%) of the respondents agreed that the water 
services provision project has improved local economic development by 
using local suppliers in the provision of services.

 ● The GMBWSS project has empowered local companies to provide the 
following services, therefore developing the local economy:

 ● security services,
 ● fuel/diesel purchases,
 ● hardware/building supplies,
 ● food supplies,
 ● portable toilet hire,
 ● accommodation for site staff,
 ● kombi’s to take construction staff home on paid long-weekends and
 ● hire of local backhoes and tip-trucks, as required by contractors.

 ● According to the literature review, high unemployment and poverty levels 
in the district result in low affordability levels which manifest in low levels 
of investment, development and service delivery and underutilisation of 
development opportunities (MLM IDP:2009:38). The rural nature of the 
area limits commercial and business development. Business activities in rural 
areas are confi ned to rural supply stores and general dealers (consumptive 
business). A substantial portion of the District’s money is not being reinvested 
into the Eastern Cape Province. The District has a limited and almost non-
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existent industrial economy and a high dependency upon primary economic 
activities. Eighty seven percent (87%) of the workers reinvested their 
money in the MLM local shops and services, thus creating local economic 
development.

 ● Better water service provision to the MLM will attract more investment to 
the area. The research revealed that there is no employment in the public 
utility sector and only two percent (2%) in the construction sector. With 
the construction of all the schemes components, viz. the raw water supply 
system, the upgrade and extension of the Nomlacu Water Treatment Plant, 
and the bulk treatment water supply system, employment has been created 
in the public utility sector as well as the construction sector.

 ● Ownership of all the assets included in the bulk water supply system is 
vested in the DWA, and will be transferred to the ANDM, in its capacity 
as the WSA, upon commissioning of the works. ANDM has indicated its 
intention to operate and maintain the bulk water supply system. UW, as 
Implementing Agent, is responsible for the commissioning of the new works. 
It should be noted that the new plant is technologically advanced compared 
to the two old plants and training of operators has already taken place.

 ● Further skills development training was provided for 30 local people in 
the MLM at the end of March 2013. Job creation is a requirement by the 
national government in projects of this nature. The labourers are receiving 
“in-service” training by the contractors in terms of health and safety, pipe 
laying, bedding and backfi lling.

 ● Many institutional, social and development (ISD) issues raised during project 
implementation were addressed in 2012 by the ISD facilitator. Pipeline and 
reservoir access routes, private property access, public road crossings, Eskom 
power supply connections, re-location of graves, safety awareness training, 
crop compensation and mining rights for rock and clay for the construction 
of the dam are included in these activities. Some of the ISD issues included:

 ● Over recent years, a considerable number of people have migrated to the 
villages in close proximity to the urban centre in search of a better quality of 
life. Eighty seven percent (87%) of respondents came from the local area; it 
is important to get the community involved so that the ownership of these 
assets are fully realised.

 ● The literature survey conducted during this research revealed that a fi gure 
of 123 jobs were given to adult men, 21 which were given to adult women, 
93 were offered to male youth and a further 19 female youths also received 
job opportunities. There is an EPWP target that should contribute to the 
Ministerial targets on job creation and employment equity.
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 ● The majority of respondents believed that a public utility like Umgeni Water 
can bring about growth and development in the MLM and will improve the 
quality of their lives.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The researcher considered a similar model that created a successful bulk water 
supply scheme known as the VWSS. It was built and funded adequately from 
central to local government, including a contribution from UW. UW was the 
implementing agent of this scheme on behalf of the DWA. This scheme was 
completed and handed over to Msunduzi Local Municipality in July 2013. The 
water services provision model used in the VWSS was the Build, Operate and 
Transfer (BOT) model. The water services models usually determine the success 
or failure of the scheme. The model at VWSS was such that UW raised some 
loans as part of the delivery of the scheme. UW also used its own resources 
to operate and maintain the scheme. UW owned the scheme before it was 
transferred to Msunduzi Local Municipality. This is slightly different from the 
BOT model. In this model, the implementing agent does not use its capital 
resources and the operation and maintenance is borne by the owner. The 
GMBWSS scheme can either be transferred immediately to the WSA, ANDM, 
after commissioning or otherwise, use the BOT model.

There is another emergent model whereby the bulk component of the 
scheme can be transferred directly to a water board. This model is being 
debated by Parliament as there is a realisation that most WSA’s cannot handle 
the bulk component of schemes, especially when it comes to the development 
of water resources. They usually also do not carry out suffi cient maintenance 
due to the unavailability of skills and fi nancial resources. Poor operations and 
maintenance, in turn, undermines the long term effectiveness or effi ciency of 
the scheme.

It is, therefore, important to have compared an existing successful scheme 
and the MLM scheme. This assisted in determining the most effective and 
effi cient model at the end of commissioning.

The Comparison table (Table 1) below shows the information gathered 
from the interviews with the project managers, documentation prepared by 
consultants and the EXCO members of UW. This table demonstrates that the 
model used for both schemes were similar and that, thus far, the GMBWSS is 
contributing to development.

The development experienced in VWSS from < 1Ml/day of potable water to 
the current 35Ml/day of potable water is commendable. MLM can/will follow 
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Table 1: Comparison table

Vulindlela Water Supply Scheme Greater Mbizana Regional 
Bulk Water Supply Scheme

UW role Implementing 
agent for DWA UW role Implementing 

agent for DWA

Model Build Operate and Transfer Model Build Operate and Transfer

Population 260 000 people Population 266 000 people

Start of Project < 1Ml/day of 
potable water Start of Project 2Ml/day of potable water

Current Supply 35 Ml/day of potable water Current Supply 2 Ml/day of potable water

Future Supply 50 Ml/day of potable water Future Supply 20 Ml/day of potable water

Job Creation 1206 decent jobs and 
50 permanent jobs Job Creation 779 decent jobs

Wages Paid R50 million paid in wages Wages Paid R14.5 million paid 
in wages 

Training Training cost during project
R10m Training

Skills development 
training to 30 local 
people–R50 000
5 operators trained at 
laboratories at R250 000

Local Suppliers R30m spent on 
local suppliers Local Suppliers

R6, 2 million spent on 
local suppliers (MLM) 
for the procurement of 
goods and services

Schools/Clinic/ 
Hospitals 
benefi tted 
from project

62 Schools
7 Clinics

Schools/
Clinics/ 
Hospitals to 
benefi t from 
project

25 schools, 2 hospitals
18 clinics, 227 schools 
in area but phase 1 
targeting 25 schools

Completion 
date Handed over July 2013 Completion 

date

To be completed and 
transferred to ANDM in 
2014. Another model can 
be used depending on 
fi nal negotiations at the 
end of commissioning.
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the same developmental pattern as the VWSS, provided that the following 
happens:

 ● A similar operation and management approach to that used in VWSS is 
implemented; and

 ● the water service provider develops adequate capacity for operations and 
maintenance, especially the reticulation component (the bulk component 
can always be given to a water board).

An evaluation of the success of the VWSS in previous research, as cited in the 
literature review, stated that the VWSS could act as a possible prototype model 
for similar projects with similar objectives in that:

 ● The Scheme improved the quality of life for many in a short period of time;
 ● the Scheme has provided a high quality of water and a reliable water service 

to the Vulindlela Community;
 ● the partnership between the community, government institutions and 

Umgeni Water was very successful; and
 ● water laid a foundation for growth and development.

The VWSS was a success due to the partnership between the community, 
government institutions and UW. In terms of the model for Vulindlela, water laid a 
foundation for growth and development. The GMBWSS has indeed brought about 
growth and development in a short space of time. The role of public utilities, like 
UW, in accelerating growth and development is evident in this research.

CONCLUSION

Umgeni Water has been an enabler to municipalities, not only in improving 
service delivery but by creating jobs, providing skills and training opportunities, 
local economic development and improving the quality of life for local 
communities. The objective of addressing water service backlogs in the country 
requires a coordinated and integrated approach. This coordinated, integrated 
approach is in the form of different water service provision models and 
institutional arrangements that allow water services backlogs to be fast-tracked. 
Whilst UW’s area of supply is within KwaZulu-Natal, its mandate allows it to 
assist in other areas, provided it does not affect the viability of UW negatively. 
Such a case exists in the Eastern Cape, and MLM is an example of a successful 
case. Water is one of the key drivers of social and economic development in 
any community. The role of UW is yet again emphasised in terms of accelerating 
development. UW is a key player in this regard because of its expertise in bulk 
water provision and in operations and maintenance of large bulk water schemes.
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Since the beginning of construction, an amount of R62 million has been 
spent at the businesses of local suppliers (MLM) for the procurement of diesel, 
toilet hire, hardware, transport, accommodation and security services. The 
schools and hospitals benefi tting from this scheme will have a direct impact 
on the improved health and welfare of the community. Water service provision 
is crucial for tourism and agriculture in this area in order to drive the local 
economy development.

Most of the respondents were male and job creation statistics also show 
that more male jobs were created. More jobs need to be targeted at women. 
Unemployment is an important indicator of economic development. The decent 
jobs created and skills which have been transferred will empower communities 
and their newly acquired trades or skills will support their livelihoods in the 
future. The GMBWSS project has contributed towards four point six percent 
(4.6%) of employment.

Approximately R14.5 million has been paid in salaries and wages, thus 
creating local economic development. Better water service provision will attract 
more commercial and industrial investment into the area.

In conclusion, the majority of the respondents believe that a Public Utility like 
UW can bring about growth and development in the MLM and will improve the 
quality of their lives. All of the research objectives have been met and validated 
by the respondents. The analysis and interpretation of results indicate that a 
Public Utility like UW has and will continue to bring about accelerated growth 
in the country.

Areas for Further Research

Although this research project has identifi ed the impact of development in MLM, 
Eastern Cape, due to UW’s intervention, it is only for phase 1 of the project 
which is the GMBWSS; it is therefore recommended that a follow-up study be 
undertaken to measure the entire impact of the research once the project is fully 
completed. It would also be recommended to assess the sustainability of these 
projects once they are handed over, in terms of operation and maintenance.
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INTRODUCTION

The citizens of a country are vital for the existence and functioning of a democratic 
government. For instance, the citizens vote for a government and also pay taxes to 
ensure the effi cient, effective and economical provision of services and the overall 
functioning of the government. Imagine what would happen if the majority of the 
citizens of a country decided not to participate in the affairs of the government – 
for instance, if a large percentage of the population decided to abstain from voting 
or from paying their taxes – this would lead to the collapse of the government and 
maybe the abolishment of democratic principles.

ABSTRACT

Civic apathy is an important universal issue which has to be addressed by 
every democratic government. Civic apathy is the reluctance of people 
to participate in the governance processes of their municipal, provincial 
or national government due to a variety of factors such as ignorance, 
lack of resources, fear, governance complexity, and lack of confi dence 
in the government or bureaucracy. A lack of empathy and participation 
in the governance processes in a society contributes to civic apathy 
as people do not see the importance of becoming involved in the 
governance processes of their municipalities, cities or even the country as 
a whole and this situation poses a threat to democracy. This article adds 
to the conceptual basis of the discipline by focusing on the conceptual 
clarifi cation of the nature of civic apathy, in order to explore the various 
problems and consequences associated with civic apathy. Lastly, possible 
solutions to the problem of civic apathy are recommended in this article 
because this is vital for most African democratic countries.

A Conceptual Analysis of Civic 
Apathy in Democratic Governance

S E A Mavee
Department of Public Management and Governance

University of Johannesburg
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Giddens (1986:7) states that real democracy exists “where the citizens are 
regularly informed of the activities of the State, and the latter in turn is aware of 
the sentiments and wishes of all sectors of the population”. “Public participation 
can provide the mechanism by which citizens can communicate their interests, 
preferences and needs, putting pressure on government to respond to these” (Burde 
2004:3). Public participation in the political process, their ability to infl uence the 
formulation and implementation of decisions and policies, responsiveness to the 
needs and demands of the population, accountability and transparency of the 
government in its dealings are indicators of the quality of democracy.

Besides voting, which is the common form of public participation, the 
government should create other forms of public participation and involvement 
in the political process – such participation depends on the rights enshrined in 
the Constitution, organisation process, mobilisation and advocacy of civil and 
political society.

Despite the fact that citizen participation and involvement is important and 
crucial to sustain democracy, the right to participate is not exercised by all 
who have it. The number of non-participants may vary with time, place and 
circumstances, and also with the type of participatory method being used. It 
is sometimes diffi cult to explain why people are not participating or becoming 
involved in government matters/activities. This lack of participation is called 
civic apathy/political apathy. For this reason, this article focuses on civic apathy 
by providing a conceptual analysis of the nature of civic apathy, with the 
purpose to explore the various problems and consequences associated with it 
and identify possible solutions to the problem as this is vital for most African 
democratic countries.

OVERVIEW OF CIVIC APATHY

The South African Pocket Oxford English Dictionary (1994) defi nes “civic” in 
two forms. Firstly, “civic” means of ‘citizens or citizenship’ and secondly it 
means a ‘non-offi cial body’ (i.e. civic associations) acting to redress grievances 
and achieve reform in local government, including municipal and township 
affairs (South African Pocket Oxford English Dictionary 1994). On the other 
hand, “apathy” is a general term that refers to a lack of interest or indifference to 
a specifi c issue (South African Pocket Oxford English Dictionary 1994).

There are many forms of apathy, such as voter apathy, political apathy, 
economic apathy, media apathy, civic apathy, etc. Thus, civic apathy refers to 
citizens’ apathy or the apathy of civil society organisations acting on behalf of 
certain groups of people or a community. It is the indifference of the citizens to 
the political activities of their community or country.
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This indifference can be manifested during elections, imbizos, public 
hearings, public opinions, civic responsibilities such as payment of taxes, etc. 
Mason, Nelson and Szlarski (1991:205) argue that “political apathy is the lack 
of psychological involvement in public affairs, emotional detachment from 
civic obligations, and abstention from political activity”. “When people cease 
to care about political life, withdraw from obligations to civil society, and 
perform entirely minimal or routine acts–or none at all–in political institutions 
or organisations, it is a sign of apathy” (Mason, Nelson and Szlarski 1991:205). 
Many people do not see the importance of becoming involved in the governance 
process of their municipalities, provinces or even the country as a whole and 
this situation poses a threat to democracy.

There are many reasons why citizens are apathetic. People may feel that 
there is no point in getting involved in how their ward, municipality, province or 
country is run. People may also blame the government for doing nothing about 
crime and simply being unresponsive to their needs, poor service delivery, 
corruption, injustice and addressing unemployment in the country. Therefore, 
they resort to apathy because they feel they are powerless to address issues that 
are supposed to be dealt with by the government.

It can also be argued that apathy is a consequence of ignorance–for 
instance if a municipal government does not make an effort to communicate 
effectively with its community about public meetings taking place, then the 
community will not be aware of the existence of this public participation 
platform. Another factor is that countries have their own ways of dealing with 
and addressing citizens problems, needs and demands: some countries allow 
citizens to participate in the policy-making, provision of services and decision-
making processes (democratic regimes) and some countries do not allow public 
participation thus causing civic apathy (authoritarian regimes).

Countries end up driving their citizens to be apathetic through their harsh 
and unchallenged policies, bureaucracy and political systems (Mokgwatsana 
2000). “Most African countries have a one party state form of government. 
The leaders (Presidents) hold power for decades without being challenged or 
removed–e.g. Angola. In some instances people are not allowed to participate 
in the political system or decision-making processes, except to vote for the 
ruling party if elections are held” (Mokgwatsana 2000; Uwizeyimana 2012). 
Therefore, it is possible to be interested in politics but remain passive because 
no appropriate mode of activity is presently at hand (United Nations 2011). 
Also, people may be interested in politics but withdraw from it because they 
perceive politicians to be insincere, corrupt or even incompetent. Others fear 
harassment, intimidation or even violence.

According to the United Nations (2011) in most African countries the level 
of interest in the political system and government activities may be infl uenced 
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negatively because of factors such as: “violation of basic human rights; 
continuous in-fi ght between political parties and their opposition; struggle 
for freedom and democracy; struggle for power and positions; autocratic 
government rule; absolute poverty and unemployment; lack of resources and 
infrastructure; serving of self-interests by politicians and government offi cials”. 
Social and economic conditions also drive citizens to become apathetic or to 
be politically active. For instance, social and economic factors such as level of 
education, language fl uency, wealth and occupation will impact on people’s 
perceptions of the importance to participate in public affairs. People who have 
acquired a formal education have a tendency to participate more due to the fact 
that they better understand the impact of their actions.

DIFFERENT LEVELS OF CIVIC APATHY

There are various levels or types of apathy which have to be taken into account in 
order to allow public offi cials to choose the correct methods to resolve the problem 
whenever they are confronted with it. De Luca (1995:192) uses the matrix illustrated 
in Table 1 to distinguish between the types or levels of apathy he perceives:

 ● ‘A1’ represents a person responsible for their own apathy, someone able to 
break free of it.

 ● ‘A2’ is the opposite; someone who is not responsible for their own apathy, 
with no ability to break free. Whether this is a result of demand or supply 
factors or, perhaps even a psychological element, is unclear.

De Luca attempts to distinguish between the two, describing fi rstly ‘A1’ as the 
result of political causes, i.e. the supply factors, calling such a state ‘political 
subordination or objective political alienation’ (De Luca 1995:192). ‘A2NP’ on 
the other hand relates more to demand side factors, those factors such as political 
psychology or persistent familiar behaviours which prevent the individual from 
acting but cannot reasonably be judged to be the fault of either the individual 
or the political system (De Luca 1995:192). ‘A2F’ represents the person who is 
not responsible for their own apathy, but is likely to have the support, personal 
or political, to break free. In light of such support, if apathy is to persist we 
might claim that the individual really should be ‘A1’; i.e. that if they can break 
free from apathy, and they do not, then they are freely apathetic. Similarly, if 
the person who was once responsible for their own apathy represented by the 
‘A1U’ bracket, but does not have access to the support to bring them out of such 
apathy, it is not clear whether they should transfer into the A2 or A2NP bracket; 
i.e. that their apathy is no longer their fault nor something they can escape from 
(De Luca 1995:192).
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Table 1: The faces of apathy

1st Face Responsible 2nd Face Not Responsible

Able to break free Free political apathy – personal A1 Free political subordination A2F

Unable to break free Unfree political apathy 
– personal A1U

Unfree political subordination or 
objective political alienation – A2 
or Unfree political subordination 
or alienation – non-political A2NP

Source: De Luca (1995)

De Luca’s apathy matrix is useful in helping one think about the different types 
of nonparticipation, breaking down the reasoning behind each face of apathy, 
and considering whether these can be overcome or not, thus making it a useful 
tool in considering how to go about conceptualising apathy.

Thompson (2013:5) builds on De Luca’s matrix to distinguish the types of 
apathy by using a Political Activity Spectrum. Thompson (2013:5) argues that 
the structuring and theorising of concepts is clearly a complex effort and one 
to which great attention must be given; it is not merely a case of providing 
a defi nition but also establishing what is important about it and the elements 
that constitute it (Goertz 2006:27). Goertz (2006:30) gives a comprehensive 
account of what steps a good concept builder should follow. He describes how 
one must, at the basic level ‘explicitly analyse the negative pole’ and theorise 
the continuum that exists between the positive and negative poles. In the case 
of apathy then, apathy (perhaps counter intuitively) is the ‘positive pole’ which 
in itself should be defi ned, but so too should its opposite, full participation, 
the ‘negative pole’ and the continuum that exists between it should build 
upon the way in which De Luca (1995) makes distinctions between apathy, 
nonparticipation and participation. For the above reason, Thompson (2013:6) 
depicts what she calls the Political Activity Spectrum, Figure 1.

Source: Thompson (2013:6)

Figure 1: The Political Activity Spectrum
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According to Thompson (2013:6) what distinguishes the two poles from each 
other is acting versus not acting. If an individual has chosen not to act, then 
clearly there is the potential for them to act should the appropriate conditions 
prevail. Indeed the active individuals may also be split into two camps; those 
who act because they want to act, for any particular reason, versus those who 
feel compelled to act either out of a sense of duty or a lack of contentment with 
the status quo (Thompson 2013:7).

Thus, it follows that “the inactive: apathetic citizen, as the point of interest 
represents the positive pole, with the active: engaged citizen representing its 
polar opposite, with the Inactive: latent citizen and Active: critical citizen acting 
as the structural, ‘grey area’ that separates them. The Political Activity Spectrum 
can be viewed as a continuum on which every individual fi ts somewhere 
along the line” (Thompson 2013:7). They may move along the line at various 
points, however along this continuum people will fi nd themselves in any one of 
these four categories (Thompson 2013:7). The purpose of the Political Activity 
Spectrum is to be able to place individuals within one of these groups, to 
determine what their level of activity might be, and if this is seen as problematic 
– as in the case of the inactive, or those who have the tendency to be inactive 
(Thompson 2013:7).

Connelly (2001:158) uses a four-fold classifi cation of different kinds of 
attitude or feelings towards politics. The categories are: apathy, antipathy, 
empathy and sympathy – these feelings are likely to overlap both in intensity 
and extension (Connelly 2001:158). Apathy implies absence, with a concern 
and feelings towards the political system and political alternatives. Antipathy is 
a feeling of dislike or hostility towards those who do politics or the possibility 
of politics itself; in general it is a general disillusion with the current system. 
Empathy implies understanding of politics and the established forms of 
political participation – it signifi es an acceptance of the importance of political 
arrangements and the willingness to see value and purpose in it. It is not 
apathetic and inactive nonetheless, it can be relatively passive but it is not 
actively opposed to politics. Lastly, sympathy implies active engagement with 
politics either within the present system or with supplementary forms of political 
activity (Connelly 2001:160). Each category will have a different relationship 
with political engagement or disengagement.

Variations of apathetic orientation factors

Gilmour and Lamb (1975) identifi ed four variants of apathetic orientations 
which are as follows:

 ● The “Indifferent”–These are people who, because they are disillusioned with 
contemporary politics do not participate (Gilmour and Lamb 1975:18).
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 ● The “Withdrawn”–These are persons who are extremely “alienated” from 
politics and do not take part in what they believe is a hopelessly spoiled 
political system.

 ● The “Disgruntled” – these are people who are either severely disillusioned 
with or even outright “alienated” (Gilmour and Lamb 1975:18). In some 
ways this variant of apathy is the most interesting of all, although politically 
indifferent, they tend to engage in political participation, usually to transmit 
their irritability. When given a chance these people vote, usually against 
incumbents. They are the “agile” or “crank” voters. This point is worth 
remembering because some people who show low interest may still vote, 
either out of a sense of duty or more likely, to get even.

 ● The “Contenteds” – These people are both disinterested and inactive because 
they are basically satisfi ed with things as they are (Gilmour and Lamb 1975).

Gilmour and Lamb’s approach to the analysis of apathy is important because 
it points indirectly to some of the factors social scientists have alleged to be 
responsible for political indifference. One of the most interesting factors that 
infl uences apathy is that, some people are apathetic because they view political 
involvement as threatening. Politics, after all often involves confl ict and many 
people view such confl ict as potentially detrimental to business interests, 
friendships, and even, on occasion, family relationships. People usually get 
involved in situations where there is a possibility of a successful payoff to their 
involvement. When the likely results of engagement are seen as dismal at 
best, it is small wonder that people lose interest (Gilmour and Lamb 1975:18). 
However, Verba and Nie (1972) in their classic study of participation in the 
United States of America concluded that, “…as communities become less well 
defi ned, participation aimed at infl uencing social issues declines”.

CAUSES OF CIVIC APATHY

There are many reasons why citizens and communities are apathetic. It should 
be acknowledged that people are not similar. One person’s interests may not 
necessarily be another person’s interests; and one may argue that political 
involvement benefi ts society, but the next person might think otherwise. It can 
be argued that, one of the reasons that leads to citizens’ apathy is the lack of 
interaction between government representatives and the public. If there is no 
interaction, then it is likely that there will be no active communication between 
the government and the governed.

To ensure strong public participation, citizens need to comprehend and be 
aware of the different methods available for participation and see the need 
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to exercise their right to participate in political activities. They need to feel 
assertive and know where and how to participate – proper communication 
should be fostered between government and the community. Public institutions 
should be ready and knowledgeable to enable public participation. Proper 
training programmes have to be put in place to assist public offi cials in the 
implementation of participatory measures.

It is common that people tend to react to issues that directly affect them. 
For instance, personal income, the availability of potable water, availability of 
transport as well as transport prices directly affects the daily lives of people. If 
issues do not have a direct impact on them, the public tends to act differently or 
avoid the issues completely. The point stressed here is that, before many people 
act or respond to a problem they fi rst seek direct and immediate benefi ts.

The lack of confi dence of the government towards citizens may also be 
another reason why people become apathetic. It is vital that the government does 
take into consideration the views of the citizens who will be affected by certain 
decisions and not attack or disregard their ideas rendering them unrealistic 
and not useable. Some people blame crime, poverty and unemployment for 
apathy. Also, people may be interested in politics but abstain from acts such 
as voting because they perceive politicians to be insincere, corrupt or even 
incompetent–meaning that people have also lost confi dence in the government. 
“Some persons may dearly wish to take part in politics, for example, by voting, 
but avoid doing so because they fear harassment, intimidation, or even outright 
violence. For public participation to be successful, it is important that the masses 
must have the will to improve” (Leach 2000:81).

According to Babooa (2008) no strategy can succeed if people do not have 
the inspiration to tackle a problem. Hence, members of the public must be 
passionate about improving their living conditions. This desire must be very 
strong so that members of the public become aware of the need to improve 
(Babooa 2008). Here, the leadership role also becomes vital as leaders should 
have the capacity to infl uence people towards the achievement of a goal.

Babooa (2008) also believes that it is important for members of the public 
to know that their inputs are being received and used. Once members of the 
public have identifi ed their needs, this information should be passed on for 
feedback to the relevant agents (Babooa 2008). The agents must give feedback 
to the public so that they know that their inputs are regarded as valuable and 
are being used (Leach 2000:91). Thus, the citizens will feel that they are being 
empowered and also that their voices are actually fostering change in the fi nal 
decisions of the government which has the responsibility to serve them. This 
sense of empowerment will also build public trust which is in many instances 
destroyed due to a variety of factors such as corruption, maladministration and 
bad governance as already mentioned in the previous paragraph.
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Sometimes “public institutions resist change, and communication blocks 
within public institutions can prevent them from making timely responses to 
the needs of members of the public. The established routines and institutional 
systems of many bodies seek to promote the ‘status quo’” (Babooa 2008). 
Institutional structures which support sustainability and therefore public 
participation are a threat to ‘command and control’ style management systems 
(Leach 2000:41). Hence, public managers who have risen to power in this 
style of structure frequently resist the transition to alternative structures which 
embrace public participation. Public involvement may result in an increased 
level of confl ict (Leach 2000:58).

According to Babooa (2008) “becoming involved in a consultative process 
where the decision has already been made or where the possible outcomes 
are not made clear at the outset can lead to a great deal of frustration. Anger 
may follow when the input of the public is ignored. Confl ict can also occur 
between professionals”. One source of such disagreements could evolve from 
the different emphases of the scientifi c peer reviews process which is well 
established and is essential to assess the technical information provided to 
policy makers (Leach 2000:80). Thus, confl ict will affect the effectiveness of the 
public participation initiative. Therefore, it is vital to create public participation 
methods which will be effi cient and effective in order to avoid frustration for 
both the citizens and the public offi cial who will be involved in the whole 
public participation process.

CONSEQUENCES OF CIVIC APATHY

Most democratic countries’ Constitutions make provision for constitutional and 
political rights which support grassroots democracy and encourage citizens’ 
participation, thereby fostering openness and transparency in all spheres 
of government (Babooa 2008). This is done to ensure that every citizen is 
afforded an opportunity to contribute to and infl uence the policy and decision-
making processes which will in turn affect his/her life. However, there is the 
inescapable consequence of citizen apathy, despite the provision made by 
the different Constitutions (Babooa 2008). People disregard their participation 
in the democratic processes of their countries, which could lead to the total 
collapse of democracy and all of its principles.

“Public accountability means that public offi cials have to pursue objectives 
determined not by themselves, but by the people–it means that public offi cials 
should be able to explain and answer for all of their actions which will have 
either positive or negative impacts in the lives of the people that they are 
supposed to serve. Thus, the citizens have a crucial role to play in fostering 
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accountability. The citizens thus have an overseeing role to play to ensure that 
the public offi cials obey with the obligation that was granted to them by the 
people” (Babooa 2008). Civic apathy will disrupt the democratic principle of 
public accountability as citizens will be reluctant to hold offi cials and politicians 
accountable for their actions. This can contribute to high levels of corruption, 
maladministration and poor service delivery.

Without public access to, and active involvement in government, it cannot 
be claimed that a country is democratic. For a country to be democratic, it 
does not necessarily mean that a government should have been democratically 
elected, but it does mean that a government should be accessible, transparent 
and accountable. Citizens need to participate in the political activities of their 
countries in order to prevent the government from becoming authoritarian and 
jeopardising good governance as a whole. Without citizens’ participation, it is 
implied that public offi cials and politicians will take advantage of apathy and do 
what they wish.

Moreover, according to Clapper (1996:35) “there will be no checks and 
balances built into the governmental and administrative systems so that the 
various constitutional principles are seen to be upheld”. Clapper (1996:35) 
also argues that “when citizens neglect to participate in the affairs of the local 
government; they simply allow the municipal offi cials and public representatives 
to set their own agendas. The administrators and rulers may regard this as an 
open invitation to act on their own initiative, sometimes irresponsibly”. In order 
for democracy to be effective, public participation should be encouraged in 
all spheres of government to limit uncontrolled power. In the end every citizen 
is indirectly responsible for the manner in which a country is run as all the 
decisions taken will affect them in one way or another. Without strong public 
participation, good governance and administration will be hampered and public 
offi cials and politicians may be tempted to follow their own interests instead of 
public interests (Clapper 1996).

Hillard and Binza (1997:15) pointed out the following as shortcomings of 
direct participatory democracy:

 ● “It is time consuming, costly and slow;
 ● It may not always work well in a pluralistic society if too many people want 

to have their say;
 ● It could evoke a negative reaction (apathy) in citizens who regard participation 

as waste of time and energy, because they think that their inputs may be 
ignored by the policy makers; and

 ● Citizens’ apathy of any sort could be compounded if inhabitants are 
habitually misled by policy makers who promise one thing but deliver 
another or entirely neglect to deliver basic services or fail to fulfi ll their 
promises” (Hillard and Binza 1997:16).
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Despite these shortcomings, Hillard and Binza (1997:16) also believe that public 
participation in governance and administration of a country is indispensable (if 
the nation is to function effectively) for the following reasons:

 ● “It prevents the abuse and/or misuse of administrative authority
 ● and political power;
 ● It stops the government dominating its subjects;
 ● It allows a diversity of viewpoints to be aired;
 ● It permits citizens to challenge, refute or oppose unsubstantial claims made 

by particular parties or groups;
 ● It serves as a check on the activities of the administrators and politicians;
 ● It helps ordinary citizens to grasp the nuts and bolts of government and 

administration;
 ● It generates a sense of civic pride when citizens eventually see that their 

inputs have been implemented; and
 ● It creates a sense of ownership when citizens are afforded the opportunity to 

have their say” (Hillard and Binza 1997:16).

Usually, people develop a sense of empowerment and purpose when they are 
allowed to make a contribution to civic affairs in their communities. In other 
words, public participation is crucial not only to promote but also to sustain 
democratic principles and citizen empowerment and development. Moreover, 
the role of the citizens is to ensure that democratic values and principles are 
attained and preserved by the government. Citizens act as keepers or guardians 
of democratic principles. It is the responsibility of citizens to challenge the 
actions and decisions of public offi cials and politicians, in order to see whether 
the government is really fostering the general welfare of the citizens by ensuring 
the delivery of good quality services. Thus, ensuring that public money is used 
effi ciently, effectively, economically and ethically by the public offi cials and 
politicians.

RESOLVING CIVIC APATHY

From the above discussion, it can be seen that civic apathy has various 
consequences. These consequences may infl uence the way in which the 
government works; the services it provides and the democratic foundations of 
the country as a whole. Therefore, it is vital that the issue of civic apathy is 
addressed by using different mechanisms. The mechanisms developed have to 
be in line with the root causes of civic apathy.

Education and training are crucial for empowering citizens to effectively 
participate in governance, especially in communities that have experienced 
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signifi cant political change and must quickly learn how to fi nd and examine 
timely political issues. One way to increase awareness and to empower citizens 
to have a voice is through increased access to technology and in particular 
social media (e.g. twitter and facebook) as this will open spaces for debate and 
dialogue and improves transparency within the structure of the government. 
Persons (1990) pointed out that there is considerable evidence to suggest that 
efforts to increase public participation are not effective in many countries.

Persons (1990) says that some efforts appear to be ineffective because of 
poor planning or execution by the different public institutions. “Other efforts 
may not work because administrative systems that are based upon expertise 
and professionalism leave little room for participatory processes” (Fisher 1993). 
The fi ndings of research done by King, Feltey and O’Neill in 1998 indicated 
that “effective, or authentic, public participation implies more than simply 
fi nding the right tools and techniques for increasing public involvement in 
public decisions. Authentic public participation, that is, participation that works 
for all parties and stimulates interest and investment in both administrators 
and citizens, requires rethinking the underlying roles of, and relationships 
between, administrators and citizens”. In an attempt to fi nd a way to overcome 
the problems of traditional models of public administration, some researchers 
call for shifts in the governance process. Stivers (1990:247) calls these changed 
relationships ‘active accountability’:

“Administrative legitimacy requires active accountability to citizens, from 
whom the ends of government derive. Accountability, in turn, requires a 
shared framework for the interpretation of basic values, one that must be 
developed jointly by bureaucrats and citizens in real world situations, rather 
than assumed. the legitimate administrative state in other words, is one 
inhabited by active citizens”.

Effective public participation should be a continuous involvement in 
administrative processes with the potential for all involved to have an effect on 
the situation of governance. In order to resolve civic apathy, public participation 
should be an ongoing process, active involvement, not a once-off deal–it needs 
to go out and reach out to every part of a community in all of its phases. The 
bottom line is that people need to know that their inputs are important and will 
be considered when making important decisions concerning their communities.

One could also agree that one of the keys for effective participation and 
the eradication of civic apathy is for decision-makers to be interested; to really 
listen to the people’s needs. Roberts (1997:136) asserted that a critical step to 
maintaining people’s trust is to demonstrate to them that they are being heard, 
and that their ideas are shaping whatever is developed by the local authority. To 
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achieve all of this, according to Roberts (1997:136), citizens and public offi cials 
“need to have a partnership”. That is, authentic participating means that the 
public is part of the deliberation process, from issue framing to decision-making 
(Roberts 1997:136).

Roberts (1997:136) adds that if an administrator or ward councillor, goes to a 
community with a totally pre-set agenda, it does not work. Bringing people into 
a process too late does not work either. The idea is that citizens should be given 
the opportunity, prior to the decision being made, to provide input. This means 
that citizens must have enough time to understand that information. “It cannot 
be emphasised enough that addressing the limitations of current participatory 
efforts requires that–public offi cials become “interpretative mediators”. 
They must move beyond the technical issue at hand by involving citizens in 
“dialectical exchange”, and by engaging with citizens in discourse, rather than 
simply obtaining citizens’ input. Then, the public offi cial becomes a cooperative 
participant, assisting citizens in examining their interests, working together 
with them to arrive at decisions, and engaging them in open and authentic 
deliberation” (Fisher 1993:183).

In order to achieve real democracy proper and signifi cant participation 
is vital. According to New Straits Times (2000), research by Bhavani Krishna 
Lyer showed that the desire for participation is strong, and local residents or 
participants recognise its importance; but that there are barriers to effective 
public participation. Three categories of barriers were identifi ed in the analysis: 
the nature of life in contemporary society, administrative processes, and current 
practices and techniques of participation (New Straits Times, February 2000). 
The barriers stemming from the practical realities of daily life concern the 
social class of citizens and include factors such as lack of transportation, time 
constraints, family structure and economic disadvantages. The fi ndings in the 
Kettering Foundation report (1989:35) indicated that some people expressed a 
desire to participate more fully in their communities and in the activities of local 
government, but that the demands of day-to-day life got in the way.

The second barrier consists of diffi culties in government administrative 
processes. While most people defi ne citizen participation as desirable, any 
participation seen as challenging the administrative status quo is blocked by the 
very public offi cials who desire more participatory processes. This suggests that 
citizens might hear about these issues if they read newspapers or if someone in 
their community is suffi ciently on top of matters enough to know what is going 
on but if this is not the case, citizens may regard public offi cials and municipal 
councillors as adversaries.

Accessibility is another important issue. Many agree that people, who have 
been historically excluded from processes of decision-making and have scarce 
resources, need to be increasingly included in these processes. In other words, 
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in order to have true public participation, those who have some authority have to 
be more active in bringing people who have perceived themselves as excluded, 
into the process. According to Plummer (1999) in order to build capacity for 
community participation and resolve the problem of civic apathy, it is necessary 
for local authorities to enhance their understanding of what participation is and 
what it involves.

Plummer (1999:25) further argues that it is essential that local authorities 
develop a more detailed understanding of the livelihoods of the poor, the 
characteristics of poverty and the needs perceived by the poor themselves. This 
will be informed by a greater knowledge of the dynamics and social relations 
within poor communities and households and the identifi cation of factors 
that affect the capacity of men and women to participate. In other words it is 
essential that local authorities develop a more informal understanding of the 
objectives of participation, the potential of community participation (when 
participation can take place, in what form, at what stage of the service delivery 
process) and what makes participation more sustainable.

It should also be acknowledged that one of the reasons for lack of interest 
and participation in many areas is that inhabitants are impoverished; hence they 
cannot afford to effectively take part in the structures of governance. It is argued 
by Plummer (1999:28) that broader multi-sectoral poverty reduction initiatives 
which integrate education, health, income generation and/or community 
development together with environmental improvements shift the focus to the 
people and that such efforts have led the way to greater empowerment through 
delivery processes. Collecting information from an impoverished community 
can increase understanding and builds community confi dence and capacity.

Public participation can also be unaffordable. Plummer (1999) argues that 
employment status may also signifi cantly infl uence the amount of time the 
poor, in particular, are willing to spend participating in government activities 
and projects. It is believed that men and women are less likely to be able 
and/or interested in giving time to participatory processes if they are in low 
wage employment with long working hours. Their work commitment may also 
mean that they can only attend meetings at certain times. Therefore, specifi c 
mechanisms need to be developed to suit the employment profi le of these 
people and to secure as much public participation as possible.

CONCLUSION

Citizens in any country should understand that without taking any initiatives 
to get actively involved in matters of government, proper governance may not 
be achieved or maintained when there is a lack of accountability by those 
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who are in power, to the people they serve. Thus abuse of power may occur, 
if there is no active and effective participation to ensure that there is proper 
accountability. There are many reasons why people become apathetic towards 
political issues, thus it is vital for the government to fi nd out what these reasons 
are and try to resolve them. Education and literacy levels are vital elements 
affecting people’s willingness and ability to participate and infl uencing the 
degree and form of participation adopted. Thus, the government should play 
a leading role in improving education and literacy levels, especially of poor 
people, to increase public participation and foster empowerment. In Plato’s 
Republic he stressed the importance of political education for achieving a just 
society. Public participation builds social trust and empathy for the welfare of 
others in the community and strengthens the relationship between government 
and civil society.
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ABSTRACT

Through the renewed interest in good governance the development agenda 
is shifting focus in a country’s development processes by drawing attention 
to fundamental questions like appropriate governance structures, values and 
overall direction of the society. The scholarly discourse on local governance 
in developing countries is full of examples of ineffective administrations 
with an inward focus. Hence developmental local governments should 
have appropriate structures, values and strategic direction that refl ect more 
on an outward community focus.
 The purpose of this article is to provide a discussion of the complexities 
of governance in South African local government, in particular, to assess 
the signifi cance of the independence that municipalities have in the three 
spheres of government and the intergovernmental relations system. The 
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996 stipulates that each 
sphere is distinctive, interrelated and interdependent, meaning that the 
functioning and execution of constitutional duties by the local government 
sphere should not be interfered with by the other spheres. Firstly, the article 
highlights the signifi cance of the existence of a local government sphere in 
a democratic environment. The discourse on local democracy in Africa, 
also takes into account the phenomenon of traditional leadership that is 
constitutionally recognised in South Africa and the role and functioning of 
traditional leaders in democratic government. The article also emphasises 
the fl aws that exist in the intergovernmental relations framework, which 
impacts negatively on the progress of municipalities. Furthermore, 
challenges facing the local government sphere will be discussed and 
suggestions for the improvement of municipalities will be made.

Developmental Local 
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Progress in South Africa
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INTRODUCTION

Since democratisation in 1994 the South African government has taken great strides 
in ensuring development and the promotion of economic growth through legislation 
and specifi c regulations targeted at improving the general wellbeing of its citizens, 
especially the poor. However, with such progress, it is becoming increasingly 
challenging for the government to accelerate development owing to the diffi culties 
associated with corruption, mismanagement and maladministration amongst others. 
The system of local government in South Africa is relatively new and thus it aims 
at addressing the developmental dilemmas created by former Apartheid rule. 
South Africa is a unitary state, with some federal elements of self-governance in 
municipalities and provincial government, for instance municipalities and provinces 
have their own limited autonomy as per the Constitution of the Republic of South 
Africa of 1996. The Constitution serves as a supreme law of the country and any other 
legislation, policies or conduct that are not consistent with it become null and void.

Local government in South Africa is inundated with a variety of challenges 
including the inability to facilitate and enhance development in the communities 
under which the municipalities serve. The current structure of the local government 
system is relatively new and it was preceded by the pre-interim phases of local 
governance in 1993 and 1995 respectively until it came into existence in the year 
2000, after the local government elections. Municipalities in South Africa play a 
crucial role in propelling the agenda of development of the national government and 
ensuring the deepening of the democratic culture within municipalities. The South 
African population is signifi cantly unequal with the Gini co-effi cient – the disparity 
between the rich and the poor–that has rapidly grown since South Africa gained its 
democracy. The essence of the existence of the local sphere of government is to 
ensure easy delivery of services and to further promote the general well-being of the 
people living within the jurisdiction of a particular state.

This article provides a broad, contextual overview of the signifi cance of 
developmental, democratic local governance. The content of this article provides 
an overview of the essential nature of the distinctness and independence of local 
government with specifi c reference to core traditional leadership and intergovernmental 
challenges of local government. This includes the legislative framework since 1994 
and beyond. It furthermore intends to provide certain suggestions for improvement in 
municipalities to deal with core development and local governance challenges.

BACKGROUND OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA

According to Stytler and De Visser (2007:1–3) South African local government 
is perceived as an integral part of the constitutional system of decentralised 
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government ushered in after the fi rst democratic elections in 1994. This comes 
as an attempt to reverse the imprint created on South African human settlements 
and municipal institutions by the Apartheid regime and to further encourage 
development and transformation in a democratic setting. The Republic of South 
Africa is a sovereign and democratic state, which refl ects the strong elements of a 
unitary state and is constituted by three spheres of government, namely the local, 
provincial and national spheres. According to Section 40 of the Constitution of the 
Republic of South Africa, 1996, the three spheres of government exist distinctively, 
interdependently and they are interrelated. This means that all the spheres of 
government are encouraged to support one another and create an environment 
through which each sphere can individually regulate itself and exist within its own 
right (independently).

Historically, municipal boundaries in South Africa were structured in 
accordance with the racial demographics of the population of a particular 
jurisdiction. For instance, in terms of the Group Areas Act of 1959 (which is now 
repealed), a specifi c racial group was not allowed to reside in an area designated 
for people of a different race. However, since democratisation in South Africa in 
1994, much has changed. Since 1994 municipalities have been structured to be 
people-centred, accountable and democratic, with the goal of providing services 
to communities in a sustainable manner. Through evolution the transformative 
agenda that is advocated by the Constitution of 1996, provides for three categories 
of municipalities. As directed by the Constitution, the Local Government: 
Municipal Structures Act 117 of 1998 contains criteria for determining when an 
area must have a category-A municipality (metropolitan municipalities) and 
when municipalities fall into category-B (local municipalities) or C (district 
municipalities). The Act also determines that category-A municipalities can only 
be established in metropolitan areas. Metropolitan areas are therefore a cluster of 
towns amalgamated into one large metropolitan government.

Primarily, the role and functions of municipal governance are to create an 
environment for effi cient and effective delivery of services to communities within 
a specifi c jurisdiction. In South Africa, municipalities play an important role in 
delivering basic services including: potable water, sanitation, sustainable electricity 
provision and waste removal.

Existence of a local government sphere in a democratic state

The notion of democracy is a problematic one on many counts, as a result of 
different interpretations of the concept. It could be argued that democracy 
means different things to different people in different environments. Originally, 
the concept was derived from the Greek words demos meaning the people and 
kratos meaning rule (Heywood 2007:72). A combination of the two words demos-
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kratos will thus, loosely translate to rule by the people. In many instances the 
concept is construed to mean effectively anything that is associated with holding 
regular elections, and stable governments. In particular, with regards to Africa, the 
concept of democracy is associated with regular elections, which are often marred 
by political violence and a set of liberties which are mostly limited. However the 
needs of the communities should be acknowledged and taken into consideration 
when municipalities plan and execute the delivery of services. Various mechanisms 
exist in South Africa to deal with the promotion of local democracy.

The Constitution of 1996 mandates the local government sphere to ensure an 
inclusive approach when budgetary and planning processes are undertaken in 
municipalities. Thus, the need for an Integrated Development Plan (IDP), which 
is a fi ve-year municipal strategic vision aimed at addressing the challenges 
which involve developing sustainable settlements which meet the needs of 
the people and aims at improving the quality of life of especially the indigent 
communities (White Paper on Local Government of 1998:27). Through this 
planning process the municipality is able to establish a developmental plan 
for the short, medium and long term. However, for this planning process to 
effectively bear results, it is important for municipalities to ensure openness, 
transparency and accountability and also commit to consulting and negotiating 
with the communities in good faith. As a result of the process itself, local 
democracy becomes nourished and this is promoted by the idea of community 
participation in municipal affairs.

Democracy in local government is imperative as the local sphere provides 
for an environment that enables interaction between the government and the 
people. Thornhill (1995) argues that local government is at the coal-face of 
service delivery. Meaning that, through this structure, the government is able 
to easily interact with and provide services to its citizens. Section 152(1) of the 
Constitution of 1996, states that the objectives of local government are to:

 ● provide democratic and accountable government for local communities;
 ● ensure the provision of services to communities in a sustainable manner;
 ● promote social and economic development;
 ● promote a safe and healthy environment; and
 ● encourage the involvement of communities and community organisations in 

matters of importance to local government.

However, for each of these objectives to be achieved, it is important that 
the municipalities receive the necessary support and cooperation from the 
communities they serve. Municipalities can be utilised as effective means 
through which democracy in local government is deepened. In a recent study 
conducted by the Human Sciences Research Council in 2013 (in SA Local 
Government Research Centre 2014:5–6) to determine the perception of the 
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importance of local government held by the South African population, it was 
found that 34% of the surveyed individuals trust the local government sphere 
(SA Local Government Research Centre 2014:5–6). This low rate could be 
attributed to various factors, including perceived wide-spread corruption, 
nepotism and maladministration, which lead to the non-delivery of services in 
various municipalities. Olowu (2012:604) argues that members of the public 
often fi nd it diffi cult to obtain specifi c services from the local authorities without 
fi rst paying the offi cials responsible for the service a bribe. In particular, the 
local government sphere tends to be more susceptible to irregularity because of 
the weak institutional mechanisms at its disposal.

Local governments in most African countries are confronted with the unique 
challenge to integrate the traditional authority systems with the contemporary 
political setup. Historically, the traditional leaders served as the governors of 
their communities with authority ranging from social welfare to judicial functions 
(Tshehla 2005:15). Bekink (2006:196) asserts that traditional leadership is an 
institution that has developed over many years in Africa. Furthermore, the 
social organisation was centrally established around the many tribal regimes 
that operated within particular areas of jurisdiction. As a result, each tribe had 
its own traditional leader, who would be vested with the highest authority 
within his (mostly were males as a result of the patriarchy system) jurisdiction 
(Bekink 2006:196). With the infl uence of colonialism, the traditional authority 
system was weakened (Bekink 2006:196). In the case of South Africa, it then 
became apparent that the emergence of the Apartheid regime ensured that the 
traditional leaders were provided with the powers and roles recognised by the 
regime and this further strengthened the division of the people in accordance 
with their tribal groups.

In a traditional authority setting, it becomes diffi cult if ever possible to 
maintain democracy, if the notion of regular elections is classifi ed as a salient 
feature in democracy. Just like monarchs, the leaders of the traditional authority 
are not elected but appointed based on the heir within a particular tribe. 
However, Bekink (2006:197) states that “the African rulers governed by popular 
mandate and mostly made decisions after consultation with the advisers”. In 
other words the notion that they were not democratically appointed or elected 
does not make them despise democratic processes. The integration of the 
traditional authority with the modern government system is a challenge. This 
occurs because of the different value systems espoused by the two institutions. 
The role of the traditional leadership institution in local government in 
South Africa is determined by Section 212 of the Constitution, 1996, which 
emphasises the need for a specifi c legislation to regulate such an institution. This 
is challenging as traditional authority in local government is not responsible for 
any specifi c function, but generally for customary matters in local government.
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According to Section 81 of the Municipal Structures Act of 1998, traditional 
leaders are afforded the opportunity to address the municipal council on 
a specifi c matter that concerns their area within the municipal jurisdiction. 
Furthermore, Stytler and De Visser (2007:3–22) argue that the legislation makes 
provision for the recognised traditional leaders to be afforded an ex offi cio status 
when participating in municipal councils. However, this tends to be awkward 
as mostly the traditional authority will delay a municipal activity in their area. 
This is as a result of the expectation by the traditional authority that prior to the 
implementation of any programme in an area falling within their jurisdiction, 
the traditional leaders should fi rst approve it. Thus, this situation has given rise 
to confl ict in terms of the demarcation of the roles of traditional leaders and 
municipalities in respect to development within communities.

Independence of municipalities in South Africa

In the South African system of cooperative governance, the local sphere 
of government is interdependent with the provincial and national spheres. 
National government, for example, is responsible to establish a broad national 
framework for development, including policies and sectoral programmes (Van 
der Waldt 2015:20). Provincial government, in turn, facilitates, monitors and 
guides the implementation of sectoral programmes, such as water provision. 
Provincial government is also responsible for municipal oversight and support 
and may intervene in the affairs of a particular municipality if it cannot 
adhere to its constitutional mandate or cannot or does not fulfi l an executive 
obligation in terms of legislation (Van der Waldt 2015:20). Local government 
operationalises national and provincial initiatives in conjunction with various 
non-governmental agencies and the private sector. Since local government is 
the closest to the people and interacts on a daily basis with clients (community), 
specifi c emphasis is generally placed on its developmental service delivery role 
(Van der Waldt 2015:20).

The system of cooperative governance furthermore facilitates the integration 
and alignment of development endeavours on all three spheres. On the national 
sphere the Government’s Programme of Action, the State of the Nation Address, 
and the National Plan: Vision 2030 establish an overarching framework for the 
development of provincial Growth and Development Strategies and sectoral 
plans (Van der Waldt 2015:20). Municipalities, in turn, are responsible to align 
their integrated development plans with provincial growth and development 
plans. Various mechanisms to facilitate intergovernmental relations furthermore 
guide these interfaces (Van der Waldt 2015:20).

The Constitution of 1996 provides the role and functions of municipalities 
(Chapter 7 of the Constitution of 1996). In South Africa, it becomes diffi cult to 
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determine the extent to which the operational functioning of the municipalities 
allows for them to be completely independent. This is as a result of the 
cooperative government arrangement within which the local, provincial and 
national spheres fi nd themselves. Within this arrangement, the local government 
sphere is identifi ed as an institution that exists in its own right and not just a 
mere function of the national and provincial governments (White Paper on 
Local Government of 1998:x). Importantly, the independence of municipalities 
to operate as structures existing on their own is compromised by the privilege 
that the national government enjoys, of collecting national revenue annually 
and distributing it to the other spheres in terms of the Division of Revenue Act 5 
of 2015. The complete independence of municipalities is limited in terms of the 
Constitution which states that municipalities have the right to administer their 
own affairs subject to national and provincial legislation.

Developmental local government in South Africa

A developmental state can broadly be defi ned as a state that has economic 
development as the top priority of government policy and seeks to design policies 
and institutions to promote this broad objective (Van der Waldt 2015:18). Thus, 
it is a state that evinces a clear commitment to a national development agenda, 
has solid capacity and reach, seeks to provide growth, aims at poverty reduction 
and the provision of public services objectives (Van der Waldt 2015:18). A 
developmental state generally attempts to deploy its administrative and political 
resources for economic development. This means that the state must have the 
capacity to control its territory and possess core capacities enabling it to design 
and deliver policy objectives (Van der Waldt 2015:18).

Developmental local government is defi ned as a local government that 
is committed to working with citizens and groups within the community 
to fi nd sustainable ways to meet their social, economic and material needs 
and improve the quality of their lives (White Paper on Local Government of 
1998:17). Subban and Theron (2011:98) highlight the importance of deepening 
the local democratic culture, where development and participation would be 
seen as intertwined concepts.

The Least-Developed Countries Report (LDCR 2009 in Van der Waldt 
2015:23) states that the purpose of developmental local governance is to 
solve common national development problems, to create new development 
opportunities and to achieve common national development goals. This should 
be done through local stakeholder involvement and community participation 
that fosters the principles of local democracy (Van der Waldt 2015:16). 
Developmental local governance, or local governance for development, is 
about creating a better future for communities through the promotion of local 
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socio-economic development programmes and projects. It also requires strong 
and capable institutions, systems, strategies, policies, processes, and procedures 
to promote grassroots development (Van der Waldt 2015:16).

The White Paper on Local Government of 1998 notes the following 
characteristics as those of a developmental local government:

 ● maximising social development and economic growth;
 ● integrating and coordinating development planning;
 ● promoting democratic development; and
 ● building social capital at the local level to enable local solutions to development 

challenges.

It is evident that the existence of a municipality should be development 
oriented. This is necessary because municipalities are the basic units of the local 
government sphere and should propel the agenda of ensuring the general well-
being of its inhabitants. In as much as municipalities differ in their composition 
and functioning, it is important that they achieve the mandate prescribed by 
the Constitution and other applicable legislation at all times. As a result of 
the lack of a common institutional framework applied in municipalities, some 
municipalities often fi nd that they are faced with unintended malpractices, 
which have the potential to render the municipality’s service delivery machinery 
ineffective.

Globally, countries realise that local government, as the sphere closest to 
the people, needs to transform itself in line with the development agenda of 
the State. This led to the notion of developmental local government. According 
to Van der Waldt (2015:15) “On its most fundamental level, the role of local 
government in society in general and in development in particular can be 
categorised as follows:

 ● Allocative e.g. resources, maximise effi ciency, service delivery
 ● Distributive e.g. equity, social security, services
 ● Regulatory e.g. enforce law, protection, justice
 ● Stabilisation e.g. fi scal, monetary and economic policies to pursue objectives 

for control of infl ation, unemployment”(Van der Waldt 2015:15).

LEGISLATIVE IMPERATIVES 1994–2015

For one to properly understand the development and public service delivery 
taking place in municipalities, it would be important to have an extensive 
understanding of the legislation that shapes the local government sphere. Since 
1994, signifi cant changes have been made in South Africa, through among 
others, enforcing legislation that ensured that development was fast-tracked. 
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According to Madumo (2012:41) not only legislation played an important role 
towards ensuring effective municipalities, but the developmental policies that 
the government advocated also made a meaningful contribution. Legislation 
includes: The Development Facilitation Act 67 of 1995, the Local Government: 
Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000, the Municipal Structures Act of 1998, 
the National Environmental Act 107 of 1998 and the Municipal Finance 
Management Act 56 of 2003, the Traditional Leadership and Governance 
Framework Amendment Act 41 of 2003 and the Intergovernmental Relations 
Framework Act 13 of 2005.

Developmental policies include the National Spatial Development 
Perspective (NSDP), the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) 
of 1994, the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) strategy of 1996, 
the White Paper on Local Government of 1998, the Integrated Sustainable 
Rural Development Strategy (ISRDS) of 2000, the Accelerated Shared Growth 
Initiative of South Africa (AsgiSA) of 2005, the New Growth Path (NGP) of 2010 
and the National Planning Commission: Vision 2030.

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996, serves as a 
mechanism that is utilised to transform the South African society. Firstly it 
states in its founding provisions that “the Constitution is the supreme law of the 
Republic; law or conduct inconsistent with it is invalid, and obligations imposed 
by it must be fulfi lled”. This (Section 2) emphasises the signifi cance and the 
supremacy of the Constitution, 1996, as it serves as a guideline that regulates 
the functions that institutional structures of the State perform. Secondly, the 
Constitution, 1996, emphatically establishes local government as a separate 
and distinct sphere of government, mandated to deliver services through the 
support of the provincial and national spheres, as outlined in Section 40(1). 
The emphasis on the structured support provided by the provincial government 
to municipalities in case of incapacity is promulgated by Section 139 of the 
Constitution of 1996. Lastly, in promoting democracy, Section 152, of the 
Constitution of 1996, addresses the objectives of local government addressed 
above, as a requirement for local development.

Municipalities are encouraged to promote local democracy by developing 
strategies and mechanisms that continually engage with citizens across 
all the social formations (Putu 2006: 16). The Municipal Structures Act of 
1998 provides for the appropriate division as well as devolution of power, 
as regulated by the functioning of the appropriate category of municipality 
in ensuring a proper governing structure, which culminates in the election 
of municipal councils. Signifi cantly the legislation enables a municipality 
to establish ward committees to enhance participatory democracy in local 
government (Cloete and Thornhill 2005:102). The Municipal Systems Act of 
2000 authorises the establishment of internal systems of municipalities, which 
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serve as the mechanisms to obtain appropriate municipal administration 
guaranteeing effi ciency and effectiveness in the delivery of services. Through 
the legislation it should be possible to ensure regulation in as far as the 
functioning of municipalities are concerned.

Since municipalities need funding to function effectively, the pieces 
of legislation that guide the usage of fi nances are highlighted. The Local 
Government: Municipal Finance Management Act 56 of 2003 is such 
a legislative framework. Its purpose is to regulate the fi nancial affairs of 
municipalities, as well as to ensure uniformity in accordance with the treasury 
norms and standards (SALGA 2006:5). The Municipal Finance Management 
Act of 2003, aligns the municipal budget with the Integrated Development Plan 
(IDP) and subsequently the service delivery budget and implementation plan of 
a municipality.

Highlighting signifi cant legislation underpinning the affairs of local 
government, it becomes clear that local government is built on an extensive 
legislative foundation. As such the intentions and the motives of municipalities 
are evidently defi ned as the end product of municipalities must essentially be 
the effective provision of goods and services to the respective communities 
they serve. Noticeably, this function would not be possible without the 
decentralisation and demarcation of particular services to be provided, i.e. 
health and housing (to assigned municipalities). Decentralisation has been 
accepted by various governments, specifi cally in Africa as a strategy to 
facilitate transformation and promote the delivery of services, thus it leads to 
democratised government and administration (Mkhonta 2007:108–109).

CHALLENGES AND SUGGESTIONS FOR 
IMPROVEMENT IN MUNICIPALITIES

Since 1994, South Africa has been making progress in achieving the 
developmental goals that the democratic government has set for itself. Despite 
improvement of the quality of life for its people and the political will to bring 
about positive change and development in the country, the government remains 
faced with serious challenges in pursuit of growth and development. According 
to Thornhill (1995:6) the success of any local government action is determined 
by the perceived quality of services rendered to the community by offi cials 
acting on behalf of the municipal council. In South Africa, local government is 
confronted with the following challenges, among others:

 ● the inability of municipalities to fi nancially sustain themselves;
 ● the lack of capacity to deliver constant and regular services; and
 ● the failure of offi cials to comply with regulations (Thornhill 1995:6).



Administratio Publica | Vol 23 No 2 June 2015 163

The challenge of fi nancial sustenance is mostly created by the situation where 
municipalities fail to institute proper mechanisms to ensure they collect their 
revenue accordingly. For instance, municipalities rendered services in the 
fi nancial period 2013/2014 and were defaulted by more than R93.4 billion 
($8.7 billion) (SA Local Government Research Centre 2014a:27). Without 
appropriate funding, it becomes diffi cult for local government to render 
services. Consequently the capacity to deliver regular and constant services 
becomes compromised. Although lack of funding is a major issue, the 
situation is worsened by unethical practices. It is a common practice in most 
municipalities that the process of appointing service providers is infl uenced by 
politicians, thereby infl uencing the accurate supply chain processes. In some 
municipalities, municipal managers (accounting offi cer in a municipality) have 
been suspended by the municipal council for failing to appoint service providers 
that the politicians favoured (SA Local Government Research Centre 2014b:21).

In the 20 years of democracy in South Africa, the government has made 
progress in attempting to address and resolve some of the challenges associated 
with its effectiveness and effi ciency in delivering services. Through the 
implementation of various initiatives including, Local Economic Development 
and Municipal Infrastructure Grants, the local government has over time renewed 
its commitment to the development of the communities. It has however been 
diffi cult to redress the imbalances caused by over 300 years of colonisation in only 
20 years redressing what is known as the “triple-challenges” of unemployment, 
poverty and inequality. In order for local government to improve on its status quo, 
that is, to ensure effective and effi cient delivery of public services and reach its 
optimum level of service delivery, the following is suggested:

 ● a clear distinction should be made between politicians and administrators, 
and their role and functioning should be clearly demarcated so that each one 
does not act in ultra-vires when delivering services in line with the Municipal 
Structures Act of 1998 as amended;

 ● a greater emphasis should be placed on the utilisation of knowledge and 
technology for economic growth and development;

 ● there should be better interaction between national and foreign capital by 
increasing the developmental impact of foreign direct investment;

 ● the implementation of stricter mechanisms for wasteful and fruitless 
expenditure in municipalities in an attempt to curb unethical practices in 
local government, should be ensured;

 ● fi nancial misconduct regulations in line with the Medium Term Revenue 
Expenditure Framework and Treasury Regulations, should be ensured;

 ● there should be continuous pursuit of democratic ideals; and
 ● a single framework that would be applicable to be used as performance 

indicator for municipal offi cials across the country, should be created. Often, 
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offi cials fail to perform not as a result of lack of capacity, but because they 
do not expect any punitive action against them.

CONCLUSION

The signifi cance of the role of the local government sphere in the three sphere 
system cannot be contested. With a great responsibility of ensuring the constant 
and regular delivery of services such as electricity, access to potable water, 
proper sanitation, and waste removal, municipalities become government 
agencies that interface daily with the people. The article highlighted the 
importance of a well-functioning local government through utilising effective 
municipalities. Firstly the article focused on the background of the local 
government sphere in South Africa, clearly emphasising the importance of the 
existence of local government. Through this discussion, it emerged that local 
government in South Africa deemed it necessary to enhance a developmental 
agenda, thereby attempting to improve the quality of life. The unique situation 
of South Africa was explained, where legislation creates some confusion in 
terms of the status of municipalities in the cooperative government system.

The second aspect to be highlighted in the article was various legislation that 
has been promulgated since 1994 to regulate the functions and responsibilities 
of municipalities in South Africa. Despite comprehensive legislation and 
inciting political policy guidelines, local governance generally struggles to 
effectively realise the array of its mandatory goals. Furthermore, the way 
elected and appointed offi cials regard their discretionary powers based on 
this legislation does not go unchallenged. The role and responsibilities of 
the various structures and offi cials need to be clarifi ed in concert with the 
Constitution. This is necessary in assessing the government’s commitment and 
measuring the successes in overcoming some challenges in municipalities. 
Furthermore, the challenges were explored with a notion to assess the future 
of local government in South Africa. Through this, challenges were identifi ed 
and suggestions made in an attempt to promote prosperity and development 
in municipalities.
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