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Abstract: Municipal service delivery remains a persistent issue in South African 
municipalities, which has been a subject of both academic inquiry and political debate. 
Despite extensive attention, the roles of leadership and management as key variables 
influencing service delivery have not been thoroughly explored. This study investigates the 
impact of leadership and management on municipal service delivery inefficiencies. Using a 
conceptual approach, data were collected through a desktop study to examine the extent to 
which political leadership in South Africa overlooks the significance of leadership and 
management skills in service delivery. The findings suggest that the neglect of these skills 
within municipal administration contributes significantly to service delivery failures. The 
paper concludes that incorporating leadership and management competencies into the 
governance of South African municipalities is essential for improving service delivery 
outcomes. 

Keywords: Leadership, Management, Skills, Service Delivery, Municipalities 

Submission : May 22nd 2024 
Revision : July 16th 2024 
Publication : August 30th 2024 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Leadership and management are universally recognized as fundamental competencies for 
achieving organizational success, yet they are often overlooked in the governance structures 
of public sector institutions, particularly within some African nations. While these 
competencies are central to the private sector's success, their integration into state 
administration, including local government, remains inconsistent and frequently neglected. 
Despite the fact that leadership and management skills are typically listed as critical criteria 
in job postings for public administration positions, these qualifications are often bypassed in 
the actual hiring processes, particularly in favor of political patronage and token 
appointments. This phenomenon undermines the effective governance required for service 
delivery. 
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Effective management in any organization, including municipalities, depends on robust 
leadership and management practices (Skripak, 2016). However, in the case of South Africa, 
there is a growing concern that leadership and management have been inadequately 
addressed, leading to a persistent crisis in municipal service delivery. The appointment of 
individuals based on loyalty rather than competency has resulted in underqualified leaders 
occupying key administrative positions. This practice, compounded by electoral systems that 
fail to elevate qualified candidates, further exacerbates governance inefficiencies at the 
municipal level. 

The significance of strong leadership and management has been the subject of academic 
debate, with scholars discussing the theoretical differences and overlaps between these two 
concepts (Dike, Odiwe & Ehojor, 2015). Leadership involves guiding and inspiring others to 
achieve a shared vision, while management focuses on the planning, organizing, and 
controlling of resources to achieve specific goals. Within South African municipalities, the 
failure to prioritize these competencies has not only led to a governance crisis but has also 
perpetuated inefficiencies in service delivery, contributing to the widespread dissatisfaction 
among the public. 

This paper seeks to explore the extent to which leadership and management have been 
sidelined within South African municipalities, examining how this negligence contributes to 
the ongoing failure in service delivery. The central research question posed is whether 
leadership and management are considered essential within the administrative framework 
of South African municipalities. In addressing this question, the paper will engage with 
several key themes: 1) The Spoils System Theory and its relevance to municipal 
appointments, 2) The conceptualization and distinction between leadership and 
management, 3) The role of leadership and management within South African municipal 
governance, 4) The political dynamics influencing appointments in local government, and 5) 
The broader effects of poor leadership and management on municipal service delivery in 
South Africa. 

 

METHOD 
This study adopts a conceptual research design, utilizing a qualitative desktop study 

approach to gather and analyze data related to leadership and management practices within 

South African municipalities. The research focused on identifying the role of leadership and 

management skills in the effectiveness of municipal service delivery. Data collection was 

conducted through a comprehensive review of secondary sources, including academic 

articles, government reports, policy documents, and other relevant literature. 

The desktop research method was chosen due to its suitability for exploring theoretical 

frameworks and analyzing existing knowledge on the subject matter. Key documents were 
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selected based on their relevance to leadership, management, municipal governance, and 

service delivery in South Africa. The study also engaged with literature discussing the spoils 

system, political appointments, and the implications of neglecting leadership and 

management competencies in the public sector. 

Data analysis was conducted through thematic content analysis, where the collected 

literature was systematically categorized into key themes corresponding to the research 

objectives: 1) The impact of leadership and management on municipal service delivery, 2) 

The role of political appointments in governance inefficiencies, and 3) The broader effects of 

neglecting leadership and management skills on public service outcomes. The analysis aimed 

to synthesize insights from existing literature to support the study's central argument 

regarding the importance of leadership and management in improving service delivery in 

South African municipalities. 

The findings from this desktop review are interpreted within the context of South African 

local government dynamics, providing an in-depth exploration of the political and 

administrative challenges that hinder effective service delivery. Ethical considerations were 

adhered to by ensuring the accurate representation of secondary sources and avoiding any 

manipulation or misinterpretation of the reviewed literature. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study reveal that poor leadership and management, compounded by the 

persistent practice of political patronage, continue to undermine the service delivery 

performance of South African municipalities. The reliance on cadre deployment and the 

spoils system has resulted in significant inefficiencies in governance, leading to widespread 

public dissatisfaction and frequent protests. These findings align with existing literature that 

highlights the detrimental impact of political appointments based on loyalty rather than 

competence (Mlambo & Thusi, 2022; Shava, 2018). 

 

The Spoils System and Leadership Deficiencies 

The spoils system, which favors political loyalty over merit, has been shown to significantly 

impair service delivery by placing underqualified individuals in key positions of leadership 

and management. This practice leads to inefficiencies in decision-making, poor governance, 

and increased corruption, as individuals appointed through political patronage lack the 
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necessary competencies to manage municipal affairs effectively (Mafunisa, 2008; Ndedi & 

Kok, 2017). Bassey and Edemidiong (2021) argue that such practices, when entrenched in 

public administration, degrade the merit-based system, fostering organizational 

dysfunction. 

Leadership and management, though distinct, are both crucial for the effective governance 

of municipalities. Leadership is primarily concerned with setting direction and inspiring 

collective effort, while management focuses on the efficient use of resources to achieve set 

objectives (Bohoris & Vorria, n.d.). This study emphasizes that South African municipalities 

frequently suffer from a lack of both, with politically appointed leaders failing to possess the 

necessary vision or management expertise to drive service delivery (Ngqwala & Ballard, 

2020). This failure in leadership often manifests in mismanagement of public resources and 

the inability to deliver basic services, a key issue corroborated by Atiku, Kurana, and Ganiyu 

(2023), who identify leadership gaps as a root cause of poor service delivery in times of 

change. 

 

Service Delivery Failures and Corruption 

Corruption, directly linked to the cadre deployment system, is one of the most significant 

barriers to effective service delivery in South Africa. The findings demonstrate that 

municipalities where leadership is driven by political patronage often experience rampant 

corruption, with public funds being misused or siphoned off through fraudulent 

procurement processes. This confirms the assertions by Abah and Nwoba (2016) that 

leadership and political corruption are deeply intertwined in developing nations, including 

South Africa. The study also supports Fagbadebo and Dorasamy’s (2021) argument that 

corrupt leadership weakens governance structures, leading to a collapse in public service 

delivery. 

Poor leadership has further eroded public trust in local governments, a sentiment echoed by 

Perry (2021) and Ruscio (1996). Trust in government institutions is fundamental to 

maintaining social cohesion and ensuring the legitimacy of political authority. However, in 

municipalities where corruption is pervasive and services are not delivered as promised, 

public trust deteriorates rapidly. Mabitsela and Raseala (2022) highlight the growing 

disconnect between the government and its citizens, exacerbated by repeated service 

delivery failures. This erosion of trust has triggered widespread protests, with citizens 

increasingly resorting to public demonstrations as a way to voice their frustrations with local 

authorities (Botes, 2018; Chiwarawara, 2022). 
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The Relationship Between Leadership Failures and Public Protests 

The frequent protests in South Africa, often violent, are symptomatic of a deeper governance 

crisis rooted in leadership and management failures. Bonga (2021) notes that protests have 

become a regular feature of South Africa’s political landscape, with communities expressing 

their discontent over service delivery issues. These protests are largely driven by 

dissatisfaction with poor governance, lack of accountability, and the failure of municipal 

leaders to meet the basic needs of citizens. Mongale (2022) adds that such protests are not 

merely expressions of social discontent but are increasingly linked to broader systemic 

issues such as criminality, further complicating the relationship between citizens and the 

state. 

Leadership failures, particularly in the realm of ethical governance, have exacerbated these 

challenges. Municipal leaders, both administrative and political, have been implicated in 

corruption scandals, undermining their credibility and leading to a breakdown in the rule of 

law (Ngubane, 2021; Schmidt, n.d.). Naidoo (2012) emphasizes the importance of ethical 

leadership in curbing corruption and promoting good governance, yet South African 

municipalities continue to struggle with leaders who lack these qualities. As a result, citizens 

have lost confidence in the ability of local governments to deliver services effectively, leading 

to increased instability and political unrest (Thusi, Matyana & Jilli, 2023). 

 

Implications for Municipal Governance and Future Directions 

The findings of this study reinforce the urgent need for reform in the appointment processes 

of municipal leadership. The current reliance on the cadre deployment policy has proven 

detrimental to governance, as it prioritizes political loyalty over the skills and competencies 

necessary for effective management. As noted by Twala (2014), this system has led to the 

appointment of individuals who lack the requisite qualifications to manage public services, 

thereby compromising service delivery. President Ramaphosa’s acknowledgment of the 

corruption associated with the cadre deployment policy highlights the need for a shift 

towards merit-based appointments that prioritize the competence and integrity of public 

officials (Swanepoel, 2021). 

The study further suggests that to improve service delivery, there must be a concerted effort 

to restore public trust through transparent and accountable governance. DahyarDaraba 

(2021) underscores the importance of public trust in ensuring the success of government 

initiatives, and this trust can only be regained through ethical leadership and effective 
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management. Ngqwala and Ballard (2020) argue that municipalities require leaders who 

possess both the vision to guide development and the management skills to implement 

policies efficiently. These competencies are crucial for addressing the complex challenges of 

modern governance, particularly in a rapidly changing socio-political environment. 

This study demonstrates that the ongoing service delivery crisis in South African 

municipalities is largely attributable to leadership and management failures, driven by the 

spoils system and cadre deployment policies. The research highlights the urgent need for 

reforms that prioritize merit over political loyalty in the appointment of municipal leaders. 

To restore public trust and ensure effective service delivery, municipalities must adopt a 

leadership approach that emphasizes ethical governance, accountability, and the competent 

management of public resources. Without these reforms, South Africa will continue to face a 

governance crisis characterized by corruption, inefficiency, and public unrest. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has demonstrated that leadership and management in public sector 

organizations, particularly within municipalities, have been severely compromised through 

the flawed appointment and nomination processes. Neglecting these critical competencies 

has led to adverse consequences such as violent protests, declining public trust in the 

government, and escalating corruption and nepotism. Academic literature has consistently 

highlighted these issues, yet government efforts remain focused on addressing the 

symptoms rather than the root causes. Despite various attempts to penalize corrupt officials, 

the systemic issues persist, as newly appointed individuals often continue the same legacy 

of poor leadership. 

The findings suggest that public managers and their political overseers are culpable in 

perpetuating these problems. The crux of the issue lies in the manner of appointment and 

political nomination, where political patronage often supersedes the public interest. True 

leadership involves influencing followers by demonstrating a commitment to service 

delivery, selflessness, honesty, and integrity. Leaders who embody these values do not 

subject their followers to patronage and clientelism, as they recognize that trust is earned 

and must be preserved. 

Based on the identified challenges in leadership and management within the South African 

public sector, this paper proposes the following recommendations: 
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1. Adherence to the Merit System: The Cadre Deployment Policy of the African National 

Congress (ANC) is not inherently flawed, as it aims to place qualified individuals in 

appropriate positions. However, its implementation has often been compromised by 

mediocre leaders who prioritize political loyalty over competency. The ruling party must 

reform its internal processes, eliminating the spoils system in which election outcomes 

are manipulated, resulting in unqualified individuals being placed in critical positions. 

Historical precedent shows that even under the Nationalist government, a similar policy 

succeeded due to the emphasis on appointing qualified personnel. 

2. Address the Root Causes, Not the Symptoms: The ruling elite must shift their focus from 

blaming corrupt public managers to examining how these individuals were appointed to 

positions of authority. Both politicians and public managers are equally responsible for 

service delivery failures, and it is essential to prioritize reforms in the appointment 

process to ensure that individuals with the necessary skills and integrity are entrusted 

with leadership roles. 

 

By addressing these fundamental issues, the South African public sector can begin to rebuild 

trust with its citizens and improve the effectiveness of its service delivery mechanisms. 
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