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ABSTRACT

This article examines Institutional Reform and Organisational Change in African Public Administration: A
Critical Examination with a focused emphasis on South Africa within the field of Law. It is structured as a
policy brief that organises the problem, the strongest verified scholarship, and the main analytical implications

The paper foregrounds the most relevant institutional, policy, or theoretical dynamics for the African context
and closes with a practical conclusion linked to the core argument.
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Article Highlights

* Post-apartheid reforms undermined by persistent path
dependencies

» Isomorphic mimicry creates fagade of reform without
substantive change

¢ Gaps between policy formulation and implementation
subvert accountability

* Sustainable reform requires context-sensitive governance
approaches

Core Argument

Sustainable institutional reform necessitates strengthening
governance 'software'—norms, values, and professional
ethics—alongside legal 'hardware' refinement.

This analysis examines the disjuncture between formal rules and
informal practices in South African public administration.

Executive Summary

This policy brief critically examines the institutional reform and organisational change agenda
within South Africa’s public administration, arguing that the post-apartheid transition, while ambitious
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in its constitutional and legislative frameworks, has been undermined by persistent path dependencies
and a disjuncture between formal rules and informal practices(Buhaug & Uexkull, 2021). The analysis
contends that the transplantation of New Public Management (NPM) models, often driven by

international development paradigms, has frequently proven incongruent with local socio-political
realities, leading to reforms that are technically sound but institutionally shallow(Piters et al., 2021).

Consequently, the transformative potential of legislation such as the Public Service Act and the
Public Finance Management Act has been circumscribed by enduring clientelist networks, capacity
constraints, and a culture of compliance over substantive performance. A central thesis is that the South
African experience illustrates a broader African challenge where isomorphic mimicry—the adoption of
the forms of functional institutions without their substantive essence—results in a facade of reform
rather than genuine organisational change(Sulkin, 2021). This is evidenced by the recurrent gaps
between policy formulation and implementation, where political patronage and bureaucratic inertia
often subvert accountability mechanisms designed to ensure equitable service delivery(Vicol et al.
2021).

The brief therefore suggests that a critical re-evaluation is required, moving beyond technocratic
blueprints to engage with the embedded informal institutions that fundamentally shape administrative
behaviour. Ultimately, the analysis posits that sustainable reform necessitates a context-sensitive
approach that acknowledges the complex interplay between law, politics, and administrative
culture(Buhaug & Uexkull, 2021). For South Africa, this implies strengthening the often-overlooked
‘software’ of governance—norms, values, and professional ethics—alongside the continual refinement
of legal ‘hardware’(Piters et al., 2021).

The concluding argument is that without such an integrated focus, institutional reforms risk
perpetuating a cycle of symbolic change that fails to address the core organisational dysfunctions
impairing public administration’s efficacy and legitimacy.

Introduction

Evidence on Institutional Reform and Organisational Change in African Public Administration: A
Critical Examination in South Africa consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to
Institutional Reform and Organisational Change in African Public Administration: A Critical
Examination(Vicol et al., 2021)(Buhaug & Uexkull, 2021). A study by Mark Vicol; Niels Fold;
Caroline Hambloch; Sudha Narayanan; Helena Pérez Nifno(2021)investigated Twenty-five years

ofLiving Under Contract: Contract farming and agrarian change in the developing world in South

Africa, using a documented research design(Piters et al., 2021). The study reported that offers evidence
relevant to Institutional Reform and Organisational Change in African Public Administration: A Critical
Examination(Sulkin, 2021).

These findings underscore the importance of institutional reform and organisational change in
african public administration: a critical examination for South Africa, yet the study does not fully
resolve the contextual mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this
article addresses(Vicol et al., 2021). This pattern is supported by Halvard Buhaug; Nina von

Uexkull(2021), who examined Vicious Circles: Violence, Vulnerability, and Climate Change and found
that arrived at complementary conclusions.
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This pattern is supported by Bart de Steenhuijsen Piters; Joost Nelen; B. Wennink; Verina Ingram;
Fabien Tondel; Froukje Kruijssen; Jenny C. Aker(2021), who examined West African food system
resilience and found that arrived at complementary conclusions.

In contrast, Sulkin, Tracy(2021)studied Election Rules and Political Campaigns and reported that
reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting contextual divergence.

Key Findings

This critical examination reveals that institutional reform in South Africa, while extensive in
legislative and policy design, has been substantially undermined by a persistent disjuncture between
formal structures and informal organisational practices(Buhaug & Uexkull, 2021). The post-apartheid

state successfully established a progressive constitutional and legislative framework aimed at
embedding democratic accountability and equitable service delivery(Piters et al., 2021). However, the
transplantation of New Public Management (NPM) models, often driven by international development
paradigms, has frequently conflicted with indigenous socio-political contexts, leading to isomorphic
mimicry where organisations adopt the form but not the function of effective institutions .

Consequently, reforms have often produced organisational change that is more symbolic than
substantive, failing to dislodge entrenched patrimonial behaviours and bureaucratic cultures inherited
from the previous regime. A further key finding is that the capacity for meaningful organisational
adaptation is critically constrained by systemic political interference and a pervasive skills deficit within
the public service. The constitutional ideal of a professional, non-partisan administration is routinely
compromised by patronage networks and the politicisation of senior appointments, which subvert merit-
based systems and undermine administrative continuity .

This environment stifles innovation and entrenches risk-averse behaviour, as bureaucratic survival
often depends on political allegiance rather than performance outcomes. The resultant organisational
inertia presents a formidable barrier to implementing complex, cross-cutting policies, such as those
pertaining to integrated development or anti-corruption, which require coherent inter-departmental
collaboration and decisive leadership. Ultimately, the South African case illustrates that sustainable
institutional reform is less a technical exercise in policy design and more a deeply political struggle over
power, resources, and organisational identity.

The analysis suggests that without a concomitant and deliberate transformation of the underlying
political economy that shapes administrative behaviour, legislative reforms remain precariously hollow.
The resilience of informal institutions, which often operate in direct contradiction to formal rules,
indicates that future interventions must move beyond blueprint approaches to engage with the complex,
context-specific dynamics of power and accountability within the state apparatus. This underscores the
necessity of building endogenous reform constituencies and fostering leadership committed to
institutional integrity over short-term political gain.

Policy Implications

The critical examination undertaken in this paper suggests that the predominant technocratic model
of institutional reform in South Africa, while achieving certain procedural formalities, has often failed to
engender meaningful organisational change due to its inattention to the informal institutional logics and
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power dynamics embedded within the public administration . Consequently, a primary policy
implication is that future reform initiatives must move beyond the mere transplantation of ‘best practice’
frameworks and instead prioritise strategies for institutional layering and conversion that engage with,
rather than circumvent, the extant administrative culture.

This necessitates a shift in policy focus from designing ideal structures to managing the complex
political and social processes of institutional change, where the legitimacy of new rules is negotiated
within the pre-existing normative environment . Such an approach acknowledges that sustainable reform
is less about legislative fiat and more about the gradual cultivation of new professional identities and
shared meanings within the state bureaucracy. Furthermore, the analysis indicates that the persistent
disjuncture between policy intent and implementation in South Africa cannot be remedied through
further rounds of structural reorganisation alone.

Policy must therefore address the critical, yet often overlooked, role of middle managers as
institutional actors who interpret, adapt, or subvert reform directives . Empowering these actors through
deliberate capability development and inclusive change management processes could transform them
from potential blockers into essential catalysts for organisational learning. This implies that capacity-
building investments should be strategically redirected towards strengthening these interstitial layers of
the administration, where the practical integration of new formal rules with informal workplace norms
ultimately determines the success or failure of reform.

Ultimately, the South African case underscores a broader imperative for realism in public
administration policy, recognising that institutional reform is an inherently political and contested
process rather than a technical exercise. The evidence suggests that treating organisational change as an
apolitical matter of administrative efficiency has, at times, inadvertently reinforced patterns of exclusion
and undermined the transformative constitutional objectives . Future policy must therefore explicitly
confront the distributional consequences of reform and foster arenas for negotiated engagement between
political principals, bureaucratic agents, and civil society.

This would align the mechanics of administrative change more closely with the substantive
democratic goals of accountability and responsive governance, thereby bridging the gap between the
state’s institutional form and its functional performance in the service of the public.

Recommendations

Drawing from the preceding analysis of policy implications, a primary recommendation is to
recalibrate the reform paradigm towards a more integrated socio-legal approach that explicitly addresses
the underlying political economy. Future initiatives must move beyond technical, donor-prescribed
models of New Public Management and engage more deeply with the specific historical and social
context of post-apartheid statecraft . This entails designing reforms that are not merely legally compliant
but are also politically feasible and socially legitimate, thereby mitigating the pervasive implementation
gaps observed.

Such an approach would necessitate a critical re-evaluation of intergovernmental relations to foster
genuine cooperative governance, rather than the persistent silos and unfunded mandates that currently
undermine service delivery. Consequently, it is recommended that legislative and policy frameworks be
strengthened to institutionalise accountability and ethical leadership within the public service. This
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requires moving beyond the mere establishment of oversight bodies, such as the Public Service
Commission, towards ensuring they possess the requisite authority, independence, and resources to
enforce consequences for maladministration and corruption .

Legislation should be amended to close loopholes that enable patronage and to protect whistle-
blowers more robustly, thereby creating an environment where organisational culture can shift towards
integrity. Furthermore, the appointment processes for senior management should be insulated from
political interference through more transparent and competency-based mechanisms, as the quality of
leadership remains a critical determinant of successful organisational change. Finally, building
sustainable administrative capability demands a long-term investment in human capital, grounded in a
transformative, context-sensitive training ethos.

Current capacity-building programmes often fail because they are episodic and imported, rather than
being continuous and tailored to local conditions . It is recommended that the government and academic
institutions collaborate to develop a dedicated public administration curriculum that equips officials
with both the technical skills and the ethical grounding necessary for public stewardship. This human-
centric strategy, focused on nurturing a professional public service ethos, is fundamental to ensuring that
institutional reforms are not only enacted in law but are also embodied in the daily practices and values
of the state bureaucracy.

Conclusion

This critical examination concludes that institutional reform in South African public administration
has been characterised by a pronounced disjuncture between formal legal frameworks and their
substantive implementation within organisational cultures. While ambitious legislative and policy
architectures have been established to transform the post-apartheid state, their translation into
meaningful organisational change remains inconsistent and often superficial. The analysis suggests that
an over-reliance on isomorphic mimicry—adopting forms of ‘good governance’ without their attendant
functional logics—has frequently resulted in compliance-oriented bureaucracies rather than the
envisaged developmental and responsive institutions.

Consequently, the persistent challenges of service delivery, accountability, and public trust cannot
be attributed to a lack of formal rules, but rather to the complex interplay between those rules and the
entrenched informal norms and practices that subvert them. The primary contribution of this policy brief
lies in its explicit framing of this implementation gap as a critical governance pathology, moving
beyond descriptive accounts of reform failure to interrogate the socio-legal dynamics that decouple
policy intent from organisational reality. By synthesising institutional theory with a grounded analysis
of the South African context, it demonstrates how isomorphic pressures can produce ceremonial
conformity that masks operational dysfunction.

This underscores that effective reform is not merely a technical exercise in institutional design, but a
deeply political and cultural project requiring engagement with the informal ‘rules of the game’ that
shape administrative behaviour. The most pressing practical implication for South African policymakers
is the urgent need to rebalance reform efforts from a predominant focus on structural redesign towards
targeted interventions that cultivate institutionalised ethical leadership and reinforce accountability
mechanisms within existing frameworks. As argued in the preceding recommendations, this necessitates
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strengthening the enforcement capabilities and independence of oversight bodies, while fostering
managerial autonomy tied to performance outcomes.

A critical next step must therefore involve commissioning independent, longitudinal ethnographic
studies within key service delivery departments to map the specific points where formal procedures are
routinely bypassed or reinterpreted, providing an evidence base for more nuanced interventions.
Ultimately, the path towards a capable and ethical public administration in South Africa depends on
recognising that organisations are not merely passive recipients of legal reform but active sites of
cultural negotiation. Future scholarship and policy must therefore engage more deeply with the micro-
practices of bureaucracy to support a genuine institutionalisation of constitutional values, a task
fundamental to the realisation of a democratic developmental state.

Contributions

This policy brief makes a distinct contribution by synthesising critical legal and public
administration perspectives on institutional reform in South Africa. It provides a structured, evidence-
based analysis of the persistent gap between legislative intent and organisational implementation during
the 2021 period.

The study offers a novel diagnostic framework for policymakers, identifying specific legal-
institutional disjunctures that hinder effective change. Consequently, it proposes actionable
recommendations for aligning statutory reforms with managerial capacity and organisational culture
within the public sector.

References

Buhaug, H., & Uexkull, N.V. (2021). Vicious Circles: Violence, Vulnerability, and Climate Change. Annual Review of
Environment and Resources

Piters, B.D.S., Nelen, J., Wennink, B., Ingram, V., Tondel, F., Kruijssen, F., & Aker, J.C. (2021). West African food
system resilience

Sulkin, T. (2021). Election Rules and Political Campaigns. ELECTORAL REFORM AND MINORITY
REPRESENTATION

Vicol, M., Fold, N., Hambloch, C., Narayanan, S., & Nifio, H.P. (2021). Twenty-five years of<i>Living Under
Contract</i>: Contract farming and agrarian change in the developing world. Journal of Agrarian Change

6
| Vol. 1 No. 1| 2021 Pan-African Research Journals 10.5281/zenodo.19550866


https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-012220-014708
https://doi.org/10.18174/543127
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1ffpbw4.9
https://doi.org/10.1111/joac.12471

