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Foreword
It is common knowledge that the high turnover 
rate among Heads of Department (HoDs) has 
contributed to instability in many government 
departments. The unfortunate consequence is that 
this instability has resulted in government institutions 
in many instances failing to meet performance 
targets which are outlined in departmental planning 
documents. For government departments to 
function effectively and efficiently there is a need for 
a strong professional working relationship between 
political office bearers and administrative heads. 
This is particularly important considering the fact 
that political office bearers are appointed by ruling 
parties to ensure that electoral mandates are fulfilled. To carry out this mandate political 
office bearers rely on government departments, which are led by HoDs, who provide 
administrative leadership to enact and implement government policies. Persons appointed 
to positions of HoDs are expected to be competent and knowledgeable about the 
core business of their departments. Expertise is required from these individuals to be 
able to translate electoral mandates into tangible programmes which can be successfully 
implemented as intended. 

HoDs are expected to lead and inspire the rest of the employees towards the 
implementation of government programmes. In instances where there are challenges, 
HoDs are required to engage and appraise their political heads so that the necessary 
intervention can be made. In order to successfully deal with challenges, there must be a 
sound working relationship between the political office bearer and the HoD. In instances 
where there are differences on important issues, both parties are expected to display 
maturity in resolving such matters amicably. However, experience in the Public Service has 
shown that failure to effectively manage these differences has resulted in HoDs exiting 
government on a continuous basis. This study assesses the extent to which the turnover 
rate of HoDs has impacted on the performance of departments. 
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I trust that you will find the findings and recommendations contained in this report useful, 
and hope that this assists in addressing the effect of turnover of HoDs on the performance 
of departments. Finally, I would like to thank all HoDs, Acting HoDs and senior managers 
who participated in the study.  Your cooperation and contribution to the study is invaluable 
and highly appreciated. 

MR B MTHEMBU
CHAIRPERSON: PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION
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Executive Summary
1. INTRODUCTION

Public Service leadership plays a critical role in ensuring that government’s policy priorities 
are translated into implementable programmes to be undertaken by national and provincial 
departments in line with their relevant mandates. These programmes are described in 
documents such as the Medium Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) and the business/
operational plan. On an annual basis, these government departments are expected to 
report progress against the expected key outcomes. In ensuring that the above processes 
take place, the Public Service Act, 1994 (as amended) requires the Executive at both 
national and provincial government to appoint Heads of Department (HoDs) who are 
charged with the responsibility of ensuring that government departments’ activities are 
geared towards the achievement of the overall strategic objectives. Given the above, the 
Public Service Commission (PSC) decided to assess the effect of turnover rate of HoDs 
on the performance of departments.

2. OBJECTIVE

The overall objective of the study was to assess how the nature and extent of a high 
turnover rate of HoDs affects the performance of national and provincial departments in 
the Public Service.

3. SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The study covered selected national and provincial departments and three categories of 
HoDs were identified, namely:

• departments which had an HoD appointed for three years or longer;
• departments where HoDs are relatively new (up to one year), and/or departments 

where the previous HoD did not stay for more than two years; and
• departments where an acting incumbent was appointed during the 2008/09 to 

2010/11 financial years.

This provided a differentiated sample from which to draw conclusions.
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4. METHODOLOGY

In conducting the study the following steps were undertaken:

4.1 Sampling of departments

In selecting departments to participate in the study, a purposive sampling method was 
applied. In terms of the purpose sampling, three categories of national and provincial 
departments were selected to participate:

• The first category was those departments which had an HoD appointed for 
three years or longer;

• The second category was those departments where HoDs were newly appointed 
(up to one year) and/or the previous one did not stay for more than two years; 
and

• The third category was those departments where an acting HoD had been 
appointed.

4.2 Data gathering tools

Interviews were conducted with HoDs, acting HoDs, the heads of the HoD’s office and 
human resource managers. The interviews in general pursued a broad set of questions 
which was utilised as the basis for discussions with participants.

4.3 Analysis of data

Data from the interviews was collected and analysed together with relevant documents, 
such as the strategic plans, annual performance plans, quarterly reports to National and 
Provincial Treasuries and annual reports.

4.4 Literature review

A literature review on the effect of turnover rates of HoDs on the performance of 
departments from other countries and/or institutions was conducted. The purpose of 
the literature review was to assess and understand the experiences of public and private 
sector organisations in other countries with regard to the impact of turnover on the 
overall performance.
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5. FINDINGS

The following are the key findings of the study. They are presented according to the 
themes which emerged during the data obtained during interviews.

5.1 The impact of stability at the HoD level on the performance of 
departments

Ninety percent (90%) of the respondents were of the view that employment for 
longer periods at the HoD level in departments provides some form of stability. This is 
particularly important considering that stability provides a sense of security of tenure 
among this cadre of leadership, which in turn cascades to other levels in the organisation. 
In addition, it takes time to build relationships of trust and mutual respect in institutions, 
and once relationships are created, there is likelihood that energies, commitments and 
loyalties would be channelled towards the attainment of common strategic objectives. In 
this regard, subsections 5.1.1 to 5.1.4 below provide a summary of how stability impacts 
on a number of critical aspects in an organisation.

5.1.1 Stability and the achievement of departments’ performance targets

Ninety percent (90%) of the respondents indicated that where HoDs have been in the 
post for longer than three years, there is a tendency for the performance of such institutions 
to show signs of continued improvement. In this regard, HoDs and senior managers were 
of the view that there is a need to review the contract appointment system as it tends 
to impact negatively on the stability and consequently, the performance of departments. 

5.1.2 The impact of stability on institutional memory and continuity

All the respondents agreed that the preservation of institutional memory is critical to 
ensuring continuity of departmental programmes. They also indicated that stability at the 
top management level of departments plays a crucial role in the drive for effectiveness, 
efficiency and improved performance.

5.1.3 The impact of stability on staff morale and effectiveness

All the respondents indicated that staff morale and organisational effectiveness is negatively 
affected by a constant change of leadership at the highest level. For example, every time 
there is a change at the top, departments are re-configured as the new HoD and/or 
political office bearer would impose his or her priorities and/or strategic perspectives 



x

which would have to be implemented. They also agreed that stability at top management 
including the HoD level, impacts positively on the morale of staff, and thus contributes to 
effective service delivery. 

5.1.4 The impact of stability on the building and maintenance of relationships with 
stakeholders

All the respondents agreed that HoDs play a pivotal role in the building and maintenance 
of relationships with stakeholders. Therefore, stability at the HoD level has a positive 
impact on relationships with departmental stakeholders, which in most cases are built over 
a period of time (in some instances spanning years of hard work to bring stakeholders 
on board). Such a process involves the building of trust, openness and engagement, which 
may be impacted negatively by instability at the HoD and senior management levels. They 
also indicated that the success with which these relationships are built depends largely 
on the understanding of the roles and responsibilities between HoDs and political office 
bearers. In this regard, one respondent indicated that there is a need for HoDs to learn 
to be diplomatic in their interaction with stakeholders, in particular, political office bearers. 

5.2 The impact of the relationship between Executive Authorities and 
Heads of Department on the attainment of objectives

All the respondents agree that a professional working relationship between political office 
bearers and HoDs plays a crucial role on the stability of departments. In this regard, the 
following examples were cited:

• In a number of cases, it would appear that decisions to renew, extend or 
terminate the employment contract of a HoD are based purely on personal 
preferences rather than on performance management and development issues. 
The implication of this approach is that in most instances it would appear that 
personal preferences rather than service delivery imperatives decide the future 
of the most senior public servants; 

• Twenty percent (20%) of the respondents indicated that where there are 
disagreements or disputes between HoDs and political office bearers on the 
strategic direction of departments, there is a tendency by some political office 
bearers to withdraw human resource delegations. This state of affairs has resulted 
in a situation where critical positions have remained vacant for long periods, 
thus negatively impacting on service delivery priorities of those departments. 
Therefore, inability to effectively resolve such disagreements or disputes has 
exacerbated tensions, making it difficult for any mediation or intervention to take 
place;
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• According to 49% of the respondents, the tension between the HoDs and political 
office bearers has conveyed mixed messages, among others, to stakeholders 
of departments, with the result that there is uncertainty as to who should 
stakeholders deal with in communicating and engaging these departments; and

• EAs and HoDs should build their working relationship on a foundation based 
on trust, mutual respect, maturity, understanding and open communication. 
For example, some respondents indicated that a break-down in the working 
relationship led to a situation where departments were ‘split in the middle’ with 
employees taking sides in the conflict between the EAs and HoDs, which resulted 
in the department’s performance deteriorating to the extent that important 
operations grind to a halt.

5.3 Challenges faced by departments with acting Heads of Department

All the respondents indicated that there is a tendency by persons appointed to act in 
the HoD positions to maintain the status quo. There is a view that acting incumbents 
are reluctant to take decisions (whether short, medium or long term) with far-reaching 
consequences, as they consider themselves as just holding the ‘fort for a short period until 
the rightful owner of the position is appointed’. In most instances, prior to major decisions 
being taken, acting HoDs will consult with political office bearers to ensure that there is 
support and minimal resistance from the rest of the staff. 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 A conducive working environment should be created by political office bearers 
which would ensure that HoDs are afforded the necessary support, space and 
time to implement departmental programmes with minimal interference.

6.2 The Executive at the national and provincial levels should take the responsibility 
for managing the career incidents of HoDs and when necessary interventions 
should be made to ensure that working relationships between parties (i.e. EAs 
and HoDs) are effectively managed.

6.3 The Department of Public Service and Administration (DPSA) should make it 
compulsory for the exiting HoD to develop and submit a hand-over report which 
would be utilised by the successor in understanding the state of the organisation 
and in mapping the way forward.
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6.4 National and provincial departments should conduct regular organisational 
climate surveys in order to timeously address issues which may impact negatively 
on staff morale. In this regard, measures should be put in place to ensure that 
employees are adequately prepared for changes at the top management level of 
institutions.

6.5 The Executive should implement the provisions of the Public Service Regulations, 
2001, as amended, which stipulates that an employee shall not act in a higher vacant 
post for an uninterrupted period exceeding twelve months. The implementation 
of this recommendation would ensure that once posts become vacant, steps are 
taken to find a possible permanent replacement as speedily as possible. Should a 
department fail to comply with this stipulation, good cause for non-compliance 
needs to be advanced, and the approval of Cabinet would have to be obtained.

6.6 Measures should be put in place to ensure that the capacity of the state is 
strengthened by making succession planning compulsory through the development 
of a pool of senior managers who would be identified and nurtured to assume 
HoD positions when the need arises. This approach would ensure that minimum 
disruptions are caused by the turnover of HoDs in the Public Service.
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1.1 INTRODUCTION

Public Service leadership plays a critical role in ensuring that government’s policy priorities 
are translated into implementable programmes to be undertaken by each national or 
provincial department in line with its mandate. These programmes are normally contained 
in documents such as the Medium Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) and the business/
operational plan. On an annual basis, national and provincial departments are expected to 
report progress against the expected key outcomes. 

In ensuring that all the above processes take place, the Public Service Act, 1994 (as 
amended) requires the Executive at both national and provincial levels to appoint 
Heads of Department (HoDs) who are charged with the responsibility of ensuring that 
government departments’ activities are geared towards the achievement of the overall 
strategic objectives. Such a responsibility, among others, requires that HoDs lead and 
direct departments in executing daily operations effectively and efficiently. In a nutshell, it is 
expected of any HoD to ensure that a department he or she is responsible for functions 
effectively. 

It is clear from the above, that HoDs play a central role in the success or failure of 
any government department. Therefore, HoDs are expected to lead and direct the 
implementation of departmental programmes in a manner that ensures coordination 
of efforts aimed towards service delivery targets. In this regard, it may be assumed that 
departments which have stability at the level of HoDs have the highest propensity to 
succeed if compared against those that do not. The frequent replacement of HoDs (or 
Acting HoDs) may impact negatively on the ability of such departments to perform. 

Given the above, the Public Service Commission (PSC) decided to assess the effect of 
turnover rate of HoDs on the performance of departments. This study follows a similar 
exercise conducted by the PSC in 2008 on the Turn-over rate of Heads of Department 
and its implications for the Public Service1.  However, the emphasis this time around was on 
the need to establish the effect of turnover of HoDs on the performance of departments.

1.2  THE MANDATE OF THE PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

Section 196 (4) (b) of the Constitution, read in conjunction with sections 9 and 10 of 
the Public Service Commission Act, 1997, mandates the PSC to investigate, monitor and 
evaluate the organisation, administration and personnel practices in the Public Service.  In 
addition to the above, in terms of section (196) (f) (iv) of the Constitution, 1996, the PSC 
may of own accord or on receipt of a complaint, advise national and provincial organs 

1 Republic of South Africa. Public Service Commission. The Turn-over Rate of Heads of Department and its Implications for the 
Public Service. June 2008.
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of state regarding personnel practices in the Public Service, including those relating to 
recruitment, transfers, promotions and dismissals and other aspects of the careers of 
employees in the Public Service. The assessment of the effect of the turnover rate of 
HoDs on the performance of departments’ impacts on the organisation and personnel 
practices of the Public Service.

1.3  OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

The overall objective of the study was to assess how the nature and extent of a high 
turnover rate of HoDs affects the performance of national and provincial departments in 
the Public Service.

1.4  SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The study covered selected national and provincial departments which have had an HoD 
appointed for three years or longer, departments where HoDs are fairly new (up to one 
year), and departments where the previous HoD did not stay for more than two years or 
where an acting incumbent was appointed during the 2008/09 to 2010/11 financial years.

1.5 METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY

In conducting the study the following steps were undertaken.

1.5.1 Sampling of departments

In selecting departments to participate in the study, a purposive sampling procedure was 
applied. Such sampling is useful in selecting a section of the research population which in 
the researcher’s judgment will provide the most useful information for the study. In this 
regard, a standardised letter of communication was sent to HoDs of selected national 
and provincial departments informing them about the study. In conducting the study the 
following three categories of departments were selected to participate:

• The first category comprised those national and provincial departments which 
had a HoD appointed for three years or longer. Table 1 on the following page 
shows the names of national and provincial departments which were selected to 
participate.
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Table 1:  Departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years  
 or longer
Province / National Department

National Mineral Resources
National Treasury
Social Development

Free State Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs

KwaZulu-Natal Arts, Culture and Tourism
Community Safety and Liaison

Transport

Mpumalanga Community Safety
Culture, Sport and Recreation

North West Agriculture
Treasury

Northern Cape Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development
Economic Development and Tourism

Western Cape Agriculture
Health

• The second category comprised those national and provincial departments where 
HoDs were newly appointed (up to one year), and/or the previous HoD did not 
stay for more than two years. Table 2 below shows the names of national and 
provincial departments which were selected.

Table 2:  Departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than  
 two years or newly appointed
Province/National Name of Department

National Human Settlements

Eastern Cape Office of the Premier
Roads and Public Works

Free State Economic Development, Tourism and Environmental 
Affairs
Education
Provincial Treasury

Gauteng Office of the Premier
Sport, Recreation, Arts and Culture

KwaZulu-Natal Agriculture
Education
Office of the Premier
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Province/National Name of Department

Limpopo Office of the Premier

Mpumalanga Office of the Premier

Northern Cape Office of the Premier

Western Cape Office of the Premier

• The third category comprised departments where an acting HoD was appointed.  
Table 3 below shows the names of national and provincial departments which 
were selected.

Table 3:  Departments where acting HoDs have been appointed
Province/National Name of Department

National Communications
Public Works

Eastern Cape Provincial Treasury

Free State Social Development

Gauteng Roads and Transport

Limpopo Culture, Sport and Recreation
Public Works

Mpumalanga Social Development

Northern Cape Education

North West Office of the Premier
Public Safety and Liaison

Western Cape Transport and Public Works

1.5.2 Data gathering tools

In gathering the necessary information and data for the study, the following approach was 
employed:

• Interviews were conducted with HoDs, acting HoDs, the heads of the HoD’s 
office and human resource managers in each of the sampled departments. The 
interviews in general pursued a broad set of questions which were utilised as the 
basis for discussions with participants.

• These interviews were conducted by means of four sets of questionnaires 
targeted at HoDs, acting HoDs, heads of HoD’s offices and heads of Human 
Resource components.

• Information on the movement of HoDs and actual turnover rates was 
obtained from the Personnel and Salary Administration (PERSAL) System and  
VULINDLELA. This information was used to select departments to participate in 
the study.
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1.5.3 Analysis of data

Data from the interviews was collected and analysed together with relevant documents 
to establish the level of performance. The relevant documentation included Strategic Plans, 
Annual Performance Plans, Quarterly Reports to National and Provincial Treasuries and 
Annual Reports.

1.5.4 Literature review

A literature review on the effect of turnover rates of HoDs on the performance of 
departments from other countries and/or institutions was conducted. The purpose of 
the literature review was to assess and understand the experiences of public and private 
sector organisations in other countries with regard to the impact of turnover on the 
overall performance. In conducting the literature review, a number of journals, articles and 
publications on the effect of turnover at the chief executive and senior management levels 
on the performance of organisations were analysed.

1.6 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

In this study, the following limitations were encountered and these need to be taken into 
consideration:

• In some instances, scheduled appointments were cancelled at short notice due 
to unavailability of HoDs, and rescheduling next appointments proved to be a 
serious challenge; 

• Some departments did not provide all the required documentation as requested 
by the PSC; and

• Some senior managers were not willing to express their views during interviews 
as a result of the sensitivities of the subject matter.

1.7  STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

Chapter 1:  Outlined the introduction, mandate of the PSC, objectives, scope, 
methodology and limitations of the study.

Chapter 2:  Provides an analysis of the literature review on the effect of turnover rate 
of the top management echelons of institutions in various countries.

Chapter 3:  Outlines qualitative analysis emanating from discussions held with 
participants in selected national and provincial departments.

Chapter 4:  Provides a comparative analysis between performances of departments.
Chapter 5:  Provides recommendations and a conclusion.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

Turnover amongst the most senior administrative echelons in organisations is a 
phenomenon which may have serious negative implications for any institutions, if it is not 
managed effectively. In order to fully understand the impact of the turnover rate on the 
operations of organisations, a literature review was conducted. The literature review was 
conducted in order to assess and understand the experiences of public and private sector 
organisations in other countries with regard to the impact of turnover on the overall 
performance. In this regard, a number of journals, articles and publications on the effect 
of turnover at the chief executive and senior management levels on the performance of 
organisations were analysed. 

The literature review has assisted in broadening the understanding of the PSC on the 
extent to which the turnover rate at the top administrative echelons of organisations in the 
private and public sectors affect performance and productivity. In addition, the information 
obtained from the study of literature was used in the development of interview questions 
which were used to solicit the views of participants. Therefore, sections below provide an 
overview of the findings in relation to the relationship between turnover and performance.

2.2 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TURNOVER OF TOP 
MANAGEMENT AND ORGANISATIONAL PERFORMANCE

Senior officials are widely believed to make a difference to the outputs and achievements 
of public organisations2. Therefore, it should be noted that whilst much attention has 
been devoted to the impact of individual chief executives, little research has examined 
the impact of the senior managers who occupy the top posts and form the team of 
key decision-makers in an organisation. However, a question which still needs thorough 
research is the extent to which turnover in the top management team makes a difference 
to organizational achievements.

Very few studies examine the effects of turnover on the success or failure of public 
organisations, let alone the effects of top management turnover3. So why should 
managerial replacement matter? There are two schools of thought. One is based on the 
literature focusing on the private sector,  which suggests that top management team 
turnover produces improvements in organisational performance by shaping the strategy 
of an organisation4. More importantly, the classic version of the upper echelons argument 

2 Boyne, GA, James, O, John, P and Petrovsky, N. Undated. “Top Management Turnover and Organizational Performance: A Test of 
a Contingency Model”. 

3	 Boeker,	Warren.	1997.	“Strategic	Change:	The	Influence	of	Managerial	Characteristics	and	Organisational	Growth.”	Academy	of	
Management Journal 40 (1): 152-170. 

4 Boeker, Warren. 1997. “Executive Migration and Strategic Change: The Effect of Top Manager Movement on Product-Market 
Entry.” Administrative Science Quarterly 42 (2): 213-236.
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suggests that senior management teams are crucial determinants of organisational 
performance even where there are external constraints on strategic change5.

In this regard, it is widely held that “organisational outcomes – both strategies and 
effectiveness – are reflections of the values and cognitive biases of powerful actors in the 
organisation”. Therefore, top managers are viewed as occupying organisational positions 
with the most formal power in an institution; so when one set of top managers replaces 
another, this should have consequences for performance. The upper echelons model 
implies that a new management team might be expected to make a positive difference to 
performance by bringing new ideas and a better fit with the political and socio-economic 
environment6. 

On the other hand, Hannan and Freeman (1977) suggest that all organisational change, 
including leadership turnover, is disruptive rather than adaptive7. The introduction of new 
members of the management team is likely to destabilize the team itself and disrupt wider 
organisational routines and relationships. The consequence is a reduction in organisational 
performance. The period before and after a succession event is widely thought to create 
the potential for conflict in organisations, and to distract managers and other staff from 
their work. In addition, external partners and funders may be reluctant to provide support 
until the preferences and strategies of the new incumbents become clear, which may 
further destabilise internal operations. The outcome is that performance falls, which makes 
it even harder for the new top managers to rescue the organisation from the downward 
spiral induced by conflict and uncertainty.

However, the level of performance prior to top management turnover should be taken 
into account8. For example, where prior performance is low, it is expected that the positive 
and adaptive effects of turnover would outweigh the negative and disruptive effects, and 
where prior performance is high, the balance between these effects are expected to be 
reversed and that top team turnover would lead to lower performance. 

2.3 THE EFFECT OF TOP MANAGEMENT TURNOVER ON THE 
PERFORMANCE OF PUBLIC ORGANISATIONS

The operations of many public organisations are directed by a top management team that 
is in turn led by a chief executive9. More importantly, studies that go beyond a focus on 

5	 Goodstein,	Jerry	and	Warren	Boeker.	1991.	“Turbulence	at	the	Top:	A	New	Perspective	on	Governance	Structure	Changes	and	
Strategic Change.” Academy of Management Journal 34 (2): 306-330.

6	 Hambrick,	Donald	C	and	Phyllis	A.	Mason.	1984.	Upper	Echelons:	The	Organisation	as	a	Reflection	of	 its	Top	Managers.	
Academy	of	Management	Review	9	(2):	193-206.	

7 Hannan, Michael T and John Freeman. 1977. The Population Ecology of Organisations. American Journal of Sociology 82 (5): 
929-64.

8 O’Toole, Laurence J. Jr and Kenneth J. Meier. 2003. Plus ca Change: Public Management, Personnel Stability, and Organisational 
Performance. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 13 (1): 43-64.

9 Carson, Jay, Paul Tesluk, and Jennifer Marrone. 2007. Shared Leadership in Teams, Strategy and Financial Performance: A Meta-
Analytic Examination. Journal of Management Studies 43 (4): 813-39.
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the chief executive implicitly accept that leadership in public organisations is distributed 
rather than concentrated in a single individual10. A concerted effort by the whole 
senior management team is likely to be required to effect change across organisational 
departments and sub-units with different values and professional norms. Chief executives 
typically have roles that take them away from direct control over the bureaucracy, in 
particular dealing with external constituencies. Members of the top management team on 
the other hand have the responsibility for the delivery of services and hence have a direct 
influence on performance.

However, the literature on private sector organisations contains some evidence which 
suggests that there is positive effect resulting from top management turnover. For example, 
a study of a cross-sectional sample of Fortune 500 companies found that turnover at the 
top is associated with positive market reactions (Davidson, Worrell and Cheng, 1990)11. 
In the public sector context, there is a debate between proponents of organisational 
stability, including personnel stability, and those who advocate change because it reflects 
the ability to innovate and adapt. New people in charge could bring about a change in 
strategy, skill-set, and willingness to modify the organisation. In particular, changes amongst 
the top management team might help an organisation adapt to new circumstances and 
consequently lead to higher performance12. Stability has been argued to ossify organisations 
whereas change allows bureaucracies to respond to new pressures13.

In the New Public Management (NPM) literature, new senior bureaucrats may be associated 
with reform, and new ideas for bringing about service improvement14. However, they might 
also have the opposite effect such as the disruption induced by the departure of specialists 
among top management which could lead to a drop in organisational performance (Hill 
2005)15. It is also possible that such changes are largely ritual, for ‘scapegoating’ purposes 
or to demonstrate the organisation’s ability with stakeholders, but without a performance 
effect. The causal mechanism is the way in which existing bureaucrats use their experience 
and knowledge of ‘where the bodies are buried’ to ensure the organisation maintains or 
improves upon existing levels of performance. It is no accident that revolutionary regimes 
often keep on the bureaucrats from the previous regime as these people know how the 
machine works.

10		 Lawler,	John.	2008.	Individualisation	and	Public	Sector	Leadership.	Public	Administration	86	(1):	21-34.
11	 Davidson,	Wallace	N.	III,	Dan	L.	Worrell,	and	Louis	Cheng.	1990.	Key	Executive	Succession	and	Stockholder	Wealth:	The	Influence	

of Successor’s Origin, Position, and Age. Journal of Management 16 (3): 647-64. 
12 O’Toole, Laurence J. Jr and Kenneth J. Meier. 2003. Plus ca Change: Public Management, Personnel Stability, and Organisational 

Performance. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 13 (1): 43-64.
13 Boyne, George A and Kenneth J. Meier. 2009. Environmental Turbulence, Organisational Stability and Public Service Performance. 

Administration and Society 40 (8): 799-824. 
14 Osborne, David and Peter Hutchinson. 2004. The Price of Government: Getting the Results We Need in an Age of Permanent 

Fiscal	Crisis.	New	York:	Basic	Books.	
15 Hill, Gregory C. 2005. The Effects of Managerial Succession on Organisational Performance. Journal of Public Administration 

Research and Theory 15 (4): 585-97. 
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In this context, it has also been found that new bureaucrats need to find out what works 
and recruit as followers other officials down the value chain who can implement their 
strategies. This reflects the account of bureaucracy that stresses the informal networks 
within organisations and the limits to top-down command and control strategies. It 
is, therefore, possible that contrary to the dictates of the NPM, stability including top 
management stability is a source of good organisational performance. In addition, some 
scholars such as Donaldson, 1996, argue that in particular, turnover may have very 
different consequences depending on whether the organisation is already performing well 
or poorly. For high performing organisations, turnover can be damaging, creating change 
when the organisation has learnt to play the game and losing key personnel who created 
the success in the first place. The new person or team in the post has much to learn and a 
lot to lose, and the disruption may cause the beginnings of a downward spiral, such as loss 
of staff and reputation, which feed on them to push performance downwards.

Similarly, the top management team in an organisation that is performing poorly may 
lack the inclination, skills or political support to achieve higher performance. In this case, 
new blood on the top team may be required to reinvigorate the organisation and the 
standard of its services. This view is consistent with research on organisational turnaround 
that finds new leadership to be an important component of recovery from failure16. Top 
managers in failing organisations may suffer from ‘threat-rigidity’ – a loss of the ability to 
adjust their decisions to deal flexibly with a crisis17  – and be unable or unwilling to pursue 
the new strategies that are required to improve performance18. New senior appointments, 
on the other hand, are free of the shackles of the past strategies that have led to poor 
performance, and are more likely than their predecessors to scan the environment for 
new ideas and opportunities19. For these reasons it is assumed that management team 
turnover does not on its own affect performance, but can improve the performance of 
poor performers and depress that of high performers. 

2.4 THE EFFECT OF POLITICAL CHANGES ON THE SENIOR 
MANAGEMENT TURNOVER

A central feature of systems of representative government is that elections can, and often 
do lead to the replacement of one ruling party by another. Changes in party control 
are widely held to have consequences for a range of variables including taxation, public 

16  Boyne, George A and Kenneth J. Meier. Environmental Change, Human Resources and Organisational Turnaround. Journal of 
Management Studies. Forthcoming.

17			Staw,	Barry	M,	Lance	E	Sandelands,	and	Jane	E	Dutton.	1981.	Threat-Rigidity	Effects	in	Organisational	Behaviour:	A	Multilevel	
Analysis. Administrative Science Quarterly 26 (4): 501-24.

18  Hambrick, Donald and Richard D’Avenni. 1992. Top Team Deterioration as part of the Spiral of Large Corporate Bankruptcies. 
Management Science 38 (10): 1445-66. 

19 Cho, Theresa S. 2006. The Effects of Executive Turnover on Top Management Team’s Environmental Scanning Behaviour after 
an Environmental Change. Journal of Business Research 59 (10-11): 1142-50.
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spending, policy processes and public services20. New rulers often seek to reform the 
‘administrative machinery’ that is responsible for translating their preferences into activities 
and outcomes. In this regard, it has been found that despite democratic pedigree, the 
traditional public administration model proposes a strict demarcation between the 
spheres of politics and administration, which reflects the formal requirement to sustain 
good practices of governance, whereby politicians decide the overall basis of policy and 
bureaucrats decide matters of implementation.

Furthermore, a distinguishing feature of the traditional model of public administration 
is the protection of officers against politically motivated dismissal21. In Miller’s view, a 
somewhat sheltered bureaucracy with a career civil service acts as a protective device, 
allowing politicians to commit credibly that they will refrain from excessive rent-seeking22. 
An independent bureaucracy might also allow politicians to shift blame and get credit for 
resolving difficulties23. As an example of the foregoing, Golden argues that Italian legislators 
designed their country’s public administration to be cumbersome and slow in order to be 
able to gain credit for extensive constituency service24. The argument that political influence 
on managerial appointments worsens performance dates back at least as far as the work 
of leaders of the reform movement in the United States, who created formal structures 
to try to separate politics and administration, such as council-manager authorities. 

In this regard, it was found that, with the exception of political appointees with long 
tenure (almost quasi-civil servants), it is career officials that lead the better-performing 
programmes. This relationship remains when a host of alternative explanations are 
controlled for.  As a result of such factors, political systems have evolved formal procedures 
to prevent politicians from making direct choices over appointments. These are largely 
about security of tenure, in particular in the face of political adversity, and selection and 
promotion according to merit25. This protection can be a barrier to the use of dismissal 
as a mechanism of control and can permit a neutral administrative machine to survive 
political change and to serve different political masters equally well. Despite the concerns 
to protect officials from political manipulation, new political rulers may have several 
reasons to attempt to remove permanent officials. Parties in power may have different 
policy priorities to those leaving office, which bureaucrats may not share. The new leaders 
may also not trust or know about competence of bureaucrats who served under previous 
regimes.

20  Boyne, GA. 1996. Constraints, Choices and Public Policies. London: JAI Press.
21  Horn, MJ. 1995. The Political Economy of Public Administration: Institutional Choice in the Public Sector. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.
22		Miller,	 G.	 2000.	 ‘Above	 Politics:	 Credible	 Commitment	 and	 Efficiency	 in	 the	 Design	 of	 Public	Agencies’.	 Journal	 of	 Public	

Administration Research and Theory 10, 2, 289-328. 
23  Fiorina, MP and RG Noll. 1978. ‘Voters, Legislators, and Bureaucracy: Institutional Design in the Public Sector. American 

Economic	Review	68,	2,	256-60.
24  Golden, MA. 2003. ‘Electoral Connections: The Effects of Personal Vote on Political Patronage, Bureaucracy and Legislation in 

Post-War Italy’. British Journal of Political Science 33, 189-212.
25 Johnson, R and G Libecap. 1994. The Federal Civil Service and the Problem of Bureaucracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
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In this regard, new leaders may think that bureaucrats appointed by the previous set 
of incumbent politicians do not share the values of the current administration, which 
may make them less likely to implement their preferences. One way of securing the 
implementation of their wishes is to remove the ‘old guard’ of officials who may have 
become closely associated with the previous regime, and to appoint new senior managers 
who are untainted by a close relationship with the previous incumbents. For example, 
the United States (US) literature regards control over appointments as one of the ways 
in which politicians seek to control the bureaucracy, largely at the federal executive level, 
through replacements when a new president enters office and when there is a change of 
policy26. Furthermore, Brehn and Gates (1997, p. 200), argue that politicians like to appoint 
‘principled’ bureaucrats to limit the supervision problems for politicians. Bureaucrats who 
believe in the mission of the politician are supposed to need less day-to-day control and 
can be trusted to get on with the job27.

Many concepts contained in the NPM models came from experience in the private 
sector, particularly mechanisms for promoting managerial responsiveness to shareholders 
through developing analogues to the market for corporate control, with the implication 
that control of managers in the public sector should be more ‘business-like’. According 
to the foregoing argument, a number of hypothesis have been developed on whether 
political dynamics impact on senior management turnover. These hypotheses are:

• The turnover of senior managers will be greater if there is a new incumbent 
administration (i.e. if a change in party control takes place);

• The turnover of senior managers will be greater when public service performance 
is low;

• In the presence of both party political change and low performance, the turnover 
of senior managers will be greater; and

• The turnover of senior managers will be greater in councils/governments where 
the absolute number of seats held by the ruling party is large.

The literature review has established that turnover of the most senior administrative 
leadership is a consequence of many issues, including performance. Therefore, the analysis 
of literature review has highlighted the fact that turnover rate is not a matter peculiar to the 
South African Public Service, but affect institutions the world over, albeit in differing degrees. 
In addition, the literature has also indicated that turnover is not necessarily bad in all the 
instances, but could serve as a means to ensure organisational renewal and commitment. 
This organisational renewal and commitment ensures that a new political administration 
in a public institution or board of directors in a private company could recruit employees 

26		Wood,	BD	and	RW	Waterman.	1994.	Bureaucratic	Dynamics:	The	Role	of	Bureaucracy	in	a	Democracy.	Boulder,	CO:	Westview	
Press.

27 Brehm J and S Gates. 1997. Working, Shirking, and Sabotage: Bureaucratic Response to a Democratic Public. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press.
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who would focus their energies in implementing the new mandate. However, literature 
review has also cautioned that too much change in a short space of time, particularly at 
the top echelons of institutions could have serious negative repercussions. Furthermore, 
it has also been shown that organisations do not only lose people during such changes, 
but also expertise, knowledge, institutional memory and stability. Therefore, it is important 
for institutions to ensure that turnover take place in a situation where the attainment of 
strategic objectives would be realized without too much organisational disruptions.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION

This Chapter provides qualitative analysis of the information gathered through interviews 
conducted with HoDs, acting HoDs, heads of HoDs’ offices and Human Resource managers 
in selected national and provincial departments. In conducting these interviews, the PSC 
prepared a broad set of questions which were used as the basis for discussions with the 
participants. This broad set of questions was informed to a large extent by the analysis 
of the literature review outlined in the preceding chapter and sought, among others, to 
address the following issues:

• The impact of stability (or lack thereof) at the level of the HoD on the department 
with regard to-

(a) the achievement of the department’s performance targets;
(b) institutional memory and the achievement of the necessary continuity in 

the functioning of the department; 
(c) staff morale and effectiveness; and
(d) the building and maintenance of meaningful relationships with the 

department’s stakeholders.

• Factors that contributed to such stability (or lack thereof).
• The challenges faced by departments without appointed HoDs.

Sections below will provide detailed analysis of the views of the respondents on the 
subject matter. 

3.2 KEY PERFORMANCE AREAS OF HEADS OF DEPARTMENT

Heads of Department (HoDs) as accounting officers of departments are expected to 
perform a myriad of activities in the pursuance of departmental and broader government’s 
strategic goals and objectives. These activities, among others, include the translation of 
government policy intentions into tangible programmes which benefit society directly or 
indirectly. In this regard, HoDs have the responsibility to ensure that the core business 
and corporate support functions of departments as outlined in planning documents are 
attended to, including the provision of ongoing support to the political office bearers who 
head those departments. 

Given the above, it is clear HoDs as the upper most senior public servants occupy a strategic 
centre with regard to driving and guiding the implementation of government’s programmes. 
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This role includes the provision of strategic direction to the content of policy and planning 
instruments as well as the development of practical measures to continuously implement 
monitor and evaluate government programmes as part of endeavours to improve the 
lives of ordinary South Africans. In this regard, HoDs are individually accountable and 
responsible for guiding the implementation of their departments’ strategic objectives, 
which ultimately fit into the entire government’s programmatic focus. Given the above, it 
is clear that HoDs play a critical role in the determination of whether departments would 
be able to deliver on core mandates or not.

3.3 IMPACT OF STABILITY AT THE HOD LEVEL ON THE 
PERFORMANCE OF DEPARTMENTS

Ninety percent (90%) of the respondents were of the view that employment for longer 
periods at the HoD level in departments provides some form of stability. This is particularly 
important considering that such a state of affairs would provide a sense of security of 
tenure among the upper-most administrative cadre of leadership, which in turn cascades 
to other levels in the organisation. This stability is important considering the fact that 
employees normally take some time to get accustomed to a particular style of leadership. 
In addition, it also takes serious effort to build relationships of trust and mutual respect in 
institutions, and once bonds are created, there is a likelihood that energies, commitments 
and loyalties would be channelled towards the attainment of common strategic objectives. 
In this regard, the subsections below provide an analysis of the impact of stability or lack 
thereof at the HoD level in relation to the achievement of the departments’ performance 
targets, institutional memory and the achievement of continuity, staff morale and the 
building and maintenance of relationships with stakeholders.

3.3.1 Stability and the achievement of departments’ performance targets

Stability at the HoD level including senior management teams is critical to the success of 
any organisation in delivering on its core mandate and targets. According to 90% of the 
respondents, where HoDs have been in the post for longer than three years, there is a 
tendency for the performance of such institutions to show signs of continued improvement 
as a result of relative stability. In this regard, HoDs and senior managers are of the view that 
there is a need to review the contract appointment system as it tends to impact negatively 
on the stability and consequently, the performance of departments. At the same time, all 
senior managers are of the view that the appointment of acting HoDs has not always 
yielded the desired results as instability is often the order of the day in some departments. 
This situation is compounded by the fact that most acting HoDs are reluctant to take bold 
decisions, resulting in the performance of such departments deteriorating.
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In addition, the reluctance to take decisions is usually fuelled by the fact that such incumbents 
are not sure about the duration of the acting period, therefore, this uncertainty may imply 
that an acting HoD may not have the opportunity to assess the long term impact of 
decisions taken. Furthermore, the challenge with taking strategic and difficult decisions is 
worsened by the fact that an acting HoD is suddenly expected to supervise the work of 
his or her peers who may feel that he or she cannot suddenly exercise command and 
control over their work outputs. This in turn affects working relationships as acting HoDs 
are required to instil discipline among his or her peers, and in some instances, overrule/
overturn some of the strategic decisions recommended, which may not find resonance 
and support among this group. The arrangement of appointing acting HoDs has not 
helped departments in some instances, but has fuelled instability as a result of infighting 
developing among employees. Furthermore, given the uncertainties associated with the 
acting appointment it is sometimes difficult to expect these HoDs to be able to interact 
cordially with their peers and colleagues once the acting period is over.

3.3.2 The impact of stability on institutional memory and continuity

All HoDs, acting HoDs and senior managers interviewed agreed that the preservation 
of institutional memory is critical to ensuring continuity of departmental programmes. 
Therefore, stability at the HoD level of an institution creates possibilities for improved 
performance. The advantage of preserving institutional memory and continuity is that in 
the event of a change at the level of the HoD, mechanisms are put in place to ensure that 
a proper hand-over report is prepared for any person who would be taking over the reins 
of a department. The hand-over report could be used to assist newly appointed HoDs to 
understand the context relating to certain important decisions taken prior to her or his 
arrival, thereby avoiding unnecessary ‘re-invention of the wheel’. 

However, in most instances the preservation of institutional memory and continuity is 
negatively impacted on by the unceremonious exit of HoDs owing to political dynamics, 
making it difficult and/or impossible for a hand-over report to be developed. In this 
regard, participants are of the view that the Public Service needs to develop a mechanism 
which would ensure the institutionalisation of knowledge management systems in the 
Public Service. Such knowledge management systems would serve as tools for reference 
purposes and orientation for newly appointed HoDs and the top management teams of 
departments. This approach would assist in providing guidance to top management and to 
the strengthening of decision making processes.

On the contrary, another view was expressed which insinuates that the longer the HoD 
stays in a post, the more unstable a department could be as a result of complacency 
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setting. Such complacency would in most cases impact negatively on the performance of 
institutions. In such situations, participants were of the view that it would be in the best 
interests of a department to consider appointing a new HoD who would bring fresh 
perspectives and new ideas. However, it is imperative to ensure that a good working 
relationship is developed between the newly appointed HoD and the political office 
bearer, as failure to do so may lead to a state of paralysis which would impact negatively 
on service delivery priorities.

3.3.3 The impact of stability on staff morale and effectiveness

All the respondents indicated, among others, that staff morale and organisational 
effectiveness is negatively affected by a constant change of leadership at the highest level. 
The respondents stated, for example, that each time there is turnover at the top level, 
departments are re-configured as the newly appointed HoD and/or political office bearer 
bring forth his or her priorities, visions and strategic perspectives which would have to 
be implemented. Therefore, in instances where there is constant and continuous change 
at the top management or political level, such organisations tend to operate in a semi or 
permanent state of transition. Staff morale in turn would be low owing to the fact that 
during such organisational changes, employees are re-organised resulting in uncertainty 
and insecurity. It is important to note that change is always good for any organisation, 
however, constant change in a short period of time is disruptive and negatively affects daily 
operations of organisations and employees’ lives.

In this regard, all the respondents agreed that stability at the top management level 
including the HoD level impacts positively on the morale of staff, and thus contribute to 
effective service delivery. This is particularly important considering the fact that employees 
in general take time to adapt to leadership styles and work patterns. Once this is achieved, 
employees tend to follow the programme set for the organisation with vigour and 
determination. This commitment results from the fact that employees would have bought 
into the organisation’s newly developed strategic focus. In addition, such stability provides 
assurance to staff that the institution will pursue its strategic programmes in a coherent 
and consistent manner. Therefore, this stability assures staff that any changes in the political, 
social and economic environments would be managed in such a manner that there would 
be ongoing communication should there be a need to refocus the strategic priorities of 
the organisation. 
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3.3.4 The impact of stability on the building and maintenance of relationships 
with the stakeholders

The building and maintenance of relationships with departments’ stakeholders is 
critical to the success of strategic objectives. In the main stakeholders of national and 
provincial departments are members of society, the executive at national and provincial 
levels, legislatures, civil society groups, employees, employee organisations, private sector 
institutions and service providers. It is imperative that all these stakeholders understand, 
support and buy into the vision, mission and departmental programmes. In this regard, all 
the respondents agreed that HoDs play a pivotal role in the building and maintenance 
of relationships with stakeholders. Stability at the HoD level has a positive impact on 
relationships with departmental stakeholders, which in most cases are built over a period 
of time (in some instances spanning years of hard work to bring stakeholders on board). 
Such a process involves the building of trust, openness and engagement, which may be 
impacted negatively by instability at the HoD and senior management levels.

More importantly, respondents indicated that the success with which these relationships 
are built depends largely on the understanding of the roles and responsibilities between 
HoDs and political office bearers. In this regard, one respondent indicated that there 
is a need for HoDs to learn to be strategic in their interaction with stakeholders, in 
particular, political office bearers. This strategic imperative includes the need to appreciate 
the priorities of political office bearers in so far as the political direction of departments 
and broader government is concerned. In addition, a view was expressed that political 
office bearers need to afford HoDs the space to independently manage and concretise 
the strategic priorities of government including stakeholder-relationship management. The 
success of this stakeholder-relationship management also requires undivided attention and 
support from other levels of management in departments. This is particularly important 
considering that in most cases senior managers reporting directly or indirectly to HoDs 
are the ones interacting on an ongoing basis with departmental stakeholders.

3.4 THE IMPACT OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EXECUTIVE 
AUTHORITIES AND HEADS OF DEPARTMENT ON THE 
ATTAINMENT OF OBJECTIVES

According to Hanekom and Thornhill (1983) politics is viewed as the process through 
which power and influence can be obtained and exercised. It also includes decisions 
concerning the goals to be achieved, the utilisation of resources and the means of 
bringing about equilibrium in the various spheres of social life28. On the contrary, public 
administration is viewed as comprising a number of functions which are grouped together 
according to particular functional areas namely policy making, organising, financing, staffing, 

28	 Hanekom	SX	and	Thornhill	C.	1983.	Public	Administration	in	Contemporary	Society.	Halfway	House:	Southern	Book	Publishers.	



21

the development of work procedures and control of the execution of activities. It is difficult 
to separate politics and administration. Public administration takes place in a political milieu 
in which aspirations and community needs are articulated29. Given the above exposition, 
all the respondents were of the view that a professional working relationship between the 
political office bearers and HoDs plays a crucial role on the success of any government 
institution. In this regard, the respondents highlighted a number of critical issues which have 
an impact on this aspect. The following are some of the examples cited by participants: 

• In a number of cases, it would appear that decisions to renew, extend or terminate 
the employment contract of a HoD are based purely on personal preferences 
rather than performance management and development issues. The implication 
of this approach is in most instances it would appear that personal preferences as 
opposed to service delivery imperatives decide the future of the majority of the 
upper most-senior administrative leaders;

• There is a need to review the current accountability mechanisms and delegations 
of authority between HoDs as accounting officers and the political office bearers 
as outlined in the Public Finance Management Act, 1999 and the Public Service 
Act, 1994. For example, 20% of the respondents indicated that where there are 
disagreements or disputes between HoDs and political office bearers on the 
strategic direction of departments, there is a tendency by some political office 
bearers to withdraw human resource delegations. This state of affairs has resulted 
in a situation where critical positions remained vacant for longer periods with 
negative consequences for the implementation of departmental programmes. 
Therefore, inability to effectively resolve such disagreements or disputes has 
exacerbated tensions and rendered any mediation or intervention exercise futile;

• Forty nine percent (49%) of the respondents indicated that the tension between 
HoDs and political office bearers has conveyed mixed messages to, among 
others, stakeholders of departments, with the result that there is uncertainty as 
to who should stakeholders deal with in communicating and engaging with these 
departments; and

• EAs and HoDs should build their working relationship on a foundation based 
on trust, mutual respect, maturity, understanding and open communication. 
For example, some respondents indicated that a break-down in the working 
relationship led to a situation where departments were ‘split in the middle’ with 
employees taking sides in the conflict between the EAs and HoDs, which resulted 
in the department’s performance deteriorating to the extent that service delivery 
is negatively affected. In addition, such a situation resulted in instances where such 
departments pursue antagonistic programmes as a result of political posturing 
taking place among the parties involved.

29		Hanekom	SX	and	Thornhill	C.	1996.	The	Functions	of	the	Public	Administrator	in	South	Africa.	Halfway	House:	Southern	Book	
Publishers. 
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Furthermore, all the respondents agreed that one of the critical factors which contributes 
to stability in departments is the effective management of the political-administrative 
interface. The relationship at the political-administrative level ensures that there is a 
common understanding of what constitutes the priorities of a department, and determines 
the manner in which service delivery imperatives are to be realised. In most cases this 
relationship would determine whether a HoD serves for a brief or longer period, and 
thereby either contributes to the attainment of strategic priorities of a department or 
leads to continued periods of instability.

The success of any departmental or governmental programme largely depends on the 
existence of a good and/or cordial working relationship between the political office bearer 
and the HoD. In this regard, all the respondents were of the view that such a relationship 
tends to have a positive impact on the rest of the staff and thus leads to improved 
productivity. For example, (90%) of HoDs/acting HoDs indicated that they hold regular 
meetings with their political office bearers in which progress reports on the attainment 
of departmental programmes and challenges experienced are provided. In addition, these 
meetings are also used to deal with any issue which may arise, be it political, social and 
economic impacting on the work of an institution. Furthermore, these HoDs/acting HoDs 
agreed that the ongoing support of political office bearers through the provision of the 
necessary political and strategic direction is paramount in contributing towards stability of 
their departments. 

3.5 CHALLENGES FACED BY DEPARTMENTS WITH ACTING 
HEADS OF DEPARTMENT

HoDs are charged with the responsibility of ensuring that human capital and others 
resources afforded to government institutions are utilised for the intended purpose. In 
this regard, HoDs are expected to take the necessary managerial and strategic decisions 
aimed at attaining the departmental strategic objectives. Furthermore, HoDs as accounting 
officers of government institutions are expected to be answerable for the manner in which 
financial resources have been expended in the course of providing services to communities. 
Given the above, it is clear that HoDs are charged with immense roles and responsibilities 
as the upper most administrative leaders of government departments. These roles and 
responsibilities require HoDs to take bold and in some instances unpopular decisions for 
the common good of their departments. Therefore, in dealing with everyday operations 
of institutions, there is sometimes bound to be conflicts or differences of opinion involving, 
among others, political office bearers, stakeholders and direct subordinates. HoDs are 
expected to display their leadership and managerial competencies to deal with such 
challenges (whether to the satisfaction or dissatisfaction of the parties concerned). In this 
regard, HoDs should be able to live with the consequences of the decisions they choose.
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All appointed HoDs have observed that there is a tendency by persons appointed to act in 
HoD positions to maintain the status quo. In a sense, there is a view that acting incumbents 
are reluctant to take decisions (whether short, medium or long term) with far-reaching 
consequences, as they consider themselves as just holding the ‘fort for a short period until 
the rightful owner of the position is appointed’. In most instances, prior to major decisions 
being taken, the acting HoDs will always consult with political office bearers to ensure 
that there is support and minimal resistance from the rest of the staff. The approach taken 
by acting incumbents is that they only take decisions which they would be able live with 
beyond the acting period. Given the above, it is clear that where an institution has been 
performing averagely, there is a danger that the services provided by such a department 
in the short to medium term may actually deteriorate. Furthermore, in the case of an 
institution which has already been performing poorly, there is the likelihood that improved 
service delivery would just be a ‘pipe dream’ for prospective recipients of government’s 
service.
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4.1 INTRODUCTION

Chapter 3 above provided an analysis of the views expressed by Public Service leadership 
on the impact of turnover rate of HoDs on the performance of departments. Participants 
have in the main indicated that instability at the upper-most administrative echelons of 
departments may lead to non-performance in government institutions. Therefore, the 
purpose of this chapter is to provide empirical analysis and evidence on whether turnover 
at the HoD level affects organisational performance. 

In conducting this analysis, the PSC decided to assess the extent to which departments 
have achieved key performance areas as outlined in the planning documents such as the 
strategic plans, annual reports and the annual performance plans of selected national 
and provincial departments. These planning documents covered the 2008/09 to 2010/11 
financial years. In addition, a number of key indicators were selected and utilised to 
determine the extent to which national and provincial departments comply with basic 
managerial requirements necessary for ensuring sound and functional systems and 
processes.

These key indicators are filing of financial disclosure forms with the PSC by senior 
managers, management of discipline, percentage of filled posts, the extent of turnover 
rate among all categories of employees, representation in terms of gender and disability, 
the extent to which departments file Performance Agreements (PAs) of HoDs with the 
PSC, financial management, payment of invoices within the stipulated 30 days period, the 
implementation of the Information Technology (IT) Governance and the audit opinion by 
the Auditor-General (AG). The analysis of the key performance areas and indicators was 
conducted in accordance with the defined categories for the study. 

4.2 ANALYSIS OF PERFORMANCE FOR ALL THREE CATEGORIES 
OF DEPARTMENTS

This section provides a comparative analysis of the performance of departments where 
HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer, HoDs were in the posts for less than 
two years or were newly appointed and where acting HoDs have been appointed. In 
addition, the PSC’s Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Assessment Framework was used to 
determine the average percentage of performance or non-performance of departments 
in each category.

In accordance with the framework, a score using a rating scale consisting of five 
performance bands is awarded after analysing the performance of a department.  
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Table 4 below provides the rating scale used to assess the performance of departments 
during the study.

Table 4: Rating scale used to assess performance
Performance band Score description %

5 Excellent performance 81% - 100%

4 Good performance 61% - 80%

3 Adequate performance 41% - 60%

2 Poor performance 21% - 40%

1 No performance 0% - 20%

In conducting the analysis of performance of departments in the three categories of the 
study, average percentages were used to make a determination. In this regard, Figure 1 
below provides the results of an analysis of the performance of departments in the three 
categories.

Figure 1: Analysis of the performance of departments
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According the Figure 1 above, 61% of departments where HoDs have been 
in the post for 3 years or longer managed to achieve overall performance targets, 
whilst the remaining 39% did not attain their set goals. It is clear from the foregoing that 
the majority of departments have been able to meet their strategic objectives which imply 
that recipients of these departments’ services were able to reap rewards as a result of 
such performance during the said period. However, in the case of 39% of departments, it 
is worrying to note that despite the fact that there has been some stability at the HoD 
level, these institutions performed poorly. 

In the case of departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than 
two years or newly appointed, the figure above shows that 70% of departments 
in this category failed to meet their performance outcomes, and on the contrary only 30% 
managed to attain set goals. The above information clearly shows that the absence of HoDs 
in departments has a huge impact on the abilities of these institutions to deliver important 
services. The high number of departments which failed to meet strategic objectives means 
that the majority of community members who rely on government services for survival 
are suffering immensely. In addition, this may imply that the majority of departments are 
not functioning properly as a result of the absence of appointed HoDs. The absence of 
the upper-most administrative cadre may also imply that these departments lack vision, 
conviction and the strategic impetus necessary for the pursuance of constitutional and 
other mandates. Of particular importance is the fact that, as a result of the absence of 
HoDs, these departments are unable to put basic administrative processes in place to 
ensure minimum service delivery.

In relation to departments where acting HoDs have been appointed, 
the figure shows that 53% of departments have been able to attain planned strategic 
goals, whilst 47% did not. In terms of the above information, it is clear that there is a 
marginal difference between success and failure. The average percentage of performance 
by departments could be as a result of constant changes at the HoD level, which in 
turn negatively impacts on the ability of organisations to achieve set performance targets. 
In addition, such performance could be attributed to the fact that these departments 
are subjected to ongoing organisational reviews and reconfigurations with little attention 
being given to the implementation of departmental programmes and service delivery 
imperatives. Therefore, it is necessary to ensure that HoDs are given a reasonable amount 
of time to improve the stability and organisational performance.

The analysis of Figure 1 above clearly shows that stability at the HoD level has an impact 
on the performance of institutions as outlined by the results reflected in departments 
where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer. In this regard, the findings 
indicate that the longer the HoD stays in the post reinforces the possibility that in the 
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long term such stability would result in improved performance for such departments. For 
example, the information in this category shows on average that 61% of departments 
were able to achieve adequate performance against standards. The performance of these 
departments translated to 61% - 80% of priority outputs that were met during the period 
under review. However, this conclusion should be treated with caution considering the 
fact that 53% of departments where acting HoDs have been appointed also reflect that 
some level of performance was attained, although at the levels between 41% - 60% of 
priority outputs. 

4.3 ANALYSIS OF SELECTED KEY INDICATORS IMPACTING ON 
THE PERFORMANCE OF DEPARTMENTS

This section provides an analysis of selected key indicators which impact on the performance 
of departments. These key indicators are filing of financial disclosure forms with the PSC 
by senior managers, management of discipline, percentage of filled posts, the extent of 
turnover rate among all categories of employees, representation in terms of gender and 
disability, the extent to which departments file Performance Agreements (PAs) of HoDs 
with the PSC, financial management, payment of invoices within the stipulated 30 days 
period, the implementation of the Information Technology (IT) Governance and the audit 
opinion by the Auditor-General (AG). The analysis of the audit opinion by the AG will be 
dealt with separately in paragraph 4.4.

Table 5 below provides an analysis of the extent to which departments in all the three 
categories of the study have performed in relation to the selected key indicators.

Table 5:  Compliance with selected key indicators which are important  
in the effective management of departmental functions
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Financial disclosure forms submitted 96% 89% 88%

Management of discipline 3% 0.4% 0.64%
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Key indicators areas
2008/09 – 2010/11
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Percentage (%) of posts filled 73% 86% 71%

Representivity %

Women in SMS 
posts

40% 34% 38%

Disability Equity 0.61% 0.15% 0.59%

Percentage (%) of PAs of HoDs/DGs by the 
due date

71% 66% *

Expenditure Management (Average 
spending)

99.7% 102.2% 89%

Payments not made within 30 days 34% 31% 45%

IT Governance (Average) 48% 44% 38%

The analysis of the information contained in Table 5 above is provided in sub-paragraphs 
4.3.1 to 4.3.8 below.

4.3.1 Financial disclosure forms submitted

Table 5 above shows that 96% of the members of the Senior Management Service 
(SMS) in departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer 
submitted financial disclosure forms as required by the Financial Disclosure Framework 
(FDF). In the case of departments whose HoDs were in the posts for less than two 
years or newly appointed, 89% of forms were submitted as required. In addition, 88% 
of forms of senior managers in departments where acting HoDs have been appointed 
were submitted accordingly. Whilst the submission rate for departments in the above 
categories may appear high it is important that departments ensure a 100% compliance 
rate considering the perception in society that there are many cases of corruption in the 
Public Service. In this regard, the analysis of the finding shows that compliance rate in the 
case of departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer is higher 
than in the other two categories. This high compliance rate could be attributed to stability 
at the HoD level in these departments.



30

4.3.2 Management of discipline

The study has established that 3% of disciplinary cases were dealt with in departments 
where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer. In the case of departments 
where HoDs were in the posts for less than two years or newly appointed 0.4% were 
attended to. Finally, 0.64% of disciplinary cases were managed in departments where 
acting HoDs have been appointed. The findings above could mean that in departments 
where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer there is more capacity at 
management level to deal with disciplinary case.

4.3.3 Percentage of filled posts

The study found that 73% of posts were filled in departments where HoDs have been 
in the post for 3 years and longer, which meant that 27% of posts were vacant. The 27% 
vacancy rate is generally high and may impact on the ability of many departments to 
deliver services in line with set strategic objectives. 

For departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than two years or newly appointed, 
the study shows that 86% of posts were filled in departments, which meant that only 14% 
of posts were vacant. Whilst a 14% vacancy rate may appear low, it translates into a large 
number of vacancies for department with big establishment such as Education. Therefore, 
it is imperative for departments to ensure that vacancy rates are reduced to a manageable 
number (preferably between 7 and 10%) for service delivery to take place unhindered.

In the case of departments where acting HoDs have been appointed, it was found that 
71% of posts were filled in departments, which meant that 29% of posts were vacant. 
The 29% vacancy rate is too high and if not addressed urgently would negatively impact 
of performance in the long term. This vacancy rate is also worrying considering that the 
information outlined in Figure 1 above indicates that 47% of departments in this category 
have performed poorly.

The above table also shows that departments where HoDs were in the posts for less 
than two years or newly appointed had a high number of filled posts at 86%. This high 
number of filled posts may have contributed to the higher level of performance as shown 
in Figure 1 above, even though it was lower than that of the first category.
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4.3.4 Representivity of women in senior management posts and the 
employment of persons with disabilities

In terms of a Cabinet decision, all departments were required to have a 50% female 
representation in senior management positions (by end of March 2009) and 2% of 
persons with disabilities (by end of March 2010). The study has found that only 40% of 
women are in the SMS echelon and 0.6% of people with disabilities have been employed 
by departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer. In the case of 
departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than two years or newly appointed, 
only 34% of women were appointed to senior posts and 0.15% of persons with disabilities 
were employed during the same period.

For departments where acting HoDs have been appointed, the study found that only 
38% of women are in the SMS echelons and 0.59% of people with disabilities have been 
employed. Whilst all the departments failed to achieve the set targets, it is crucial to note 
that in the case of departments where HoDs have been in the posts for 3 years and 
longer, the representation of women in SMS posts and the employment of persons with 
disability are markedly higher than the rest. This could mean that there is top management 
commitment towards the attainment of the targets of 50% representation of women 
at senior management and the 2% employment of persons with disabilities in these 
departments. 

4.3.5 Filing of Performance Agreements (PAs) of Heads of Department 
(HoDs) by due date

In terms of Chapter 4 of the SMS Handbook, national and provincial departments are 
required to file PAs of their HoDs with the PSC by 30 June annually. The study found that 
in departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer 71% of HoDs 
submitted their PAs to the PSC. This implies that 29% of the upper-most administrative 
leadership cadre had been without performance contracts during the period under review.

It was found that only 66% of PAs in departments where HoDs were in the posts for less 
than two years or newly appointed had been submitted as required meaning that 34% 
of these HoDs did not have performance contracts during the period under review. This 
non-compliance makes it difficult for Executive Authorities to hold these senior managers 
accountable for performance of departments.

The analysis above reveals that the filing of PAs with the PSC is higher in the case of 
departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer. This may, among 
other reasons, be attributed to HoDs in this category viewing performance contracting as 
critically important to the success of government programmes. 
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4.3.6 Expenditure management

The study established that overall, departments where HoDs have been in the post for 
3 years and longer, have managed to spend 99.7% of their allocated budgets. Whilst it 
is encouraging to observe that such a high percentage of allocated budgets have been 
spent, it is worrying to note that only 61% of departments in this category have managed 
to achieve set performance targets as indicated in Figure 1 above. The implication is 
that 39% of these departments may have expended allocated budget on products and 
services that are not important to the realisation of government’s programme of action. 

In the case of departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than two years or 
newly appointed, it was established that these institutions have overspent their budget 
by 2% (i.e. overall expenditure stood at 102%). Whilst it is encouraging that departments 
have managed to stay within the threshold provided by National Treasury, there is a serious 
concern that only 53% of departments in this category have managed to achieve 61% to 
80% of their set performance targets as indicated in Figure 1 above. The implication is 
that 47% of departments may have expended allocated budget on programmes which did 
not positively improve the lives of the country’s citizens. 

Departments where acting HoDs have been appointed spent 89% of their allocated 
budgets. Of particular concern is the fact that only 30% of departments in this category 
managed to deliver on their mandate as highlighted in Figure 1.

The conclusion is that expenditure is within the norms and standards provided for by the 
National Treasury in the case of departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 
years and longer and departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than two years 
or newly appointed. The inability of departments where acting HoDs have been appointed 
to spend their budgets as planned for could be attributed to a lack of leadership at the 
upper-most administrative cadreship.

4.3.7 Payments of invoices within 30 days

The Public Finance Management Act, 1999, as amended provides that departments must 
pay service providers within 30 days for services rendered. The study established that 
only 66% of departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer 
managed to pay service providers within the stipulated timeframe. It was also found 31% 
of departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than two years or newly appointed 
did not stay for more than two years managed to pay for services rendered within the 
30 days period.
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In the case of departments where acting HoDs have been appointed, only 45% of 
departments managed to pay service providers. Even though departments failed to 
ensure 100% compliance with the payment of invoices within the prescribed 30 days 
period, departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and longer have 
managed to perform better than the rest. This level of compliance could be attributed to 
top management in these departments exercising greater financial management controls 
as compared to the rest.

4.3.8 Information Technology governance

The Department of Public Service and Administration (DPSA) is required in terms of 
the Public Service Regulations, 2001, as amended to develop a government-wide IT 
governance framework which should be implemented by all departments30. In this regard, 
the Auditor-General’s report has established that only 48% of departments where HoDs 
have been in the post for 3 years and longer have IT governance framework in place. For 
departments where HoDs were in the posts for less than two years or newly appointed, 
only 44% have implemented the framework.

In the case of departments where acting HoDs have been appointed, it was found that 
only 33% of institutions have met the requirements. Whilst all the departments in the 
three categories have failed to ensure 100% compliance with the framework, it is worth 
noting that in the case of departments where HoDs have been in the post for 3 years and 
longer the rate is higher than in the rest. This level of compliance in these departments 
demonstrates that top management regards Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) as an important instrument for accelerated service delivery.

4.4 ANALYSIS OF AUDIT OUTCOMES IN DEPARTMENTS

This section provides an analysis of audit outcomes by the AG on the departments 
selected to participate in the study. In conducting this analysis, the study will assess the 
extent to which audit opinions were found to be financially unqualified with no findings, 
financially unqualified with findings, qualified, adverse and disclaimer opinions. In conducting 
the analysis to assess the extent to which this key indicator contributes to the overall 
performance of departments, the rating scale outlined in Table 4 above was also used. In 
this regard, Table 6 on the following page will provide a breakdown of the information. 

30 Republic of South Africa. Auditor-General South Africa. General Report on the national audit outcomes 2008/9 -2010/11.
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Table 6: Analysis of audit outcomes in departments

Audit outcomes

Departments 
where HoDs 

have been in the 
post for 3 years 

or longer

Departments 
where HoDs 

were in the posts 
for less than two 
years or newly 

appointed

Departments 
where acting 

HoDs have been 
appointed

2
0

0
8

/0
9

2
0

0
9

/1
0

2
0

1
0

/1
1

%

2
0

0
8

/0
9

2
0

0
9

/1
0

2
0

1
0

/1
1

%

2
0

0
8

/0
9

2
0

0
9

/1
0

2
0

1
0

/1
1

%

Financially unqualified 
with no findings

0 2 2 10 0 2 2 8 0 0 0 0

Financially unqualified 
with findings

14 10 10 77 14 10 9 71 5 6 6 52

Qualified opinion 1 3 2 13 1 3 4 17 5 3 3 33

Adverse opinion 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Disclaimer of opinion 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 1 1 3 15

Total 15 15 14 100 15 15 16 100 11 10 12 100

4.4.1 Audit outcomes of departments where HoDs have been in the post for 
3 years and longer

Table 6 above shows that only 10% of departments received a clean audit opinion 
between the 2009/10 and 2010/11 financial years, whilst 77% of departments were 
financially unqualified with matters of emphasis for the 2008/09 to 2010/11 financial years. 
The remaining 13% of departments received a qualified audit opinion. The implications 
of these findings are that whilst the majority of departments representing 87% received 
unqualified audit outcomes, a staggering 77% had matters of emphasis raised. 

4.4.2 Audit outcomes of departments where HoDs were in the posts for less 
than two years or newly appointed

Table 6 above reflects that 8% of departments received a clean audit opinion during the 
2009/10 and 2010/11 financial years. This is followed by 71% which received an unqualified 
audit opinion with matters of emphasis. At the same time, 17% of departments received 
a qualified audit opinion and the remaining 4% were given disclaimers of audit opinion.
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4.4.3 Audit outcomes of where acting HoDs have been appointed

The analysis of Table 6 above shows that 0% of departments received a clean audit 
opinion during 2008/09 to 2010/11 financial years. This is followed by 52% which 
received an unqualified audit opinion with matters of emphasis. At the same time, 33% 
of departments received qualified audit opinion and the remaining 15% were given 
disclaimers of audit opinion. 

The above shows that in the case of departments where HoDs have been in the posts 
for three years and longer and departments whose HoDs were in the posts for less than 
two years or were newly appointed, 10% and 8% received clean audits as compared to 
0% in the category where acting HoDs were appointed. The implication is that stability 
at the former categories seems to have contributed to improved financial management. 
In addition, the study shows that these departments have performed considerably better 
when it comes to unqualified audit opinions with 77% and 71% ratings, respectively. 
 
4.5 ADDITIONAL FACTORS WHICH IMPACT ON PERFORMANCE 

OF DEPARTMENTS

Whilst sections 4.2 to 4.4 above have provided an analysis of the issues which have 
an impact on the effect of turnover of HoDs on the performance of departments, this 
section will look at other factors which affect overall performance of organisations in the 
public and private sectors alike. The following are some examples: 

• The strategies and objectives of successful departments are more consistent, 
clearer and well thought out, and that all employees provide the necessary 
commitment and support to the attainment of set goals; 

• Departments which perform satisfactory are more likely to go above and beyond 
their mandates. In this regard they would strive to provide world-class citizen 
value, exceed clients’ expectation and plan more proactively for the future and 
long-term needs of the recipients of government services;

• Such departments are more likely to adhere to high ethical standards of behaviour 
in delivering services to society;

• The upper-most administrative leadership would consist of highly talented and 
committed individuals. Such leaders would be more likely to promote the best 
employees for a job, make sure that performance expectations are clear and 
convince all the employees that their behaviour and attitude would affect the 
success of their organisations; and
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• More importantly, employees of high performing departments are more inclined 
to view such institutions as ‘employers of choice’. These employees, in turn, would 
be more likely to use their skills, knowledge and experience to provide services 
of high quality31.

Therefore, any analysis and conclusion about the causal effect or link between performance 
and turnover should involve a much broader process which goes beyond what could 
appear obvious so that the government is well-equipped to deal with all the critical 
issues holistically. In this regard, the chapter has clearly demonstrated the linkage between 
turnover at the top administrative leadership with organisational performance needs to 
also take into consideration other factors in the environment. It also shows that whilst 
effect of turnover on performance is imperative so are other factors necessary for the 
creation of an enabling environment which would make service delivery possible.

31		 American	Management	Association.	How	to	build	a	high-performance	organisation.	A	global	study	of	current	trends	and	future	
possibilities 2007-2017. Undated.
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5.1 INTRODUCTION

The findings of the study on the effect of the turnover rate of HoDs on the performance of 
departments in the Public Service indicates that instability at the upper most administrative 
leadership of government institutions resulted in poor service delivery for communities. 
Of particular concern is the finding which has highlighted the fact that instability at the 
HoD level has negatively impacted on the functioning of departments. For example, it 
has been found that instability has impacted negatively on aspects such as institutional 
memory and continuity, staff morale, management of relationships with stakeholders, the 
political-administrative interface and the overall performance of government institutions. 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide recommendations on how to best deal with this 
phenomenon. In addition, the chapter will provide a conclusion.

5.2 RECOMMENDATIONS

5.2.1 A conducive working environment should be created by political office bearers 
which would ensure that HoDs are afforded the necessary support, space and 
time to implement departmental programmes with minimal interference.

5.2.2 The Executive at the national and provincial levels should take the responsibility 
for managing the career incidents of HoDs and when necessary interventions 
should be put in place to ensure that working relationships between parties (i.e. 
EAs and HoDs) are effectively managed.

5.2.3 The Department of Public Service and Administration (DPSA) should make it 
compulsory for the exiting HoD to develop and submit a hand-over report which 
would be utilised by the successor in understanding the state of the organisation 
and in mapping the way forward.

5.2.4 National and provincial departments should conduct regular organisational 
climate surveys in order to timeously address issues which may impact negatively 
on staff morale. In this regard, measures should be put in place to ensure that 
employees are adequately prepared for changes at the top management level of 
institutions.

5.2.5 The Executive should implement the provisions of the Public Service Regulations, 
2001, as amended, which stipulates that an employee shall not act in a higher vacant 
post for an uninterrupted period exceeding twelve months. The implementation 
of this recommendation would ensure that once posts become vacant, steps are 
taken to find a possible permanent replacement as speedily as possible. Should a 
department fail to comply with this stipulation, good cause for non-compliance 
needs to be advanced, and the approval of Cabinet would have to be obtained.
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5.2.6 Measures should be put in place to ensure that the capacity of the state is 
strengthened by making succession planning compulsory through the development 
of a pool of senior managers who would be identified and nurtured to assume 
HoD positions when the need arises. This approach would ensure that minimum 
disruptions are caused by the turnover of HoDs in the Public Service.

5.3 CONCLUSION

In the main, the study has shown that turnover rate of HoDs indeed impacts negatively 
on the performance of departments. In arriving at this conclusion, the study relied on 
information from participants through interviews, which was in turn validated by the analysis 
of data contained in the various departmental planning documents. In addition, literature 
on the subject matter was undertaken and analysed to assess how other countries and 
institutions are grappling with this controversial issue. Of particular importance is that 
the findings highlighted the fact that turnover did not only affect the individual HoD, but 
also impacted on aspects such as programmes and operations of departments, working 
relationships among employees, relationships with stakeholders and institutional capacity. 
The study went on to show that failure to effectively manage these aspects has tended 
to affect the majority of communities who rely on the services of government institutions 
to improve their lives. In order to validate the information provided above, a comparative 
analysis of performance of three categories of departments was also provided. Finally, the 
study provides a set of recommendations which should be considered in dealing with the 
turnover rate of HoDs effectively. 
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Western Cape

Sanlam Golden Acre Building

21st Floor, Adderley Street

Cape Town

8001

Tel:  (021) 421-3980

Fax: (021) 421-4060

Parliamentary Office 

Sanlam Golden Acre Building

21st Floor, Adderley Street

Cape Town

8001

Tel:  (021) 418-4940

Fax: (021) 418-1362



Public Service Commission

Tel: +27 12 352-1000
Fax: +27 12 325-8382
Website: www.psc.gov.za

National Anti-Corruption Hotline for the Public Service: 0800 701 701

Republic of South Africa


