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Abstract

The critical challenge facing metropolitan municipalities in South Africa is

not only the process of developing the  Integrated Development Plans,  but

also  the  implementation  of  the  chosen  strategies  to  achieve  strategic

outcomes. There are increasing service delivery protests in municipalities as

the public demands essential services. eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality

has significant backlogs to deliver crucial services.

Middle  managers  of  service  units  in  a  municipality  are  critical actors  in

implementing Integrated Development Plans. However, there is a shortage

of scholarly research exploring various practices of middle managers within

the municipal context. The objective of the study was to identify the critical

practices engaged  by  middle  managers  of  eThekwini  Metropolitan

Municipality  in  KwaZulu  Natal  in  South  Africa  in  their  daily

implementation  of  strategies.  The  findings  reported  are  part  of  a  more

extensive  study  which  used  grounded  theory,  in  which thirty-six  middle

managers were initially selected using purposive sampling and subsequently

through  theoretical  sampling.  This  study  found  that  middle  managers

facilitated and championed activities in a politicised environment where they

constantly needed to manoeuvre to balance the varying interests of different

stakeholders. The study has provided insights into the nature and variety of

practices,  which  reveal  how  different  stakeholders  drive  but  also

compromise  the  IDP  as  a  strategy  implemented  in  a  politicised  and

misaligned way in a municipal context.
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1. Introduction

Many  metropolitan  municipalities  globally  are  developing  long-term  organisational  directions  to

achieve their desired future state. Strategy execution is an essential yet intricate and time-consuming

aspect of turning the long-term direction in any of the metropolises or cities in South Africa into

public  value  for  various  stakeholders  (e.g.,  citizens  and  businesses).  Municipal  officials,  staff,

politicians and other actors in the country's metropolitan municipalities utilise strategic frameworks

such  as  the  Integrated  Development  Plan  (IDP)  as  essential  instruments  for  public  service

delivery(Shongwe,  &  Meyer,  2023;   Ndlovu,  2016).  In  this  regard,  the  legislative  and  policy

framework regulating local government requires municipalities to adopt IDPs as the single, inclusive,

and strategic plan for the development of their municipal areas (Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000,

2000:8). Nonetheless, strategies or IDPs by themselves, do not lead to action. This study focuses on

the  practices  of  middle  managers  in  implementing  IDP  strategies  at  eThekwini  metropolitan

municipality, exploring how they navigate the complexities of strategy implementation. 

1.1. Background

Metropolitan Municipalities in South Africa face challenges implementing Integrated Development

Plans  (IDPs)  to  achieve  strategic  outcomes.  Consequently,  many  of  the  well-crafted  plans  in

municipalities in South Africa are failing to bear fruits primarily because of poor implementation

(Masiya,  Mazenda,  &  Davids,  2019).  It  is  noteworthy  that  several  local  municipalities,  district

municipalities,  and metropolitan municipalities in South Africa are struggling to provide essential

services (e.g. water, health, electricity, refuse collection) to their citizens efficiently and effectively

(Madhi, Baillie,  Cutland,  Voysey,  Koen, Fairlie,  Padayachee,  Dheda,  Barnabas, & Bhorat,  2021) .

Many municipalities in South Africa need to be fixed, with only  38 out of the 257 considered well-

functioning in 2022 (COGTA, 2022/23). It is worrisome that 219 municipalities cannot execute their

service delivery mandate as required.

Additionally, 151 municipalities were deemed bankrupt, insolvent and unable to pay creditors and

their  everyday  expenses,  including  South  African  Revenue  Services  and  pension  funds

(BusinessTech, 2022). This level of dysfunctionality illustrates how strategy implementation is one of

the most critical and pervasive problems faced by most municipalities in South Africa as they struggle

to  enact  IDPs  and  deliver  public  value  to  stakeholders  (Shongwe  &  Meyer,  2023).  eThekwini

Municipality faces regular protests from various stakeholders demanding service delivery for water,

electricity, and housing. 

The "doing" of IDP as a strategy in the context of a metropolitan municipality embraces a variety of

actors executing different activities in their day-to-day organisational life. The emphasis on doing is

similar to the view of the scholars who advocate for strategy as what people do and the conditions

under which they do it (Jarzabkowski, Balogun, & Seidl, 2007; Seidl & Whittington, 2014; Cloutier



& Langley, 2020). As far as strategy is concerned, people's actions have a direct influence on the

organisation. The emphasis on micro-level actions and interactions related to strategy work is core to

strategy- as- practice. This notion of strategy-as-practice emphasises that the strategy is determined by

several  factors,  including  day-to-day  organisational  operations  (Johnson,  Whittington,  Regnér,

Angwin, Johnson, and Scholes, 2020). With strategy-as-practice in mind, this study recognises that

IDP implementation  is  complex  and unfolds  over  time,  involving  multiple  actors  in  a  particular

municipal context. This study adopts the notion of strategy-as-practice to focus on strategising- what

people  have  been  doing  to  implement  the  IDP  at  eThekwini  Metropolitan  Municipality  under

changing conditions over the years.

Middle management plays a pivotal role in the strategy implementation process. Managers at the

middle level of an organisation play a critical role in being closer to top management yet, at the same

time,  drive  strategy  implementation  initiatives  through  engagement  with  lower-level  employees.

According to Schubert and Tavassoli (2020), middle management is responsible for implementing the

strategy at the coalface. As such, they are better situated to identify the opportunities and enablers of

strategy execution in the various and interdependent hard (e.g. strategy, structure, systems) and soft

(e.g. staff, skills, culture) components of the organisation action architecture. Hortovanyi, Szabo and

Fuzes  (2021) suggest  that  middle  managers  influence  downwards  and  senior  managers  through

strategic  conversations.  They  sell  their  understanding  and  ideas  to  top  managers.  Against  this

backdrop,  this  study  used  middle  managers  to  understand  strategy implementation  in  eThekwini

Municipality, recognising their role and practices in strategy implementation.

1.2. Problem statement

In the metropolitan municipalities in South Africa, one of the critical and pervasive challenges is the

implementation of the chosen strategies to achieve the desired strategic outcomes. The Department of

Cooperative  Governance  and  Traditional  Affairs  COGTA  (2022/23) revealed  that  many

municipalities in South Africa are dysfunctional or in financial distress, which is still valid today.

Commonly, strategy implementation is highlighted as the critical challenge. Glaring signs of a long

overdue  lack  of  service  delivery  at  local  levels  exist.  Some  contributing  factors  are  corruption,

political patronage and a shortage of skills  (Zerihun & Mashigo, 2022).  Frequent protests against

municipalities are due to a lack of basic service delivery, such as electricity, water, and sanitation. The

problem of poor service delivery and protest is not peculiar to eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality,

as other municipalities in South Africa also encounter the same dilemma (Mbandlwa & Mishi, 2020).

The poor delivery of services negatively impacts communities as it affects their quality of life. With

the high rate of poverty and unemployment in South Africa, more citizens rely on essential services

provided by municipalities  (Thusi & Selepe, 2023). As municipalities in South Africa struggle to

enact IDPs and deliver public value to businesses and citizens, there is a compelling need to address

how municipal officials and staff execute the IDP in their- day-to-day organisational life to yield



outcomes (Asha & Makalela, 2020). This calls for strategy researchers to get a complex and situated

understanding of strategy implementation practices, evident in the day-to-day, social, and dynamic

context of a metropolitan municipality such as eThekwini in South Africa.  

There are two notable gaps in extant research which are insightful to this study. First, scholars such as

Andrews, Beynon, and McDermott (2016) and Kanyangale and Dyasi(2018) are explicit that a gap

exists between knowing the steps to take and implementing them, specifically in a municipal setting. 

Second, limited scholarly research has uncovered the connection between theory and practice in the

domain of strategy execution in the public sector. In the book Strategic Management in the Public

Sector (Joyce, 2015), it is explicit that "there is still much more to be done in building the theory-

practice connection in strategic management in the public sector". Research on strategy execution is

fragmented in general literature (Vigfússon, Jóhannsdóttir, & Ólafsson, 2021). How strategy emerges

and precisely how strategy relates to practice is still unknown. This gap still presents an obstinate

theoretical  debate  (MacKay,  Chia,  & Nair,  2021;  Wolf  & Floyd,  2017).  There  is  a  gap  and an

opportunity for further research on strategising and strategy implementation, focused on the viewpoint

of micro-level activities and processes observed within the metropolitan municipality.

This research addresses how municipal officials within eThekwini Municipality implement strategies

to achieve the strategic outcomes of  a  "liveable  and caring city"? This  article  is  part  of  a  more

extensive study that generated a grounded theory called "Political balancing by middle managers in

the  course  of  service  provision. It  is  helpful  to  underline  that  this  study  privileges  the  lived

experiences  and lens  of  middle  managers  to  understand practices  of  implementing  the  IDP in  a

metropolitan municipality. Against this backdrop, the current research seeks to contribute knowledge

on strategy execution (strategising) in a metro municipality within the South African public sector and

to the broader literature on strategising.

1.3. Research objectives

The  objective  of  this  research  was  to  understand  the  practices  engaged  by  middle  managers  in

eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality in the course of IDP implementation.

2. Literature Review

As this study focused on the practices of middle managers in strategy execution, it  is prudent to

initially understand the origin and meaning of strategy and strategy implementation before focusing

on strategy as practice and the roles of middle managers.

2.1. Meaning of strategy and Integrated Development Plan 

The term strategy originated from the Greek term “strategos", which denotes "leader of the army" (Al-

Darmaki, 2015:18). From there on, the definition has changed in several unique ways, and until now,



there is no uniform definition on it. Strategy is sometimes defined as an instrument for power and

change (Eden & Ackermann, 2013). Chandler (1963) describes strategy as identifying an institution's

long-term goals and objectives, deciding on actions, and allocating resources required to achieve these

goals. Porter argues that competitive strategy is about being unique in delivering several tasks and

providing value in many different ways.  Louw and Venter (2011) and Johnson et al.(2020) look at

strategy as a game plan outlining the decisions that are to be taken by management.

Additionally,  Baylis,  Wirtz  and Johnson  (2022) view strategy as  the  direction  and scope  of  the

organisation in  the  long term,  which yields  a  competitive  advantage through the arrangement  of

resources in a dynamic setting. In his old but still helpful work (Mintzberg, 1978), he defined strategy

as a pattern in a stream of decisions that entails planned and emergent elements (Neugebauer, Figge,

& Hahn, 2016). Notably, strategy has evolved from the military to business and now to the public

sector. As previously reiterated, the IDP is a strategic plan that specifies the "game plan" that outlines

the municipality's choices to attain its strategic goals. 

While  most  private  sector  organisations  in  South  Africa  talk  about  strategy,  it  is  noteworthy  to

underscore that metropolitan municipalities refer to the IDP as their strategy. The White Paper on

Local Government, 1998 (COGTA, 1998) and the Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000 (2000) outline

the importance of preparing plans and considering strategic direction. Over the last two decades,

strategic  management  has  primarily  been  acknowledged  as  revolutionising  strategy  design  and

implementation in public sector organisations worldwide (An, Rüling, Zheng, & Zhang, 2020). The

IDP has strategic goals and focuses on certain designated activities that are predicted to have the most

significant effect on building the municipality. In this regard, strategy is synonymous with the IDP in

the  municipal  context.  This  strategic  document  is  a  planning tool  to  enable  local  government  to

develop  a  strategic  plan  for  coordinating  and  delivering  services.  The  IDP  commits  political

leadership within the municipality to implement the strategy during the election period during office

but also clarifies what municipal managers and employees should do (Ndlovu, 2016).

2.2. Understanding the meaning of strategy implementation

In the parlance of  Josephson, Johnson, Mariadoss and Cullen (2016), strategy in action emphasises

the practicalities of strategising rather than conceptualising strategy. While strategy formulation is

about  positioning the forces before action,  strategy implementation is  about  dealing with various

forces  in  action.  Thus,  strategy  implementation  is  action-oriented  and  takes  cognisance  of

instrumentalist views or emergent strategies, which are continuously "reinvented" or "refined" during

and after "implementation". 

2.3. Strategy implementation in the public sector

According to Bryson (2018), strategy implementation in the public sector involves the effort to realise

an  organisation's  mission,  goals,  and  strategies,  as  well  as  to  adhere  to  the  mandates,  continue



organisational learning, and create public value. This view of strategy execution, which relates to

mandates,  highlights  the  unique  nature  of  strategy  implementation  in  the  public  sector  and

municipalities, mainly where the authorising power in the strategic triangle is critical for legitimacy.

While the effort to define strategy implementation is insightful, it is essential for scholars of strategy

implementation in the public sector to also bear in mind that there are two common approaches. First,

there is a wide variety of literature which shows that strategy implementation has been studied from a

"factor approach"  (Andrews et  al.,  2016;  Diamantidis & Chatzoglou, 2019)or “process approach”

(Jarzabkowski, Balogun, & Seidl, 2007; Seidl & Whittington, 2014; Vaara & Lamberg, 2016). The

factor-oriented approach examines structure, culture, leadership, and resource allocation components.

In  contrast,  the  process-oriented  approach looks at  strategy-as-a  practice  in  terms  of  strategising

(Vaara & Whittington,2012) and also process and barriers in strategy implementation as an iterative

process (Al-Hourani, Evans, Kandeepan, Moran, & Eltom, 2017).

2.4. Strategy implementation practices

Given the various conceptions and approaches to strategy implementation, it is challenging to exhaust

the variety of strategy implementation practices in all contexts (e.g. profit and non-profit). However,

Lavarda and Bellucci (2022) assert that strategy as a practice focuses on the micro-activities and

interactions  during  the  strategic  process  (e.g.  accounting  practices,  planning  practices,  analytical

practices,  strategy  meeting  practices).  It  can  also  be  viewed  from  a  theoretical  background  of

establishing individual and collective motives and behaviours in pursuing a course of action related to

the strategic plan or strategy. Guo (2019) elaborates on why micro-foundations of strategy have taken

so long to enter the research field. One of the reasons for this is that strategy, by definition, is an

organisational-level  discipline and that  automatically,  questions  of  interest  would be at  this  level

without  taking  an  interest  in  other  levels.  Scholars  are  keenly  interested  in  researching  micro-

foundations  of strategy to  understand people within the organisation  and how the strategy works

better.  

This study focuses on strategy practices, which look at the daily norms, traditions and procedures that

ultimately impact strategy implementation (Vaara & Whittington,2012).

2.5. Strategising role of middle managers in the public sector in South Africa

The  role  of  middle  managers  has  been  identified  in  the  literature  as  essential  to  strategy

implementation.  Despite  the  growing interest  within  the  public  sector,  limited  research  has  been

published on strategising practices of middle managers in government departments, more specifically

within the South African context (De Metz, Davis, & Surju, 2020; Van Niekerk & May 2012).

It is salient to underscore that middle managers play the roles of implementer of strategy problem

solver, change agent, informer and communicator. Notably, middle managers can also play the roles

of motivators and coaches, as they are better placed to recommend, initiate and assess alternative



courses of action when needed  (De Metz et al.,  2020). A study by  Davis (2013) focused on the

realities of how middle managers at a university practice strategy, revealing that practices that middle

managers engage in are interdependent on the roles that they fulfil. These roles are influenced by the

distinctive organisational context that demands middle managers to live up to the traditional role of

implementation and the strategic role of linking the top with the bottom of the organisation. 

3. Research Methodology

This section presents the research paradigm, sample and sampling, data collection, data analysis and

research ethics, which constitute the research methodology in this qualitative study.

3.1 Research Paradigm
This study adopted a social constructivist paradigm, which upholds that reality is socially situated and

constructed through interaction with others. The paradigm was vital in getting multiple perspectives

of reality from the viewpoint of middle managers as implementers of strategy who interacted with

people  in  their  day-to-day  organisational  life  to  implement  the  IDP. In  pursuit  of  social

construction, this study involved close interaction between the researcher and participants to

capture the rich, contextualised insights and meanings of middle managers' experiences and practices

in  implementing  IDP  strategies.  This  inductive  study  followed  the  prescripts  of  the  qualitative

grounded theory of the Straussian approach  (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), involving the collection of

relevant data to reveal a variety of practices of middle managers at  eThekwini municipality in the

course of IDP execution. 

3.2 Sample size and sampling

This study's sample comprised thirty-six middle managers involved in IDP implementation in the

municipality. The sample comprised managers between 14 and 16-grade levels within  eThekwini

municipality. 

Two different types of sampling were used in this study. The study participants were initially selected

using purposive sampling and proceeded with theoretical sampling. Purposive sampling is  a non-

probability  sampling  technique  to  select  participants  with  specific  characteristics  or  unique

experiences  important  and  relevant  to  answering  the  research question  in  a  study  (Campbell,

Greenwood, Prior, Shearer, Walkem, Young,  Bywaters & Walker,2020). The first, middle manager

was chosen using purposive sampling. The criteria used was to select a middle manager with the most

experience  within  the  organisation  to  get  a  broader  understanding  of  strategy  implementation

practices over the years. Thereafter, the next interviewee was selected using theoretical sampling to

gather and saturate different perspectives on how eThekwini municipality was implementing the IDP



in the various service departments. In theoretical sampling, the emerging theory guides seeking and

collecting  relevant  data  from subsequent  participants  and  contexts  to  get  more  data  that  further

elaborate and refine the emerging categories.

All the selected middle managers had to have at least five years of experience at the management

level. The reasoning for the said criteria was for the middle manager to have had the experience of

carrying out the process of the IDP, a strategy for a maximum of five years reviewed annually within

the municipality. Theoretical sampling occurred until the saturation of the categories , which marked

the end of data collection (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

3.3   Data Collection 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with middle managers. The in-depth face-to-

face interviews allowed the researcher to probe further where there was a need for further clarity.

Interview data were audio-recorded to ensure data accuracy and, after that, transcribed. The researcher

used an interview guide to focus on the nature of middle managers' practices as they executed the

IDP. The focus was also on how the practices enabled or constrained the activities, interactions, and

outcomes of IDP execution. The researcher obtained informed consent and permission to audio record

the interview at the beginning of each interview. Thirty-six in-depth interviews were conducted with

various middle managers from eThekwini municipality.  

3.4  Data Analysis

Interview data were transcribed word by word before analysis. The data analysis adopted in this study

followed the precepts of the Straussian approach. This data analysis process entails open, axial, and

selective coding to start  saturating all  the codes and generating the grounded theory.  The coding

process  in  grounded  theory  aims  to  deconstruct  the  data  into  decent  chunks  that  will  aid  in

understanding the phenomena in question  (Strauss and Corbin (1990). The researcher followed the

open, axial, and selective coding processes. The practices of managers were derived from constant

comparison of codes  induced from data  to  form broad and saturated categories.  This  paper  only

presents the identified practices of middle managers in the course of executing the IDP, which is part

of a more extensive grounded theory study.

3.5 Research quality

Strauss and Corbin (1990) outlined that judging quality in grounded theory entails the researcher

adhering to the research process and empirical grounding criterion, as summarised in Table 5.1 below.

Table 1: Judging the Quality of Grounded Theory

Research Process Empirical Grounding



What was the original sample selected? Are concepts generated?

What main categories emerged? Are the concepts systematically related?

What  were some of the  events,  incidents,  and

actions  that  pointed  to  some  of  these  major

categories?

Are there many conceptual linkages, and are the

categories  well  developed?  Do  they  have

conceptual density?

On the source of what categories did theoretical

sampling proceed? 

Is much variation built into the theory?

What  were  some of  the  hypotheses  related  to

conceptual relations, and on what grounds were

they formulated and tested?

Are  the  broader  conditions  that  impact  the

phenomenon  under  the  study  built  into  its

explanation?

Were there  instances  when the hypothesis  did

not hold up against 

Has the process been taken into account?

How and why was the core category chosen? Do the theoretical findings seem substantial?

Source: Own

3.6 Ethics

The  researcher  obtained  ethical  clearance  approval  from  the  University  of  KwaZulu  Natal  and

approval  from  eThekwini  municipality  to  conduct  the  study.  The  researcher  carefully  ensured

participants' confidentiality, anonymity, informed consent and voluntary participation.

4.  Results and Findings

One of the objectives of this qualitative study was to investigate the practices engaged by middle

managers of service units at eThekwini Municipality in KwaZulu Natal in South Africa in their day-

to-day implementation of key strategies to influence municipal  performance.  The findings of this

study  reveal  that  six  different  practices  of  middle  managers  were  constraining  their  day-to-day

execution of strategy.  The study also identified four practices of middle managers that drove the

strategy implemented at eThekwini Municipality. Table 2 below depicts the variety of these practices

of middle managers in the course of executing the IDP at eThekwini Municipality.

Table 2: Practices of middle managers in the course of IDP implementation 

                                Nature of practices of middle managers in the course of IDP implementation



Practices constraining strategy implementation Practices driving strategy implementation

1. Salvaging a variety of poor decisions by

top management and politicians in  the

municipality

Engaging in service provision

2. Mitigating  politically  influenced  and

unfair  promotion  and  remuneration  of

staff

Engaging for accountability

3. Struggling  to  facilitate  business

opportunities  within  a  politicised

environment,

Engaging  to  address  employee  dissatisfaction

and community protest

4. Grappling  to  deal  with  tensions  in
allocating  employment-related
opportunities 

Engaging for planning

5. Dealing  with  tensions  in  allocating
municipality-related  contract
opportunities

6. Making  impromptu  tasks  that  create

economic opportunities and projects

Source: Own

4.1 Practices constraining strategy implementation
This  qualitative  study  has  found  that  six  different  practices  of  middle  managers  which  were

constraining strategy implementation in eThekwini municipality include: (1)  salvaging a variety of

poor decisions by top management and politicians, (2)  mitigating politically influenced and unfair

promotion  and  remuneration  of  staff, (3)  struggling  to  facilitate  business  opportunities  within  a

politicised environment, (4) grappling to deal with tensions in employment-related opportunities,  (5)

dealing  with  tensions  in  allocating  municipality-related  contract  opportunities  and  (6)  making

impromptu tasks that create economic opportunities and projects.

4.1.1 Salvaging  a  variety  of  poor  decisions  by  top  management  and  politicians  in  the
municipality

Salvaging  poor  decisions  involved  mitigating  efforts  to  reduce  damage  from poor  choices  (e.g.

overlooking  the  internal  processes  about  human  resources,  failure  to  consider  maintenance

implications  of  technology,  lack  of  cross-functional  collaboration  on  projects  and  political

interference  in  procurement  decisions)  made  by  top-level  management  in  the  administration  and

political  leadership of  eThekwini  municipality.  This required efforts  from middle  management  at

eThekwini municipality to address or mitigate the impacts of the decisions. 



One  of  the  middle  managers  elaborated  on  how  top-level  management's  poor  procurement  and

technical decisions negatively affected service provision and  increased turnaround times to provide

the  equipment  and  materials  needed  for  the  pump  station  at  Mahatma  Gandhi  in  eThekwini

municipality  and,  consequently,  compelled  them  to  explore  various  interventions  to  rescue  the

situation as surmised below:

“We had a small pump station, the Mahatma Gandhi Pump Station; we upgraded the system and

brought in experts from Germany. We experienced problems with the maintenance of the pumps, and

we could not get spares in time, so the problem was for five days; the parts needed to be sourced from

overseas. Besides delays in procuring spares, foreign technology increased our challenge and the

turnaround time to get it up and running. We have had to use local chemicals to purify the water,

which was unsuitable for the new technology. We have tried to get the plant operational by training

our operators to turn the bad decision into a workable situation to no avail" (MM2).

Some salvaged  decisions  stemmed from pressures  of  internal  stakeholders,  particularly  top-level

leadership, and external stakeholders, such as civil  society groups in eThekwini municipality. For

example,  a  poor  decision  by  top  management  in  executing  a  capital-intensive  and  national

transportation project presented many challenges that the middle managers had to address to minimise

prolonged delays,  work stoppages and resistance by taxi  operators.  Middle  managers were using

practices of stakeholder engagement and negotiation with stakeholders to salvage the situation where

there was a lack of clarity on benefits and incentives on a national transport project to taxi operators,

which triggered resistance by local taxis, resulting in an extended delay in the commencement of the

"Go Durban project". The middle manager highlighted the following: 

“We need to  have the taxi  industry  buy into the  idea of  formal public  transport,  let  go of  their

vehicles, and get some incentive for the taxis that they had. With that, they can get a percentage of the

shares on the Go Durban Project. We have been trying to negotiate for over five years, but it is still

unacceptable to taxi operators. As we speak, our leaders from the unit are at a conference meeting

with the taxi industry regarding the same matter. We planned to go live in the past two years, but

there have been delays". (MM4)

The above findings support the view of Mintzberg (1985), which upholds  political behaviour as a

collection of games (e.g. power games) that different stakeholders use to structure and regulate their

political influence and power relations in pursuit  of self-interest over the collective interests.  The

middle managers were predominantly grappling with stressful activities and processes of interacting

with  stakeholders  (e.g.  insurgency  game  by  rebellious  taxi  operators  resisting  transport  project,

business owners threatening project workers and demanding contracts) to create internal and external

alignment  in  a  politicised  context  as  different  stakeholders  were  pushing  self-interests  and

compromising services in eThekwini Municipality. A study by Kanyangale and Dyasi (2018) made



clear  that  poor  alignment  (e.g.  between  a  sound  structure  and  skills,  systems  not  supportive  of

devolved  structure,  staff,  and  a  culture  of  poor  performance  management)  largely  marred  the

implementation of decentralised water strategy implementation in a municipality in South Africa.

4.1.2 Mitigating politically influenced and unfair promotion and remuneration of staff
Salvaging activities by middle managers also involved how top managers were working to mitigate or

address the adverse effects of malpractices, such as unfair promotion and remuneration of staff at

eThekwini municipality. Political pressure forced top managers to engage in unprocedural and unfair

promotion and remuneration of politically connected staff, with some of these employees rising to

grades above their supervisors. One of the middle managers exemplified how the unfair and double

standards for promotion were used in favour of a group of employees known to belong to a political

party,  leading to  protests  by disgruntled employees,  angry union officials  and loss  of  employee-

employer trust.

"We have got a set of rules that HR needs to follow. We followed certain criteria for shortlisting, but

that process was not followed. They implemented double standards where there was one set of rules

for one group because they belonged to a certain political grouping and another set of rules for the

rest. It was so bad that some juniors were on grades above their supervisors". (MM1)

Murtaza,  Roques,  Talpur, Khan and Haq (2024) agree that  when used negatively,  organisational

politics is a work stressor which triggers strategic misalignment and imbalance between effort and

reward on work outcomes for others. Heracleous, Werres (2016) assert that strategic misalignments

are the causes  organisational  failure. The increased level of political interference resulted in rewards

to politically connected employees, revealing the magnitude of the erosion of the interface between

administration  and political  boundaries  as  well  as  misalignments.  Middle  managers  were finding

suitable  ways  to  manage  stressful  situations  through  negotiation  with  protesting  and  annoyed

employees, facilitating calm within the city. Clearly, some employees within eThekwini municipality

were using social networks and political affiliation to gain unfair promotion, remuneration and other

forms of advantage over others. 

The internal organisational and external dimensions of politics evident in the municipality reveal the

activities and processes that employees are involved with to acquire, maximise, and attain power and

resources to gain a threshold output at the organisational level while ensuring desirable outcomes at

the individual level.

4.1.3 Struggling to facilitate business opportunities within a politicised environment
The study identified the practice of middle managers faced with political and procedural tensions and

pressure from various stakeholders (e.g. councillors, the business community, the local community

and political stakeholders) when executing their strategies and priorities to create various forms of

economic  opportunities  for  the  business  and  community  stakeholders.  The  struggle  to  facilitate



economic opportunities  was  predominantly  compounded by how business  forums within  the  city

started to regularise their demands of business opportunities for small local businesses, as depicted in

the quote below. 

"It is part of a contract and a policy that we have. There was a big meeting at the ICC some years

ago where all business forums were there. The meeting was to agree that you need to empower small

businesses. I remember an email and a memorandum that said in our projects, we must identify how

we will give a certain share of municipal contracts to small businesses." (MM9).

 
Misinterpreting the empowerment policy created disruptive and intimidating ways for some people to

get a share of business opportunities, as exemplified below.

"I will talk mostly about forums that demand employment and end up stopping work. It has become a

common trend. If we try to bring a service to the community, other people will come and claim a

piece of the pie. I think the government has allowed it as they say there should be benefit to the

community, not only through service but also through empowerment so that people are given work

and so on. There is a term people use, and I think it is called economic transformation. People have

misused it in a way they forcefully put across their employment or business demands." (MM14).

4.1.4 Grappling to deal with tensions in allocating employment-related opportunities  
There  were  activities  by  middle  managers  to  navigate  political  tensions  related  to  allocating

employment-related opportunities in an environment where political stakeholders tended to influence

various processes in eThekwini municipality. 

Tension related to community members who were job seekers was elaborated on by one of the middle

managers,  who described how politicians  were gatekeepers  in  the  poverty alleviation programme

targeted to support woman-headed households in rural areas in return for a monthly stipend. 

"It was positive to get communities involved and make them feel proud of their areas, employing local

people to clean up the area in front of their roads and houses. But the councillors sometimes play

gatekeeping roles" (MM1)

As much as the poverty alleviation programmes yielded positive results in employment creation, they

also  presented  challenges  for  the  managers  at  eThekwini  municipality  when  allocating  job

opportunities. 

“The Zibambele is a specific one where we, as officials, are meant to engage with the community

structure. A community structure is not necessarily a political structure; it  could be a committee

formed inwards;  it  is  called  a  ward structure,  but  in  reality,  the  councillors  override  the  ward

structure. He makes the decisions on their behalf instead of allowing the community to decide on



things like the employment of beneficiaries or where they will  work; it  is more of a dictatorship

instead of a community structure." (MM1)

Political intrusion and interruption in the daily operations of municipal officials by authorising

environment  representatives  such  as  the  political  stakeholders  can  be  disruptive  and  not

conducive to the provision of excellent service in eThekwini Municipality.  In a study of ward

councilors’ leadership characteristics and their impact on service delivery in eThekwini municipality,

Mbandlwa and Mishi (2020) found that most of them found it difficult  to fully participate in the

making of by-laws, primarily because they lack the understanding of the local government policies;

while others have lost interest in participating because the majority always makes decisions against

their wishes or views.

One of the middle managers had this to say regarding the trend of people misinterpreting the meaning

of empowerment as they created disruptive and intimidating ways of getting a share of the business

opportunities and work.

"I know service delivery protest, but I will talk mostly about forums that demand employment and end

up stopping work. That is what I have been experiencing, and it has become a common trend. If we

try to bring a service to the community, other people will come and claim a piece of the pie. I think

the government has allowed it as they say there should be benefit to the community, not only through

service but also through empowerment so that they are given work and so on. There is a term they

use, and I think it is called economic transformation. Still, we try to empower people from different

backgrounds,  MK Vets,  women, people living with disabilities,  etc.  So,  if  you bring a project,  a

certain percentage has to accommodate such, and people have misused it in a way they demand."

(MM14)

In some instances, it was effective for middle managers to use informal brokers or agents, who were

individual facilitators from the area, to look at the different interests of business forums as well as

address any bottlenecks that needed to be resolved to minimise work stoppages as illustrated by the

interviewee below: 

 “We have appointed an independent facilitator to negotiate with the angry community demanding

jobs or share of business on projects. In some cases, issues of work stoppages are resolved, and there

is peace between all parties, but sometimes, it does not go as planned. We had to involve the Mayor

and City Manager to resolve these sorts of issues, especially when there is serious political tension

and the community is violent. And yes, this has been helpful because of political sensitivities." (MM6)

Middle managers used formal ways of using top municipal managers, which exemplified managing

upwards, and informal ways of using agents to address impasses and conflicts, negatively affecting

activities in the eThekwini Municipality. More importantly, the findings in this study resonate with

social  capital  theory  and  organisational  politics,  especially  in  strengthening  connections  and  the



constructive and progressive value of informal networks and brokers. A study by Titus and Hoole

(2021) revealed that leadership and management of state-owned enterprises in South Africa need to

play the role of being catalyst to unlock positive social capital (e.g. trust-based relationships) to help

organisations bounce back” or “bounce forward” from undesirable events (e.g. work stoppages by

violent community members, members of business forum). Claridge (2018) agree that social capital is

helpful as people use the inter-social relationships that allows actors to access resources between

social  networks  and  relationships  to  get  ahead  (bridging  social  capital)  and  the  strong  intra-

connections and quality of resources within their social networks to get by (bonding social capital) as

the distribution of social capital is not uniform across people. In a multi-stakeholder environment,

social capital and politics can play a positive and constructive role (Claridge (2018; Raha, Hajdini &

Windsperger,  2021). However,  the findings in  this study are silent  on the tacit  political  skills  of

middle managers when dealing with circumstances in which brokers cause more harm than good

when implementing the IDP in eThekwini Municipality.   Ferris, Treadway, Perrewé, Brouer, Douglas

and Lux(2007) advocate that managers need to develop four dimensions of political skills, namely  (1)

social  astuteness  (  the  ability  to  read  social  situations  and  comprehend  the  lines  of  power  and

influence),(2) interpersonal influence ( the ability to persuade and convince others, primarily through

building positive relationships), (3) networking (  ability to develop and use networks of people, as

resources and as alliances of support) and (4) apparent sincerity (the capacity to display authenticity

and integrity to others, even if this is directed at more coercive ends). 

4.1.5 Dealing with tensions in allocating municipality-related contract opportunities
This study also identified that dealing with tensions in allocating contract opportunities was a practice

of middle managers related to the many challenges faced when allocating contract opportunities for

projects  or  services  that  need  to  be  rendered  by  the  municipality.  This  dilemma  has  forced

management at eThekwini municipality to look at various avenues to minimise delays, ensure that

contracts  are  issued  and  in  place  and  that  service  delivery  continues  in  an  environment  with

competing interests from multiple stakeholders.

Below is  a  quote  from one of  the  middle  managers,  which cites  delays  arising from conflicting

interests within the bid committee, and the challenge of committee members needing to balance the

interests of political leaders and contractor requirements in selecting service providers or contractors 

"It's been many months since we recommended a list of contractors to be on our panel for our road

projects. However, the BID Committees will always have one reason or another for this list not to be

approved. They have their interests in mind, so their preferred companies need to be on the list. They

get their directive from the political leaders. I was even approached by some political person and

instructed that I needed to ensure that certain companies were chosen to do the job. It's very tough



for  me  because  I  must  also  ensure  that  the  companies  we  recommend  meet  the  requirements.”

(MM18) 

Predominantly, the findings in this study show that different internal and external stakeholders were

using  positional  power  and political  capital  to  impose  self-interest  to  deviate  from norms,  delay

activities  and  thereby  inadvertently  increase  the  cost  of  service  provision.  Within  the  municipal

organisational setting, politics constrained activities regarding project delivery times and sourcing of

inputs into services and promoted inter-departmental conflicts and employee frustrations. Outside the

municipality, there were also instances of powerful leaders of groups such as taxi operators who were

shaping  resistance,  delaying  or  even forcing  the  cancellation  of  some service  provision  projects.

Jarrett  (2017)  takes  cognisance of  organisational  politics  occurring at  the  individual  level,  where

power is inherent in personal interfaces and structured bases of power such as knowledge, skills, and

availability  of resources.  Growing political  interference,  increased exposure  of municipal  staff  to

threats  and  forceful  demands  for  opportunities  by  contractors  and  the  community,  which  were

tolerated   by weak administrative leadership in the form of giving in too much to political pressure as

illustrated below: 

“We were once called to attend a meeting by one of the Deputy City managers where we were briefed

that there would be a conference for the business forums for economic opportunities and that we

needed to prepare information on the projects that we had in the pipeline. When we arrived at that

conference, the business operators demanded that we inform them how they would benefit from these

projects. It's almost as if before that conference, they had some permission from the municipality to

demand opportunities. We are exposing ourselves to more threats and demands for contracts and jobs

from the community for our projects." (MM28)

While stakeholder engagement is crucial for IDP execution, it is valuable to evaluate, reframe and

open up the phenomenon of stakeholder engagement for a more critical understanding that balances

the positive and dark sides of IDP execution in the municipal setting. Middle managers had to tread

carefully as they managed outwards through continuous interactions with outside stakeholders, such

as business operators and community groups, to facilitate the implementation of projects and business

programmes  (Williams  and  Shearer,  2011).  In  some  instances,  the  external  stakeholders  were  a

powerful and constraining force on the ability of middle managers to implement programmes. The

erosion of the political-administrative boundary negatively affected the organisational climate and

psychological safety of employees who wanted to provide honest technical advice, as reported below: 

“We are scared  to  give  sound technical  guidance when there is  a  threat  or  intimidation.  When

powerful  political  actors  forcefully  push  for  some  business  opportunity  you  know  is  wrong  or

unethical, you intentionally remain silent. You cannot be careless in advising otherwise. You "go with

the flow" to be safe and protect your job. You lose nothing that way, and work continues in our unit

(MM14). 



Middle managers were learning how to manoeuvre and intentionally withdraw positive behaviours in

various ways, which compromised service rather than trying to change or correct matters to benefit

the  organisation when there  were no chances  of success. This behaviour resonates with strategic

manoeuvring,  which involves making clever choices  among alternatives to  enhance self-interests,

protect  one's  job  and avoid confrontation,  especially  with politicians.  Employees  who view their

environment as political may actively engage in negative organisational behaviours to rebalance the

employment  relationship. Crawford,  Lamarre,  Kacmar,  and  Harris  (2019)  assert  that  employee

perception  of  organisational  politics  decreases  job satisfaction  and in-role  performance,  increases

intention to turnover, and causes withdrawal of organisational citizenship. 

Strategic  manoeuvring  in  a  municipal  setting  requires  considering  multiple  actors  flexibly,

considering  the  diversity  of  the  stakeholders,  and  addressing  the  challenges  of  navigating  inter-

organisational  collaboration  within  and  across  sectors (Williams  and  Shearer,  2011;  Sia,  Koh &

Tan,2008). Vasilyeva (2017) investigated strategic manoeuvring in conflict interventions to analyse

tactics for those involved in negotiation to limit further disagreements.

Political behaviour of middle managers included the withdrawal of positive behaviours as a way to

deliberately and tactfully avoid direct corrective action, negotiation or calling out the self-interests of

powerful political and administrative stakeholders who were misusing the political and administrative

influence  in  ways  which  were  compromising  the  provision  of  service. Leaders  of  politicised

environments  such  as  municipalities  must  understand  the  distinction  between  positive  political

behaviour, which is legitimate and progressive when used in both ethical and necessary ways that do

not directly harm anyone else and benefit the organisation (Katta, Zolin and Muhammad, 2021) and

negative political behaviours. Organisational politics has a social influence that can be either efficient

or dysfunctional for all municipality members. The old but still insightful work of Mintzberg (1983)

views the organisation as a political arena. It upholds political behaviour as a collection of games that

are classified into the following categories: authority games, power base games, rivalry games and

change games. In the domain of authority games, it is critical to underline that some people resist

authority and play 'insurgency games. An example of ‘authority games’ in the form of rivalry games

in  this  study  is  the  conflict  between  line  managers  against  members  of  the  BID committees  in

selecting  preferred  contractors.  Authority  games  between  municipal  managers  and  members  of

stakeholder groups (e.g. taxi associations and business groups) were evident in conflicts. The game

revealed  the  power  of  external  stakeholders  who  perceived  that  they  were  being  side-lined  or

bypassed  in  allocating  economic  opportunities  by  municipal  officials.  Mintzberg  (1985)  labelled

individuals with a strong power base who strike back with political or legitimate means as engaging in

a "counter-insurgency game". In eThekwini Municipality, there were limited circumstances in which

middle  managers  engaged  in  the  counter-insurgency  game.  These  would  increase  employees'

exposure to personal threats by community members who perceive counter-insurgency games as an



effort to frustrate their self-interests. While this study brings to the fore the role of politics in strategy

implementation, it is clear that there is a gap in the explanatory power of the political perspective of

strategy execution, which is evident in the failure to pronounce the strategic aspects inherent in the

political behaviour beyond self-interests or enhancement of self-interest.

4.1.6 Making impromptu tasks that create economic opportunities and projects
Middle managers at eThekwini municipality expressed how it was challenging to make impromptu

plans to create economic opportunities and projects due to the problematic environment and irregular

pressure under which they operate. Middle managers face difficulties dealing with demands from

politicians,  businesses,  and  the  community  and  internal  challenges  such  as  budget  shortfalls  at

eThekwini municipality.

One of  the  middle  managers  illustrated how they were compelled to  find ways to  accommodate

unplanned projects to fulfil promises by a political leader who had no idea of the planned budgetary

allocation and accountability.

"We had to sit and discuss with the top-level leadership from my unit how we would accommodate an

emergent request for a road not included in the original plan. Although the politicians promised to

deliver this project, it was not discussed with us as planners on service delivery projects that we

would implement. We had to plan to use an adjustment budget to incorporate this new request.  An

impromptu decision was taken to incorporate the roads project on the plan” (MM25). 

The variety of challenges to manage upwards and outwards (e.g. councillors, and members of the taxi

associations,  business  forums)  were  significantly  constraining  the  middle  managers'  latitude  in

balancing all stakeholder interests in a culture of poor political accountability and the struggle for

power between the administrative and political  dimensions at the municipal levels.  Difficulties to

manage upward are critical aspects in the course of implementing the IDP in a municipality. Moore's

(1997) distinction of managing upward toward political principals, downward toward organisational

agents and outward toward the networked environment is insightful to understanding how middle

managers interact with different people in the course of IDP implementation. Middle managers must

be  equipped  to  manage  upward,  which  requires  proactive  communication,  building  mutual

relationships,  open and honest  communication with principals,  and vertical  strategic alignment as

opposed to devious manipulation or political manoeuvring (Bojang, 2021). Additionally, this study

underscores  the  necessity  of  managing  outward,  which  requires  thinking  about  the  networked

character of the municipality and interaction in various relationships to build and manage across the

various external stakeholders to execute the IDP. Burger, Pelser, and Ellis (2019) assert that there

needs  to  be  more  scholarly  literature  or  industry  direction  on  properly  managing  multiple  and

sometimes different competing goals involving different role players' interests. Managing upwards is



critical  as  it  involves  developing  effective  working  relations  with  political  principals  and  those

accountable for the organisation's work outputs (Moore,1997).

4.2 Practices driving implementation
This  qualitative  study  identified  that  engaging  in  service  provision,  accountability,  addressing

employee dissatisfaction and community protest, and planning were crucial for middle managers in

driving strategy execution at eThekwini municipality.

4.2.1 Engaging in service provision
Engaging for service provision related to how middle managers at eThekwini municipality created

and  participated  in  platforms  for  engagement  and  communication  with  various  stakeholders  to

facilitate  service  delivery.  Middle  managers  were engaging stakeholders  to  promote municipality

priorities  and  interests  in  the  programmes  while  being  sensitive  to  the  needs of  local  people,  as

reported below: 

"We went out and advertised in the Umlazi area as we were going to implement a programme on a

certain date. We now had many volunteers going into the rivers, starting the programme before we

even implemented it. They said they were here first doing the environmental work. They complained

and questioned why they were not part of the environmental programme. That's an opportunist, and

we had to draw a line to balance project needs and those of local people; it happens all the time."

(MM25) 

At  the  centre  of  the  interaction  was  the  ability  to  balance,  see  things  and  pursue  actions  after

consideration of various perspectives and needs of diverse powers and stakeholders that would benefit

or lose from the choices made. Thus, the act of political balancing by middle managers meant being

sensitive and reflexive to understand the planned and unplanned adverse outcomes as well as the

nature  of  conflicts which  emerge  from diverse  objectives,  expectations,  or  conflicting  standards

among  the  diverse  stakeholders  with  interdependent  interests  and  needs  (Schormair  and  Gilbert,

2021). 

Engaging for service also embraced cross-functional collaborative work, with multiple stakeholders

critical for project planning, as summarised in the quote below: 

"Consultation and stakeholder engagement are big things, both externally and internally. Look across

the city and ask how this project fits into the broader context. So that way, if you're doing a project

and talking to everyone, people will know and say, "Wait, wait, you can't do that because of this."

(MM10)

In most instances, the challenges were not only about stakeholder involvement and engagement by

middle managers but also irreconcilable differences in interests between the municipality, planned



project work and self-interests of powerful and influential stakeholders, which compromised service

provision. 

4.2.2 Engaging for accountability
In  this  study,  engaging  for  accountability  revealed  how middle  managers  were  bombarded  with

reporting progress on service delivery to various internal and external stakeholders. According to

middle managers, they are responsible for collating and submitting required information to show how

they have met the targets against what was initially stipulated in the plan. One of the middle managers

revealed accountability at different levels of the administrative and political hierarchy, illuminating

the mechanism, frequency and outputs to report on a quarterly basis, as revealed in the quote below. 

"The organisational performance is done through the Service Delivery Budget and Implementation

Plan (SDBIP). Every quarter, units have to report on deliverables. We have a system that we are

using, which is called the EPMA, where reporting is done against targets which were captured at the

beginning of the financial year. We have to provide evidence of what we're saying we have achieved."

(MM29) 

Middle managers shared that there were instances when the implementation plan's targets were too

low, so the reports reflected better performance than the actual situation reported below. 

"You're finding that the targets are being set too low so that they can be achieved, but you can see

from the reality that communities are not happy about the level of services being provided by the

municipality" (MM22).

Although accountability practices at eThekwini municipality could have been less questionable and

more  effective,  another  middle  manager  explained  how  they  were  having  effective  face-to-face

meetings with top-level management of the city to report on service delivery issues.

"We attend the city's operations meetings to present service delivery issues. This meeting is intense as

we must report our projects to the Chief Operations Officer. We have to attend these meetings with

top-level management as we have in-depth information and can easily provide information on the

issues that might arise at these meetings. The meeting promoted some form of productivity." (MM9).

The findings in the study by Mundhedzi (2016) revealed that public sector accountability mechanisms

are not efficient and practical, which is a factor shown in this study on poor accountability. A study by

Bonsu, Appiah, Gyimah and Owusu-Afriyie (2022), which explored public sector accountability in

sub-Saharan Africa, reveals that integrity, internal control,  and leadership practices positively and

significantly impact public accountability. 

4.2.3 Engaging to address employee dissatisfaction and community protest
This practice involved addressing employee unhappiness with leadership and resourcing needs in the

municipality of eThekwini. Middle managers expressed how they tried to resolve grievance issues



that emerged as they tried to implement service delivery in communities. One of the middle managers

depicted the team-building aspect in how middle managers were engaging staff unhappy about the

leadership change within their branch. Staff were disappointed that a new team leader was appointed.

There was an impromptu team leadership change within the Water and Sanitation Department to

ensure that employees continued to work as a team. 

"We have had so many work stoppages within the depot, and most of them have to do with the fact

that the staff members were not happy with a certain individual, and they will just meet up and say,

this guy is doing this. We have also had people leaving depots because a certain group of people felt

that they no longer needed to be supervised or led by a certain individual, or they did not want this

person in the depot anymore, so those people have moved maybe to other depots or to head office."

(MM9).

In another incident, there was a staff protest where staff refused to work as they were unhappy about

the machinery they used for their operations. Another middle manager had the following to reflect

how they were engaging in understanding resource requirements and ensuring that resources were not

a constraint for employees in service provision, as illustrated in the quote below.

“The staff felt that the plant and machinery were too old. How can they perform their job similarly

when the plant is old and still meeting the requirements and what was expected of them? We engaged

them and informed them about the coming new equipment" (MM5)

4.2.4 Engaging for planning
The managers expressed that engaging in the planning of service was a critical activity they undertook

when embarking on projects before and after the commencement of a project. 

One of the middle managers explained how engaging with internal and multiple stakeholders was

critical for project planning, as surmised in the quote below:   

"Consultation and stakeholder engagement are essential both externally and internally. For example,

we insist on setting aside land, and we insist on people looking into pay models and project matrix

assessment. That means looking across the city and asking how this project fits into the broader

context. So that way, if you are doing a project and talking to everyone, people will know and say

wait,  wait,  you  cannot  do  that  because  of  this.  For  example,  there  is  an  Inner-City  Steering

Committee, so if you are doing anything, it is always advisable to speak to that committee because

you will find out things you would not have known. Sometimes, other projects do not take off because

they are not talking to the broader planning" (MM10)

To avoid threshold or compromised services, Khan, Dhir, Parida and Papa (2021) acknowledge that

project  stakeholder  management  requires continuous dialogue with stakeholders  to  ascertain their

needs, resolve issues and promote communication in managing projects.  Kerzner (2017) agrees that



identifying  stakeholders,  analysing  information  flow,  enforcing  stakeholder  agreement,  and

stakeholder debriefing is essential for effective multiple-stakeholder management.  While this study

reveals the role and value of bringing together a variety of actors that have a potential “stake” in an

issue and asking them to sort out a solution or give input to plans collaboratively, it is unclear how the

treatment of diverse stakeholders consider the varying authority, power imbalances or legitimacy on

any given issue.  There  is  a  potential  risk of  treating everyone the same, yet  the  decisions  about

stakeholders – who is chosen, who is excluded, whose voice is heard, whose is not – is ultimately a

political choice with ramifications for everyone in pursuit  of multi-stakeholder engagement in the

municipality (Bridoux & Vishwanathan,2020).  

One of the middle managers revealed the nature of the multi-stakeholder approach, which enabled

middle management to get input and approvals from all relevant internal stakeholders, including top-

level management and a variety of project external stakeholders such as councillors, contractors, taxi

associations,  business  people  and  MK  veterans  to  establish  their  interests  when  implementing

activities to get their buy-in as shown below. 

"We got to work with the councillors to get their support. He wants these contractors appointed. We

get a list from him, and from that list, we get a sense of who is involved in this project. If it is a taxi

rank in Hammarsdale, for example, I already know that the taxi association will demand that there

are always traders at the taxi rank, so the trader’s association will have to be involved; then we have

the business forums and the MK Veterans. I will go out and have a separate meeting with the forums

and explain that this is the project, this is the thirty per cent made of this type of contractors that we

need.". (MM6) 

Political skills are vital in solving internal conflicts or grievances and clearing obstacles for work to

progress within and outside an organisation.  However,  a study by  Crawford et  al.  (2019),  which

focused on social exchange theory to examine the relationship between perceptions of organisational

politics  and  employee  performance  and  interpersonal  skill,  concluded  that  perceptions  of

organisational politics might lead to negative employee behaviours and reduced supervisors’ ratings

in an effort to rebalance the exchange relationship. Politically skilled employees may avoid increased

negative ratings from their supervisors when political perceptions are high. Organisational politics is

about the agenda of each employee within an organisation and the activities they engage in to acquire,

increase, and wield power and resources to gain a desired outcome (Mintzberg,1985; Crawford et al.,

2019).  In  leading  politicised  organisations,  it  is  essential  to  understand  the  distinction  between

positive political competencies (e.g., persuasion, negotiation) helpful in accomplishing organisational

objectives and encouraging teamwork and negative political  skills  which use power and political

advantage to gain or protect self‐interest and oppose rather than support organisational outcomes. At

its worst,  organisational politics manifest  as outright manipulation and sabotage for one's  upward

mobility, power, or success.  Katta, Zolin and Muhammad (2021) underscore the need to focus on



legitimate political behaviour, which is used in both ethical and necessary ways that do not harm

anyone or the organisation. Organisational politics has social influence, which is either efficient or

dysfunctional for municipality members (Hochwarter, Rosen, Jordan, Ferris, Ejaz, & Maher,2020).

The practices of middle managers at the municipality of eThekwini Municipality reflect an interplay

of  political  skills  and  behaviours  that  drive  and  constrain  service  provision  and  ultimately

compromise service. As Raha et al. (2021) put it, the trade-off and better-off approach in dealing with

multilateral stakeholders does not always seek to achieve excellence.

5 Managerial implications 

This study has three implications in terms of the mix of capabilities of middle managers, political lens

of strategy execution and multi-stakeholder management and engagement in a municipal context.

First, this study has illuminated that middle managers of the municipality need to have a complex set

of  capabilities  of  managing downwards,  upwards  and outwards  to  facilitate  collaborative service

provision effectively. There is a call for training and development practitioners in municipalities to

focus  on  the  competence  of  managing  upward,  downward,  and  outward  to  develop  leaders  and

managers  capable  of  considering  a  variety  of  needs,  demands  and  expectations  of  multiple

stakeholders in the provision of services in a politicised environment.

Second, this study is explicit that leaders and managers of municipalities need to demonstrate political

skill which goes beyond networking ability, political astuteness, interpersonal influence and apparent

sincerity to integrate a complex and multi-dimensional understanding of the different perspectives of

organisational  politics,  such  as  the  individual  and  organisational  levels;  internal  and  external

dimensions; informal and formal systems of power within and outside the municipality. The political

lens  of  strategy  execution  is  insightful  for  understanding  the  political  behaviours  but  also  the

misalignment arising from the erosion of administrative-political functions in a city. It is salient to

develop and socialise future municipal managers to have positive political skills as a competence

critical  to  reducing  the  adverse  or  dysfunctional  effects  of  political  intrusion  and  erosion  of

administrative-political boundaries in the municipality.

Lastly, this study pronounces that middle managers are likely to effectively execute the IDP if they

have the skills to understand the management of interdependent multi-stakeholder interests and needs.

While the dominant view upholds the positive effect of multi-stakeholder engagement, it is prudent to

underscore that there is no systematic inclusion of the micro-level interactions and processes in the

domain of IDP execution, which creates and nurtures the dark side of the stakeholder engagement

strategy. Efforts to build multi-stakeholder management and engagement are likely to compromise



service provision if there is a failure to balance the dark and brighter side of the nature and impact of

engaging diverse stakeholders during IDP execution in a politicised municipal context. 

6. Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research 

This study concludes that there are practices which drive and constrain middle managers as they

operate under complex and politicised conditions with a variety of competing interests of multiple

stakeholders  and  increasing  levels  of  political  interference,  which  erodes  the  interface  between

administration and political boundary.  While middle managers facilitated and championed activities

in a politicised environment, they also engaged in political behaviours such as withdrawal of positive

behaviours and strategic manoeuvring to avoid conflict with politicians and safeguard their interests

(e.g. save their jobs).

 Integrative political skill and complex managerial capabilities of managing downwards, outwards,

and  upwards  are  cardinal  if  middle  managers  are  to  succeed  in  implementing  the  IDP.  Middle

managers with the ability to engage in political balancing safeguard not only their interests but also

positively pursue organisational interests as well as a variety of interests of multi-stakeholder groups

such as citizens, local business operators and political stakeholders. 

One of the limitations of this study is that it only collected interview data from middle managers. As

such, the transferability of the findings is limited as the study excluded views of top management

teams,  lower-level  employees  and  external  stakeholders.  Future  research  on  practices  of  middle

managers to implement the IDP needs to embrace a variety of views from participants at various

organisational  levels  to  enhance  our  micro-level  understanding  of  strategy  implementation  in  a

municipality.

This study upholds that micro-level practices by middle managers have the potential to bring together

multi-stakeholder engagement and political  perspective of strategy implementation in a municipal

context.
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