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Abstract
Ethical  leadership  in  South  Africa's  public  sector  has  been  systematically  eroded  by

persistent  financial  mismanagement,  corruption, and weak accountability mechanisms, as
extensively documented in Auditor-General of South Africa (AGSA) reports. Despite robust
legislative  frameworks  like  the  Public  Finance  Management  Act  (PFMA),  recurring  audit
findings reveal systemic failures that undermine governance and public trust.

This  study  employs  a  qualitative  thematic  analysis  of  AGSA reports  (2018-2024)  to
investigate the nature, causes, and consequences of these ethical lapses, offering evidence-
based recommendations for reform.

The research adopts a multi-method approach, combining document analysis of AGSA
reports  and  parliamentary  oversight  records  with  semi-structured  interviews  of  20  public
sector ethics officers.  Using Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis framework,  the
study identifies key patterns of misconduct.

Preliminary analysis reveals irregular expenditure (R50 billion annually), procurement fraud
(60%  of  cases),  and  accountability  deficits  (only  15%  of  implicated  officials  face
consequences). The findings demonstrate how political interference, cadre deployment, and
institutional decay perpetuate these failures, with severe implications for service delivery and
citizen trust (Afrobarometer, 2022).

The study makes three key contributions: (1) bridging the gap between audit findings and
governance  failure  theories;  (2)  highlighting  political-administrative  interfaces  in  ethical
violations; and (3) proposing actionable reforms including lifestyle audits and supply chain
depoliticization.
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Introduction
Background 

In 2020, over R1 billion intended for public healthcare procurement was misappropriated
by officials within the South African government, as later reported by the Auditor-General of
South  Africa  (AGSA).  To  date,  no  individuals  have  been  held  accountable  for  this  loss,
resulting in critical resources failing to reach the communities they were meant to serve. This
incident is one among many documented cases that illustrate persistent ethical lapses within
government systems, including procurement irregularities, unauthorised expenditures, and
leadership  that  often  evades consequence (Elegunde et  al.,  2023).  Since the advent  of
democracy  in  1994,  South  Africa  has  committed  to  principles  of  transparency,
responsiveness,  and public  accountability;  however,  these ideals  have increasingly  been
undermined  by  entrenched  dysfunction  (Zhu  et  al.,  2019).  AGSA  reports  consistently
highlight  that  while  regulatory  frameworks  such  as  the  Public  Finance  Management  Act
(PFMA) are robust, their enforcement is weakened by political interference and institutional
failures (AGSA, 2023). As Andriole (2025) asserts, the absence of ethical leadership has
become central to many governance failures, shaping the context within which this study
investigates systemic ethical lapses using AGSA reports from 2018 to 2024.

The Crisis of Ethical Leadership in South Africa
It can be argued that the collapse of ethical governance in South Africa has become an

institutional reality, as evidenced by the Zondo Commission’s revelations of state capture,
fraud, and widespread misconduct across government departments and state-owned entities
(Zondo  Commission,  2022).  While  legislative  safeguards  such  as  the  Public  Finance
Management  Act  (PFMA)  and  constitutional  mandates  for  transparency  are  firmly
established,  their  effectiveness  appears  routinely  undermined  or  circumvented  (Nzewi  &
Musokeru, 2014). Auditor-General reports depict a persistent pattern of irregular expenditure
exceeding R50 billion annually, procurement manipulation occurring with near impunity, and
a lack of accountability, with fewer than one in six implicated officials facing consequences
(AGSA, 2023). These patterns suggest that the administrative errors observed are not merely
isolated incidents but  may indicate a broader structural  erosion of  ethics,  where political
patronage often takes precedence over competence and legal obligations.

The  Auditor-General  of  South  Africa  (AGSA)  reports  function  as  more  than  passive
records; they serve as critical diagnostic tools highlighting systemic governance challenges.
As  an  independent  constitutional  institution,  AGSA provides longitudinal  data  that  reveal
recurring patterns of ethical lapses across government institutions and fiscal years, offering
insights unmatched by many other oversight bodies (Elegunde et al., 2023). However, the full
analytical potential of these reports is often underutilised. While they effectively document
symptoms of governance failure, the deeper ethical implications—such as how leadership
deficiencies  undermine community  well-being and erode public  trust—are less frequently
examined.  This  gap  limits  understanding  of  the  tangible  consequences  of  unethical
governance,  including  deteriorating  service  delivery,  increasing  citizen  frustration,  and  a
pervasive  perception  that  institutions  lack  the  capacity  for  meaningful  self-correction
(Thompson, 2018).
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Problem Statement 
The Research Problem

The crisis of ethical leadership in South Africa is not episodic but structural, deeply
embedded in the governance processes and systems that underpin public administration.
The country’s governance ecosystem faces a persistent ethical deficit,  driven not only by
individual  misconduct  but  by  an  enabling  environment  characterised  by  weak  oversight,
blurred political-administrative boundaries, and widespread impunity (Bryant  et  al.,  2014).
These  are  systemic  fractures  that  fundamentally  disrupt  democratic  functioning  and
institutional integrity.

The consequences of this ethical failure are profound and multifaceted:

 Erosion of  Public  Trust:  According to  Afrobarometer  (2023),  nearly  80% of  South
Africans express distrust in their leaders, with corruption identified as a central cause
of  this  disillusionment.  As  Mattes  (2008)  notes,  once  broken,  trust  is  difficult  to
restore, particularly when unethical behaviour becomes perceived as routine.

 Service Delivery Failures: At the local level, dysfunction is evident. In 2023, 87% of
municipalities  received  disclaimers  or  qualified  audit  opinions,  correlating  with
frequent  violent  service delivery  protests  (Stats  SA,  2023).  These protests  reflect
cumulative  frustration  born  from  unmet  service  promises  and  deteriorating
infrastructure rather than entitlement.

 Governance  Paralysis:  Ethical  leadership  failures  extend  beyond  procurement  or
compliance  issues.  They  impede  policy  implementation,  exacerbate  social
inequalities,  and  undermine  state  credibility,  resulting  in  delayed  decisions  and
misallocated resources (Kgobe & Chauke, 2021).

What  exacerbates  this  problem  is  the  predominance  of  narrow  policy  responses
focusing on legalistic and procedural remedies, often overlooking the deeper cultural and
institutional conditions that enable unethical behaviour (Chen, 2010). Tick-box compliance
frameworks therefore may satisfy external auditors but, according to [Author, Year], do little to
shift organisational behaviour or instil enduring ethical norms.

This study moves beyond technocratic approaches by engaging directly with AGSA’s
evidentiary record and situating the analysis within ethical leadership theory. Accordingly, it
poses two interrelated research questions: Why do systemic ethical lapses persist despite
repeated  exposure?  And  what  strategies  beyond  regulation  can  effectively  disrupt  their
ongoing reproduction?

Research objectives 
Primary Research Objective
To critically examine the systemic ethical lapses in South African government leadership,

as documented in Auditor-General reports from 2018–2024, with a focus on identifying their
defining  characteristics  and  analysing  their  implications  for  governance  integrity  and
accountability mechanisms.

Secondary Research Objectives
 To examine the extent, nature, and underlying drivers of financial mismanagement

and accountability deficits as interlinked ethical lapses in South African government
leadership, based on Auditor-General reports from 2018 to 2024.
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 To analyse governance structures and institutional weaknesses that enable ethical
lapses,  and  to  evaluate  their  effects  on  governance  integrity  and  stakeholder
confidence.

 To propose actionable strategies, informed by Auditor-General findings and ethical
leadership frameworks, to address and prevent systemic ethical lapses in South
African government leadership.

South Africa’s struggle with ethical leadership is not unique, but its AGSA reports provide a
rare opportunity to study systemic failures empirically. By centring these findings, this study
aims to inform governance reforms and restore public trust,  an urgent imperative for  the
nation’s future.

Literature Review
The  governance  crisis  in  South  Africa,  marked  by  financial  mismanagement,  weak

accountability,  and institutional decay, cannot be explained by policy shortcomings alone.
Instead, it stems from the interplay between unethical leadership, institutional fragility, and
declining  public  trust  (Thompson,  2018).  Lumpkin  and  Achen  (2018)  argue  that  for  a
complete understanding of governance crises in South Africa, there must be the integration
of  ethical  leadership theory,  institutional  corruption perspectives,  and empirical  studies to
frame the qualitative analysis of AGSA reports (2018–2024). While the literature highlights
governance  failures,  it  largely  overlooks  the  cultural  and  systemic  mechanisms  that
normalise unethical leadership, a gap this study seeks to address.

Brown and Treviño’s (2006) ethical leadership theory conceptualises ethical leadership as
normatively appropriate conduct that is modelled, reinforced, and embedded through formal
and informal  mechanisms. Leaders are not  only  decision-makers but  role models whose
actions  shape  institutional  legitimacy  and  accountability.  In  its  absence,  oversight
mechanisms weaken, morale declines, and public confidence erodes (Hsieh, Tai, & Li, 2023).

Complementing  this  behavioural  lens,  Lessig’s  (2013)  theory  of  institutional  corruption
provides  a  structural  perspective,  defining  corruption  as  the  deviation  of  an  institution’s
intended purpose due to systemic incentives, often legal, that nonetheless undermine public
trust and institutional integrity. Such corruption does not necessarily rely on overt criminality;
instead, it thrives on dependencies such as patronage networks, political interference, and
misaligned incentive structures.

In the South African governance context, these two models converge. Ethical leadership
theory explains the role of leadership behaviour in either reinforcing or eroding ethical norms,
while  institutional  corruption  theory  reveals  how  systemic  arrangements  sustain  and
normalise misconduct over time. This study applies both frameworks in analysing AGSA’s
evidentiary record, using them to interpret not only instances of misconduct, but also the
structural  conditions  and  leadership  cultures  that  enable  their  persistence.  This  dual-
theoretical approach enables a more comprehensive understanding of why ethical  lapses
continue despite repeated exposure and formal reform efforts.

Leadership failures manifest through persistent financial  misconduct, poor enforcement,
and  weakened  institutions.  Irregular  and  unauthorised  expenditures,  often  linked  to
procurement violations, remain pervasive (AGSA, 2019). Shielded officials and dormant audit
systems further diminish accountability (Bovens, 2010; Van der Waldt, 2020, Andriole, 2025).
Similar to Brazil’s  Operation Car Wash (Watts,  2017), South Africa faces collusion-driven
corruption, evidenced by a surge in irregular expenditure; from R50 billion in 2018 to R80
billion by 2023 (AGSA, 2018, 2023). While audit reports capture the outcomes, few studies
interrogate the systemic roots (Sambo, 2019). This study addresses that gap by examining
how  entrenched  leadership  culture  and  structural  governance  vulnerabilities  interact  to
enable systemic ethical lapses in South African government leadership.
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Financial  mismanagement  is  a hallmark of  ethical  lapses in  South African governance
(Armstrong and Stedman, 2024). AGSA reports consistently highlight irregular expenditure,
defined  as  spending  not  in  accordance  with  legislative  requirements  (AGSA,  2019).  For
example, the 2020–21 municipal audit revealed R20 billion in irregular expenditure, with 60%
linked to non-competitive bidding and conflicts of interest (AGSA, 2021). The AGSA noted,
“Persistent non-compliance with supply chain management regulations indicates a lack of
ethical leadership commitment” (AGSA, 2023, p. 45). Dorotinsky and Pradhan (2007) argue
that such patterns are not isolated; state-owned enterprises like Eskom reported R5 billion in
fruitless expenditure in 2019 due to unapproved contracts (AGSA, 2019). These examples
underscore how financial mismanagement, rooted in ethical failures, diverts resources from
critical  services  like  healthcare  and  education,  disproportionately  affecting  vulnerable
communities.

Accountability, central to ethical leadership, collapses when misconduct goes unpunished
and leadership avoids meaningful  scrutiny  (Guowen and Shuangshuang,  2012).  Bovens’
(2010) framework outlines two essential dimensions: answerability and sanctionability, both
conspicuously fragile within South Africa’s public sector. According to AGSA data, just 15% of
financial transgressions in 2021 triggered disciplinary processes, reinforcing what it termed a
“culture  of  impunity”  (AGSA,  2021,  p.  32).  This  culture  is  further  entrenched by  political
interference, where senior figures insulate allies from oversight and institutional checks are
routinely  circumvented (Zondo,  2022).  Although the AGSA functions  as  a  constitutionally
mandated watchdog, auditing over 400 entities in line with the Public Finance Management
Act (PFMA) (Act No. 1 of 1999), its findings often vanish into administrative inertia (Guowen
and Shuangshuang, 2012). Municipalities like eThekwini exemplify this failure; procurement
irregularities  surface  year  after  year,  met  with  no  structural  correction  or  leadership
consequence (AGSA, 2020; Ngoepe and Ngulube, 2013). Such chronic disregard does more
than erode public confidence; it normalises ethical deviance as a bureaucratic routine. While
existing  literature  highlights  the  procedural  failures,  few  studies  interrogate  the  political
cultures  and  informal  power  networks  that  disable  formal  accountability  mechanisms
(Mojapelo and Ngoepe, 2021). This study seeks to fill that void by situating AGSA’s repeated
warnings within a broader analysis of ethical erosion and institutional decay

Ethical  violations  often  thrive  where  governance  structures  are  too  fragile  or  too
compromised to exert meaningful oversight  (Ashforth and Anand, 2003). In South Africa’s
political-administrative landscape, blurred boundaries between elected officials and senior
administrators frequently result in decision-making gridlock and operational paralysis (Fourie
and Poggenpoel, 2017). The Auditor-General’s 2022 reports reveal that 40% of municipalities
operated without  functional  audit  committees,  leaving oversight  mechanisms dangerously
hollow (AGSA, 2022). The City of Johannesburg illustrates this breakdown vividly: in 2021, it
recorded R3 billion in unauthorised expenditure, a figure that not only exposes procedural
failure  but  also  implicates  political  interference  and  managerial  passivity  (AGSA,  2021).
These  dysfunctions  are  not  incidental;  they  are  rooted  in  the  legacy  of  post-apartheid
patronage  networks,  where  loyalty  to  political  factions  is  routinely  prioritised  over
competence and accountability (Lodge, 2014). Such entrenchment of factionalism corrodes
institutional integrity and disables reform. While governance failure is widely acknowledged in
audit narratives and political commentary, there remains a critical gap in understanding how
leadership complicity and embedded informal norms actively reproduce these failures (Arel
et al., 2012). This study addresses that void by interrogating AGSA data as evidence of both
administrative dysfunction and the ethical collapse of leadership systems.

Entrusted with constitutional authority under the South African Constitution (Act No. 108 of
1996), the Auditor-General (AGSA) serves as a central accountability mechanism, auditing
public entities and evaluating their governance and financial conduct. Its multi-year datasets
from 2018 to 2024 offer a panoramic view of ethical vulnerabilities across the state, rendering

5



International Business Conference │ IBC 01/2025

AGSA a critical empirical anchor for this study (AGSA, 2019). Yet reform efforts must contend
with historical  entanglements that  resist  quick resolution  (Ardelean, 2013). The legacy of
apartheid-era patronage systems, reconfigured rather than dismantled post-1994, continues
to  shape  political  appointments  and  administrative  behaviour,  enabling  persistent  ethical
breaches,  as  starkly  evidenced in  the  Zondo Commission’s  revelations  on  state  capture
(Zondo,  2022).  Institutional  fragility  compounds  the  problem:  internal  controls  are  easily
bypassed, and formal sanctions are rarely enforced (Van der Waldt, 2020;  Campbell and
Göritz,  2014).  Despite  AGSA’s  consistent  advocacy  for  consequence  management,  the
inertia surrounding its recommendations underscores the limits of technical oversight in the
absence of ethical  will.  What remains underexplored is how these layered structural  and
normative failures interact to insulate unethical leadership from reform  (Mariyani, 2024). I
address that intersection by situating AGSA findings within a broader analysis of governance
resistance to accountability.

Ethical failures at the leadership level corrode one of democracy’s most vital currencies:
public trust  (Koenane and Mangena, 2017). According to  Laebens and Lührmann (2023),
institutional legitimacy rests not merely on performance, but on perceived moral integrity;
once that perception is tainted, citizens begin to disengage (Warren, 2018). In South Africa,
where repeated ethical breaches dominate audit reports, that disengagement is no longer
theoretical (Nzimakwe and Zondi, 2019). The AGSA’s documentation of R5 billion in fruitless
expenditure in 2020 feeds a wider narrative of dysfunction, mirrored in public sentiment: by
2022, only 30% of citizens expressed trust in government institutions (Afrobarometer, 2022).
But the consequences extend beyond perception. Every misdirected rand, every unpunished
violation, echoes in the daily lives of those denied essential services. In 2021, AGSA traced
municipal mismanagement to widespread water supply breakdowns, depriving communities
of a basic human necessity (AGSA, 2021). While public trust has been examined extensively
through  political  science  lenses,  few  studies  have  triangulated  audit  data  with  service
delivery outcomes to expose the material toll of ethical collapse (Aadnesgaard and Willows,
2016). 

The consequences of ethical failures are not confined to balance sheets; they are lived
daily by communities left without essential services (Thompson, 2018) . AGSA’s data shows
a direct  correlation:  by 2022,  70% of  municipalities failed to provide basic  services,  with
financial  mismanagement  and  irregular  expenditure  cited  as  root  causes  (AGSA,  2022).
Motubatse and Ngwakwe (2020) assert that nowhere is this failure more acute than in rural
areas, where access to clean water and sanitation hinges entirely on government efficiency.
When those funds are misdirected or squandered, the result is not just inconvenience but
crisis (AGSA, 2021). Trust unravels in these moments; not merely because services falter,
but because citizens witness impunity in real time (Kgobe and Chauke, 2021). Audit findings
routinely flag violations, yet prosecutions remain rare, creating a perception that rules are
optional  for  the  powerful  (AGSA,  2020).  The  burden  of  this  dysfunction  is  unevenly
distributed; already-marginalised populations are hit hardest, reinforcing cycles of inequality.
While service delivery failures are frequently reported, there remains a deficit in scholarship
that connects audit trail evidence with the erosion of public trust and lived socio-economic
outcomes (Tettey, 2012). 

Amid the entrenched dysfunction, there are fragile signs of institutional recalibration. The
AGSA’s reform proposals,  ranging from bolstering audit  committees to embedding ethics
training,  have led to modest  gains in select  provinces,  though progress remains uneven
(AGSA,  2023).  Persistent  failures,  particularly  around  depoliticising  key  appointments,
continue  to  undercut  systemic  change,  with  politically  aligned  placements  eroding
administrative neutrality (Fourie and Poggenpoel, 2017; Tettey, 2012). Mitchell et al. (2023)
posit that ethical leadership theories advocate a deeper shift: sustainable renewal depends
not just on rules but on values, cultivated through ethical role modelling and reinforced by
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institutional incentives (Brown and Treviño, 2006). Yet South Africa’s approach leans heavily
on legalistic fixes, often neglecting the cultural and relational dimensions of reform (Campbell
and Göritz, 2014;  Lodge, 2014). The tension between compliance and conviction remains
unresolved. Scholarly engagement has yet to fully interrogate how fragmented, technocratic
reforms stall in environments where ethical decay is cultural, not just procedural. 

Woolman et  al.  (2008)  argue  that  scholarship  on  public  sector  ethics  in  South  Africa
remains disproportionately anchored in legalistic frameworks, focusing on compliance with
statutes such as the PFMA, while offering limited qualitative insight into the deeper cultural
and institutional enablers of ethical failure (Sanabria-Pulido and Bello-Gómez, 2021). Much
of the existing literature quantifies irregular expenditure or isolates marquee scandals like
state  capture,  but  seldom  interrogates  the  embedded  behaviours  and  governance
ecosystems  that  normalise  misconduct  over  time  (Van  der  Waldt,  2020).  The  interplay
between  leadership  disposition,  organisational  culture,  and  institutional  decay  is  often
acknowledged,  yet  rarely  explored  in  depth  (Campbell  and  Göritz,  2014).  This  study
responds to that omission by leveraging AGSA’s longitudinal data to illuminate how structural
conditions, ethical norms, and political-administrative dynamics coalesce to sustain lapses in
leadership. In doing so, it contributes to a more holistic understanding of governance ethics;
one that informs both theoretical development and reform practice.

Research Methodology
This study employs a qualitative design to explore systemic ethical lapses in South African

government  leadership,  drawing  from  Auditor-General  of  South  Africa  (AGSA)  reports
spanning 2018 to 2024. Through thematic analysis (Yukl et al., 2013), the research examines
the  role  of  structural  dysfunctions,  specifically  financial  mismanagement,  accountability
erosion, and governance inertia, in shaping patterns of ethical failure within the public sector.
It further describes how these governance vulnerabilities are experienced and perpetuated in
the context of institutional culture and leadership practice (Kayani et al., 2021). The approach
balances analytical rigour with interpretive sensitivity, recognising that ethical failures are not
merely procedural breaches but deeply embedded cultural phenomena. The methodology
was designed to surface patterns  and meanings rather  than quantify  effects,  enabling a
nuanced, context-rich understanding of leadership ethics in a volatile governance landscape.

This  study  adopts  a  qualitative,  interpretivist  research  design  to  interrogate  systemic
ethical lapses in South African public leadership. At its core is thematic analysis, guided by
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework, which allows for both surface-level coding
and  deeper  engagement  with  latent  institutional  meanings.  The  approach  is  not  only
analytical but critical, seeking to unravel how patterns of misconduct, documented in official
audits  and  reinforced  through  political  inertia,  become  normalised  within  governance
systems. The decision to employ this analytical lens is grounded in methodological guidance
from  qualitative  research  design  literature  (Creswell  &  Poth,  2018),  ensuring  alignment
between the study’s interpretivist orientation and its analytical aims.

As  stated  previously,  the  study  employs  a  qualitative  interpretive  research  design  to
investigate systemic ethical failures in South African government leadership. Ethical failure is
conceptualised not merely as technical non-compliance but as a manifestation of entrenched
cultural,  structural,  and  leadership  dysfunctions  (Riggio  et  al.,  2010).  This  perspective
requires  attentiveness  to  the  contextual  dynamics  of  power,  specifically  how  leadership
decisions are made, legitimised, and justified within conditions of institutional decay.

To ensure methodological rigour, triangulation is employed by drawing data from multiple
sources: Auditor-General reports, related public records, and semi-structured interviews. This
triangulated  approach  strengthens  thematic  consistency  by  integrating  institutional
documentation with lived human experiences (Riggio et al., 2010).
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Importantly,  audit  findings  are  treated not  as  neutral  facts  but  as  discursive  artefacts,
products  of  institutional  language  that  reveal  the  deeper  grammar  underpinning  ethical
collapse. This layered methodological design directly aligns with the study’s objectives, which
seek to move beyond surface-level descriptions of corruption and expose the cultural and
institutional machinery sustaining ethical failures.

Population and Sample
The  study  population  comprises  key  public  sector  stakeholders  in  South  Africa  who

possess direct expertise in governance and ethical oversight. This includes people with great
insight into AGSA auditors, parliamentary oversight officials, and notably, public sector ethics
officers. From this group, a purposive sample of 20 ethics officers was selected for in-depth
qualitative  inquiry.  These  individuals  were  specifically  chosen  due  to  their  frontline
responsibility  for  implementing ethical  frameworks and monitoring compliance,  positioning
them  uniquely  to  provide  nuanced  insights  into  leadership  ethical  lapses  (Treviño  and
Nelson, 2017). The sample size of 20 aligns with qualitative research conventions, striking a
balance between comprehensive exploration and data saturation, the point at which further
interviews cease to reveal novel themes (Guest et al., 2006). 

Participants were purposively selected through established professional and social
networks such as LinkedIn and official public sector directories. Eligibility criteria included a
minimum  of  five  years’  experience  in  ethics  or  compliance  roles  within  South  African
government  institutions,  ensuring  participants  possess  relevant  expertise  to  address  the
study’s core questions. Invitations detailing the study’s aims and voluntary nature were sent
via email. To enhance the study’s representativeness, selection spanned multiple geographic
regions,  Gauteng,  Western  Cape,  and  KwaZulu-Natal,  and  different  government  levels,
including national departments, provincial agencies, and local municipalities. Data collection
took place between June and September 2024, allowing the study to capture perspectives
during  a  period  of  heightened  public  discourse  on  governance  integrity.  This  purposeful
sampling strategy was designed to capture diverse insights reflecting the systemic and multi-
level  nature  of  ethical  challenges  across  South  Africa’s  governance  landscape,  directly
supporting the study’s objective to explore structural and cultural dimensions of ethical lapses
(Zhu et al., 2019; Barkhordari-Sharifabad et al., 2018). Non-respondents received one follow-
up invitation, with replacements recruited from the same pool to maintain a sample size of 20
participants.

Research Instrument
A semi-structured  interview  guide  was  developed  to  generate  rich,  contextually

relevant data aligned with the study’s objectives. The guide features open-ended prompts
encouraging participants to describe ethical lapses they have encountered, for example: “Tell
me about ethical lapses you have observed in your work environment,” and “What barriers
prevent  effective accountability in  your organisation?” These questions were informed by
themes identified in AGSA reports, such as irregular expenditure and procurement fraud, and
grounded in established ethical leadership frameworks (Brown & Treviño, 2006). To enhance
clarity  and  applicability,  the  instrument  underwent  pilot  testing  with  three  ethics  officers,
leading  to  refinements  that  improved  its  focus  on  systemic  challenges  like  political
interference  and  governance  weaknesses.  This  tailored  tool  was  selected  to  ensure
sensitivity  to  the South African public  sector  context,  directly  addressing the governance
issues underscored by AGSA findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Okagbue, 2012).

Data Sources
Data sources that were utilised were two primary data sources: Auditor-General of South

Africa  (AGSA)  reports  spanning  2018  to  2024  and  parliamentary  oversight  records,
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complemented  by  qualitative  data  from  semi-structured  interviews  with  20  public  sector
ethics officers (Elegunde et al., 2023). The AGSA reports, accessible via  www.agsa.co.za,
offer  a  comprehensive  longitudinal  overview  of  financial  mismanagement,  accountability
gaps,  and  governance  weaknesses,  encompassing  audits  of  over  400  public  entities
annually  (AGSA,  2019).  Parliamentary  oversight  documents,  including  those  from  the
Standing Committee on Public Accounts (SCOPA), provide critical insights into political and
administrative  responses  to  AGSA’s  findings  (Parliament  of  South  Africa,  2021).  The
interviews enrich the dataset by capturing the perspectives and lived experiences of ethics
officers  navigating  ethical  challenges  in  leadership.  Together,  these  sources  facilitate  a
rigorous, multi-dimensional analysis of the systemic ethical  lapses afflicting South African
governance (Othman and Abdul Rahman, 2014).

Data Collection and Analysis
Interviews  were  conducted  remotely  via  secure  platforms  such  as  Zoom,  allowing

participants flexibility and ensuring safety amid scheduling constraints. Each session lasted
between 45 and 60 minutes. With informed consent,  interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed  verbatim  to  preserve  authenticity  (Okagbue,  2012).  AGSA  reports  and
parliamentary  oversight  documents  were  systematically  retrieved  from  official  online
repositories and arranged chronologically to facilitate comprehensive analysis. Data analysis
adhered to Braun and Clarke’s  (2006)  six-phase thematic  framework:  familiarisation with
data, initial code generation, theme development, theme refinement, theme definition, and
final report production. Atlas Ti software supported data management and coding, enabling
the identification of  recurrent  themes like “procurement fraud” and “political  interference.”
Credibility was strengthened through triangulation, cross-validating interview insights against
AGSA and parliamentary data (Barkhordari-Sharifabad et al.,  2017). Additionally,  member
checking  was  employed,  allowing  participants  to  review  summaries  of  their  transcripts,
thereby ensuring the accuracy and trustworthiness of the qualitative findings.

Ethics Aspects 
Prior  to  data  collection,  ethical  clearance  was  obtained  from  the  University  of

Johannesburg’s  Business  Management  Ethics  Committee,  ensuring  adherence  to  core
principles  such  as  informed  consent,  anonymity,  and  confidentiality.  Participants  were
provided with comprehensive information about the study’s purpose, their right to withdraw at
any  time,  and  the  safeguards  in  place  to  protect  their  data.  Anonymity  is  rigorously
maintained  by  assigning  pseudonyms  (e.g.,  Participant  1)  and  redacting  any  identifying
information from transcripts.  Since  AGSA reports  and  parliamentary  records  are  publicly
accessible, their use does not raise ethical concerns (AGSA, 2019). All data are securely
stored on password-protected servers, accessible solely to the research team, with plans for
destruction after five years in compliance with institutional policies. This protocol honours
participants’ dignity and aligns with established ethical  research standards (South African
National Research Foundation, 2018).

Results and Findings
When juxtaposed, AGSA reports and the testimonies of ethics officers reveal more than

procedural  failure;  they expose a systemic ethical  collapse.  Financial  irregularities reflect
more than poor bookkeeping; they represent lived consequences: dry taps in communities,
powerless hospitals, and dilapidated schools (Kretzschmar, 2014). From 2018 to 2024, the
data  exposes  four  interwoven  crises:  financial  mismanagement,  failed  accountability,
administrative dysfunction, and eroded public trust (AGSA, 2024).

9
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Ethics  officers  describe  not  just  non-compliance,  but  organisational  cultures  where
misconduct is normalised. AGSA audits confirm these patterns: routine procurement fraud,
inactive  oversight,  and  leadership  that  protects  wrongdoers.  The  problem  transcends
individual misconduct; it signals widespread structural and moral failure.

Public trust,  especially in vulnerable communities, has moved from fragile to fractured.
Governance failures now manifest as everyday hardships. This study, combining audit data
and frontline perspectives,  presents a sobering portrait  of  a  public  sector  drifting toward
irrelevance without deep ethical reform.

Objective 1: Financial mismanagement and accountability deficits
Theme 1A: Financial Mismanagement
Aligned with the first objective: A torrent of financial misconduct surges through the AGSA

audit trail, confirming a disturbing reality: irregular expenditure is no longer an exception; it
has become institutionalised. The 2022–23 audit cycle alone recorded R50 billion in irregular
expenditure, most of it linked directly to breaches in procurement protocols (AGSA, 2023).
Ethics officers, echoing AGSA’s findings, repeatedly pointed to non-competitive contracts and
payments made to suppliers who lacked the qualifications or credentials for public tenders.

Participant  5  (Municipal)  recalled,  almost  matter-of-factly,  a  2021  incident:  “Our
municipality  awarded a  R10 million  contract  without  competitive  bidding.  It  broke PFMA
rules. We all knew it wouldn’t stand up to audit, but it went through anyway.” Such accounts
reveal how normalised these practices have become. Participant 9 (Provincial) was even
more direct: “Procurement fraud, like a R7 million tender handed to a political ally in 2022, is
how things are done. That’s the real misuse; public money disguised as favour.”

Nowhere was the rot more visible than during the COVID-19 crisis, where speed and fear
opened the floodgates. AGSA’s special audit on pandemic procurement exposed R2 billion in
irregular  expenditure  on  PPE  alone;  contracts  bloated  with  inflated  prices,  questionable
vendors,  and egregious deviations from procurement laws (AGSA, 2021).  “We spent  R2
million  on PPE that  could’ve  cost  half,” said  Participant  4  (Municipal).  “We knew it  was
overpriced, but leadership pushed it through. Fruitless spending like that isn’t rare.”

Behind these figures lies a web of  decisions made at  the highest  levels.  Participant 1
(National) linked it to structural dysfunction:  “Leadership keeps rewarding allies; over and
over. And when your internal controls are broken and staff untrained, what chance do you
have?” This pattern of ethically compromised leadership, blurred accountability, and fragile
systems doesn’t just strain budgets; it quietly sabotages the state’s capacity to serve.

The AGSA reports from 2018–2024 reveal institutionalised irregular expenditure, with R50
billion recorded in the 2022–23 audit cycle alone. Participant testimonies corroborate routine
procurement  fraud,  non-competitive  contracts,  and  leadership  complicity.  The  COVID-19
pandemic exacerbated these issues,  with  inflated PPE contracts  illustrating opportunistic
misuse.  These findings align with Lessig’s (2013) theory of  institutional corruption, which
frames such misconduct as sustained by systemic dependencies and misaligned incentives
rather than isolated illegal acts. They also reflect Brown and Treviño’s (2006) observation
that when ethical leadership is absent, organisational norms shift to accommodate and even
legitimise unethical practices, weakening institutional legitimacy.

Theme 1B: Accountability Deficits
The machinery meant to enforce accountability in government appears rusted and inert.

Despite clear violations flagged by AGSA, only a fraction, 15%, of implicated officials faced
disciplinary action in 2023, exposing what AGSA aptly describes as a “culture of impunity”
(AGSA, 2023, p. 32). This institutional lethargy is no secret to those within. Participant 14
(Provincial) explained, “Consequences are rare because political protection shields senior
officials. AGSA notes only 15% of violations led to action in 2021. Fear of retaliation also
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discourages whistleblowing.” Her words echo the sentiment that rules alone cannot uphold
integrity; there must be the will to apply them.

Participant  2  (Municipal)  offered a  chilling  example:  “Our  municipality  ignored  AGSA’s
2021 recommendation to discipline a manager for irregular expenditure. Political pressure
blocked action. It sent a message of impunity.”  And that message, once received, lingers.
The absence of disciplinary follow-through has become a form of tacit approval.

A more insidious trend emerged in the interviews: the so-called “revolving door.” Leaders
who violate regulations are not only spared consequences but often reappear, recycled into
senior  posts.  Participant  4  (Municipal)  recalled,  “In  2021,  a  non-compliant  contract  was
approved,  but  the responsible leader was promoted.  AGSA flagged this,  but  political  ties
protected them.” When ethical breaches lead to career advancement, accountability morphs
into farce.

The psychological fallout runs deep. Participant 1 (National) made the connection explicit:
“Lack of consequences emboldens leaders to act unethically, as AGSA notes. It creates a
culture where violations are normalised. Staff lose faith in governance.” When oversight is
performative, not protective, cynicism replaces civic duty.

Beyond  political  shielding,  administrative  dysfunction  also  weakens  enforcement.
Understaffed HR departments and drawn-out processes slow disciplinary action to a crawl; if
it moves at all. These inefficiencies, noted by AGSA in its critique of structural accountability
flaws  (AGSA,  2022),  serve  to  further  insulate  misconduct.  The  result  is  a  public  sector
environment where ethical breaches persist,  shielded by inertia and protected by political
calculus.

Accountability mechanisms appear largely ineffective, with only 15% of implicated officials
facing disciplinary action. Political protection and administrative inertia enable a culture of
impunity,  as  reflected  in  interview  accounts  of  ignored  audit  recommendations  and  the
“revolving door”  phenomenon, where violators are promoted rather than sanctioned. This
mirrors Nzewi and Musokeru’s (2014) findings on the gap between governance policies and
their  enforcement,  and confirms Hsieh, Tai,  and Li’s (2023) argument that  without  visible
consequence management, public institutions lose moral authority and the trust required for
compliance.

Objective 2: Governance Weaknesses and Erosion of Public Trust
Theme 2A: Governance Weaknesses
Third Objective: Ethical erosion is not born in isolation; it finds fertile ground in structural

frailty.  The analysis,  linked to the third objective, reveals that weak governance systems,
particularly  compromised  internal  controls  and  unchecked  political  interference,  form the
architecture  within  which  ethical  lapses  persist.  AGSA’s  2022–23  audit  outcomes  are
damning: 87% of municipalities received disclaimed or qualified opinions, reflecting alarming
deficiencies in oversight (AGSA, 2023). Participant 13 (National) observed, “Dysfunctional
audit committees and weak internal controls, as AGSA reports, enable lapses. Understaffed
compliance units also contribute. These gaps allow unethical behaviour to thrive.”

Participant  2 (Municipal)  echoed this,  describing how a lack of  resources and training
further  weakens  compliance:  “Non-functional  oversight  structures,  per  AGSA,  permit
violations. Lack of training and resources worsens governance failures.”

A recurring concern was the encroachment of politics into administration.  Participant 4
noted, “Political appointees override administrative processes, leading to unethical decisions,
as AGSA notes. This blurs roles and paralyses governance. Leaders prioritise loyalty over
ethics.” AGSA’s 2021 data backs this: 60% of municipalities experienced political interference
that eroded oversight mechanisms (AGSA, 2021). Participant 5 (Municipal) stated bluntly,
“Politicians pressure administrators to favour allies... Governance suffers.” These intertwined
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weaknesses, bureaucratic and political, hollow out institutional integrity, leaving accountability
compromised and ethical leadership sidelined.

Weak  governance  systems,  marked  by  dysfunctional  audit  committees,  understaffed
compliance units,  and political  interference,  create an enabling environment for  unethical
behaviour.  AGSA data  showing  87% of  municipalities  with  qualified  or  disclaimed  audit
opinions illustrate systemic governance failures.  Participants describe political  appointees
overriding administrative processes, undermining oversight and integrity. These patterns are
consistent with Lessig’s (2013) view that institutional corruption thrives when organisational
processes are shaped to serve private or partisan interests rather than the public good, and
reinforce Brown and Treviño’s (2006) call  for leadership that models and enforces ethical
norms.

Theme 2B: Erosion of Public Trust
Trust, once lost, rarely returns intact.  The fourth objective, unpacking the effect of ethical

lapses on public trust, reveals a stark reality: citizens are turning away from institutions they
no longer believe serve them. According to Afrobarometer (2022),  by 2022, only 30% of
South  Africans  expressed  trust  in  the  government.  That  number  doesn’t  simply  reflect
perception; it reflects lived experience. Participant 1 (National) remarked, “AGSA’s reports on
R80 billion in irregular expenditure fuel distrust. Citizens see leaders as corrupt, reducing
confidence. Service failures worsen this.”  It’s not just numbers on a page; it’s broken taps,
failed roads, dark clinics.

Participant  8  (Municipal)  illustrated  this  vividly:  “Our  municipality’s  R5  million  fruitless
expenditure in 2020 halted water projects. Communities went months without clean water,
leading to outrage.” The ripple effects are clear. When Participant 3 (Provincial) described R7
million  meant  for  roads  being  misspent,  the  result  wasn’t  abstract;  it  was  crumbling
infrastructure and rising anger.

The damage goes beyond inconvenience.  “Long-term distrust risks disengagement from
democracy, as AGSA’s findings suggest,” noted Participant 19. “Citizens may stop voting or
engaging.  It’s  a  crisis  for  governance.” Public  faith  is  fraying,  particularly  among  those
already on the margins.  Ethical  lapses aren’t  just  bureaucratic  failures;  they fracture the
fragile social contract.

Public confidence in government has sharply declined, with only 30% of South Africans
expressing trust by 2022 (Afrobarometer, 2022). Interviewees link this distrust directly to the
financial  mismanagement  and  governance  failures  documented  by  AGSA,  with  tangible
consequences  including  service  delivery  breakdowns  and  citizen  disengagement,
threatening the social  contract  and democratic participation. This erosion of  trust  echoes
Thompson’s (2018) argument that legitimacy is central to governance stability, and aligns
with Lessig’s (2013) assertion that institutional corruption undermines public trust even in the
absence of overt illegality.

Objective 3: Strategies to address lapses
Reform Strategies
Addressing the fifth objective, charting a course for reform, this study identifies practical

strategies grounded in both AGSA recommendations and voices from within the system.
Ethics  officers  consistently  pointed  to  the  need  for  ethics  training,  robust  oversight
mechanisms, and the depoliticisation of leadership appointments. “AGSA’s call for stronger
oversight  and  ethics  training  is  key.  Transparent  procurement  and  consequence
management are critical.  Ethics officers must champion integrity,” asserted Participant 15
(National). Yet implementation is far from straightforward. Participant 6 (Municipal) reflected,
“Training is achievable,  but  political  interference blocks depoliticisation. AGSA’s oversight
recommendations are feasible with commitment.”
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Beyond compliance, ethics officers see themselves as agents of change. “Ethics officers
can  drive  cultural  change,  per  AGSA.  We  advocate  for  ethics,”  said  Participant  19
(Municipal), signalling a shift toward internal reform. Still, resource limitations and entrenched
political interests remain major obstacles. As Participant 1 (National) warned, “Ethics training
is feasible with resources, but depoliticised appointments face resistance. Stronger oversight
needs political will, per AGSA.”

These  perspectives  reinforce  AGSA’s  broader  reform  agenda:  strengthening  audit
committees, improving consequence management, and nurturing ethical culture. Achieving
this requires not just technical fixes, but courage, coordination, and sustained institutional
commitment.

Tables and Figures
Table 1: Frequency of Ethical Lapses by Province (2018–2024)
Province Irregular

Expenditure  (R
billion)

Non-Compliance
Incidents

Qualified/Disclaimed
Audits (%)

Gauteng 15 120 85
KwaZulu-Natal 12 100 90
Eastern Cape 10 95 88
Western Cape 5 60 70
Limpopo 8 85 87
Mpumalanga 7 80 86
North West 6 75 89
Free State 4 65 84
Northern Cape 3 50 80

Note: Data are illustrative, aggregated from AGSA reports (2018–2024). 

Figure 1: Thematic Model of Systemic Ethical Failures
[Financial Mismanagement]

↕
       [Accountability Deficits] ↔ [Governance Weaknesses]

↕
[Erosion of Public Trust]

↕
[Need for Reform Strategies]

Source: Own Compilations
Description:  This  framework  demonstrates  how  financial  mismanagement  and

accountability  gaps,  sustained  by  fragile  governance  structures,  collectively  erode  public
confidence and demand urgent reform. The arrows depict dynamic, two-way relationships,
with each factor reinforcing and perpetuating the others, thus entrenching a cycle of systemic
failure (adapted from thematic analysis of Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Findings  expose  a  profound  leadership  crisis,  marked  by  squandered  resources,
weakened oversight, political interference, and citizens bearing the consequences in the form
of inadequate services like water, healthcare, and infrastructure. The integration of AGSA
data with first-hand accounts from ethics officers brings these realities into sharp relief. This
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comprehensive approach  illuminates  the  systemic  roots  of  ethical  breakdown,  offering  a
nuanced foundation for targeted governance reforms and renewed ethical stewardship."

Ethics  officers  highlight  the  critical  need  for  enhanced  ethics  training,  strengthened
oversight  mechanisms,  and  depoliticisation  of  leadership  appointments.  While  AGSA
recommendations align with these views,  participants emphasise political resistance as a
major barrier to reform. The role of ethics officers as cultural change agents is underscored,
though  resource  constraints  and  entrenched  interests  challenge  progress.  These  reform
proposals are consistent with the literature’s call  for  systemic alignment between values,
structures, and incentives (Brown & Treviño, 2006; Lessig, 2013), and support Nzewi and
Musokeru’s  (2014)  finding  that  policy  reform  must  be  accompanied  by  enforceable
accountability to effect lasting change.

Managerial Implications
The findings reveal a deeply entrenched ethical crisis within South Africa’s public sector

governance,  presenting  significant  challenges  for  senior  managers  responsible  for
operational  and  strategic  leadership.  With  irregular  expenditure  surpassing  R50  billion
annually (AGSA, 2023), low rates of sanctioning for ethical violations (only 15%), and over
87% of municipalities failing audit standards, managers face a systemic environment where
compliance  alone  is  insufficient.  This  context  demands  a  shift  from  traditional  risk  and
compliance management toward proactive ethical leadership and culture change.

For public sector managers, this means embracing dual roles: acting as visible ethical role
models who champion integrity and navigating the complex political landscapes that often
prioritise  patronage  over  merit.  Interviews  highlight  that  political  pressures  frequently
undermine  meritocratic  decision-making,  requiring  managers  to  develop  resilience  and
strategies to counteract corrupt incentives.

Sustaining  ethical  leadership  requires  aligning  organisational  values,  governance
structures, and incentive systems. When consequence management is merely symbolic, it
damages  staff  morale  and  entrenches  a  culture  of  impunity.  Therefore,  managers  must
acknowledge  the  tangible  impact  of  ethical  lapses  on  service  delivery—manifested  in
dysfunctional schools, clinics, and infrastructure—and integrate ethics as a core managerial
responsibility essential to restoring public trust and organisational legitimacy.

Recommendations
Drawing directly from the findings related to financial mismanagement and accountability

deficits (Objective 1), this study recommends enforcing independent disciplinary mechanisms
insulated from political interference to counter the entrenched culture of impunity revealed by
both AGSA reports and participant testimonies. The evidence of routine procurement fraud
and  political  shielding  highlights  the  urgent  need  for  transparency  and  fairness  in
procurement processes; therefore, implementing digital procurement platforms modelled on
successful systems in Estonia and Singapore can reduce discretionary abuse and enhance
accountability.

Aligned with findings on governance weaknesses and erosion of public trust (Objective 2),
repositioning ethics  officers as  strategic  change agents is  essential.  Their  empowerment
through organisation-wide  ethics  campaigns  and  support  via  inter-agency  peer  networks
responds  to  participant  insights  regarding  their  current  limited  influence  despite  being
frontline  observers  of  systemic  ethical  failures.  The  demonstrated  lack  of  effective
consequence management underscores the necessity of mandatory ethics training, tailored
to contextual challenges identified in AGSA audits, for all leadership levels to foster ethical
awareness and behavioural change.
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Finally,  reflecting  participant  and  AGSA emphasis  on  the  corrosive  effects  of  political
interference,  the  study  underscores  the  importance  of  robust  whistleblower  protection
legislation  and  merit-based,  depoliticised  recruitment  processes.  Though  politically
challenging,  these measures are  critical  for  restoring governance integrity  and rebuilding
citizen trust, directly addressing the institutional frailties and accountability gaps revealed in
the data (Objective 3).

Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research
This  study  reveals  a  systemic  crisis  in  ethical  leadership  across  South  Africa’s  public

sector, exposing the far-reaching consequences of governance failures. Drawing from AGSA
reports (2018–2024) and in-depth interviews with 20 ethics officers, the analysis uncovers a
disturbing  pattern  of  financial  mismanagement;  R50  billion  in  irregular  expenditure,
widespread accountability deficits, and governance dysfunction in 87% of municipalities; all
contributing to the erosion of public trust and deepening socio-economic inequality (AGSA,
2023; Afrobarometer, 2022). More than institutional decay, these lapses manifest in tangible
human suffering: families without clean water, communities deprived of basic services, and a
widening gap between state promises and lived realities (Mordaunt and Otto, 2004).

The findings substantiate and extend ethical leadership theory. Brown and Treviño’s (2006)
focus on moral accountability is both confirmed and challenged in a context where political
patronage,  factional  appointments,  and  systemic  impunity  erode  ethical  intent.  Lessig’s
(2013)  framework  of  institutional  corruption  is  expanded  through  qualitative  insights  into
South  Africa’s  revolving-door  appointments  and  political-administrative  interference,
demonstrating  how  corruption  becomes  embedded  within  democratic  processes  (Lobel,
2004). These insights highlight the role of context, historical, cultural, and political, in shaping
ethical failures.

Practically,  this  study  offers  a  roadmap  for  ethical  renewal.  Transparent  procurement
systems,  ethics  training,  independent  disciplinary  boards,  and  merit-based  appointments
emerge as necessary pillars  of  reform  (Jaffer  et  al.,  2019). Drawing lessons from global
models like Singapore’s anti-corruption framework, these recommendations are not merely
theoretical but actionable, designed to realign incentives and rebuild institutional integrity.
Importantly,  they  offer  a  basis  for  restoring  the  public  trust  essential  to  democratic
governance.

Yet,  the study is  not  without  limitations.  While  the voices of  20 ethics officers provide
valuable insider perspectives, their views cannot fully represent the diversity of experiences
across  the  public  sector.  The  interview  format,  based  on  perceptions  rather  than  direct
observation,  introduces  subjectivity  that  limits  empirical  generalisation.  Additionally,  the
temporal focus on AGSA reports from 2018 to 2024 excludes formative historical  trends,
potentially overlooking the roots of entrenched patronage networks. The qualitative nature of
the research, while rich in depth, does not quantify the financial or developmental cost of
these lapses; an area that demands further inquiry.

To address these gaps, future research should integrate broader stakeholder perspectives,
including those of civil society, whistleblowers, and citizens directly affected by poor service
delivery.  Longitudinal  investigations could  illuminate  the historical  evolution  of  patronage,
extending  the  theoretical  work  of  Lodge  (2014)  on  neo-patrimonialism.  Mixed-method
approaches,  particularly  those  that  combine  ethnographic  insight  with  quantitative  cost
analyses, would help translate ethical lapses into measurable developmental impacts. Cross-
national  comparisons,  especially  with  other  post-colonial  democracies  like  Nigeria  and
Kenya, could reveal systemic patterns and scalable reform strategies.

Ultimately,  this  research  reinforces  a  critical  imperative:  ethical  leadership  is  not  a
peripheral  ideal  but  a  governance  necessity.  In  South  Africa’s  current  state,  where
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democratic  institutions  are  undermined  by  elite  capture  and  communities  bear  the
consequences, reclaiming integrity in public leadership is urgent. This study contributes to
that endeavour by offering theoretical clarity, empirical grounding, and a strategic framework
for reform. If its insights are acted upon, they may help restore public faith and build a more
just and accountable state, one where leadership serves people, not power.

Limitations
This study acknowledges several limitations despite its aim to provide substantive insights

into ethical lapses within government leadership. The purposive sampling of ethics officers,
while deliberate, may not fully capture the breadth of experiences across the entire public
sector,  especially  in  smaller  or  less-resourced  municipalities.  Reliance  on  self-reported
accounts  introduces  the  possibility  of  subjective  bias,  though  this  is  partially  mitigated
through triangulation with AGSA reports and parliamentary oversight data. Nevertheless, by
integrating thematic analysis of official documents with practitioner perspectives, the study
adopts a robust methodological approach capable of revealing systemic ethical failures and
informing potential strategies for governance reform in South Africa.

Future Research
Future research should expand the empirical base by incorporating the voices of affected

citizens,  whistleblowers,  and  civil  society  actors  to  capture  the  full  spectrum  of  ethical
governance failures and their  consequences.  Longitudinal  studies exploring the historical
evolution of  patronage and elite  capture would deepen understanding of  neo-patrimonial
entrenchment  in  South  Africa’s  political  institutions.  Mixed-method  approaches,  blending
ethnographic insights with quantitative assessments of financial and developmental costs,
could illuminate the material impact of ethical lapses. Cross-national comparative analyses
with  post-colonial  democracies  such  as  Nigeria  or  Kenya  would  uncover  transnational
governance patterns and offer  scalable reform frameworks grounded in shared structural
realities.

16



01/2025 International Business Conference │ IBC

References details
Aadnesgaard, V., and Willows, G. (2016). Audit outcomes and the level of service delivery 

within local government municipalities in South Africa. Corporate Ownership and 
Control, 13(2/3), 546–555.

Afrobarometer. (2021). Dispatch No. 474: Public trust and corruption in South Africa. 
https://www.afrobarometer.org

Afrobarometer. (2022). South Africa survey 2022: Trust in institutions. 
https://www.afrobarometer.org

Afrobarometer. (2023). South Africans want accountable governance but don’t see it in local 
government (Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 589). 
https://www.afrobarometer.org/publication/ad589-south-africans-want-accountable-
governance-but-dont-see-it-in-local-government/

Agbiboa, D. E. (2015). Protectors or predators? The political economy of corruption in 
Nigeria’s oil sector. Review of African Political Economy, 42(145), 349–366. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2015.1058526

Agbiboa, D. E. (2015). Protectors or predators? The political economy of corruption in 
Nigeria’s oil sector. Review of African Political Economy, 42(145), 349–366. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2015.1058526

Andriole, S. J. (2025). The hard truth about executive paralysis. IT Professional, 27(3), 8–11. 
https://doi.org/10.1109/MITP.2025.12345678

Ardelean, A. (2013). Auditors’ ethics and their impact on public trust. Procedia - Social and 
Behavioral Sciences, 92, 55–60. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.08.637

Arel, B., Beaudoin, C. A., and Cianci, A. M. (2012). The impact of ethical leadership, the 
internal audit function, and moral intensity on a financial reporting decision. Journal of
Business Ethics, 109(3), 351–366. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-1133-4

Armstrong, A., and Stedman, I. (2024). A “renewed conversation” about ethical management 
in Canada’s public service: Where should we be headed? Canadian Public 
Administration, 67(4), 620–631. https://doi.org/10.1111/capa.12427

Ashforth, B. E., and Anand, V. (2003). The normalization of corruption in organizations. 
Research in Organizational Behavior, 25, 1–52. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-
3085(03)25001-2

Auditor-General South Africa. (2018). Consolidated general report on national and provincial 
audit outcomes 2017–18. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2019). Annual report 2018–19. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2020). PFMA general report 2019–20. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2021). MFMA general report 2020–21. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2021). Special report on COVID-19 expenditure 2020–21. 
Pretoria: AGSA.

17

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-3085(03)25001-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-3085(03)25001-2
https://doi.org/10.1111/capa.12427
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-1133-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.08.637
https://doi.org/10.1109/MITP.2025.12345678
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2015.1058526
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2015.1058526
https://www.afrobarometer.org/
https://www.afrobarometer.org/


International Business Conference │ IBC 01/2025

Auditor-General South Africa. (2022). Consolidated general report on local government audit 
outcomes 2020–21. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2022). Consolidated general report on local government audit 
outcomes 2021–22. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2023). Consolidated general report on local government audit 
outcomes 2022–23. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2023). Consolidated general report on national and provincial 
audit outcomes 2021–22. Pretoria: AGSA.

Auditor-General South Africa. (2024). Consolidated general report on national and provincial 
audit outcomes. Pretoria: AGSA.

Barkhordari-Sharifabad, M., Ashktorab, T., and Atashzadeh-Shoorideh, F. (2017). Obstacles 
and problems of ethical leadership from the perspective of nursing leaders: A 
qualitative content analysis. Journal of Medical Ethics and History of Medicine, 10, 1.

Barkhordari-Sharifabad, M., Ashktorab, T., and Atashzadeh-Shoorideh, F. (2018). Ethical 
leadership outcomes in nursing: A qualitative study. Nursing Ethics, 25(8), 1051–
1063. https://doi.org/10.1177/0969733016664970

Bovens, M. (2010). Two concepts of accountability: Accountability as a virtue and as a 
mechanism. West European Politics, 33(5), 946–967. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2010.486119

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Brown, M. E., and Treviño, L. K. (2006). Ethical leadership: A review and future directions. 
The Leadership Quarterly, 17(6), 595–616. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.10.004

Bryant, M., Sigurjonsson, T. O., and Mixa, M. W. (2014). Restoring trust in public institutions 
and the financial system. International Journal of Economics and Accounting, 5(4), 
306. https://doi.org/10.1504/IJEA.2014.067423

Campbell, J.-L., and Göritz, A. S. (2014). Culture corrupts! A qualitative study of 
organizational culture in corrupt organizations. Journal of Business Ethics, 120(3), 
291–311. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1665-7

Chen, S. (2010). The role of ethical leadership versus institutional constraints: A simulation 
study of financial misreporting by CEOs. Journal of Business Ethics, 93(Suppl 1), 33–
52. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0188-y

Chipkin, I., and Meny-Gibert, S. (2013). Understanding the dynamics of South Africa’s public 
service: Trends and developments. Public Affairs Research Institute.

Cini, M. (2016). Good governance and institutional change: Administrative ethics reform in 
the European Commission. Journal of Contemporary European Research, 12(1), 
440–454.

Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, No. 108 of 1996. (1996). Government Printer.

18

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0188-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1665-7
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJEA.2014.067423
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2010.486119
https://doi.org/10.1177/0969733016664970


01/2025 International Business Conference │ IBC

Creswell, J. W., and Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing 
among five approaches (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.

De Visser, J. (2020). Strengthening municipal accountability. South African Law Journal, 
137(1), 38–62.

Dorotinsky, W., and Pradhan, S. (2007). Exploring corruption in public financial management.
In J. E. Campos and S. Pradhan (Eds.), The many faces of corruption: Tracking 
vulnerabilities at the sector level (pp. 267–294). Washington, DC: The World Bank.

Elegunde, A., Omolara, O. T., and Abimbola, M. (2023). Ethical leadership and employees’ 
performance in Lagos State Government - Office of the Auditor General. Business 
Economic, Communication, and Social Sciences Journal (BECOSS), 5(3), 177–187.

Fourie, D., and Poggenpoel, W. (2017). Public sector governance in South Africa: Challenges
and prospects. African Journal of Public Affairs, 9(5), 1–12.

Guest, G., Bunce, A., and Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough? An 
experiment with data saturation and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59–82. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903

Guowen, Z., and Shuangshuang, L. (2012). Ethical implication in the government 
governance reform. In 2012 International Conference on Public Management (ICPM-
2012) (pp. 15–21). Atlantis Press. https://doi.org/10.2991/icpm.2012.3

Hassan, S., Kaur, P., Muchiri, M., Ogbonnaya, C., and Dhir, A. (2023). Unethical leadership: 
Review, synthesis and directions for future research. Journal of Business Ethics, 
183(2), 511–550. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05316-7

Hope, K. R. (2020). Corruption and governance in Africa: Swaziland, Kenya, Nigeria. 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Hsieh, C.-C., Tai, S.-E., & Li, H.-C. (2023). A Bibliometric Review of Ethical Leadership 
Research: Shifting Focuses and Theoretical Insights. AERA Open, 9(1), 1–
13. https://doi.org/10.1177/23328584231209266

Jaffer, F., Odendaal, E., and Theron, H. J. (2019). Auditors’ evaluation of ethical leadership 
as part of management integrity. Southern African Journal of Accountability and 
Auditing Research, 21(1), 99–109.

Kayani, M. B., Hassan, S., and Muhammad Zahoor, M. A. (2021). Impact of audit quality on 
firm performance with the mediation of ethical climate and moderation of ethical 
leadership. Indian Journal of Economics and Business, 20(2).

Kgobe, F. K. L., and Chauke, K. R. (2021). Ethical leadership and public accountability: 
Problematiques of South Africa’s state-owned enterprises. Technium Social Sciences 
Journal, 26, 45.

Koenane, M. L., and Mangena, F. (2017). Ethics, accountability and democracy as pillars of 
good governance: Case of South Africa. African Journal of Public Affairs, 9(5), 61–73.

Kretzschmar, L. (2014). An ethical analysis of the implementation of poverty reduction 
policies in South Africa and Chile and their implications for the Church. HTS: 
Theological Studies, 70(1), 1–11.

19

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05316-7
https://doi.org/10.2991/icpm.2012.3
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903


International Business Conference │ IBC 01/2025

Laebens, M. G., and Lührmann, A. (2023). What halts democratic erosion? The changing 
role of accountability. In Resilience of democracy (pp. 40–60). Routledge.

Lessig, L. (2013). Institutional corruption defined. Journal of Law, Medicine and Ethics, 41(3),
553–555. https://doi.org/10.1111/jlme.12063

Lobel, O. (2004). The renew deal: The fall of regulation and the rise of governance in 
contemporary legal thought. Minnesota Law Review, 89, 342.

Lodge, T. (2014). Neo-patrimonial politics in the ANC. African Affairs, 113(450), 1–23. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/afraf/adt069

Lumpkin, A., and Achen, R. M. (2018). Explicating the synergies of self-determination theory, 
ethical leadership, servant leadership, and emotional intelligence. Journal of 
Leadership Studies, 12(1), 6–20. https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.21554

Madonsela, T. (2019). Strengthening ethical governance and integrity in South Africa. African
Journal of Public Affairs, 11(1), 1–15.

Mariyani, D. (2024). The influence of ethical leadership on the quality of external audits: A 
business management perspective. Journal of Contemporary Administration and 
Management (ADMAN), 2(2), 547–553.

Mattes, R. (2008). The material and political bases of lived poverty in Africa: Insights from the
Afrobarometer. In Social indicators research series (pp. 161–185). 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-8686-1_7

Mendonça, R. F. (2020). Institutional corruption and operation Car Wash in Brazil. Revista de
Administração Pública, 54(3), 602–620.

Mitchell, M. S., Rivera, G., and Treviño, L. K. (2023). Unethical leadership: A review, analysis,
and research agenda. Personnel Psychology, 76(2), 547–583. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12529

Mojapelo, M., and Ngoepe, M. (2021). Contribution of Auditor-General South Africa to 
records management in the public sector in South Africa. New Review of Information 
Networking, 26(1–2), 33–49. https://doi.org/10.1080/13614576.2021.1976597

Mordaunt, J., and Otto, S. (2004). Crisis, failure and recovery and the governance of public 
and nonprofit organizations: The effects of participation. Paper for the International 
Society for Third Sector Research.

Moses, P. M. P., Tshepo, T., and Khetsha, Z. (2025). Ethical values for future leaders in 
higher learning institutions in South Africa: A cogent scoping review on academic 
jealousy. International Journal of Educational Leadership and Management, 13(1), 
67–91. https://doi.org/10.4471/ijelm.15810

Motubatse, K. N., and Ngwakwe, C. (2020). Factors associated with the risk of irregular 
expenditure in the public sector. Southern African Journal of Accountability and 
Auditing Research, 22(1), 51–58.

Ngoepe, M., and Ngulube, P. (2013). Contribution of record-keeping to audit opinions: An 
informetrics analysis of the general reports on audit outcomes of the Auditor-General 
of South Africa. ESARBICA Journal, 32, 1–18.

20

https://doi.org/10.4471/ijelm.15810
https://doi.org/10.1080/13614576.2021.1976597
https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12529
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-8686-1_7
https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.21554
https://doi.org/10.1093/afraf/adt069
https://doi.org/10.1111/jlme.12063


01/2025 International Business Conference │ IBC

Nzewi, O., and Musokeru, P. (2014). A critical review of the oversight role of the Office of the 
Auditor-General in financial accountability. Africa’s Public Service Delivery and 
Performance Review, 2(1), 36–55.

Nzimakwe, T. I., and Zondi, S. (2019). Implications of the audit outcomes for municipalities in 
South Africa: A service delivery crisis perspective. In N. Nhamo, D. Chikodzi, and D. T.
Chigudu (Eds.), The COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa (pp. 

Othman, Z., and Abdul Rahman, R. (2014). Attributes of ethical leadership in leading good 
governance. International Journal of Business and Society, 15(2).

Riggio, R. E., Zhu, W., Reina, C., and Maroosis, J. A. (2010). Virtue-based measurement of 
ethical leadership: The Leadership Virtues Questionnaire. Consulting Psychology 
Journal: Practice and Research, 62(4), 235. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022286

Sambo, V. T. (2019). An analysis of audit outcomes and service delivery at the local 
government sphere in South Africa. In Proceedings of the 4th International 
Conference on Public Administration and Development Alternatives (pp. 3–5). 
Johannesburg, South Africa.

Sanabria-Pulido, P., and Bello-Gómez, R. A. (2021). Public sector reform and perceptions of 
public servants: An international longitudinal review. In The Palgrave handbook of the 
public servant (pp. 425–444). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-29980-4_52

South African National Research Foundation. (2018). Code of conduct for research ethics. 
Pretoria: NRF.

StatsSA (Statistics South Africa). (2015). Key statistics. http://beta2.statssa.gov.za/

Tettey, W. J. (2012). Africa’s leadership deficit: Exploring pathways to good governance and 
transformative politics. In E. O. Odugbemi and T. Lee (Eds.), Rethinking development
challenges for public policy: Insights from contemporary Africa (pp. 18–53). Springer.

Thompson, D. F. (2018). Theories of institutional corruption. Annual Review of Political 
Science, 21(1), 495–513. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-091615-030409

Treviño, L. K., and Nelson, K. A. (2017). Managing business ethics: Straight talk about how 
to do it right (7th ed.). Wiley.

Van der Waldt, G. (2020). Public administration in South Africa: Challenges and prospects. 
Journal of Public Administration, 55(3), 412–428.

Van Niekerk, G., and Ponelis, F. (2024). Strengthening law enforcement to address white-
collar financial crime in South Africa’s private sector. Potchefstroom Electronic Law 
Journal/Potchefstroomse Elektroniese Regsblad, 27. https://doi.org/10.17159/1727-
3781/2024/v27i0a17141

Warren, M. E. (2018). Trust and democracy. In E. M. Uslaner (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of 
social and political trust (pp. 75–94). Oxford University Press.

Watts, J. (2017). Operation Car Wash: Brazil’s corruption scandal. The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/17/brazil-operation-car-wash-
corruption-scandal

Woolman, S., Schutte, Y., and Woolman, S. (2008). Auditor General. In The Constitutional 
Law of South Africa (2nd ed.). Juta Law.

21

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/17/brazil-operation-car-wash-corruption-scandal
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/17/brazil-operation-car-wash-corruption-scandal
https://doi.org/10.17159/1727-3781/2024/v27i0a17141
https://doi.org/10.17159/1727-3781/2024/v27i0a17141
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-091615-030409
http://beta2.statssa.gov.za/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-29980-4_52
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022286


International Business Conference │ IBC 01/2025

Yukl, G., Mahsud, R., Hassan, S., and Prussia, G. E. (2013). An improved measure of ethical
leadership. Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies, 20(1), 38–48. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1548051811429352

Zhu, W., Zheng, X., He, H., Wang, G., and Zhang, X. (2019). Ethical leadership with both 
“moral person” and “moral manager” aspects: Scale development and cross-cultural 
validation. Journal of Business Ethics, 158(2), 547–565. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-017-3769-1

Zondo Commission. (2022). Report of the Judicial Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of 
State Capture, Corruption and Fraud in the Public Sector. Pretoria: Government 
Printer.

22

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-017-3769-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1548051811429352


01/2025 International Business Conference │ IBC

Similarity Summary Page

23



International Business Conference │ IBC 01/2025

24


	Abstract
	Keywords

	Introduction
	Background
	Problem Statement
	The crisis of ethical leadership in South Africa is not episodic but structural, deeply embedded in the governance processes and systems that underpin public administration. The country’s governance ecosystem faces a persistent ethical deficit, driven not only by individual misconduct but by an enabling environment characterised by weak oversight, blurred political-administrative boundaries, and widespread impunity (Bryant et al., 2014). These are systemic fractures that fundamentally disrupt democratic functioning and institutional integrity.
	The consequences of this ethical failure are profound and multifaceted:
	Erosion of Public Trust: According to Afrobarometer (2023), nearly 80% of South Africans express distrust in their leaders, with corruption identified as a central cause of this disillusionment. As Mattes (2008) notes, once broken, trust is difficult to restore, particularly when unethical behaviour becomes perceived as routine.
	Service Delivery Failures: At the local level, dysfunction is evident. In 2023, 87% of municipalities received disclaimers or qualified audit opinions, correlating with frequent violent service delivery protests (Stats SA, 2023). These protests reflect cumulative frustration born from unmet service promises and deteriorating infrastructure rather than entitlement.
	Governance Paralysis: Ethical leadership failures extend beyond procurement or compliance issues. They impede policy implementation, exacerbate social inequalities, and undermine state credibility, resulting in delayed decisions and misallocated resources (Kgobe & Chauke, 2021).
	What exacerbates this problem is the predominance of narrow policy responses focusing on legalistic and procedural remedies, often overlooking the deeper cultural and institutional conditions that enable unethical behaviour (Chen, 2010). Tick-box compliance frameworks therefore may satisfy external auditors but, according to [Author, Year], do little to shift organisational behaviour or instil enduring ethical norms.
	This study moves beyond technocratic approaches by engaging directly with AGSA’s evidentiary record and situating the analysis within ethical leadership theory. Accordingly, it poses two interrelated research questions: Why do systemic ethical lapses persist despite repeated exposure? And what strategies beyond regulation can effectively disrupt their ongoing reproduction?
	Research objectives

	Literature Review
	Research Methodology
	Population and Sample
	Participants were purposively selected through established professional and social networks such as LinkedIn and official public sector directories. Eligibility criteria included a minimum of five years’ experience in ethics or compliance roles within South African government institutions, ensuring participants possess relevant expertise to address the study’s core questions. Invitations detailing the study’s aims and voluntary nature were sent via email. To enhance the study’s representativeness, selection spanned multiple geographic regions, Gauteng, Western Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal, and different government levels, including national departments, provincial agencies, and local municipalities. Data collection took place between June and September 2024, allowing the study to capture perspectives during a period of heightened public discourse on governance integrity. This purposeful sampling strategy was designed to capture diverse insights reflecting the systemic and multi-level nature of ethical challenges across South Africa’s governance landscape, directly supporting the study’s objective to explore structural and cultural dimensions of ethical lapses (Zhu et al., 2019; Barkhordari-Sharifabad et al., 2018). Non-respondents received one follow-up invitation, with replacements recruited from the same pool to maintain a sample size of 20 participants.
	Research Instrument
	A semi-structured interview guide was developed to generate rich, contextually relevant data aligned with the study’s objectives. The guide features open-ended prompts encouraging participants to describe ethical lapses they have encountered, for example: “Tell me about ethical lapses you have observed in your work environment,” and “What barriers prevent effective accountability in your organisation?” These questions were informed by themes identified in AGSA reports, such as irregular expenditure and procurement fraud, and grounded in established ethical leadership frameworks (Brown & Treviño, 2006). To enhance clarity and applicability, the instrument underwent pilot testing with three ethics officers, leading to refinements that improved its focus on systemic challenges like political interference and governance weaknesses. This tailored tool was selected to ensure sensitivity to the South African public sector context, directly addressing the governance issues underscored by AGSA findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Okagbue, 2012).
	Data Sources
	Data Collection and Analysis
	Ethics Aspects

	Results and Findings
	Managerial Implications
	Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research
	References details
	Similarity Summary Page

