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Abstract:

This study investigates the role of effective leadership in enhancing municipal service delivery in the
Vhembe District Municipality, focusing on transformational leadership behaviours, institutional
constraints, and strategic interventions. Guided by Transformational Leadership Theory, a mixed-
methods research was conducted to examine how leadership practices influence organisational
performance, responsiveness, ethical governance, and community engagement in a resource-
constrained rural municipality. A total of 34 participants were engaged. The quantitative component
involved 18 respondents from senior and middle management, councillors, frontline service providers,
and community stakeholders who completed structured questionnaires assessing leadership
behaviours and service delivery outcomes. The qualitative component involved 16 purposively selected
key informants, political leaders, senior administrative officials, frontline staff, and community
representatives who participated in semi-structured interviews exploring leadership practices,
governance challenges, and participatory mechanisms. Integrating quantitative and qualitative data
enabled methodological triangulation and a comprehensive understanding of the leadership service-
delivery interface. Findings demonstrate that transformational leadership behaviours, encompassing
visionary direction, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration,
significantly contributed to enhanced planning, employee motivation, organisational efficiency, and the
overall effectiveness to the provision of municipal service delivery. Systemic constraints such as limited
resources, skills shortages, political interference, and weak accountability mechanisms, undermines
leadership effectiveness. Strategies such as leadership capacity-building, strengthened accountability,
performance management, and participatory governance are identified as critical to improving municipal
leadership and service delivery. The study provides both theoretical and practical insights for

policymakers, municipal leaders, and stakeholders operating in resource-constrained contexts.
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Introduction

Effective leadership is widely acknowledged as a fundamental driver of public service performance,
particularly within local government institutions where service delivery outcomes have a direct and
immediate impact on community well-being. In South Africa, municipalities are constitutionally mandated
to provide essential services such as water supply, sanitation, electricity, waste management, and
infrastructure development (Republic of South Africa, 1996). The fulfilment of these responsibilities is
central to communities’ socio-economic development and democratic governance at the local level,
however, despite this mandate, many municipalities continue to face persistent operational and

governance challenges that undermine their service delivery capacity.

Municipalities within Limpopo Province, including Vhembe District Municipality, are confronted by a
range of systemic constraints, including limited financial and human resources, political interference,
administrative inefficiencies, and institutional instability (Munzhedzi, 2021; Nghonyama, Sethu &
Mafunisa, 2025). These challenges often manifest in inconsistent service provision, weakened
accountability mechanisms, and a declining public trust. Such conditions underscore the critical role of
leadership, as a strategic enabler capable of guiding municipal institutions toward improved
performance, responsiveness, and sustainability. Leadership in this context extends beyond routine
administrative functions to encompass strategic vision, ethical governance, effective decision-making,
organisational culture, and stakeholder engagement. Against this backdrop, this study examines the role

of effective leadership in enhancing municipal service delivery within Vhembe District Municipality.

Adopting a holistic perspective, the study explores leadership as a multidimensional construct that
shapes accountability, communication, institutional effectiveness, and service delivery outcomes. A
mixed-methods research design is employed, integrating qualitative and quantitative approaches to
generate an in-depth and contextualised understanding of the leadership service delivery relationship.
The study seeks to contribute to both scholarly discourse and practical policy by providing evidence-
based and actionable recommendations to strengthen leadership capacity, enhance accountability, and

promote participatory and responsive service delivery at the municipal level.
Problem Statement

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) mandates local government to provide
democratic, accountable governance and to deliver essential services, including clean water, sanitation,
electricity, housing, and waste management. These services are fundamental to improving quality of life,
supporting socio-economic development, and fostering public trust. Despite this constitutional and
legislative mandate, municipal service delivery failures persist across the country, reflecting deep-rooted

governance and leadership challenges. According to Auditor-General South Africa (2023), only 15% of
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municipalities achieved clean audits in the 2021/2022 financial year, while 46% reported material
irregularities, non-compliance with legislation, and poor financial controls. Systemic factors such as
inadequate financial management, skills shortages, infrastructure deficits, political interference, and
corruption continue to compromise municipal performance (South African Local Government
Association, 2020).

In Vhembe District Municipality, these challenges are particularly pronounced. The Auditor-General
issued a qualified audit opinion, citing weak internal control systems, irregular expenditure exceeding
R115 million, and unresolved prior audit findings (Munzhedzi & Phago, 2020; AGSA, 2023). Between
2021 and 2022, a substantial number of service delivery protests occurred, primarily due to inadequate
water service provision (Mamokhere & Kgobe, 2023). Complementing these findings, the Limpopo
Department of Cooperative Governance, Human Settlements and Traditional Affairs (2023) reports that
water access coverage in certain rural areas remains below 40%, highlighting entrenched service
delivery deficits. Collectively, these indicators reflect a governance environment characterised by
institutional instability, limited strategic leadership capacity, and fragile accountability mechanisms.

These conditions underscore the critical necessity of examining the role of effective leadership in
shaping municipal service delivery outcomes. Understanding how leadership practices, across both
political and administrative domains, either facilitate or impede service delivery is essential for rebuilding
public trust, enhancing institutional performance, and advancing the developmental objectives of local
government. This study, therefore, seeks to generate evidence-based insights into the leadership—
service delivery nexus within Vhembe District Municipality, offering practical recommendations to
strengthen leadership capacity, improve governance, and foster participatory, accountable, and
responsive service delivery. In essence, the study aims to explore the role of effective leadership in
enhancing municipal service delivery within Vhembe District Municipality, with the intention to

recommend strategies for improvement.
Conceptual Framework

A conceptual framework provides a structured lens to understand, operationalise, and interlink the key
constructs of this study, namely municipal leadership, service delivery, accountability, and citizen
participation (Swean & George, 2024). While the theoretical framework, grounded in Transformational
Leadership Theory, offers behavioural and philosophical underpinnings, the conceptual framework
translates these principles into actionable domains relevant to municipal governance. It enables
identification of factors, relationships, and mechanisms through which leadership practices influence

service delivery performance within the Vhembe District Municipality.
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Leadership and Municipal Leadership

Leadership broadly refers to the process whereby an individual influences a group to achieve a common
goal, highlighting relational, interactive, and goal-oriented dimensions (Northouse, 2019:47). Similarly,
Daft and Lane (2020) describe leadership as an influence relationship aimed at meaningful outcomes.
In municipal contexts, this capacity involves strategic direction, vision articulation, decision-making,
team coordination, and responsiveness to stakeholder and community needs. Municipal leadership,
therefore, comprises elected representatives, municipal managers, and senior administrative officials
who direct, coordinate, and influence governance processes. Effective municipal leadership includes
strategic and operational functions such as vision-setting, policy implementation, human resource
development, financial stewardship, and stakeholder engagement (Maphalala & Mufamadi, 2021;
Nkuna, 2022).

South African municipalities operate within complex political-administrative dynamics, limited
institutional capacity, and socio-economic pressures (Muringa & Shava, 2024). Pillay and Zondi (2023)
posit that corruption, administrative inefficiency, and weak service delivery impede policy execution and
socio-economic development. Transformational, ethical, and participatory leadership is increasingly
recommended to motivate staff, enhance accountability, and promote proactive problem-solving
(Mokgolo, 2025; Ngwenya, 2024). Leadership thus functions both as an independent variable affecting
service delivery and as a mediating factor influencing organisational culture, citizen trust, and policy

efficacy.

Municipal leadership comprises political and administrative components. Political leadership involves
elected councillors, the mayor or executive mayor, and members of the mayoral committee, who provide
strategic direction, formulate policy, oversee municipal operations, and represent community interests
(Fourie & Van der Waldt, 2023; Sebola, 2025). Ward councillors, for example, influence resource
allocation and local service delivery (Mbandlwa & Mishi, 2020). Political leaders define municipal vision,
approve budgets, pass by-laws, and set developmental priorities (Auditor-General South Africa, 2019).
Administrative leadership is exercised by municipal managers and senior administrative managers
(“Section 56 Managers”), responsible for executing council policies, managing daily operations, ensuring
legislative compliance, directing personnel, and overseeing finances (Sebakamotse & Van Niekerk,
2020:6). Administrative leadership provides the technocratic capacity to translate political directives into
operational outcomes. Scholars such as Jonck (2024) and Sebola (2025) posit that the interplay
between political and administrative leadership shapes municipal performance, institutional integrity,
and service delivery quality.
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Effective Leadership

Effective leadership in municipal governance entails articulating a clear vision, inspiring and motivating
employees, fostering accountabilityy, and enabling participatory decision-making aligned with
organisational goals (Bass & Riggio, 2018; Pieterse & Mkhize, 2020). Informed by Transformational
Leadership Theory, effective leadership is a relational process through which leaders mobilise vision,
influence organisational behaviour, and institutionalise ethical governance to enhance performance,
responsiveness, and sustainable service delivery. It serves as the central explanatory variable in
examining service delivery challenges and improvement strategies within the Vhembe District
Municipality.

Service Delivery and Service Delivery Performance

Service delivery refers to the provision of essential communal needs such as housing, water, sanitation,
electricity, infrastructure, health services, and waste management (Reddy, 2016; Mudzusi, Munzhedzi
& Mahole, 2024). While definitions may differ across scholarly literature, the Constitution of the Republic
of South Africa (1996) clearly establishes municipalities as the sphere of government responsible for
providing these essential services to communities. In the South African context, service delivery
therefore represents a central mandate of local government and serves as a key indicator of municipal
effectiveness and developmental impact. From the perspective of this study, service delivery should also
be understood as the practical realisation of local government’s developmental responsibilities, where
municipalities are expected not only to provide services, but to do so in a manner that improves the
quality of life of communities. However, service delivery in South Africa has at times been unreliable,
particularly in rural contexts such as the Vhembe District, where poverty, infrastructural deficits, and
inequitable access to basic services continue to pose significant challenges (Reddy, 2016; Matloga,
Mahole & Nekhavhambe, 2024; Mudzusi et al., 2024).

Service delivery performance is multidimensional, encompassing quantitative indicators such as
efficiency, reliability, accessibility, and coverage, alongside qualitative dimensions of equity,
responsiveness, and citizen satisfaction (Pieterse & Mkhize, 2020). Matloga et al. (2024) posit that
performance is influenced not only by technical capacity but also by leadership quality, institutional
capability, resource sufficiency, and citizen participation. These perspectives highlight that service
delivery outcomes are shaped by both structural and human factors within municipal governance. In the
view of this study, service delivery performance should therefore be understood as a reflection of how
effectively municipal leadership, institutional systems, and available resources are coordinated to meet
community needs. Transformational leadership, by articulating vision, motivating personnel, promoting

ethical conduct, and fostering innovation, improves organisational performance and responsiveness
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(Lerutla, 2023; lbrahim, 2023). Service delivery thus reflects leadership effectiveness and institutional
health.

Accountability

In defining accountability within municipal governance, Modumo and Koma (2019) contend that it refers
to the institutional systems and processes through which political and administrative leaders are required
to justify their decisions, demonstrate responsible use of public resources, and report on service delivery
outcomes. It involves ensuring that those entrusted with public authority remain answerable for their
actions and performance in delivering services to communities. Within municipalities, accountability
operates both internally and externally. Internally, officials and administrators are accountable to
municipal councils and management structures through reporting, oversight, and performance
evaluation mechanisms. Externally, municipalities must account to citizens, regulatory institutions, and
oversight bodies, which monitor whether public funds and resources are used effectively and lawfully
(Fombad & Kgobe, 2021).

Effective accountability, therefore, relies on transparency, regular reporting, and systems that monitor
organisational performance and enforce compliance with regulations. These mechanisms help ensure
that municipal leaders act in the best interests of communities and that service delivery commitments
are fulfilled. However, weak accountability structures have often been associated with governance
challenges and service delivery shortcomings in many municipalities within the Vhembe District. When
accountability mechanisms are strong, they can strengthen the relationship between leadership
practices and service delivery outcomes by encouraging responsible decision-making, ethical conduct,

and improved organisational performance.
Citizen Participation

Citizen participation involves structured engagement of community members in planning, decision-
making, and monitoring municipal services, functioning as both a democratic principle and a governance
mechanism (Ngwenya, 2024; Nkuna, 2022). Mechanisms include public hearings, ward committees,
community forums, social audits, and participatory budgeting. Participation improves service delivery by
fostering transparency, local ownership, and alignment with community priorities (Matloga et al., 2024).
Mokgolo (2025) posits that combined with transformational leadership, participatory governance
enhances service outcomes by integrating local knowledge into municipal planning and operational
decision-making. Citizen engagement is therefore a vital driver of municipal performance, reinforcing

leadership effectiveness, accountability, and service responsiveness.
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Literature Review on Effective Leadership and Municipal Service Delivery

This section presents a review of the literature pertaining to the theoretical, conceptual, and contextual
foundations that underpin this study, with particular emphasis on understanding the role of effective

leadership in enhancing municipal service delivery within Vhembe District Municipality.
Transformational Leadership Theory

This study adopts Transformational Leadership Theory as its central analytical framework. The theory
is selected for its capacity to explain how leadership behaviours influence organisational culture,

employee engagement, institutional decision-making, and overall performance.

Transformational Leadership Theory gained prominence through James MacGregor Burns’s seminal
work, Leadership (1978), which conceptualised leadership as a moral and value-based relationship
between leaders and followers. Burns (1978) distinguished transformational leadership from
transactional leadership, arguing that transformational leaders elevate followers’ motivations and moral
purpose, transcending self-interest for collective good. Leadership was thus framed as inherently ethical
and transformative. Bass (1985) extended and operationalised Burns’'s normative formulation by
conceptualising transformational leadership as a behavioural model that could be empirically measured
and applied in organisational settings. Bass (1985) argues that transformational leaders motivate
followers to exceed expectations by fostering inspiration, commitment, and innovation. This
reformulation embedded the theory within organisational psychology and public administration, linking

leadership behaviours directly to performance outcomes.
The Four I’'s: Core Dimensions

Bass and Riggio (2018) systematised Transformational Leadership Theory into four behavioural
dimensions known as the Four I's: idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation,
and individualised consideration. These constructs translate abstract principles into measurable

leadership behaviours.
Idealised Influence

Idealised Influence refers to leaders acting as ethical role models who embody organisational values.
Such leaders cultivate trust, respect, and loyalty. In municipal governance, this dimension strengthens
accountability, enhances legitimacy, and mitigates corruption risks, which are particularly salient in South

African local government contexts.
Inspirational Motivation

It denotes a leader’s ability to articulate a compelling vision that aligns followers around shared

objectives. By fostering enthusiasm and collective purpose, leaders enhance organisational
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commitment. Within municipalities, this dimension promotes alignment with Integrated Development

Plans (IDPs) and strengthens responsiveness to community priorities.
Intellectual Stimulation

It involves encouraging critical thinking, creativity, and innovation. Leaders challenge assumptions and
support adaptive problem-solving. In municipalities confronting infrastructure backlogs, water shortages,
and fiscal constraints, intellectual stimulation is essential for generating context-sensitive and innovative

solutions.
Individualised Consideration

It entails attending to employees’ developmental needs through mentoring and coaching. This
dimension enhances human-capital development and institutional resilience, particularly important in

municipalities facing skills shortages and high staff turnover.

The operationalisation of the Four I's renders Transformational Leadership Theory empirically testable
and adaptable. It provides a structured lens through which leadership behaviours can be assessed in

relation to municipal performance outcomes.
Expansion and Application in Public Administration

Over the past three decades, Transformational Leadership Theory has been refined and widely applied.
Research links transformational behaviours to psychological empowerment, organisational citizenship
behaviour, job satisfaction, and work engagement (Pieterse & Mkhize, 2020). Cross-cultural studies
indicate that while its core constructs are broadly applicable, contextual adaptation is necessary in
African governance environments (Nkuna, 2022). In public administration scholarship, the theory has
gained prominence due to its alignment with competencies required in politically complex and resource-
constrained contexts. Its emphasis on vision, ethics, innovation, and human development resonates
with the challenges confronting South African municipalities. Transformational leadership influences
organisational performance through psychological, behavioural, and institutional mechanisms.
Psychologically, it enhances motivation and professional identity. Behaviourally, it fosters teamwork and
creativity. Institutionally, it strengthens organisational culture and coordination, thereby improving
service delivery alignment and effectiveness. In municipal settings, these mechanisms contribute to
improved planning coherence, enhanced responsiveness to community needs, and strengthened

administrative capacity.

Although analytically robust, Transformational Leadership Theory must be applied alongside recognition
of structural constraints such as fiscal limitations, political interference, and institutional inertia.
Nevertheless, its focus on leadership agency provides a valuable lens for examining how leadership

practices shape service delivery outcomes in municipalities such as Vhembe District.
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Historical Nature of Local Government in South Africa

Understanding municipal leadership and service delivery requires situating them within South Africa’s
historical trajectory of local governance. Local government structures evolved within colonial and
apartheid contexts that entrenched spatial inequality, administrative fragmentation, and exclusionary

governance practices. These legacies continue to shape contemporary municipal performance.
Colonial and Apartheid Foundations

Municipal governance originated under Dutch and British colonial rule, producing fragmented and
uneven institutional arrangements across territories. Following the Union of South Africa in 1910 and
during apartheid, local government remained racially stratified and subordinate to provincial authority
(Reddy, 2018). Legislation such as the Black Local Authorities Act of 1982 institutionalised inferior and
under-resourced municipal structures in African townships, while white municipalities enjoyed autonomy
and financial stability (Mathenjwa, 2018). This racially differentiated system produced chronic service
backlogs, infrastructural neglect, and limited administrative capacity in black communities. Institutional
fragmentation further undermined strategic planning and coordination, entrenching systemic inequalities

that persist in the democratic era.
Democratic Transition and Constitutional Entrenchment

The democratic transition dismantled apartheid-era municipal fragmentation and introduced unified
“wall-to-wall” municipalities through legislative reforms such as the

Local Government: Municipal Structures Act 117 of 1998 and Local Government: Municipal Systems Act
32 of 2000. These reforms established categories of municipalities and institutionalised participatory

and developmental governance.

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) constitutionally recognised local government as
a distinct sphere with legislative and executive authority. Municipalities were mandated to provide
essential services, promote socio-economic development, and foster participatory democracy. The
White Paper on Local Government (1998) defined developmental local government as working

collaboratively with communities to meet sustainable development needs.

Despite these reforms, municipalities continue to confront capacity deficits, fiscal constraints,
accountability challenges, and enduring spatial inequalities (Kaywood, 2021). While institutional

structures have been transformed, historical legacies remain embedded within governance systems.
Key Legislative Instruments

Municipal leadership and service delivery in South Africa operate within a dense constitutional and

statutory framework that defines authority, accountability, and developmental obligations. These
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legislative instruments do more than regulate procedure; they shape the institutional environment within
which leadership effectiveness is either enabled or constrained. As Nkuna (2022:45) argues, the legal
architecture of local government determines both the scope of municipal authority and the mechanisms
through which performance is assessed. Understanding this framework is therefore essential to

evaluating how municipal leaders translate mandates into outcomes.
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) fundamentally reconfigured local government by
recognising it as a distinct sphere rather than a subordinate tier. This constitutionalisation entrenched
municipal autonomy while situating local government within a system of cooperative governance.
Section 151 establishes municipalities across the Republic and affirms their executive authority over
local affairs, subject to national and provincial legislation. Autonomy is thus constitutionally protected yet

balanced by oversight and intergovernmental accountability.

Section 152 articulates five objectives of local government: democratic and accountable governance;
sustainable service provision; social and economic development; environmental protection; and
community participation. These objectives embed a developmental orientation into municipal
governance. Section 153 reinforces this by requiring municipalities to structure planning and budgeting

processes around community needs and socio-economic upliftment.

Furthermore, Section 156 allocates executive authority over matters listed in Schedules 4B and 5B,
including water, sanitation, waste management, and local economic development. These provisions
define municipalities as frontline agents of service delivery and grassroots development. However, while
the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa provides a strong normative mandate, scholars note that
capacity constraints often limit municipalities’ ability to realise these objectives fully. Thus, the
constitutional framework establishes both the promise and the structural tensions of developmental local

government.
Local Government: Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000

The Municipal Systems Act of 2000 operationalises constitutional principles by translating them into
concrete governance mechanisms. Central to the Act is the Integrated Development Plan (IDP), which
every municipality must adopt as a five-year strategic framework. The IDP aligns political priorities,
budgets, and development programmes, and must be developed through structured community
participation. In this way, the Act institutionalises participatory governance and links leadership vision to

measurable planning instruments.

The Act also mandates the establishment of Performance Management Systems (PMS) to monitor and

evaluate institutional and individual performance against IDP targets. These systems strengthen
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accountability, transparency, and organisational learning. By requiring regular reporting and community

engagement, the Act reinforces democratic oversight and responsiveness.

Additionally, the Municipal Systems Act of 2000 prescribes ethical standards, administrative
accountability, and service delivery agreements. It therefore shapes both the procedural and behavioural
dimensions of governance. Effective municipal leadership depends not merely on compliance, but on
the strategic use of these tools to drive performance. The Act thus functions as a bridge between

constitutional ideals and operational governance practice.
Local Government: Municipal Structures Act 117 of 1998

The Municipal Structures Act 117 of 1998 provides the institutional blueprint of local government. It
categorises municipalities into metropolitan (Category A), local (Category B), and district (Category C),
defining their powers and interrelationships. By clarifying functional assignments and governance

structures, the Act seeks to reduce duplication and promote coordination.

For district municipalities, the Act is particularly significant in defining shared responsibilities and
coordination roles. It establishes councils, executive committees, and mayoral systems, thereby
structuring political leadership and administrative authority. This institutional clarity is crucial for
accountability, as it delineates who is responsible for decision-making and service outcomes.

While the Act provides structural stability, its effectiveness ultimately depends on the quality of
leadership and administrative capacity within these structures. Institutional design alone cannot

guarantee performance, but it creates the governance environment within which leadership operates.
Complementary Legislative Instruments

Two additional statutes significantly influence municipal governance, as detailed below.

Local Government: Municipal Finance Management Act 56 of 2003 (MFMA)

The MFMA regulates budgeting, financial reporting, supply chain management, and expenditure control.
It imposes stringent accountability obligations on municipal managers and chief financial officers, linking
financial discipline directly to service delivery sustainability. Transparent procurement systems and
internal controls are central to preventing mismanagement and enhancing public trust. Fiscal

governance under the MFMA is therefore a critical determinant of municipal performance.
Intergovernmental Relations Framework Act 13 of 2005 (IGRFA)

The IGRFA promotes cooperative governance across national, provincial, and local spheres. It
establishes formal mechanisms for coordination and dispute resolution, ensuring policy alignment and
integrated planning. Given the interdependent nature of service delivery functions, this framework is

essential for avoiding fragmentation and fostering collaborative governance.
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The policy foundation for these statutes is rooted in the White Paper on Local Government, which
articulated the vision of developmental local government and emphasised participatory democracy and

socio-economic transformation.
Research Methodology

This section details the research design, paradigm, approach, study population, sampling procedures,
data collection techniques, and analytical strategies employed. By explicating these methodological
decisions, the study ensures transparency, reliability, and rigor in its investigation, demonstrating how
the chosen methods systematically address the central research question: What is the role of effective

leadership in enhancing municipal service delivery within Vhembe District Municipality?
Research Design

Research design provides the overarching blueprint guiding how data is collected, analysed, and
interpreted to address research objectives (Kumar, Leone, Aaker & Day, 2018; McCombes, 2021). It
ensures coherence between research questions, methodological choices, and the intended outcomes
of the study. Roubtsova (2019) categorises research designs into exploratory, descriptive, and
explanatory types. Given the aim of this study, which is to explore the role of effective leadership in
enhancing municipal service delivery within Vhembe District Municipality, with the intention to
recommend strategies for improvement, both exploratory and descriptive designs were deemed

appropriate.

A case study design was adopted to achieve an in-depth understanding of the leadership—service
delivery interface within its real-life context. The Vhembe District Municipality functions as the bounded
case, allowing detailed examination of political and administrative leadership practices and their impact
on service delivery outcomes. Scholars such as Beecroft, Fricke & Lillis (2022); Wood, Taylor & Smith
(2020) maintain that case study research facilitates holistic and contextually rich insights,
accommodating multiple data sources and offering flexibility to explore complex organisational and
social processes. This approach is particularly suitable for examining leadership in municipal contexts,
where phenomena are intertwined with organisational structures, institutional culture, and community

interactions.
Research Paradigm

A research paradigm represents a set of philosophical assumptions that guide how reality is
conceptualised and how knowledge is generated (Flick, 2021). This study adopted pragmatism, which
according to Biesta & Burbules (2021) prioritises practical problem-solving and allows the integration of

both quantitative and qualitative perspectives. Pragmatism aligns naturally with mixed-methods
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research, enabling both measurable evaluation of leadership outcomes and exploration of stakeholders’

perceptions and experiences.
Justification for Pragmatism

Pragmatism was selected because the study’s research question necessitates an understanding of both
objective performance metrics (service coverage) and subjective experiences (perceptions of leadership
effectiveness, governance challenges). By combining positivist (quantitative) and interpretivist
(qualitative) approaches, pragmatism facilitates methodological flexibility and practical relevance. This
paradigm ensures that the study produces empirically robust, contextually grounded, and actionable

findings, capable of informing improvements in municipal governance and service delivery.
Research Approach

The study employed a mixed-methods approach, integrating quantitative and qualitative techniques to
capture both numerical trends and contextually rich insights. Quantitative methods enabled the
measurement of leadership performance and service delivery outcomes, while qualitative methods
provided a deeper understanding of the experiences, perceptions, and interactions shaping municipal
governance. This approach allows methodological triangulation, increasing the validity, credibility, and

comprehensiveness of the study.
Mixed-Methods Approach

The quantitative component employed structured questionnaires to collect standardised data on
leadership behaviours, organisational accountability, and service delivery effectiveness from 18
participants. The qualitative component utilised semi-structured interviews with 16 key informants,
including councillors, senior managers, and community representatives, to explore experiences,
interpretations, and leadership dynamics. Integrating these methods enabled the study to identify
patterns in measurable outcomes while interpreting the underlying processes, behaviours, and

perceptions that influence service delivery.
Rationale for Mixed-Methods

A mixed-methods design was appropriate because leadership and municipal service delivery are
inherently multifaceted. Quantitative data provide objective evidence of performance and stakeholder
satisfaction, while qualitative data illuminate the social and organisational dynamics behind those
outcomes. Combining these approaches allowed the study to generate actionable recommendations,

bridging theory and practice in the context of resource-constrained local governance.
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Population

The study population comprised all individuals involved in municipal governance and service delivery in

Vhembe District Municipality. This included:
« Political leaders: Councillors and Mayoral Committee Members responsible for policy oversight.

* Administrative officials: Senior management (Municipal Manager, CFO, General Managers) and middle

managers overseeing operational activities.
* Frontline service providers: Staff delivering services such as water, sanitation, and waste management.

» Community stakeholders: Representatives of ward committees, residents’ associations, and traditional

leaders.

The total estimated population was approximately 2,308 individuals (Vhembe District Municipality,
2022). Engaging these groups ensured comprehensive insights into decision-making, service provision,

and community engagement processes.
Sampling Procedures

The study employed a structured approach to sampling, ensuring that participants were selected based

on their ability to provide relevant and rich information, as outlined below.
Qualitative Sampling

Purposive sampling was used to select 16 participants who could provide in-depth insights: 4 political
leaders, 4 administrative officials, 4 frontline staff, and 4 community representatives. This allowed
exploration of leadership behaviours, governance challenges, and service delivery processes across

the municipal spectrum.
Quantitative Sampling

Stratified sampling was employed to select 18 respondents from distinct stakeholder categories: 4 senior
managers, 4 councillors, 5 frontline staff, and 5 community representatives. Stratification ensured

representativeness and captured variations in perceptions across roles.
Justification for Combined Approach

The combined use of purposive and stratified sampling enhanced methodological rigor, ensuring both

depth (qualitative) and breadth (quantitative) in understanding leadership—service delivery dynamics.
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Category Quantitative (18) Qualitative (16) Total
Political Leaders/Councillors 4 4 8
Administrative Officials 4 4 8
Frontline Staff 5 4 9
Community Representatives 5 4 9
Total 18 16 34

Table 1: Distribution of Study Participants
Study Area

The study was conducted within the Vhembe District Municipality, Limpopo Province, encompassing
Makhado, Thulamela, Collins Chabane, and Musina local municipalities. Predominantly rural, the district
faces infrastructure backlogs, service delivery deficits, and administrative challenges (Vhembe District
Municipality, 2022), making it an appropriate site to explore the role of leadership in enhancing municipal

service outcomes.
Data Collection

Data collection is a systematic process of gathering information from relevant sources to address
research questions, test hypotheses, and evaluate outcomes (Bhattacherjee, 2019). Effective data
collection ensures that research findings are valid, reliable, and suitable for rigorous analysis. Creswell
& Creswell (2019) emphasise that using multiple data collection methods in a mixed-methods study
enhances comprehensiveness by providing both breadth and depth of understanding. Accordingly, this
study employed both quantitative and qualitative methods to enable triangulation, strengthen validity,

and enrich the interpretation of results.
Quantitative Data Collection: Structured Questionnaires

Structured questionnaires were administered to a purposively-stratified sample of 18 participants,
including municipal employees and community representatives. Questionnaires are particularly suitable
for collecting standardised and quantifiable data that support statistical analysis and allow for
generalisation of findings (Bryman, 2019). The instrument included Likert-scale items and closed-ended
questions to assess participants’ perceptions of leadership effectiveness, organisational performance,
service delivery quality, and responsiveness. By standardising responses across participants, the
questionnaire facilitated the identification of patterns and trends in leadership practices and service

delivery outcomes within Vhembe District Municipality.
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Qualitative Data Collection: Semi-Structured Interviews

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 key informants, including political leaders
(councillors) and senior administrative officials (municipal managers, general and middle managers).
Semi-structured interviews provide the flexibility to probe participants’ perspectives, capture nuanced
insights, and explore emerging themes while maintaining consistency in data collection (Kallio, Pietila,
Johnson & Kangasniemi, 2016). This approach enabled the researcher to examine leadership styles,
governance challenges, and the influence of leadership behaviours on municipal service delivery
outcomes in detail.

Triangulation of Data

To enhance credibility, reliability, and richness of findings, the study integrated quantitative and
qualitative data through methodological triangulation, as Fetters, Curry & Creswell (2019) support.
Quantitative data provided measurable indicators of municipal performance, such as accountability,
responsiveness, and service delivery satisfaction, while qualitative data offered interpretive insights into
leadership practices, institutional dynamics, and stakeholder experiences. The combination of these
methods enabled a comprehensive understanding of how leadership behaviours influence service
delivery processes and outcomes within the Vhembe District Municipality, ensuring that findings are both
empirically robust and contextually meaningful.

Data Analysis Techniques

Data analysis is the systematic process of inspecting, cleaning, transforming, and modelling collected
data to identify meaningful patterns, draw conclusions, and inform decision-making (Bazeley & Jackson,
2019). It enables researchers to convert complex and voluminous raw data into coherent narratives and
measurable insights that align with the study’s objectives (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2019). Given
the mixed-methods design of this study, both qualitative and quantitative analysis techniques were

employed to complement each other and facilitate triangulation of findings.
Qualitative Data Analysis

The qualitative data, collected through semi-structured interviews, was analysed using thematic
analysis, which according to Nowell, Norris, White & Moules (2017) is a flexible method for identifying,
analysing, and reporting patterns or themes within qualitative data. The analysis followed Braun &
Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework: (a) familiarisation with the data through repeated reading of
transcripts, (b) generating initial codes to capture key features, (c) searching for themes by grouping
related codes, (d) reviewing themes for coherence and relevance, (e) defining and naming themes to
reflect their core meanings, and (f) producing a narrative report supported by illustrative quotations. This

process enabled a rich understanding of participants’ perceptions, leadership behaviours, and
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governance challenges, highlighting the complex interplay between leadership and municipal service
delivery outcomes.

Quantitative Data Analysis

Quantitative data from structured questionnaires was analysed using descriptive statistics, including
frequencies and percentages to summarise participants’ responses. The analysis focused on
measurable indicators of leadership performance, accountability, and service delivery satisfaction. By
triangulating these numerical findings with qualitative insights, the study provided a comprehensive and
robust understanding of how leadership influences service delivery within the Vhembe District
Municipality.

Research Findings

The study examined the role of leadership in enhancing municipal service delivery, focusing on
transformational leadership behaviours, structural constraints, and interventions to enhance municipal
performance. Quantitative data were collected from 18 respondents representing councillors, managers,
frontline staff, and community stakeholders, while 16 key informants participated in semi-structured
interviews. The integration of these data sources facilitated a comprehensive understanding of
leadership dynamics.

Role of Effective Leadership in Enhancing Service Delivery

Quantitative results revealed that leadership plays a critical role in providing strategic direction, inspiring
staff, and communicating effectively.

Statement Agree (n)| Percentage (%)
Leaders provide clear strategic direction |14 77.7
Leaders motivate staff 13 72.2
Leaders communicate effectively 13 72.2
Accountability mechanisms are effective |12 66.6
Ethical standards are adequately enforced| 12 66.6

Table 2: Perceptions of Leadership Effectiveness

As reflected in Table 2, 14 of the 18 respondents (77.7%) agreed that leaders provide clear strategic
direction, 13 respondents (72.2%) reported that leaders motivate staff, and 13 respondents (72.2%)

affirmed that leaders communicate effectively with employees and communities. Qualitative data
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reinforced these findings, highlighting that visionary leadership aligns resources and organisational
efforts with municipal objectives. As one senior administrative leader noted: “Leadership must provide

clarity about where we want to take service delivery and align resources accordingly.”

However, perceptions regarding accountability and ethical governance were comparatively weaker.
Twelve respondents (66.6%) indicated that accountability mechanisms were effective, while 12
respondents (66.6%) believed that ethical standards were adequately enforced. Interview participants
highlighted weak oversight and inconsistent ethical standards, suggesting that institutional mechanisms

moderate the translation of leadership behaviours into tangible service delivery outcomes.
Influence of Leadership on Service Delivery Performance

The study found that leadership positively influences operational planning, resource allocation, and
organisational efficiency.

Service Delivery Indicator Agree Percentage (%)
Improved planning and resource allocation| 14 77.7
Improved organisational efficiency 13 72.2
Improved responsiveness 12 66.6
Enhanced innovation 12 66.6

Table 3: Leadership Influence on Service Delivery Outcomes

As reflected in Table 3, quantitative results show that 14 of the 18 respondents (77.7%) perceived
improvements in planning and resource allocation, while 13 respondents (72.2%) noted increased
organisational efficiency attributable to leadership. Leadership’s influence on responsiveness and
innovation was comparatively lower, with 12 respondents (66.6%) indicating improvements in
responsiveness and 12 respondents (66.6%) acknowledging enhanced innovation. These findings
suggest that structural constraints, including limited funding and staff shortages, restrict the translation
of leadership efforts into operational outcomes. A Section 56 manager remarked: “Even with clear plans,
limited resources and staff shortages mean that responding to urgent community needs can take longer
than expected.”

Barriers Affecting Leadership Effectiveness

Systemic barriers were identified as major constraints to leadership effectiveness.
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Challenge Respondents (n) [Percentage (%)
Resource scarcity 15 83.3
Skills deficits 14 77.7
Political interference 14 77.7
Weak accountability mechanisms {13 72.2

Table 4: Leadership Constraints Identified by Respondents

As reflected in Table 4, Fifteen respondents (83.3%) identified resource scarcity as a significant
challenge, while 14 respondents (77.7%) highlighted skills deficits. Furthermore, 14 respondents
(77.7%) indicated that political interference constrained effective leadership, and 13 respondents
(72.2%) pointed to weak accountability mechanisms. Qualitative narratives confirmed that structural and
institutional challenges limit the full realisation of transformational leadership. As one councillor
observed: “We have capable leaders, but political pressures and lack of resources often restrict what

we can achieve.”
Strategies for Addressing Leadership Gaps

Respondents highlighted several interventions to strengthen leadership effectiveness.

Strategy Respondents |Percentage (%)
Leadership training and capacity development |15 83.3
Strengthen accountability mechanisms 14 77.7
Improve strategic planning and PMS 14 77.7
Enhance community participation 13 72.2

Table 5: Proposed Interventions for Strengthening Leadership

Fifteen respondents (83.3%) prioritised leadership training and capacity development, while 14
respondents (77.7%) emphasised strengthening accountability mechanisms. Similarly, 14 respondents
(77.7%) supported improved strategic planning and performance management systems, and 13
respondents (72.2%) underscored the importance of community participation. Interviewees further
emphasised that transformational leadership should be complemented by institutional strengthening,

participatory governance, and ethical oversight.
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Discussion of Findings

The findings provide strong empirical support for Transformational Leadership Theory. Leaders were

perceived as demonstrating:

* Idealised Influence and Inspirational Motivation: Leaders articulated clear visions, inspired staff, and

fostered organisational commitment.

* Intellectual Stimulation: Leaders encouraged problem-solving and innovation, though structural

constraints limited full implementation.

* Individualised Consideration: Mentoring, training, and capacity-building improved staff performance

and competencies.

However, systemic factors, including resource scarcity, political interference, and weak accountability,
moderate the effectiveness of transformational leadership, indicating that leadership must operate within
enabling governance structures to achieve sustainable service delivery outcomes.

Strategic planning and Performance Management Systems (PMS) were identified as critical
mechanisms for translating leadership vision into actionable outcomes. Quantitative findings revealed
that 14 out of the 18 respondents (77.7%) perceived improvements in planning and resource allocation
attributable to effective leadership. The IDPs and PMS facilitate prioritisation, monitoring, and evidence-
based decision-making, though their full potential is constrained by limited technical capacity and

funding.

Community engagement emerged as another key determinant of responsive governance. While 13
respondents (72.2%) acknowledged effective community participation, qualitative insights revealed
delayed or superficial consultations. Transformational leadership has the potential to strengthen
participatory governance, but its impact is contingent on formal engagement structures and effective
communication channels. A municipality may do well in terms of achieving its goals and objectives based
on its leadership qualities. Effective leadership is a cornerstone of many municipal service delivery

programmes implementation and achievement.
Recommendations

Based on empirical findings and Transformational Leadership Theory, the study proposes the following

recommendations:

« Strengthen Leadership Capacity: Institutionalise targeted training, mentorship, and ethical leadership
programmes for municipal managers and staff to enhance strategic management, problem-solving, and

accountability.
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» Enhance Accountability and Governance Frameworks: Implement internal controls, performance
audits, whistleblowing mechanisms, and external oversight to mitigate political interference and

strengthen ethical governance.

* Improve Strategic Planning and PMS Integration: Align IDPs and PMS with leadership objectives to

ensure operational coherence, measurable outcomes, and data-driven decision-making.

» Promote Participatory Governance: Institutionalise early, structured community engagement using

digital platforms and awareness campaigns to improve transparency, responsiveness, and trust.

+ Address Resource and Skills Gaps: Increase budget allocations, strengthen recruitment and retention,
and foster partnerships with educational and professional institutions to build technical and managerial

capacity.

» Adopt an Integrated Approach: Combine transformational leadership behaviours with governance
reforms, strategic planning, resource mobilisation, and community participation to ensure coherent,

sustainable, and responsive service delivery.
Limitations

This study is context-specific to the Vhembe District Municipality, which limits the extent to which the
findings can be generalised to other municipal contexts. The institutional, political, and socio-economic
dynamics of this municipality may differ from those of other local governments, thereby constraining
broader applicability. Future research could expand the scope by incorporating multiple municipalities

to allow for comparative analysis.
Conclusion

This study demonstrates that transformational leadership contributes significantly to municipal service
delivery by strengthening strategic planning, employee motivation, organisational coordination, and
responsiveness to community needs. However, the effectiveness of leadership is influenced by broader
institutional conditions, including resource availability, accountability mechanisms, political stability, and
administrative capacity. The findings suggest that sustainable improvements in municipal service
delivery require an integrated approach that combines leadership development with governance
reforms, strategic planning, resource mobilisation, and meaningful citizen participation. These insights
contribute to the growing body of knowledge on local government leadership and provide practical
guidance for strengthening municipal performance in resource-constrained environments such as the

Vhembe District Municipality.
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