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Abstract: 

Sustainable employee and organisational performance in the public education sector is shaped by an 

interdependent system of leadership competence, human resource practices, organisational culture, 

skills development, knowledge sharing, communication structures, and contextual resource constraints. 

These drivers are particularly salient at Senior Management Service (SMS) level, where strategic 

leadership, policy implementation, accountability, and institutional governance converge. This qualitative 

study explored the interconnected drivers of sustainable performance through the lived experiences of 

senior managers within the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education. Using semi-structured interviews, 

the study captured nuanced insights into the enablers and barriers influencing the implementation and 

functionality of the Performance Management and Development System (PMDS). Thematic analysis 

revealed that while PMDS is intended to enhance accountability and continuous improvement, its 

sustainability is undermined by limited leadership commitment, inadequate developmental support, 

fragmented internal communication, skills mismatches, weak knowledge-sharing mechanisms, 

entrenched compliance-driven organisational cultures, and persistent financial and human resource 

constraints. These interrelated challenges constrain both individual capability and organisational 

capacity, weakening the translation of employee performance into sustainable organisational outcomes. 

In addressing the study’s objectives, the findings support an integrated, systems-oriented approach to 

performance management that prioritises visible and sustained leadership engagement, competency-

based and continuous capacity development, learning-oriented organisational cultures, digitally enabled 

performance and knowledge management systems, and strategic resource alignment. Addressing these 
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drivers holistically is essential for fostering sustainable employee and organisational performance and 

contributes to ongoing debates on strengthening performance management and human resource 

sustainability in public sector institutions within developing country contexts. 
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Introduction 

Sustainable employee and organisational performance is essential for effective service delivery in the 

public education sector, where leadership capability, organisational learning, and resource utilisation 

directly influence governance quality, operational efficiency, and learner outcomes (OECD, 2016; 

UNESCO, 2017; Leithwood et al., 2020). Unlike short-term performance gains, sustainable performance 

reflects an organisation’s ability to achieve its objectives consistently over time while adapting to 

changing conditions and operating under resource constraints. In this context, performance is not 

produced by isolated managerial actions, but by the interaction of leadership competence, employee 

motivation, organisational culture, communication, skills development, knowledge sharing, and 

workforce capacity. Public education institutions operate within complex environments characterised by 

bureaucracy, political oversight, budget limitations, skills shortages, and performance management 

systems that often prioritise compliance over developmental support. Senior Management Service 

(SMS) members therefore play a critical role in translating policy into practice, aligning resources with 

strategic priorities, and cultivating organisational cultures that support continuous improvement and 

accountability. Within South Africa’s public education sector, the Performance Management and 

Development System (PMDS) was introduced to align individual and organisational performance and to 

promote employee development and improved service delivery. However, persistent implementation 

challenges have reduced its developmental effectiveness, particularly at senior management level, 

where performance management is frequently perceived as compliance-driven rather than supportive 

of capacity building and organisational learning. Existing scholarship has largely concentrated on policy 

frameworks, system design, and compliance requirements, with comparatively limited attention given to 

how leadership behaviour, organisational culture, contextual realities, and skills utilisation collectively 

influence sustainable employee and organisational performance. This study is situated within the 

KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) Education Sector, one of the largest and most complex provincial education 

systems in South Africa, characterised by diverse urban and rural contexts, resource constraints, and 

ongoing organisational performance challenges. These conditions make the sector suitable for 

examining how leadership competence, organisational culture, workforce capacity, and performance 

management practices influence sustainable employee and organisational performance. The study 

further recognises the strategic role of senior managers in policy implementation, governance, and 

resource allocation within the department. Addressing an existing research gap in provincial education 

performance, the study aims to explore the factors influencing senior management performance and 

how these factors shape organisational outcomes in the KZN Department of Education. It also seeks to 

provide evidence-based recommendations to support sustainable performance improvement and 

enhanced public sector service delivery. 
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Literature Review 

Leadership, motivation, organisational culture, skills, training, knowledge management, and workforce 

capacity emerge from the literature as deeply interconnected drivers of sustainable employee and 

organisational performance, particularly within the public education sector. Leadership is consistently 

identified as a central performance driver, with scholars such as Eve et al. (2019), Northouse (2021), 

and Yukl (2020) emphasising that effective senior leadership integrates task-focused, relational, and 

change-oriented behaviours to translate policy into practice, motivate employees, and sustain 

organisational direction, while transformational, democratic, and ethical leadership styles foster trust, 

innovation, accountability, and organisational citizenship (Mitonga-Monga, 2022; Motsoeneng et al., 

2024). In contrast, weak leadership undermines decision-making, disrupts change processes, and 

weakens performance management systems, particularly in public sector environments characterised 

by regulatory complexity and political oversight. Closely linked to leadership effectiveness is employee 

motivation, which Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs highlight 

as essential for long-term engagement, with empirical evidence indicating that intrinsic, non-financial 

motivators such as recognition, autonomy, and personal growth often have a stronger and more 

sustainable impact on performance than monetary rewards in public institutions (Meyer & Theron, 2023; 

Sosibo, 2022). Organisational culture further shapes how leadership and motivation translate into 

performance, as cultures characterised by involvement, adaptability, consistency, and shared purpose 

promote learning and sustained performance, while rigid and bureaucratic cultures constrain 

communication, innovation, and accountability, leaving performance management systems compliance-

driven rather than developmental (Denison & Mishra, 1995; Schein & Schein, 2016; Chennatuserry et 

al., 2022). At the individual level, managerial skills and competencies form the bridge between 

leadership intent and outcomes, with research demonstrating that SMS members require a balance of 

technical expertise and soft skills such as emotional intelligence, communication, and change 

leadership, yet persistent capability gaps often reinforced by experience-based recruitment practices 

and structural constraints continue to undermine performance (Robles, 2021; Gcezengana et al., 2022). 

Training and development are therefore critical enablers of sustainable performance, but the literature 

consistently notes that public sector training is frequently underfunded, poorly aligned to strategy, and 

insufficiently developmental, limiting its impact on senior management effectiveness (Armstrong & 

Taylor, 2020; Khumalo, 2021). Similarly, effective knowledge management is essential for organisational 

learning and continuity in education systems, yet weak knowledge-sharing mechanisms, high staff 

turnover, and poor institutional memory remain pervasive challenges (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 2021; 

Mugisha & Otieno, 2022). Finally, workforce capacity particularly the timely filling of SMS vacancies is 

foundational, as prolonged vacancies intensify workload pressure, increase burnout, weaken 

accountability, and disrupt service delivery, underscoring the importance of strategic workforce planning 
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and competency-based recruitment for sustained organisational performance (Boxall & Purcell, 2020; 

Wang & Liu, 2022). Together, the literature demonstrates that sustainable performance in public 

education institutions depends on the alignment of leadership capacity, motivation systems, 

organisational culture, skills development, knowledge management, and workforce resourcing, rather 

than on isolated performance management interventions. 

Conceptual Framework 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework 

A conceptual framework illustrates the key variables of a study and the presumed relationships among 

them, providing a coherent structure that guides analysis and interpretation (Miles et al., 2014). In this 

study, the conceptual framework positions Leadership Competence as the central enabling driver of 

Sustainable Employee Performance, which in turn acts as a mediating mechanism influencing 

Sustainable Organisational Performance within the KwaZulu-Natal Education Sector. Leadership 

competence is conceptualised as a multidimensional construct comprising leadership style and 

employee skills development and utilisation, reflecting both behavioural and resource-based 

perspectives. Drawing on Transformational Leadership Theory and Emotional Intelligence Theory, 

leadership style explains how visionary, ethical, and relational leadership behaviours foster motivation, 

trust, engagement, and a learning-oriented organisational culture that supports long-term performance 

rather than short-term compliance. The Resource-Based View (RBV) frames employee skills, 

knowledge, and experience particularly at Senior Management Service (SMS) level as strategic, 
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valuable, and difficult to substitute resources that underpin organisational sustainability in public-sector 

contexts. Goal-Setting Theory further strengthens the framework by explaining how competent leaders 

translate strategic objectives into clear, aligned, and achievable performance goals, ensuring that skills 

deployment and employee effort are sustained over time. Within the framework, employee performance 

therefore mediates the relationship between leadership competence and organisational outcomes such 

as service delivery effectiveness, institutional resilience, accountability, and continuous improvement. 

The framework also explicitly incorporates contextual and systemic moderators, including bureaucratic 

processes, political dynamics, financial and human resource constraints, organisational culture, and 

technological infrastructure. These factors shape the extent to which leadership competence and skills 

development translate into sustained employee and organisational performance, recognising that 

sustainability within the education sector is contingent upon the interaction between internal capabilities 

and external institutional conditions. 

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework refers to the collection of theories, concepts, and assumptions that guides a 

research study and provides a structured way of understanding, explaining, and interpreting the 

relationships among variables. It serves as the foundation upon which the research is built, helping the 

researcher situate the study within existing knowledge and justify the selection of research methods and 

variables (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The theoretical framework for this study is grounded in an 

integrated application of Transformational Leadership Theory, Emotional Intelligence Theory, Alderfer’s 

ERG Theory of Motivation, Goal-Setting Theory, and the Resource-Based Theory, providing a 

comprehensive explanation of how leadership competence influences sustainable employee and 

organisational performance in the KwaZulu-Natal Education Sector. Transformational Leadership 

Theory offers the primary lens for understanding leadership style, emphasising how visionary, ethical, 

and inspirational leadership behaviours shape organisational culture, employee commitment, and 

performance beyond routine administrative compliance. This is complemented by Emotional Intelligence 

Theory, which explains the interpersonal and behavioural competencies such as self-awareness, 

empathy, and relationship management required by senior managers to effectively motivate, support, 

and guide employees in complex public sector environments. Alderfer’s ERG Theory further strengthens 

the framework by elucidating how leadership styles and skills development initiatives address 

employees’ relatedness and growth needs, thereby enhancing motivation, engagement, and sustained 

performance. Goal-Setting Theory is integrated to explain how competent leaders translate 

organisational strategy into clear, aligned, and challenging goals that direct employee effort, reinforce 

accountability, and optimise the effective use of skills, thereby linking leadership competence directly to 

performance outcomes. The Resource-Based Theory complements this perspective by conceptualising 

employee skills, knowledge, and capabilities as valuable, rare, and strategic organisational resources 
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that underpin sustained performance and institutional effectiveness. Collectively, these theories 

conceptualise leadership competence as a multidimensional construct encompassing leadership style 

and employee skills set, while acknowledging contextual constraints such as bureaucracy, resource 

limitations, and institutional dynamics, thus providing a robust and coherent theoretical foundation 

aligned with the study’s aim and research objectives. 

Linking Theories to the Specific Institutional Landscape of South African 

Education 

The theoretical framework underpinning this study is closely aligned with the institutional realities of the 

South African education sector, particularly within the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education, which 

operates in a context characterised by policy compliance requirements, resource constraints, skills 

shortages, and increasing accountability demands. Transformational Leadership Theory highlights the 

need for leaders who can inspire, support, and empower employees to achieve performance beyond 

compliance, while ERG Theory emphasises the importance of addressing employees’ growth, 

relationship, and existence needs through continuous professional development and supportive work 

environments. Goal-Setting Theory reinforces the importance of clear performance expectations, 

employee participation, and developmental feedback within the PMDS process, whereas the Resource-

Based View recognises employee knowledge, skills, and competencies as strategic organisational 

assets that can drive sustainable performance. Together, these theories provide a comprehensive lens 

for understanding how leadership, motivation, performance management, and human capital 

development can be leveraged to improve employee and organisational performance within the unique 

challenges and opportunities of the South African public education landscape. 

Linking Theoretical Framework to Research Objectives 

This section explains how the theoretical framework informs and supports the achievement of the study’s 

research objectives by providing theoretical explanations for the factors influencing employee and 

organisational performance within the KwaZulu-Natal Education Sector. In relation to the first research 

objective, the integrated framework draws on Transformational Leadership Theory, Emotional 

Intelligence Theory, and the Resource-Based Theory to facilitate the identification of key factors affecting 

employee performance among senior management, by conceptualising leadership style as a 

behavioural and relational influence and employee skills as strategic human capital resources. 

Addressing the second research objective, the framework explains how these factors interact to 

influence both employee and organisational performance, with Transformational and emotionally 

intelligent leadership fostering motivation and engagement, Alderfer’s ERG Theory elucidating how 

relatedness and growth needs are met through supportive leadership and skills development, Goal-

Setting Theory clarifying how leadership translates strategy into clear and aligned performance goals, 
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and Resource-Based Theory highlighting the role of competencies as drivers of sustained organisational 

outcomes. In support of the third research objective, the framework provides a theoretically grounded 

foundation for developing practical, evidence-based recommendations by emphasising leadership 

development, strategic alignment of skills, effective goal setting, and enabling performance 

management systems as mechanisms for achieving sustainable improvement in employee and 

organisational performance. 

Identified Gaps in the Literature Review 

The literature reveals several important gaps that this study seeks to address. Although leadership, 

motivation, organisational culture, skills development, and performance management have been widely 

examined, few studies focus specifically on Senior Management Service (SMS) members within 

provincial education departments, particularly in the South African context. Existing research often treats 

these constructs in isolation, resulting in limited understanding of how leadership competence through 

leadership style and employee skills interacts with motivation, goal setting, and organisational systems 

to influence sustainable performance. Moreover, transformational leadership and emotional intelligence 

are predominantly studied in private-sector or international settings, with insufficient attention paid to 

contextual constraints such as bureaucracy, political oversight, resource scarcity, and rigid 

organisational cultures that shape leadership effectiveness in public education institutions. The literature 

also tends to emphasise policy compliance and design of performance management systems rather 

than implementation challenges as experienced by senior managers, leaving a gap in understanding 

why PMS remains procedural rather than developmental. In addition, the Resource-Based View is rarely 

applied empirically in public sector education to conceptualise human capital and skills as strategic 

resources, while Goal-Setting Theory is seldom integrated to explain how strategic objectives are 

translated into meaningful performance targets for SMS members. Finally, a strong reliance on 

quantitative designs has limited insight into the lived experiences and sense-making processes of senior 

managers, underscoring the need for qualitative, context-sensitive research such as the present study 

to address these interrelated gaps and inform sustainable performance improvement. 

Methods and Data 

This study adopted a qualitative research design anchored in a phenomenological approach to explore 

how Senior Management Service (SMS) members perceive and experience performance management 

within their organisational environment. Phenomenology is well-suited for uncovering lived experiences 

and the subjective meanings individuals assign to complex organisational processes (Odongo & Ntara, 

2024). Guided by an inductive analytical stance, the study allowed themes to emerge organically from 

participant narratives, consistent with qualitative traditions that prioritise context-dependent insights over 

hypothesis testing (Williams, 2026). The target population consisted of employees across multiple 
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organisational levels within the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education, including administrative 

personnel, practitioners, Assistant Directors, Deputy Directors, Directors, Chief Directors and Deputy 

Director-Generals. This population was selected because of their varying degrees of familiarity with 

performance management processes and their strategic insight into institutional functioning. The 

concept of a target population is understood as the group of individuals from whom a study seeks to 

draw meaningful conclusions (Fiveable Content Team, 2025). A purposive sampling strategy was 

employed to deliberately identify information-rich participants capable of offering deep and relevant 

insights. Purposive sampling aligns with Patton’s principle that qualitative samples should prioritise 

depth and relevance over representativeness. Ten participants were selected based on clearly defined 

inclusion and exclusion criteria, with sample adequacy determined by the point of data saturation when 

no new information or themes emerge (Rutgers University scholars, 2025). This non-probability 

sampling approach supports qualitative priorities of meaning, expertise, and contextual insight (Ahmad 

& Wilkins, 2025). Data collection relied primarily on semi-structured interviews supported by a flexible 

interview guide to encourage elaboration, clarification, and reflective engagement. Semi-structured 

interviewing is widely recognised as an effective technique for gathering rich, nuanced accounts of 

organisational experiences (Magaldi & Berler, 2020; Ruslin et al., 2022). Interview questions explored 

employee and organisational performance dynamics, implementation challenges related to the 

performance management system, and strategies for improvement. To strengthen triangulation and 

enhance the credibility of the findings, document analysis was conducted in accordance with best-

practice guidelines for qualitative document review (Morgan, 2022). The documents reviewed included 

Performance Management and Development System (PMDS) policies, organisational performance 

agreements, departmental strategic and operational plans, performance review reports, policy circulars, 

and relevant education governance documents. These documents were analysed to provide contextual 

insight and to corroborate evidence obtained from participant interviews. Data from document analysis 

and interviews were systematically integrated through a process of triangulation, whereby emerging 

themes from the interviews were compared, verified, and refined against documentary evidence to 

identify convergences, inconsistencies, and recurring patterns. Data analysis followed Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework, which offers a systematic yet flexible approach 

to identifying and interpreting patterns within qualitative data. Described as a rigorous process for 

organising and making sense of textual data (Qaissi, 2025; McLeod, 2024), the process included 

familiarisation with the data, initial coding, theme generation, theme review, theme refinement and 

naming, and the final reporting of themes. Participants who lacked sufficient knowledge of PMDS 

processes or did not hold SMS-related responsibilities were excluded, consistent with ethical guidance 

requiring that inclusion criteria ensure participants possess the attributes necessary to meaningfully 

inform the research focus (Pepperdine University IRB, 2026). A pilot study was undertaken to refine the 

interview guide. The pilot revealed two questions generating overlapping responses, leading to 
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modifications that improved clarity and coherence. Trustworthiness was enhanced using Lincoln and 

Guba’s (1985) criteria: credibility was strengthened through prolonged engagement and the use of 

verbatim quotations; transferability was supported by providing detailed contextual descriptions; 

dependability was ensured through systematic documentation; and confirmability was reinforced by 

maintaining a comprehensive audit trail (Nowell et al., 2017; Rashid, 2025). Ethical standards were 

rigorously upheld, including voluntary participation, informed consent, confidentiality, and official ethical 

clearance. All data were anonymised and securely stored to protect participant identities, consistent with 

ethical guidance for qualitative research (Wa Mbaleka, 2019). Although the study offers robust qualitative 

insights, it shares common limitations associated with qualitative inquiry. These include limited 

generalisability due to its focus on a single provincial department (Gamble & Hewlett, 2025; Mwita, 

2022). The absence of quantitative data restricted methodological triangulation, which could have further 

increased analytical rigour (Shibly et al., 2022). Additionally, findings may reflect transitional stages in 

the public sector’s digital transformation, given uneven technological adoption across institutions 

(Savchenko et al., 2024; Kraus et al., 2021; Mpofu & Mutanga, 2023). Nonetheless, the study offers a 

strong foundation for future research employing larger samples and mixed methods designs to further 

deepen understanding of performance management in the South African public sector. 

Results 

This section presents the findings of the study in relation to its overarching aim of exploring the key 

factors influencing employee performance among senior management and examining how these factors 

collectively impact organisational performance within the KwaZulu-Natal Education Sector. In alignment 

with the study’s objectives, particular emphasis is placed on identifying the organisational and 

managerial factors affecting employee performance, examining how these factors influence both 

employee and organisational outcomes, and generating insights that may inform sustainable 

performance improvement. Specifically, the findings address the objective concerned with assessing the 

challenges affecting the effective implementation of the Performance Management System (PMS) for 

Senior Management Service (SMS) members. Drawing on qualitative data generated through semi-

structured interviews with ten SMS members across various directorates within the department, the 

findings reflect participants’ lived experiences and perceptions of the leadership, organisational, and 

systemic dynamics shaping PMS effectiveness. Demographic variables, including participants’ roles, 

gender, qualifications, and years of professional experience, were considered in order to contextualise 

these perspectives and deepen the interpretation of the data. Thematic analysis revealed recurring 

patterns related to leadership commitment, communication and feedback practices, training and 

capacity-building limitations, resource constraints, and entrenched organisational culture. Collectively, 

these themes illuminate the interrelated factors that influence employee performance at senior 

management level and demonstrate how weaknesses in PMS implementation undermine organisational 
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performance outcomes. In doing so, the findings not only address the study’s first and second objectives 

but also provide an empirical foundation for the development of practical, evidence-based 

recommendations aimed at enhancing the sustainable performance of senior management and the 

wider organisation within the provincial education sector. 

Demographic Information 

Understanding the demographic composition of the participants was important for situating the findings 

within their appropriate organisational and experiential context. The participants represented a range of 

genders, academic qualifications, and professional roles, ensuring that multiple perspectives were 

captured and strengthening the richness and credibility of the analysis. These demographic differences 

provided valuable insight into how variations in experience, role responsibilities, and educational 

background influenced participants’ perceptions and experiences of the performance management 

system. The sections that follow therefore provide a brief overview of these demographic characteristics 

to support a more nuanced and informed interpretation of the study’s findings. 

Years of Experience of Participants 

The ten Senior Management Service (SMS) participants demonstrated a varied range of professional 

experience, which provided a robust foundation for analysing organisational performance dynamics 

within the department. Their tenure in current positions differed notably: one participant had served for 

less than three years, five had between four and six years’ experience, one had between seven and ten 

years, and three had more than ten years of service. This spread reflected a balanced mix of relatively 

new appointees and long-serving leaders. Participants with four to six years’ experience constituted the 

largest group, representing managers who were sufficiently embedded in their roles to provide informed 

and reflective insights, while still maintaining openness to innovation and improvement. Those with more 

than ten years of service contributed significant institutional knowledge and historical perspective, 

enabling a deeper understanding of organisational change and the evolution of performance 

management practices over time. In contrast, the perspectives of the least experienced participant 

highlighted issues related to induction, early role adjustment, and initial engagement with performance 

management processes. Overall, the diversity in tenure enhanced the depth of the analysis and 

supported a more comprehensive and nuanced interpretation of performance-related challenges within 

the organisation. 

Gender Composition of the Participants 

Among the ten participants, eight identified as male and two as female, resulting in an uneven gender 

distribution within the sample. While gender was not a central focus of the study and does not appear 

to have had a direct influence on the findings, acknowledging this imbalance is important for 
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transparency and contextual interpretation. Recognising the gender composition of the sample assists 

in situating the perspectives reflected in the analysis and underscores a broader pattern of gender 

representation within senior management structures. The imbalance also points to the value of greater 

gender diversity in future research, as more equitable representation may yield a wider range of 

leadership experiences and enhance the transferability of findings across diverse organisational and 

leadership contexts. 

Educational Qualifications of Participants 

The ten Senior Management Service (SMS) participants displayed a consistently high level of academic 

attainment, underscoring the strong intellectual and professional capacity within the sample. Specifically, 

two participants held Doctoral degrees, four possessed Master’s degrees, and four had Honours 

degrees, indicating a concentration of advanced qualifications across the group. This academic profile 

suggests that the study benefitted from contributions informed by substantial theoretical grounding, 

critical reasoning, and professional expertise. Participants with Doctoral and Master’s qualifications 

provided particularly rich analytical and strategic insights, especially in relation to conceptual and policy-

oriented issues. At the same time, those with Honours degrees contributed meaningful perspectives that 

enhanced the diversity of academic viewpoints within the sample. Overall, the high level of educational 

attainment among participants strengthened the credibility and depth of the findings, as the analysis 

was shaped by informed judgment, advanced analytical skills, and a strong capacity for reflective 

engagement with performance management and organisational issues. 

Thematic Analysis of Qualitative Data 

The findings presented in this study are drawn from qualitative data generated through semi-structured 

interviews with senior management personnel within the KwaZulu-Natal Education Sector, South Africa. 

A thematic analysis was employed to systematically explore and interpret patterns of meaning across 

participants’ narratives, ensuring that the findings remained firmly grounded in the data and closely 

aligned with the study’s objective of exploring the interconnected drivers of sustainable employee and 

organisational performance. To ensure confidentiality and ethical compliance, the ten participants were 

assigned unique identifiers (P1–P10). Analysis of the data revealed leadership competence as a central 

driver of sustainable performance within the education sector. Participants consistently emphasised the 

influence of leadership on both employee effectiveness and organisational outcomes. This overarching 

theme was further unpacked into two interrelated subthemes: leadership style, reflecting the behavioural 

and relational approaches adopted by senior managers, and skills set, encompassing the strategic, 

interpersonal, and technical capabilities required to navigate the evolving demands of the education 

environment. Together, these subthemes highlight the pivotal role of competent leadership in fostering 

sustainable performance at both individual and organisational levels. 
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 MAINTHEME 

Leadership competence as a driver of performance 

 

 SUB-THEMES 

1.1 Leadership style 

1.2 Skills’ set 

Table 1: Table of Themes 

Discussion 

Main Theme: Leadership Competence as a Driver of Performance 

The findings of this study reinforce leadership competence as a foundational driver of sustainable 

employee and organisational performance in the public education sector. Leadership style and skills 

capability did not operate independently but interacted dynamically with organisational culture, resource 

availability, and systemic constraints to shape performance outcomes. Transformational and emotionally 

intelligent leadership emerged as particularly significant in fostering motivation, accountability, 

collaboration, and adaptability, all of which are essential for sustaining performance under conditions of 

uncertainty and constraint. Importantly, the study demonstrates that sustainable organisational 

performance is mediated through sustainable employee performance. When leadership commitment is 

weak, skills development under-resourced, communication fragmented, and PMDS compliance-driven, 

employee performance becomes episodic and procedural, limiting its contribution to organisational 

sustainability. Conversely, when leadership behaviour, skills development, organisational learning, and 

resource alignment are integrated, employee performance becomes a strategic asset that enables 

organisational resilience, knowledge continuity, and long-term effectiveness. 

Sub-Theme 1.1: Leadership Style  

The sub-theme of leadership style emerged as a critical dimension of leadership competence, 

underscoring how leaders’ behavioural approaches directly influenced employee morale, accountability, 

and performance outcomes within the Senior Management Service (SMS) in the KwaZulu-Natal 

education sector. Participants consistently articulated that leadership was not confined to positional 

authority or administrative oversight, but rather embodied the manner in which leaders guided, 

motivated, and engaged their teams in achieving organisational objectives. This perspective is strongly 

illustrated in Participant 1’s assertion: “Central most I would say it is the leadership style, by this I mean 

the leadership style of your executive, your Head of Department, your top management, this plays a 
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significant role in the performance of Senior Management Services.” (P1) This statement highlights 

leadership style as a cascading influence, where senior executives and departmental heads set the tone 

for organisational behaviour and performance norms. Supporting this view, Participants 2 and 3 offered 

concise yet emphatic affirmations: “Leadership guidance.” (P2) “Strong leadership skills.” (P3) Although 

brief, these responses reinforce the shared understanding among participants that effective leadership 

guidance and capability are indispensable for high performance and organisational effectiveness. The 

findings reveal that leadership style significantly shaped employee performance by influencing 

workplace culture, ethical conduct, and motivation. Participants emphasised that when leaders 

demonstrated clarity, consistency, and emotional awareness, employees were more likely to exhibit 

commitment and accountability. This aligns with Mitonga-Monga (2022), who found that ethical 

leadership enhanced trust, fairness, and job satisfaction, ultimately improving employee performance in 

public sector organisations. In contrast, weak or inconsistent leadership styles were perceived as 

detrimental, contributing to diminished accountability and resistance to organisational change, a concern 

echoed by Motsoeneng et al. (2024) in their examination of leadership challenges in South African public 

institutions. A notable finding was the strong preference for transformational leadership, particularly 

among senior managers operating in complex and resource-constrained environments. Participants 

advocated for leaders who were visionary, motivational, and emotionally intelligent qualities associated 

with the ability to inspire teams beyond routine compliance. This preference is consistent with Bass and 

Riggio’s transformational leadership theory, which emphasises idealised influence, inspirational 

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration as drivers of enhanced 

performance. Similarly, Goleman’s emotional intelligence framework provides further explanatory power, 

suggesting that leaders who effectively manage emotions foster trust, collaboration, and resilience within 

their teams. However, participants also acknowledged the contextual limitations of applying 

transformational leadership within the public education sector. Bureaucratic rigidity, political interference, 

and limited institutional support were identified as barriers that often constrained leaders’ autonomy and 

ability to implement innovative leadership practices. These constraints highlight the tension between 

leadership ideals and institutional realities, suggesting that leadership effectiveness in this context 

requires adaptability and strategic navigation of systemic challenges. The application of Alderfer’s ERG 

Theory offered additional insight into how leadership style influenced employee motivation and 

performance. Effective leadership was perceived to satisfy employees’ relatedness needs through 

supportive relationships and inclusive decision-making, as well as growth needs by encouraging 

professional development and empowerment. When these needs were addressed, employees 

demonstrated higher levels of engagement and performance sustainability. Nonetheless, the study 

recognised that ERG Theory alone could not fully account for leadership dynamics in the education 

sector, as external structural factors such as resource scarcity and institutional trust also played a pivotal 

role in shaping employee behaviour. Overall, the findings suggest that leadership style is a foundational 
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driver of sustainable employee and organisational performance. Educational leaders were encouraged 

to move beyond an administrative, compliance-driven approach and adopt leadership styles that were 

strategic, ethical, and inspirational. By leveraging emotional intelligence and ethical conduct, leaders 

could cultivate a positive organisational culture, align staff efforts with institutional goals, and sustain 

performance despite systemic constraints. Long-term success within the KwaZulu-Natal education 

sector therefore depends on leaders who are capable of adapting to contextual challenges, fostering 

growth and collaboration, and embedding leadership practices that continuously enhance employee 

engagement and organisational performance. 

Sub-Theme 1.2: Skills Set of Employees 

The sub-theme of skills set of employees emerged prominently from the data as a critical driver of 

performance among Senior Management Service (SMS) members. Participants consistently 

emphasised that the effectiveness of senior managers was closely linked to the availability, quality, and 

relevance of skills possessed by employees at various organisational levels. A competent and well-

equipped workforce enabled SMS members to focus on strategic leadership, while deficiencies in skills 

increased managerial strain and undermined service delivery outcomes. Participant responses 

highlighted both the adaptability of employees and the structural realities affecting skills utilisation. As 

noted by Participant 1: “SMS member’s ability to embrace change” (P1) This response reflects the 

growing importance of adaptive and change-oriented competencies, particularly in a dynamic education 

environment characterised by policy reforms, technological advancements, and evolving stakeholder 

expectations. Adaptability was viewed not merely as an individual trait, but as a strategic skill that 

enabled organisations to remain responsive and resilient. Participant 4 further underscored the 

interdependence between employee competence and organisational resources: “The availability, the 

presence of skilled, qualified employees… the skilled, the dedicated employees can be there, but if there 

are no requisite resources, the organisation will not succeed.” (P4) This statement illustrates a nuanced 

understanding that skills alone are insufficient without adequate institutional support. Even highly 

competent employees are constrained when operating within under-resourced systems, a reality 

frequently encountered in the public education sector. Participant 5’s succinct response: “skills set” (P5). 

Although brief, this emphasis reinforced a shared recognition across participants that employee 

competencies form the backbone of organisational effectiveness and SMS performance. The findings 

suggest that when employees possess relevant technical, analytical, and interpersonal skills, senior 

managers are better positioned to delegate effectively, implement departmental plans, and drive 

strategic objectives. Conversely, skills gaps were perceived to increase the workload on SMS members, 

diverting their focus from strategic leadership to operational problem-solving. These findings align with 

Gcezengana et al. (2022) and Mathe and Ngwenya (2021), who advocated for competency-based 

frameworks that align individual capabilities with organisational goals, particularly in public institutions. 
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Beyond technical expertise, scholars increasingly emphasise the importance of soft skills, emotional 

intelligence, and digital literacy as essential components of effective performance. Robles and Bekker 

(2021) and Munyai and Mabunda (2023) argued that targeted upskilling in these areas was necessary 

to address institutional performance gaps and improve leadership capacity. This perspective resonates 

strongly with the study’s findings, where adaptability, communication, and problem-solving were 

implicitly valued by participants. However, the study also revealed persistent challenges to skills 

development within the education sector. Limited budgets, outdated technological tools, and inefficient 

systems constrained the effective deployment and enhancement of employee skills. Furthermore, the 

Performance Management and Development System (PMDS) was widely perceived as compliance-

driven rather than developmental. Khumalo (2021) similarly identified unresolved grievances, weak 

incentive structures, and superficial performance evaluations as barriers to effective skills development 

and employee motivation. The importance of continuous learning emerged as a central theme in both 

participant accounts and the literature. Hamer (2024) and Herrera (2025) highlighted continuous 

learning as a key mechanism for fostering organisational agility and adaptability in the face of 

technological change. Pandey (2025) further emphasised the growing relevance of soft skills in 

leadership effectiveness, while cautioning that such skills remain difficult to measure and integrate into 

formal performance management systems. Notably, divergent scholarly views emerged regarding 

approaches to training and skills development. While some scholars advocated for structured and 

formalised training interventions linked to PMDS (Gcezengana et al., 2022), others promoted adaptive, 

technology-enabled, and personalised learning models (Hamer, 2024; Herrera, 2025). Pandey’s (2025) 

observation that the subjective nature of soft skills complicates their formal assessment further highlights 

the need for flexible and context-sensitive development frameworks. Overall, the findings suggest that 

skills development within the KwaZulu-Natal Education Sector must be holistic, learner-centred, and 

strategically aligned with organisational priorities. Leadership commitment, technological integration, 

and a shift from compliance-oriented performance management to developmental enablement were 

identified as essential for transforming PMDS into a meaningful tool for growth. By investing in both hard 

and soft skills, and by addressing systemic constraints, the education sector can enhance SMS 

effectiveness and foster sustainable employee and organisational performance. 

Conclusion 

The study concludes that sustainable employee and organisational performance in the KwaZulu-Natal 

education sector depends largely on leadership competence, particularly transformational leadership, 

and the effective development and use of employee skills rather than mere compliance with PMDS 

requirements. It shows that sustainable performance is driven by active leadership involvement, 

supportive organisational cultures, continuous learning, employee engagement, clear goal setting, 

effective communication, and well-aligned organisational systems, even in a resource-constrained 
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context. Drawing on Transformational Leadership, ERG Theory, Goal-Setting Theory, and the 

Resource-Based View, the study recommends a phased, low-cost, high-impact implementation strategy 

that strengthens developmental leadership practices, repositions PMDS as a developmental tool, 

enhances knowledge sharing and communication, invests in leadership and skills development, and 

institutionalises organisational learning and digital performance management systems to support 

long-term organisational improvement and sustainable public service delivery. Attached is annexure 1 

on the Matrix of Problems and Solutions, which provides a detailed summary of the key barriers and 

challenges identified in the study, together with the corresponding themes, findings, and practical, 

context-specific solutions to support sustainable employee and organisational performance in the 

KwaZulu-Natal Education Sector. 

Recommendations for Future Study 

Based on the study’s findings and conclusions, several priority areas emerged that warrant targeted 

attention to strengthen employee performance and enhance organisational effectiveness within the 

public education sector. These areas highlight opportunities for strategic intervention, capacity 

development, and systemic improvement aimed at supporting sustainable performance outcomes 

among senior management and the wider organisation. These include: 

• Evaluating the long-term impact of improved Performance Management and Development 

System (PMDS) implementation on learner outcomes and service delivery. 

• Conducting comparative studies across provinces or departments to identify best practices 

and contextual challenges. 

• Exploring the influence of leadership styles and organisational culture on performance 

outcomes. 

• Expanding digital integration in performance management to improve efficiency, 

transparency, and data utilisation. 

• Investigating non-financial incentive models, such as recognition, career development, and 

flexible work arrangements, to address budgetary constraints. 

• Strengthening the consistent and strategic implementation of PMDS, ensuring it is well-

understood, effectively applied, and aligned with developmental goals. 

These areas present valuable opportunities for further research and policy refinement, aimed at 

advancing leadership effectiveness and institutional performance in the education sector. 
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Annexure 

Barrier/ 

Challenges  

Findings Recommendat-

ion 

Responsibility

-ty 

 

Beneficiary 

Resources 

Required 

Limited 

leadership 

competence 

and over-

reliance on 

compliance 

driven PMDS 

Transformati

onal 

leadership is 

critical for 

sustainable 

performance 

Develop and 

implement 

leadership 

development 

programmes 

focused on 

transformational 

leadership 

competencies 

(vision-building, 

mentoring, 

empowerment) 

Department of 

Education 

(DoE) – HRD 

units, School 

Leadership, 

District  

Principals, 

SMTs, 

educators, 

entire 

organisation 

Training 

budgets, 

leadership 

development 

frameworks, 

mentorship 

programmes, 

external 

facilitators 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijsbe.756
http://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Sustainability in Business and Economics (ISSN: 3052-6752) 

Volume: 02 Issue: 06 Year: 2026 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijsbe.756     

 

 

 

 

Discover publication opportunities: 
www.wr-publishing.org 

PMDS 

perceived as a 

compliance 

exercise rather 

than 

developmental 

tool 

Performance 

sustainability 

extends 

beyond 

compliance 

Reposition PMDS 

as a 

developmental 

and continuous 

feedback system 

aligned with 

employee growth 

and 

organisational 

goals 

DoE HR units, 

Principals, 

Supervisors 

Educators, 

support staff, 

managers 

Revised 

PMDS 

guidelines, 

training on 

developmental 

appraisal, 

digital 

performance 

tracking 

systems 

Weak 

organisational 

culture and 

lack of support 

for innovation 

and 

engagement 

Supportive 

organisation

al culture 

drives 

engagement 

and 

performance 

Foster a culture of 

collaboration, 

trust, and 

recognition 

through structured 

engagement 

platforms and 

recognition 

programmes 

School 

leadership, 

District offices 

Employees 

across all 

levels 

Communicatio

n platforms, 

recognition 

systems, staff 

wellness 

programmes 

Insufficient 

continuous 

learning and 

skills 

development 

Continuous 

learning and 

skills 

utilisation are 

essential for 

sustainability 

Institutionalise 

continuous 

professional 

development 

(CPD) 

programmes 

aligned with 

organisational 

needs and ERG 

theory (growth 

needs) 

HRD units, 

Training 

providers, 

School 

leadership 

Educators, 

administrativ

e staff 

CPD 

frameworks, e-

learning 

platforms, 

training 

materials, 

partnerships 

with 

universities 

Poor 

communicatio

n and limited 

knowledge 

Effective 

communicati

on enhances 

engagement 

Improve 

communication 

channels and 

establish 

School 

leadership, IT 

units, District 

offices 

All staff 

members 

Intranet 

systems, 

digital 

collaboration 
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sharing across 

the 

organisation 

and 

performance 

knowledge-

sharing platforms 

(communities of 

practice, digital 

platforms) 

tools, 

communicatio

n policies 

Low employee 

engagement 

and motivation 

Goal-Setting 

Theory 

highlights 

importance 

of clear, 

achievable 

goals 

Strengthen 

employee 

engagement 

through 

participatory goal 

setting, feedback 

mechanisms, and 

recognition of 

performance 

Managers, 

Principals, 

Supervisors 

Employees 

at all levels 

Goal-setting 

frameworks, 

performance 

dashboards, 

engagement 

surveys 

Underutilisatio

n of employee 

skills and 

organisational 

resources 

Resource-

Based View 

emphasises 

strategic use 

of human 

capital 

Identify and 

optimise 

employee skills 

through skills 

audits and 

strategic 

deployment 

HR units, 

School 

leadership 

Organisation

, learners, 

staff 

Skills audit 

tools, HR 

analytics 

systems 

Resource 

constraints in 

public 

education 

sector 

Need for 

cost-

effective, 

high-impact 

interventions 

Implement 

phased, low-

cost/high-impact 

strategies (e.g., 

mentoring, peer 

learning, internal 

training) 

DoE 

leadership, 

Policy makers 

Entire sector 

Internal 

expertise, 

phased rollout 

plans, 

monitoring 

systems 

Weak 

organisational 

systems and 

lack of digital 

integration 

Effective 

systems 

support 

sustainable 

performance 

Invest in digital 

performance 

management and 

data systems to 

support 

monitoring, 

DoE IT units, 

Policy makers 

Leadership, 

educators, 

administrativ

e staff 

Digital 

infrastructure, 

software 

systems, 

training in 
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evaluation, and 

decision-making 

technology 

use 

Annexure 1: Matrix of problems and solutions 
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