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Abstract: 

Although Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16 and other complementary corporate governance 

reforms aim to promote good governance and sustainable development by establishing strong, effective, 

accountable, responsive, and inclusive institutions, Southern Africa still struggles with unethical 

leadership, especially in State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs). Media and audit reports across Southern 

Africa have revealed several instances of unethical leadership practices in SOEs. Against this backdrop, 

this study explores the factors influencing the enforcement of ethical leadership practices in SOEs and 

suggests strategies to improve corporate governance in these vital institutions. Using a combination of 

literature review and documentary analysis, and guided by the 5Cs protocol, the study identified 

contextual, capacity, commitment, and coalitions issues as barriers to enforcing ethical leadership 

standards in Southern Africa. To address these enforcement gaps, the study recommends, among other 

strategies, the need for political will, strengthening legal and institutional frameworks, capacity building, 

interagency collaboration, reinforcing the fundamental principles of public administration, consequence 

management and leveraging technology for transparency and accountability. 
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Introduction 

Ethical leadership, defined by Brown et al. (2005: 120) as the process of demonstrating“normatively 

appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such 

conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making”, is globally 

recognised as a pivotal aspect of public management and governance. It directly influences the other 

pillars of good governance, such as accountability, transparency, responsiveness and value for money, 

among others (Phiri, Schutte & Dlamini, 2024; Gasela, 2021; Suleiman, Hamad & Sulaiman, 2017). To 

promote ethical leadership and drive sound corporate governance in State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs), 

in recent times, a range of corporate governance codes and principles have been increasingly adopted 

and institutionalised across the globe (Gumede et al., 2024; Phiri, Schutte & Dlamini, 2024; OECD, 

2021; Mutize & Tefera, 2020). Various constitutional and legislative reforms have been undertaken in 

Africa to promote ethical leadership and sustainable development. These corporate governance reforms 

are crucial, especially in the context of SOEs due to their strategic roles in national development and 

unique role in the market (Adebayo & Ackers, 2024; Gumede et al., 2024; Bello & Abu, 2021). SOEs 

serve as important instruments for implementing public policies, delivering public goods and services 

and driving development (Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva, 2024)  

However, although African governments have invested considerable efforts in promoting ethical 

leadership in SOEs, unethical leadership practices persist. Auditor-Generals’ and anti-corruption reports 

in Southern Africa have revealed rampant unethical leadership practices, which have halted their 

operations (Adebayo & Ackers, 2024; Auditor-General South Africa Report, 2023-2024; Petersen, 

Dubihlela & Chakabva, 2024), leading to subpar performance (Kaunda & Pelser, 2023; Mutize & Tefera, 

2020). SOEs should remain commercially viable for them to fulfil their developmental mandate. Realities 

in Southern Africa, however, indicate viability issues (Adebayo & Ackers, 2024), stemming from unethical 

leadership. Various studies have shown that most SOEs in the region face liquidity challenges and rely 

heavily on government guarantees, placing considerable pressure on the national fiscus by needing 

bailouts (Auditor-General South Africa Report, 2023-2024; Auditor-General Zimbabwe Report, 2024; 

Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva, 2024; Mutize & Tefera, 2020). To be effective, SOEs require ethical 

leaders who, according to Mey et al. (2014:900), “are good role-models- they are honest and principled 

leaders who seek to do the right thing and who conduct their personal lives in an ethical manner”. With 

an ethical leadership culture, SOEs will be able to design and enforce ethical standards, ensuring that 

the stakeholders’ interests and needs are respected and promoted. This makes ethical leadership 

central in building an ethical environment. 

Given the importance of and existence of several ethical leadership frameworks in Africa, one wonders 

why unethical practices in SOEs persist. This raises concerns about the enforcement of ethical 
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leadership standards and practices. Although ethical leadership in SOEs is a widely researched issue 

(Gumede et al., 2024; Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva, 2024; Phiri, Schutte & Dlamini, 2024; Kaunda 

& Pelser, 2023; Mutize & Tefera, 2020), very few studies have focused on the factors influencing their 

enforcement in Southern Africa. Using the 7Cs protocol for policy implementation, the current study 

explores the factors hindering the enforcement of ethical leadership in SOEs in the Southern African 

region. The overall aim is to advance understanding of why SOEs struggle to enforce ethical leadership 

standards and practices, and to develop recommendations that would help policy-makers and SOEs to 

strengthen corporate governance and ethical leadership. The study argues that if these reasons are not 

explored and understood, enforcement challenges will persist to the detriment of the viability of SOEs 

and economic development in general. Instead of benefiting the national fiscus, they will remain a 

national burden. To address the aforementioned objective, the study employed a qualitative research 

approach, grounded in a literature review and documentary analysis.  

Literature Review 

Ethical Leadership and Its Fundamental Elements 

Ethical leadership is a critical aspect of human life. In the corporate world, it is even more important as 

it has the power to build or destroy an organisation. The type of leadership an organisation possesses 

has the power to influence organisational operations, corporate culture, employee behaviour, and 

stakeholder trust (Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva, 2024; Mutize & Tefera, 2020). Ethical leadership is 

a multidimensional construct that integrates moral principles into decision-making processes. According 

to Resick et al. (2011:12), “Ethical leadership is culturally contextual but universally requires fairness, 

altruism, and collective orientation, balancing stakeholder interests while maintaining transparency.” 

Trevino et al. (2003) add that “Ethical leadership combines being a moral person (demonstrating 

honesty, fairness, and integrity) with being a moral manager (proactively influencing followers’ ethical 

behaviour through rewards, communication, and accountability).” On the other hand, Yukl et al. (2013) 

add that “Ethical leadership involves using legitimate power to serve others, challenge unethical 

practices, and foster an organisational climate of psychological safety for moral dissent.” While there is 

no universal definition of ethical leadership, several scholars agree that ethical leadership fosters an 

environment of integrity, fairness, transparency and accountability. 

Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva (2024) define ethical leadership as the demonstration of normatively 

appropriate conduct. Ethical leaders are honest, have integrity, high moral standards and treat their 

employees with respect and empathy. They are upright in their standing, which in turn instils loyalty and 

passion for the job in their team members. Ethical leaders can easily instruct and direct employees 

towards a common goal and vision because they are positive leaders and they guarantee the success 

of an organisation (Gumede et al., 2024; Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva, 2024). The character and 
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traits of a leader are significant contributors to an individual’s leadership style (Phiri, Schutte & Dlamini, 

2024; Kaunda & Pelser, 2023; Mutize & Tefera, 2020). Ethical leadership also results in the ethical 

cognition of subordinates within an organisation. Ethical leaders influence the development of the moral 

values of their team according to Bandura’s social learning theory, which states that human beings learn 

more by studying and imitating those in positions of leadership (Asnakew & Mekonnen, 2019). 

Employees closely watch the behaviours of their leaders when faced with moral dilemmas to see how 

they navigate these organisational challenges. Ethical leadership principles also posit that perceived or 

real organisational politics influence how employees uphold or disregard the leadership style of those in 

top positions. Research conducted by Asnakew and Mekonnen (2019) showed that there is a direct 

correlation between ethical leadership and workplace deviation. Once a leader is perceived to be 

unethical through their conduct or behaviour, it results in employee deviance, which usually manifests 

itself through absenteeism, theft of work property, sabotaging organisational goals and undermining 

authority (Asnakew & Mekonnen, 2019).  

On the other hand, some African scholars believe that the term “ethical” is Western and does not quite 

fit into the African context (Mangena, 2011). Mangena (2011) argues that the definition of ethical 

leadership requires one to define ethics first, as ethical leadership is relatively new in contemporary 

society. It is important to note that Mangena’s opinion was formulated in 2011, and times have changed 

since then. The term ethics originates from the Greek term techne ‘ethike’, which is the scientific study 

of morality and therefore leadership is deemed to be ethical if it leads in a manner that respects the 

rights and dignity of others. Early advocates for ethical leadership, such as Joanne Ciulla, Betty Siegel 

and Vincent Luizzi emanating from the Americas and Central Europe (Mangena, 2011). It is against this 

background that Mangena argues that the Western notions of ethical leadership focus more on the 

qualities and role of the leader, whereas the African notion focuses on both the role the leader plays in 

promoting communal/group interests and the role of those they lead. Mangena (2011) goes on to argue 

that ethics are philosophical and context-specific. In the African context, even before the pioneers of 

ethical leadership came, Africans had their own philosophy grounded on Hunhu/Ubuntu, which places 

importance on the collective will of the people.  

Prozesky (2003) formulated a list of qualities of Ubuntu (ethical) leadership, which are: toughness, 

gentleness, hospitality, rejecting aggression, shunning the ugly side of competitiveness, bearing no 

grudges, and being strong and resilient. This study intends to extend this list to include professionalism 

and literacy. Ubuntu/Hunhu should not just be an ethical guide for leaders but for followers as well. 

Mangena writes of ethical leadership in the political space, and this paper opines that his arguments are 

relevant to SOEs because politicians are taking up leadership positions in parastatals. Hunhu/Ubuntu 

dictates what it means to be ethical, and Mangena (2011) refers to a Shona saying that states that “kunzi 

dzipakate handikunzi dziridze”, which translates to (to be given a gun does not give you the right to fire 
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it). Ubuntu provides the ethical benchmark of African societies by providing a guide to the African man 

and woman in whatever setting they are in.  

Being an ethical leader using Ubuntu/Hunhu as the benchmark for one’s ethics manifests itself in strong 

individuals who are not driven by parochial party interests but by the desire to fulfil the mandate that 

they were appointed for and protect the organisation from internal and external threats (Mangena, 2011). 

This goes to say that if one is appointed as the Board Chairman of a parastatal by the Minister of the 

given entity, they should fulfil their mandate and not give in to the pressures from the person who 

appointed them, as long as they are not in line with their mandate and are unethical. Ethical leadership 

through the lenses of Ubuntu/Hunhu is seen in the way that a leader includes those who do not agree 

with their political philosophies. Ubuntu/Hunhu destroys those barriers created by political competition 

and encourages ethical leaders to invoke the spirit of tolerance, productivity, and peaceful co-existence 

(Mangena, 2011).  

This study, unlike Mangena’s, does not intend to completely do away with the Western definitions of 

ethical leadership. As a result, this research combines definitions of ethical leadership from both African 

and Western scholars. Mangena’s approach to what is ethical is much appreciated because it takes 

cognisance of Southern Africa’s historical background and shows how this has had an impact on the 

leadership styles. On the other hand, the Western approach is ideal because it gives a generalised 

approach that is widely accepted and helps Southern African countries to keep up with global standards. 

Combining both approaches to unethical leadership is a holistic approach that could provide a better 

framework for moulding an ethical leader free from the binaries that have been created in academia by 

the “Western approach” and “African approach”. The adoption of ethical leadership principles in Africa 

should be prioritised, especially since unethical leadership challenges have led to vices that have 

crippled the economy and resulted in bad corporate governance. 

State-Owned Enterprises and Their Roles: A Brief Overview 

SOEs, also known as public enterprises, parastatals, state-owned companies (SOCs), and government-

linked companies (GLCs), play vital roles in implementing public policies and advancing the 

achievement of national and sustainable development goals. Suleiman, Hamad & Sulaiman (2017:161) 

define SOEs as public organisations operating “under a specific legislation that are controlled by the 

state, through a majority or 100% shareholding, to achieve certain service delivery strategic objectives 

of the state in the key sectors of the economy.” Oqubay (2024:4) broadly describes SOEs as “companies 

wholly or partly owned and controlled by the government, with policy goals but operating under the 

country’s commercial law.” Therefore, SOEs are predominantly public entities formed through delegation 

to assist the state in fulfilling specialised mandates. They are owned by the state and function as 

commercial entities within defined commercial laws.  
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Theoretical Framework 

The study is guided by the 5-Cs protocol for policy implementation. The 5-Cs protocol highlights the 5-

Cs (content, context, capacity, commitment, clients/coalitions) that determine and influence 

implementation outcomes. The protocol provides policymakers and implementers with a structured 

methodology to navigate the implementation maze and serves as both a diagnostic tool for 

implementation failures and a proactive guide for designing implementation strategies that work. The 5-

Cs are briefly discussed below. 

Content  

It refers to the specific policy itself, including its goals, objectives, and the nature of the policy instrument. 

Content also refers to the precision with which policy objectives, strategies, and expected outcomes are 

defined and understood by all stakeholders (IMF, 2019). According to Brynard (2000:180), content in 

policy implementation includes its goals, intentions, its links to other variables and how it aims to give 

solutions to the perceived problems. Policy content must be clear and explicit, as ambiguity could lead 

to uncertainty as to the policy maker’s intention. Content serves as the bedrock upon which successful 

policy implementation is built.  

Context  

Context encompasses the internal and external environment in which the policy is being implemented, 

including political, socio-economic and legal factors. Contextual aspects such as the politics, economy, 

geography and the cultural environment under which the policy implementation process occurs can 

impact on a policy’s performance (O’Toole, 2000). The political context includes factors such as the 

regime type, frequency of elections and the distribution of power (Trein, 2024). The economic context 

comprises issues such as market stability, resource availability and the levels of inequality within the 

environment (World Bank, 2020). Generally, policy implementation is more successful in a stable 

economic environment as opposed to a highly volatile economy. The cultural context involves the values 

and historical experiences of residents in the area where policies are set to be implemented. Geographic 

context refers to factors that shape a location, such as the terrain, its resources, climate, population, 

level of development and proximity to other areas (World Bank, 2020). All of these contextual factors 

shape how the policies are structured and implemented, as what works for one locale might not work 

for the other. 

Commitment 

This aspect entails the level of support and dedication from those responsible for implementation, 

including leadership and relevant actors. Trein (2024:10) adds that “Commitment is described as the 
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human factor in policy execution and focuses on the willingness of key actors to devote necessary effort 

and political capital to policy implementation.” Unlike capacity, which is about ‘can do’, commitment is 

about ‘will do.’ Ultimately, commitment influences all the other variables within the 7Cs framework for 

policy implementation. George (2015) adds that it is important to maintain the same levels of 

commitment as the "implementation slope" can occur, which refers to how commitment tends to decline 

over time as attention shifts to new priorities. For any public service policy implementation to succeed, 

commitment from politicians, managers, employees and even international stakeholders is crucial 

(Brynard, 2000). 

Capacity 

According to Pressman and Wildavsky (1984), policy implementation capacity refers to the ability of 

government institutions and state-owned enterprises to effectively execute policies and deliver public 

services. Capacity in a policy cycle involves aspects such as the resources, skills and infrastructure 

available to implement policies effectively (O’Toole, 2000). Thus, capacity is a critical aspect in ensuring 

that the policy implementation process is successful. Furthermore, factors such as organisational 

structure and culture, administrative and technical ability, competence and monitoring and evaluation 

oversight are key to the effective implementation of policies (Brynard, 2000). Trein (2024) states that 

capacity in public policy refers to the preparedness of relevant authorities to implement policies. For 

policies to be implemented successfully, skilled personnel, adequate resources and all required inputs, 

both tangible and intangible, should be available to execute the policy as intended. Capacity gaps 

represent one of the most common causes of implementation failure worldwide, with Southern Africa 

being no exception.  

Clients/Coalitions 

According to O’Toole (2000:16), “The effectiveness of any policy implementation process depends 

equally on those target groups to whom the policy is delivered. Furthermore, clients are not the only 

non-state actors who can affect implementation. Coalitions of interest groups and opinion leaders can 

be equally influential.” Clients and coalitions, also known as stakeholder engagement, recognise that 

successful policy implementation requires the involvement and buy-in of stakeholders beyond the 

government (Trein, 2024). The relevant stakeholders include individuals, Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs), civil society, private- or public-sector companies, and any entity with a stake in 

the proposed policies.  

Methods and Data 

The study employed a qualitative research methodology that focused on unobtrusive data collection 

methods, which are particularly effective in situations where direct interaction with participants is not 
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required. Unobtrusive research is characterized by its non-reactive nature, allowing researchers to 

gather information without disrupting the natural state of the phenomenon under study (Auriacombe, 

2016). This approach is grounded in the idea that data should be collected in a way that does not alter 

the behavior or responses of those being studied, thereby enhancing the authenticity of the findings 

(Babbie, 2001). In the context of this study, data was collected from a variety of published sources, 

including scholarly articles, book chapters, governmental and non-governmental reports, and official 

statistics. These documents served as a rich source of information, providing a deeper understanding 

of the complexities involved in enforcing ethical leadership standards within SOEs in Southern Africa. 

By utilizing existing literature and statistics, the researchers were able to triangulate their findings and 

ensure a comprehensive exploration of the topic. The researchers used documents published within the 

last 10 years to capture current and contemporary developments.  

The researchers analysed data using documentary and thematic analysis. To guide their analysis, the 

researchers employed the 5 Cs protocol, which emphasizes five critical dimensions: context, content, 

construct, critique, and conclusion. Each dimension facilitated a structured examination of the data, 

allowing for a detailed understanding of the ethical and leadership dynamics within SOEs. This approach 

enabled the researchers to garner valuable insights into the enforcement of ethical leadership standards 

in Southern African SOEs, contributing to the ongoing dialogue around governance, leadership, and 

ethics in the region.  

Results  

The enforcement of ethical leadership standards in Africa is influenced by a complex interplay of political, 

economic, socio-cultural, legal, and technological factors, as discussed below. 

Context 

The study revealed that the context under which SOEs operate in Southern Africa significantly 

undermines the enforcement of ethical leadership standards in the region and informs the other Cs, 

such as capacity, commitment, content and coalitions. Firstly, the study found that the political context 

in Southern Africa is a major factor hindering the enforcement of ethical leadership standards and 

practices. The political context in any given country plays a very significant role in the enforcement of 

ethical leadership standards (Gumede et al., 2024; Phiri, Schutte & Dlamini, 2024). According to 

Gumede et al. (2024), more democratic states are likely to have strong institutions with robust 

accountability and enforcement measures, whereas less democratic states tend to enable unethical 

leadership with weak enforcement systems. However, studies in most Southern African states revealed 

cases of state capture and manipulation of governance institutions to serve personal or partisan 

interests, which weakens enforcement mechanisms and undermines anti-graft agencies (World Bank, 
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2020). State capture has undermined the fundamental principles of the Weberian bureaucracy, which 

emphasises meritocracy, professionalism, political neutrality, and frowns against aristocratic rights.  

In Southern Africa, more often than not, appointments to public offices such as SOEs are made based 

on political loyalty rather than merit, which has further weakened watchdog institutions (Chikuni, 2024; 

Zhou, 2023; Mathebula & Masiya, 2022). Such political leaders have demonstrated an unwillingness to 

reform and strengthen the weak enforcement systems as they continue to shield corrupt allies. In South 

Africa, several studies reveal how state capture in SOEs undermined the independence of the National 

Prosecuting Authority (NPA), promoted systemic corruption, and allowed influential politicians and 

connected elites, for example, the Guptas, to control and direct the strategic personnel appointments in 

SOEs (Skweyiya, 2025; Heckel & Ensign, 2025; Mathebula & Masiya, 2022). This compromised the 

enforcement of ethical standards and practices, leading to weakened corporate governance structures 

and diversion of public funds for personal gains in strategic SOEs like South African Revenue Services, 

Transnet, South African Airways and Eskom (Skweyiya, 2025; Judicial Commission Inquiry into State 

Capture Report, 2018).  

Studies in Malawi have also shown the effects of political interference on the enforcement of ethical 

leadership standards and practices in SOEs. For instance, a study by Chikuni (2024) revealed that a 

combination of systemic corruption and political influence has undermined anti-corruption efforts, 

particularly in the construction sector. Chikuni further reveals that patronage and political connections 

suffocate the enforcement of transparency, accountability and integrity standards in public procurement 

processes. Gudo, Shawa-Mangani & Maduku’s (2025) study argues that SOEs’ nature of ownership 

subjects them to undue political interference. Focusing on South Africa Gudo et al. (2025) made a case 

that political interference in the appointment of board members in SOEs significantly compromises 

administrative neutrality and, subsequently, the enforcement of ethical leadership standards. Corporate 

governance studies in Zimbabwe have widely cited unfettered ministerial directives, which, in some 

cases, violated corporate governance principles and standards, as a major factor hindering the 

enforcement of ethical leadership principles in SOEs (Gudo et al, 2025). Ministerial directives have been 

overriding corporate governance rules, compromising accountability, prudent financial management, 

organisational efficiency and eroding public trust (Sachikonye, 2020; Zvitambo & Mhizha, 2019) 

Corruption has also been cited as a weevil eroding the enforcement of ethical leadership standards in 

Southern Africa. The 2024 Corruption Perception Index shows that most African countries, including 

Southern Africa, scored poorly. Most countries in Southern Africa, except for Botswana with a score of 

57/100, scored below 50, with some scoring as low as 21/100 (Zimbabwe), 25/100 Mozambique, 32/100 

(Angola), 34/100 (Malawi), 39/100 (Zambia) and 41/100 (South Africa). Enforcement of ethical 

leadership in contexts characterised by high corruption becomes problematic. Zhou’s (2023) study found 

a culture of tolerance of corruption as a major contributor to corporate governance and leadership 
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scandals in SOEs. Weak legal systems, which are prone to political interference, exacerbate the 

problem. Independent legal systems and robust institutions have a positive impact on curbing corruption 

and enforcing ethical standards. Unfortunately, most African states have weak legal systems that are 

prone to political interference, especially where top public officials are concerned (Zhou, 2023). Weak 

legal systems and institutions undermine the rule of law and pose significant governance challenges 

(Matanda, 2022). Matanda (2022) argues that the executive appointments of judicial officials in most 

Southern African countries undermine judicial independence, breaching the doctrine of separation of 

powers.  

Capacity 

Literature has also highlighted capacity gaps as a void in Southern African countries’ endeavour to 

enforce ethical leadership standards and practices. Limited capacity is a major hindrance to the success 

and growth of SOEs in Southern Africa. In Zimbabwe, as Manyika and Marima (2024) explain, one of 

the major problems most government institutions are facing relates to capacity constraints, with issues 

such as inadequate resources and lack of skilled human expertise continuously affecting the 

enforcement of ethical leadership and corporate governance principles in SOEs. Zhou (2023) adds that 

in Zimbabwe, the effectiveness of SOEs in policy implementation has been hindered by structural, 

financial, and governance challenges, as most Zimbabwean SOEs, such as Air Zimbabwe and 

Zimbabwe National Water Authority (ZINWA), lack the technical expertise, financial resources and 

operational efficiency needed to implement policies effectively. Studies in South Africa have shown 

capacity gaps among senior managers in SOEs. A study by Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva (2024) 

and Govender & Swanepoel (2020) found cases where some SOEs in South Africa were hiring 

unqualified, incompetent and inexperienced senior managers.  

Furthermore, many African anti-corruption institutions lack adequate resources to function effectively. 

As Chikuni (2024) notes, the Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB) in Malawi lacks the technical capacity and 

expertise to enforce ethical leadership standards in the construction sector. Chikuni’s study highlights 

the lack of engineers as a critical factor undermining the review of technical proposals common in the 

construction sector. The shortage of qualified personnel undermines transparency and accountability. In 

Zimbabwe, the Zimbabwe Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) is understaffed and underfunded and 

has to rely on government funding, which compromises its independence (Mantzaris & Saruchera, 

2024).  

Commitment 

Strong leadership commitment to enforcing ethical leadership practices in the public sector is a 

prerequisite for good corporate governance (Mantzaris & Saruchera, 2024; Zhou, 2023). It is a key 

aspect of policy implementation. Although most Southern African states have anti-corruption laws and 
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enforcement measures in place, their effectiveness has been diminished by weak leadership 

commitment, as some political and administrative leaders deliberately disregard them to protect their 

corrupt networks (Chikuni, 2024; Petersen, Dubihlela & Chakabva, 2024; Govender & Swanepoel, 

2020). Political commitment in Southern Africa has been a significant obstacle, as ethical leadership and 

corporate governance policies are often not properly followed, and in some cases, are implemented 

half-heartedly. For instance, a study in South Africa by Phahlane (2021) attributes corruption and 

unethical leadership in the public sector to a lack of political will. Phahlane’s study revealed that “an 

obvious lack of accountability, consequence management, and punitive measures exists towards the 

so-called politically connected or politically exposed individuals and fellow political office-bearers.” In 

Southern Africa, according to Zhou (2023), a lack of political will largely explains the widespread 

unethical leadership practices and violations of existing corporate governance frameworks. Instead of 

setting a tone of ethical leadership and sound corporate governance, political leaders interfere in the 

administrative operations of SOEs, resulting in inefficiencies and difficulties in enforcing ethical 

leadership standards (Zhou, 2023; Sachikonye, 2020). Therefore, it is the responsibility of African 

leaders to commit to strengthening these measures, which will lead to a reduction in unethical practices 

and promote good governance across the continent.  

Clients/Coalitions 

While stakeholder engagement has become an essential aspect of public policy globally, significantly 

impacting economic growth and development (Mungai, 2023; Singo, 2018), their engagement as 

concerned parties leads to better results and increases the legitimacy and success of policies (Mungai, 

2023). The main role of clients/coalitions during policy implementation is to contribute information, 

knowledge and resources in addition to interest groups mutually agreeing and supporting the policies to 

avoid encountering resistance during the implementation process (O ‘Toole, 2000). However, 

stakeholder participation in enforcing ethical leadership standards in Southern Africa remains low 

(Saruchera & Mantzaris, 2023; Zhou, 2023; Phahlane, 2021; Singo, 2018). According to the IMF (2023), 

Zimbabwe’s SOEs suffer from weak stakeholder engagement, which has contributed to incompetence, 

financial losses and public disgruntlement as stakeholders such as consumers, employees, private 

investors, civil society, and international partners are often excluded from the decision-making process. 

In South Africa, a study by Singo (2018) highlighted significant stakeholder participation gaps in 

enforcing ethical leadership in SOEs. The study revealed that most people do not report unethical 

behaviours. When asked the question, ‘I often report misconduct through national hotlines set up in my 

department’, 44.8% of the participants disagreed, and 10.3% disagreed strongly, bringing a total of 

55.1%. Only 26.4% agreed (8% strongly agreed, and 18.4% agreed). These findings show that 

stakeholders are not actively involved in reporting unethical conduct, leading to several unreported 

cases. The study attributed stakeholder hesitance to fear of retaliation, as 49.28% agreed and 2.4% 
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strongly agreed that if they reported a colleague about ethical violations, there would be retaliation 

against them (Singo, 2018:201).  

Wright (2025) argues that protecting whistleblowers is crucial in combating unethical leadership 

practices. However, enforcement gaps in Southern Africa, such as inadequate whistleblower 

safeguards, discourage reporting of unethical conduct. Studies have shown that whistleblower 

protection in Southern Africa is rather weak (Wright, 2025), which has resulted in citizens and employees 

avoiding reporting unethical leadership practices due to fear of violence or job loss. Elsewhere, 

Tanzania’s whistleblower laws lack robust protections, which has led to retaliation against informants 

(URT, 2019). Similarly, in South Africa, there are several cases of assassinations and murders of 

whistleblowers and targeting of their family members (Wright, 2025; Calitz, 2023; Radulovic, 2023). In 

Zimbabwe, several studies (Mantzaris & Saruchera, 2024; Chiyangwa et al., 2020) also highlight gaps 

in whistleblower protection, leading to fear of retaliation. Mantzaris & Saruchera’s (2024:279) study 

found that, in Zimbabwe, “whistleblowers lack state protection because state institutions do not have the 

political will to protect them.” Botswana, although it has been praised as one of the successful 

democracies in Southern Africa, has not been an exception. Saruchera & Mantzaris (2023) found the 

ineffectiveness of whistleblower protection laws and processes in Botswana due to weak protection of 

whistleblowers, conflict between government agencies, and elite manipulation of whistleblower 

processes. The gaps build hesitancy and fear among citizens, leading to underreporting of unethical 

leadership practices. This highlights the need for Southern African countries to strengthen their 

whistleblower protection laws and processes.  

Discussion 

The findings of this study highlight the complex interplay of political and institutional factors that 

undermine ethical leadership standards in SOEs across Southern Africa. The political environment 

emerges as a crucial determinant affecting not only the effectiveness of leadership within these 

organizations but also the integrity of governance as a whole. The evidence indicates that the degree of 

democracy within a country significantly correlates with the robustness of accountability frameworks and 

enforcement mechanisms for ethical leadership. As noted, more democratic states typically exhibit 

stronger institutional structures that support ethical leadership, whereas autocratic or less democratic 

regimes often foster environments susceptible to corruption and unethical practices. This distinction is 

particularly evident in the correlation between state capture and the erosion of institutional integrity. The 

manipulation of governance for personal gain, as observed in South Africa with the example of the Gupta 

scandal, exemplifies how political interests can override the principles of merit and professionalism that 

should guide appointments in SOEs. 
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Furthermore, the practice of appointing officials based on political loyalty highlights a systemic issue that 

undermines the meritocratic foundations of governance. This phenomenon not only diminishes the 

credibility of SOEs but also jeopardizes public trust in these institutions. The findings from Malawi, South 

Africa and Botswana reinforce this assertion, demonstrating how political interference directly obstructs 

the enforcement of ethical standards, particularly in crucial sectors like public procurement and 

corporate governance. The reference to the pervasiveness of ministerial directives that trump corporate 

governance principles further illustrates the gaps in accountability mechanisms within these states. 

Corruption emerges as a pervasive threat to ethical leadership enforcement, with the Corruption 

Perception Index underscoring the severity of this issue across Southern Africa. The findings suggest 

that countries that exhibit a culture of tolerance for corruption experience heightened risks of governance 

failures and scandals.  

These findings bring to light several key implications for practice and policy. Strengthening governance 

frameworks within SOEs necessitates a concerted effort to enhance both political and legal institutions. 

This could involve reforms aimed at increasing institutional independence, enhancing transparency in 

appointments, and fostering a culture of accountability. Providing avenues for citizen engagement and 

civil society oversight could also play a significant role in combating political patronage and reinforcing 

ethical leadership. Furthermore, as the findings indicate, building resilient legal systems that are 

insulated from political interference is pivotal for curbing corruption. These systems should be backed 

by robust enforcement measures that not only penalize corrupt practices but also promote ethical 

conduct at all levels of leadership within SOEs. Addressing the challenges faced by ethical leadership 

in SOEs across Southern Africa requires a multi-faceted and comprehensive approach that considers 

the contextual, institutional capacity, commitment, coordination and cultural dimensions that contribute 

to ethical leadership practices and governance failures. The interplay between contextual, capacity, 

commitment and coordination, and ethical leadership cannot be undervalued, as these factors 

collectively shape the prospects for reform and accountability in the region. 

Recommendations  

To strengthen the enforcement of ethical leadership standards and principles in Southern Africa, the 

study recommends the following: 

Short-Term Recommendations: 

• Strengthening interagency collaboration and communication: Southern African should 

develop strong communication channels among agencies responsible for fostering ethical 

leadership (police, anti-corruption units, auditors, and parliament) to share strategic 

information and curtail instances of ethical practices. This should be complemented by 
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establishing regular interagency meetings and joint training sessions to enhance 

collaboration and coordination in enforcing ethical leadership. 

• Strengthening whistleblower protection systems: Southern African countries should enact 

and enforce robust whistleblower protection laws to create a safer environment for citizens 

to report unethical practices without fear of retaliation. Thereafter, they should develop and 

implement awareness campaigns to inform the public about these laws and the importance 

of whistleblowing in fostering ethical leadership. 

• Improved political commitment: Governments and political parties in Southern Africa should 

urge political and administrative leaders to publicly commit to ethical governance and to 

communicate their zero-tolerance policy towards unethical leadership. 

Long-Term Recommendations: 

• Policy development and consequence management: Southern African countries should 

formulate and implement stringent laws and policies aimed at curbing unethical leadership. 

They should establish comprehensive consequence management framework that includes 

severe penalties for unethical behaviour and rewards for ethical leadership, creating a long-

lasting culture of integrity. 

• Reinforcing the politics-administration dichotomy doctrine: Southern African countries 

should invest in deliberate and gradual reforms to separate political influence from 

administrative functions by establishing clear guidelines for appointments in SOEs, 

emphasising transparency and merit-based selection. This should be accompanied with 

trainings for both politicians and administrators on the importance of maintaining this 

separation. 

• Capacity building for anti-corruption institutions: There is a need to invest in long-term 

capacity-building initiatives for anti-corruption institutions to enhance their financial, 

technological, and human resource capabilities. Governments in Southern Africa should 

ensure these institutions have sufficient support to effectively execute their mandates and 

combat unethical leadership. 

• Establishing a Culture of Ethical Leadership: Furthermore, there is a need to foster a 

sustained commitment from both political and administrative leaders to promote ethical 

leadership through education, training, and the integration of ethical standards into public 

service practices. To adapt to changing contexts and challenges, there is a need for regular 

reviews and updates of ethical guidelines.  
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Limitations of the Study 

The study relied exclusively on secondary data and documentary analysis. This limits the depth of insight 

into the informal organisational cultures and personal motivations that drive unethical behaviour within 

SOEs. Additionally, the study used a purely qualitative research approach, which limits generalisability 

of findings. To address these gaps, further studies should use obtrusive methods to understand people’s 

perceptions and views on factors undermining the enforcement of ethical leadership in SOEs.  

Conclusion 

SOEs' role in national development is widely recognised and documented. With sound corporate 

governance systems and a culture of enforcing ethical leadership standards and principles, SOEs can 

transform economies in Southern Africa. However, weak enforcement of ethical leadership standards 

has rendered most SOEs dysfunctional. They have become perennial loss-making entities draining the 

national fiscus. The study revealed several factors hindering the enforcement of ethical leadership 

standards in Southern Africa, including contextual factors, such as violation of the fundamental principles 

of public administration, which separates politics and administration, resulting in political interference in 

board and senior management appointment, and corruption. The study further highlighted capacity 

gaps, lack of commitment and coalitions as additional factors undermining effective enforcement. To 

address these gaps, the study recommends political commitment among Southern African countries in 

setting the appropriate context for the enforcement of ethical leadership standards. This involves 

enforcing the basic principles of public administration, such as the politics-administration doctrine, 

professionalism and meritocracy. Additionally, the study recommends interagency collaboration, tailored 

capacity building interventions, strengthening whistleblower protection systems, leveraging ICT, and 

consequence management.  
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