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Abstract: 

Municipal governance failures remain a critical challenge in South Africa. Persistent audit irregularities 

and weak accountability systems erode public trust. Consequently, declining service delivery threatens 
democratic legitimacy. This study explores governance and accountability constraints within a KwaZulu-

Natal municipality. It examines financial compliance, monitoring systems, risk management, and digital 

governance. Institutional theory and agency theory frame the study to explain municipal accountability 

dynamics. The study employed a qualitative, interpretivist methodology. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with 12 purposively selected municipal officials across executive, senior, and junior 

management. The collected data was analyzed using a thematic analysis. Findings reveal that political 

interference, inadequate risk management, and limited digital capacity drive poor performance. These 
issues stem from ineffective oversight and weak compliance cultures. Collectively, these factors 

undermine public confidence in local institutions. The study recommends strengthened consequential 

management frameworks and integrated digital monitoring systems. Professionalization of municipal 

administration is a priority reform. This study contributes to scholarly debates on institutional governance 

and digital transformation in emerging economies. The current study contributes to addressing the gaps 

in execution, monitoring, and enforcement within governance, accountability, and risk management, 

which appear to be constraining local spheres of government in fulfilling their mandate for effective 

service delivery and commensurate customer satisfaction. Strengthening institutional capability through 
robust assessment and financial risk controls has also been highlighted as a critical area of attention 
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and improvement that policymakers and authorities must take cognizance of. The findings also 

highlighted the significance of digital transformation and its adoption in the local government space, 

indicating the laggard nature of such an institution, which should be conversant with the prescripts of 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution culture, processes, and systems. 
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Introduction and Background 

South African municipalities represent the sphere of government closest to citizens, tasked with the 

primary constitutional responsibility for service delivery, infrastructure provision, and local democratic 

governance. Government policy directives ordinarily serve as strategic and operational instruments that 
cascade into programs, implementation processes, and service delivery responsibilities executed 

through institutional rules, regulations, and administrative systems (Reynolds et al., 2020). Within the 

contemporary digital economy and increasingly technology-oriented interactions between governments 

and citizens, public institutions are under growing pressure to modernize governance systems and 

improve administrative responsiveness through digital transformation initiatives (Veselova et al., 2022). 

The adoption of e-government systems and digitally enabled governance processes is therefore 

increasingly viewed as an important mechanism for strengthening accountability, administrative 
effectiveness, and citizen-centered service delivery within local government institutions (Dias, 2020; 

Shibambu, 2024). 

Despite South Africa’s extensive constitutional and regulatory framework governing municipal 

administration and public accountability, municipalities continue to experience persistent governance 

and service delivery challenges. In the 2023/2024 local government audit outcomes, the Auditor-General 

South Africa (AGSA) raised concerns over persistent irregular expenditure, procurement non-

compliance, weak financial controls, and declining accountability within municipalities (Auditor-General 

South Africa, 2025). The subsequent 2024/2025 audit cycle further revealed continuing patterns of non-
compliance, weak consequence management, poor institutional oversight, and governance failures 

across the public sector (Auditor-General South Africa, 2026a). Saunders (2024) attributes these 

recurring deficiencies to entrenched institutional inertia within municipal administrations, while Zvaita 

and Shava (2026) argue that governance reform at the local level requires simultaneous intervention in 

oversight structures, leadership accountability, and compliance culture. Consequently, these systemic 

failures mean that while municipalities are expected to provide quality, citizen-oriented services that 

directly affect the socio-economic well-being of communities through infrastructure, public facilities, 
safety systems, and other essential services (Shopola et al., 2025), the reality on the ground often falls 

short.  

Growing evidence suggests that the persistence of these unaddressed governance weaknesses directly 

contributes to deteriorating infrastructure, service delivery protests, financial instability, and declining 

public trust in local government institutions (Sibanda et al., 2020; Moji et al., 2022). Against this 

backdrop, digital governance technologies such as e-government platforms, integrated information 

systems, and digital service delivery mechanisms are increasingly seen as vital tools to restore 

operational integrity, transparency, accountability, and citizen engagement within municipalities (Kabwe 
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et al., 2024; Netshirando et al., 2024). Mofokeng et al. (2025) further observe that digital technologies 

have significant potential to improve municipal service delivery and governance effectiveness, although 

implementation remains constrained by infrastructural, institutional, and capacity-related challenges. 

This study, therefore, explores governance and accountability constraints within a selected KwaZulu-

Natal municipality. Specifically, it examines irregular expenditure patterns, institutional oversight 
mechanisms, financial risk management, monitoring and evaluation systems, and the role of digital 

governance technologies in strengthening municipal accountability. Building on the foregoing 

discussion, the study sought to provide an integrated understanding of the governance, accountability, 

financial management, and digital transformation challenges confronting local government. To guide the 

investigation, the following research questions were posed: 

I. What governance and accountability challenges constrain effective municipal administration 

within the selected municipality? 

II. How do financial risk management and procurement compliance practices influence 
governance and accountability outcomes? 

III. To what extent do monitoring, evaluation, and consequence management mechanisms support 

institutional accountability and organizational performance? 

IV. What role can digital governance systems play in strengthening transparency, oversight, and 

service delivery within local government? 

Literature Review 

Institutional Governance, Management, and Compliance 

Institutional governance in local government refers to the systems, regulatory frameworks, oversight 

structures, management practices, and accountability mechanisms that guide municipal administration, 
decision-making, and public service delivery processes (Sebakamotse & Van Niekerk, 2020). Effective 

governance is essential for promoting transparency, financial accountability, ethical leadership, and 

sustainable service delivery within municipalities. Foundational institutional theory, as conceptualized 

by Scott (2013), characterizes institutions through regulative, normative, and cognitive pillars that 

collectively shape organizational behavior and compliance systems. Building on this framework, Negash 

and Hassan (2024) argue that accountability reforms in developing countries frequently fail because 

formal regulatory systems exist without corresponding institutional enforcement, ethical commitment, or 
embedded compliance cultures. Negash and Hassan (2024) differentiate between formal rules and 

actual compliance, which closely mirrors the current reality of South African municipalities. In these local 

spheres, the distinction between legislative compliance and genuine institutional accountability is 

particularly salient, as governance frameworks are formally established but inconsistently implemented. 
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Examining the implementation of the King IV Report on Corporate Governance within South African 

municipalities, Mamokhere (2024) found that although principles such as ethical leadership, 

accountability, transparency, and responsible citizenship are formally recognized, their implementation 

at the municipal level remains fragmented and inconsistent. Mamokhere (2024) further discovered that 

politically influenced appointments, leadership instability, and inadequate administrative competencies 
continue to weaken governance effectiveness and erode institutional accountability within municipalities. 

These findings are reinforced by Sibanda et al. (2020), who identified significant deficiencies in supply 

chain management control and accountability within metropolitan municipalities, suggesting that 

governance weaknesses are not isolated but structurally embedded across municipal institutions. 

Recent evidence from the municipal audit further demonstrates the persistence of these compliance 

weaknesses. 

The AGSA's audit outcomes continue to identify procurement irregularities, weak oversight practices, 

poor record management, conflicts of interest, and the absence of consequence management as 
recurring concerns (Auditor-General South Africa, 2025; Auditor-General South Africa, 2026a). Zungu 

(2026, p. 9) extends this evidence to the KwaZulu-Natal context specifically, documenting that 49 of 54 

provincial municipalities reported irregular expenditure in both 2022/2023 and 2023/2024 financial 

years, driven by weak preventative controls, political interference in supply chain management, and the 

persistent absence of consequence management. Public participation has also emerged as a critical 

but underperforming dimension of institutional governance within local government. Participatory 

governance mechanisms are intended to strengthen transparency, responsiveness, and citizen 

oversight within municipalities (Msenge & Nzewi, 2021; Nomzaza, 2025). However, Munzhedzi and 
Phago (2020) found that public participation within South African municipalities is persistently 

constrained by weak institutional capacity, limited digital infrastructure, low civic literacy, and mutual 

mistrust between communities and government officials. These constraints reduce meaningful citizen 

oversight and weaken participatory accountability within municipal governance systems. 

Effective Performance, Monitoring, Evaluation, and Control  

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems are intended to strengthen municipal accountability by linking 

performance, planning, budgeting, implementation, and service delivery oversight (Khaile, 2025; 

Ngumbela & Juta, 2025). In South Africa, these systems are embedded within municipal planning and 

reporting frameworks such as Integrated Development Plans (IDPs) and Service Delivery and Budget 

Implementation Plans (SDBIPs), which are intended to align institutional performance with 
developmental and service delivery objectives (Teti et al., 2024; Shopola et al., 2025). Despite the 

existence of these frameworks, municipal M&E systems are frequently criticized for functioning as 

compliance-driven reporting exercises rather than effective mechanisms for institutional learning and 

corrective governance intervention (Nzama et al., 2023). Shopola et al. (2025) found that although 
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SDBIPs remain central to municipal performance management and service delivery coordination, 

implementation is frequently undermined by weak institutional capacity, poor interdepartmental 

coordination, and political interference in the setting and assessment of performance targets. 

Nzama et al. (2023) similarly argue that municipal performance evaluation in South Africa increasingly 

reflects strategic decoupling, in which administrative targets are formally reported as achieved despite 
visible infrastructure deterioration, declining citizen satisfaction, and persistent service delivery failures. 

This reflects broader concerns regarding symbolic compliance within municipal institutions, where 

monitoring systems are often structured to satisfy external audit requirements rather than strengthen 

organizational learning, institutional accountability, and corrective administrative behavior. In response 

to these weaknesses, governance reforms, such as the expanded material irregularity provisions in the 

AGSA mandate, have sought to strengthen oversight and compel accounting officers to implement 

remedial action when governance failures and financial losses are identified. These reforms signal a 

broader shift towards preventative accountability and stronger institutional consequence management 
within municipalities (Sindelo & Cronje, 2024; Auditor-General South Africa, 2026a; Auditor-General 

South Africa, 2026b).  

Recent municipal audit outcomes nevertheless continue to reveal fragile monitoring and control 

environments. The KwaZulu-Natal 2024/2025 audit outcomes identified persistent vacancies within risk 

management, internal audit, and financial management structures, weakening municipal oversight 

capacity and contributing to recurring irregular expenditure and adverse audit outcomes (Auditor-

General South Africa, 2026b). Mabunda et al. (2023), examining governance and service delivery 

challenges within eThekwini Municipality, similarly found that weak institutional accountability, labor 
instability, and financial mismanagement contributed significantly to service-delivery protests and a 

decline in public trust in municipal administration. Khaile (2025) further argues that effective municipal 

performance management depends on integrating ethical leadership, internal controls, financial 

accountability, and community oversight into broader governance systems. Within the KwaZulu-Natal 

context, strengthening M&E systems therefore requires a shift from retrospective compliance reporting 

towards preventative, data-informed, and institutionally embedded accountability mechanisms. 

Financial Risk Mitigation and Assessment 

Financial risk management within South African municipalities is governed by the Municipal Finance 

Management Act, No. 56 of 2003 (MFMA), which provides frameworks for expenditure control, 

accountability, and supply chain management (Shuping & Uwizeyimana, 2023; Gcabashe & Pillay, 
2025). Despite this legislative framework, municipalities continue to experience persistent unauthorized, 

irregular, fruitless, and wasteful expenditure (UIFWE), reflecting ongoing weaknesses in municipal 

financial governance and internal controls (Gcabashe & Pillay, 2025). Thusi and Selepe (2023) found 
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that irregular expenditure within South African municipalities continued to increase over successive 

financial years, with supply chain management violations accounting for a significant proportion of 

financial irregularities. Their study further revealed that 51% of municipalities failed to investigate 

irregular expenditure from previous financial years. In comparison, 42% failed to investigate 

unauthorized expenditure, and 41% failed to investigate fruitless and wasteful expenditure, highlighting 
persistent weaknesses in accountability and consequence management (Thusi & Selepe, 2023). 

Recent municipal audit outcomes continue to identify procurement irregularities, weak internal controls, 

ineffective oversight, and poor consequence management as recurring governance concerns (Auditor-

General South Africa, 2025; Auditor-General South Africa, 2026a). Within the KwaZulu-Natal context, 

Zungu (2026) similarly documents that weak preventative controls, political interference in procurement 

processes, and conflicts of interest continue to expose municipalities to recurring supply chain 

management (SCM) non-compliance and financial governance failures. Klein et al. (2024) further found 

that ineffective internal controls within SCM systems are frequently linked to weak policy implementation, 
inadequate monitoring, insufficient training, and limited enforcement of compliance measures. Recent 

scholarship increasingly argues that financial risk mitigation within municipalities cannot rely solely on 

retrospective audit interventions. Modise (2025) maintains that effective financial ethics requires 

continuous, preventive risk management mechanisms capable of identifying procurement irregularities 

before financial losses occur. Strengthening municipal financial accountability, therefore, requires 

stronger internal audit systems, real-time oversight of SCM, and institutionally embedded enforcement 

mechanisms that promote proactive financial governance rather than reactive compliance reporting. 

To operationalize these proactive mechanisms, a structured framework governing municipal cash flows 
and decision-making processes is required. As conceptualized in Figure 1, repurposing municipal 

financial governance requires imposing distinct structural control guardrails across diverse operational 

and capital expenditure streams. The model illustrates that while variable operational costs, such as 

repairs and maintenance expenditures, directly affect immediate asset integrity, they must remain 

securely tethered to overarching strategic governance policies, procedures, and internal control 

systems. By separating fixed capital allocations from fluctuating operational overheads, this framework 

establishes clear, transparent spending boundaries. This architectural separation serves as an active, 
preventive control mechanism, mitigating administrative manipulation of public funds and ensuring that 

SCM risk mitigation shifts from a retrospective audit box-ticking exercise to a robust, systemic barrier 

against unauthorized expenditure. 
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Figure 1: Coordination, Transparency, and Collaboration in Managing Financial Resources. 
Source: Researchers’ Compilation 

Digitalization Diffusion in the Context of Consequential Management 

Digitalization within local government is increasingly promoted as a mechanism for strengthening 

transparency, accountability, administrative efficiency, and municipal service delivery (Mohale, 2024; 

Mofokeng et al., 2025). The diffusion of e-government systems, digital financial controls, electronic SCM 
platforms, and e-participation mechanisms is intended to improve oversight processes, strengthen audit 

trails, and reduce opportunities for procurement irregularities and administrative misconduct (Kabwe et 

al., 2024; Netshirando et al., 2024). Studies nevertheless caution that digitalization alone cannot resolve 

entrenched governance and compliance failures within municipalities. Netshirando et al. (2024) found 

that citizen perceptions of digital transformation within South African municipalities remain uneven due 

to infrastructure constraints, digital literacy gaps, and inconsistent implementation of digital systems. 

Similarly, Ndzabela et al. (2025) argue that citizen trust in e-government initiatives depends not only on 

technological adoption but also on institutional responsiveness, accountability, and transparency. Where 
institutional accountability mechanisms remain weak, digital governance systems often serve as passive 

compliance tools rather than active mechanisms for corrective governance interventions and 

consequence management. 

Mofokeng et al. (2025) further found that although digital technologies have improved certain dimensions 

of municipal service delivery, their effectiveness is often undermined by weak administrative capacity, 

fragmented implementation strategies, and inadequate institutional support systems. Consequently, the 

effectiveness of digital governance reforms increasingly depends on integrating technological adoption 
with stronger institutional accountability cultures, administrative enforcement mechanisms, and human 
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capacity development. Digitalization, therefore, functions most effectively not as a standalone 

technological solution, but as part of a broader institutional governance and accountability framework. 

Theoretical Underpinnings 

Institutional theory provides a logical and plausible framework for comprehending how socio-economic 
and legal pressures shape organizational behavior, as well as how public entities strategically respond 

to external influences (Khadaroo, 2005). This study is accordingly positioned within an institutional 

theoretical framework, explicitly examining its three foundational dimensions, the regulative, normative, 

and cognitive pillars, while drawing complementary insights from agency theory to unpack governance 

dynamics (Negash & Hassan, 2024). Within this theoretical landscape, a primary objective for a public 

institution such as the municipality under analysis is to systematically uphold these institutional pillars to 

cultivate an organisational culture rooted in transparency, accountability, prudence, and administrative 
effectiveness. However, translating these pillars into practice remains a persistent challenge in the public 

sector. Nurunnabi (2015) notes that institutional uncertainties regarding procedures and protocols often 

proliferate in environments lacking transparent oversight guardrails. Unlike the corporate sector, which 

benefits from market-driven mechanisms such as investor activism to enforce compliance, public 

institutions rely entirely on internal oversight architectures and state regulatory frameworks to govern 

behavior. In South African local government, this safeguarding mechanism remains fractured. 

When analyzed through Scott’s (2013) institutional lens, the behavioral shortfalls within the selected 

municipality become theoretically discernible across three dimensions: 

� The Regulative Pillar focuses on formal laws, rules, and sanctions, including the MFMA and Municipal 

Systems Act. The persistent accumulation of adverse audit outcomes from the AGSA highlights a 

breakdown in this pillar, where formal regulatory prescripts exist but lack consistent punitive enforcement 

(Auditor-General South Africa, 2025; Auditor-General South Africa, 2026a). 

� The Normative Pillar encompasses professional values, ethical commitments, and codes of conduct. 

The prevalence of SCM irregularities and procurement non-compliance suggests that non-compliance 

has become normatively institutionalized within municipal administrations, displacing professional ethics 
as a behavioral anchor (Mamokhere, 2024; Zungu, 2026). 

� The Cognitive Pillar refers to the deeply embedded shared understandings and daily operational 

cultures of officials. Within the selected municipality, a normalized culture of impunity, in which non-

compliance is tacitly accepted, and consequence management is routinely absent, reflects a cognitive 

institutional breakdown in which accountability is no longer internalized as an organizational value. This 

environment perpetuates weak governance practices and undermines institutional accountability 

(Mamokhere, 2024; Auditor-General South Africa, 2025). 
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Complementing this institutional analysis, agency theory illuminates the principal-agent dynamics that 

perpetuate governance failure within the municipality. Jensen and Meckling (1976) established that 

agency problems arise when agents entrusted with acting in the interests of principals exploit information 

asymmetries for personal gain. In the municipal context, this dynamic manifests across multiple 

overlapping principal-agent relationships: citizens delegate authority to elected councilors, to municipal 
managers, and managers to departmental officials. At each level, weak oversight, political interference, 

and the absence of consequence management widened the agency gap. Negash and Hassan (2024) 

argue that in developing countries’ contexts, agency costs are structural rather than transactional; they 

cannot be resolved through contractual incentives alone but require comprehensive institutional reform 

that simultaneously addresses normative and cognitive compliance dimensions. Consequently, 

policymakers and public officials within the local government sphere continually struggle to internalize 

risk-mitigation assessments and enforce control. This theoretical misalignment ultimately manifests as 

a cyclical pattern of compromised accountability, producing recurring adverse and unreliable audit 
outcomes, as documented year after year by the Office of the AGSA. 

Concept/Theory Application to study Linkage of 
Objectives/Findings 

Normative, cognitive, and 
regulatory integration 

Evaluation of public-value and 

public-good guardrails. 

Support objectives about 

institutional delivery gaps. 

Linkages to accountability, 
risk mitigation, and 
institutional framework.  

Explore how decision-makers 

and public officials mitigate 

behavioral misdemeanors. 

Guides the assessment of the 

corroboration of study 

informants’ insights and 

contributions. 

Accountability, compliance, 
monitoring/evaluation, and 
plausible governance 

Consolidate the institutional 

certainty with the expected 

behavioral construct.  

Anchoring the conceptual 

attributes that mitigate the 

systemic challenges in service 
delivery. 

Table 1: Sharpening Conceptual Focus 

Source: Researcher’s Compilation 

Methods and Data 

This study adopted a qualitative methodology, aiming to produce trustworthy findings derived from the 

insights, experiences, expertise, and viewpoints of the study participants (Merkebu et al., 2025). To 
achieve the richness of the solicited data, the study adopted an interpretivist research philosophy, 

enabling the researchers to develop an in-depth understanding of the meanings participants attached 
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to their experiences. The ontological nature of qualitative inquiry facilitates the exploration of participants’ 

beliefs, intentions, behaviors, motivations, cultures, and interactions within organizational and 

institutional settings (Grass, 2024). The research design was therefore predicated on an interpretive 

paradigm that anchors real-life experiences and supports an inductive inquiry-oriented approach (Muzari 

et al., 2022). The study further adopted an epistemological stance that values the investigation of 
multiple viewpoints and interpretations to develop a nuanced understanding of the phenomenon under 

investigation (Cohen et al., 2018).  

The study population comprised individuals within the municipality’s service delivery value chain who 

were entrusted with decision-making, governance, financial management, operational oversight, and 

service delivery responsibilities. Semi-structured, uncontrived interviews were conducted with 12 

purposively selected participants to obtain in-depth insights into governance, accountability, financial 

risk management, and digital transformation practices within the municipality. Purposive sampling was 

adopted due to its suitability for selecting information-rich participants with direct experience and 
knowledge relevant to the study topic (Obilor, 2023). The researchers selected participants based on 

their professional roles, institutional knowledge, and lived experiences within the municipal environment. 

Purposive sampling further enabled the researchers to draw upon participants’ expertise, 

resourcefulness, and experiential knowledge, thereby enhancing the trustworthiness and credibility of 

the findings  (Tajik et al., 2024). The audio-recorded interviews were subsequently transcribed using 

Microsoft Word’s transcription function. Following transcription, the researchers reviewed each transcript 

multiple times, revisiting the original audio recordings to verify transcription accuracy and gain a deeper 

appreciation of participants’ tone, emphasis, emotions, pauses, and context. Revisiting the audio 
recordings helped preserve the authenticity and contextual richness of participants’ narratives and 

enabled the researchers to immerse themselves in the data fully. 

 

Participants Gender Qualifications Experience Portfolio 

P1 Male Bachelors 12 years Middle Manager 

P2 Female Bachelors 20 years Middle Manager 

P3 Male Diploma 5 years Junior Manager 

P4 Male Diploma 7 years Senior Manager 

P5 Female Postgraduate 9 years Senior Manager 

P6 Male Postgraduate 13 years Senior Manager 

P7 Female Matric Certificate 10 years Junior Manager 
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P8 Male Postgraduate 12 years Senior Manager 

P9 Female Master’s Degree 3 years Executive 

P10 Male Master’s Degree 6 years Executive 

P11 Male Postgraduate 8 years Senior Manager 

P12 Female Bachelors 11 years Middle Manager 

Table 2: Demographic Profile of the Study Participants 

Source: Researcher’s Compilation 

The inclusion criteria for participants in the study explicitly demonstrate robust knowledge of the 

normative and cognitive expectations associated with the organization's policies, processes, systems, 
and procedures. The interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent, transcribed, and 

consent was obtained prior to the commencement of participation. The data was analyzed using 

Saunders et al. (2019) research onion as the guiding principle, thus following a research funnel and 

spine with concomitant layers. The researchers became familiar with the data through routine readings 

of the transcripts, generating plausible, meaningful interpretations that culminated in data reduction and 

the application of the most appropriate responses.  

An inductive thematic analysis approach was adopted and guided by Braun and Clarke (2006) six-phase 

framework. Table 3 presents the application of the adapted thematic analysis framework in this study, 
illustrating how the researchers progressed from data familiarization to the development of the final 

themes. The analytical process is described in further detail below. 

 

 

Phase 1 

Familiarization with the data 

12 semi-structured interviews were transcribed verbatim. 

Transcripts were verified against audio recordings. 

Repeated reading and listening. 

Preliminary notes and observations were documented. 
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Phase 2 

Generating initial codes 

Systematic inductive coding was conducted across the entire dataset. 

29 initial codes were generated. 

Color-coding of data extracts. 

Relevant data collated for each code. 

 

Phase 3 

Searching for themes 

Codes were examined for patterns. 

Codes were clustered into 8 sub-categories. 

Potential themes developed. 

 

Phase 4 

Reviewing Themes 

Themes were reviewed against coded extracts and the entire dataset. 

Themes were refined, combined, or split where necessary. 

A thematic map of the analysis was developed. 

 

Phase 5 

Defining and Naming Themes 

Themes were refined and defined. 

Clear definitions were developed for each theme. 

Theme names were finalized. 

4 major themes were identified. 
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Phase 6 

Producing the report 

Illustrative quotations were selected. 

Findings were interpreted 

Findings were linked to the research questions and relevant literature. 

Thematic findings were synthesized and reported. 

 

Table 3: Adapted Thematic Analysis Framework Applied in This Study 

Source: Researchers’ Compilation 

The twelve audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim using Microsoft Word's transcription 

function and verified against the original recordings to preserve contextual accuracy. Systematic 

inductive coding was then conducted across the dataset using color-coding techniques, generating 

approximately 29 initial codes covering issues such as cadre deployment, procurement irregularities, a 
lack of consequence management, digital skills shortages, and infrastructure neglect. Related codes 

were examined for patterns and clustered into eight sub-categories based on conceptual similarity and 

frequency across participant accounts. Researchers ascertained the developed codes and, through data 

extraction, ensured they were used to create themes. The rationality and plausibility of thematic analysis 

were augmented by revisiting the data to assess whether the dominant and sub-themes accurately 

articulated the data (Clarke & Braun, 2017; Roberts et al., 2019). The adopted dominant and emergent 

themes were therefore articulated to help researchers systematically comprehend the data. Through 

this iterative process, four overarching themes emerged: (1) Governance, Accountability and 
Compliance Culture; (2) Financial Risk Management and Procurement Compliance; (3) Monitoring, 

Evaluation and Consequence Management; and (4) Digital Governance, Infrastructure Oversight and 

Institutional Capacity. 

Results   

The thematic analysis of data generated from the twelve semi-structured interviews yielded four 

interconnected themes: governance and accountability constraints; financial risk management and 
procurement compliance; monitoring, evaluation, and consequence management; and digital 

governance and infrastructure oversight. The themes emerged inductively from participants' narratives 

and are presented below, along with supporting verbatim extracts. 
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Theme 1: Governance, Accountability, and Compliance Culture 

Participants consistently identified a deteriorating compliance culture and weak accountability structures 

as the primary drivers of municipal governance failure. Across management tiers, the normalization of 

non-compliance was described not as an isolated occurrence but as an institutionally embedded 

behavioral pattern that has progressively displaced accountability as an organizational value. The lack 

of transparency in regulatory compliance was foregrounded as having a direct, measurable impact on 

citizens' perceptions of municipal performance and service delivery quality. 

A particularly prominent concern raised by participants related to the structural contradiction inherent in 

politically driven appointments. Several participants argued that oversight roles within the municipality 

are routinely assigned based on political affiliation rather than professional competence or relevant 

qualifications. This dynamic was identified as fundamentally undermining the governance architecture, 

as it places professionally qualified administrators in positions of accountability to appointees whose 

authority derives from political capital rather than institutional knowledge. The resulting leadership deficit 

weakens the normative and cognitive dimensions of institutional compliance, creating an environment 

in which non-compliance is tacitly tolerated rather than systematically sanctioned. P7 captured this 
compliance culture imperative directly: 

"Compliance discipline should be the mantra, and the DNA within the municipality values as the 

customers heavily rely on the reliability of the services rendered on a daily basis, and any deviation from 

this obligation should have consequential decision-making." 

Participants further observed that the municipality's internal oversight structures lack the independence 

and technical capacity necessary to detect and respond to governance failures in a timely manner. Audit 

committees, performance oversight mechanisms, and internal control functions were described as 
operating under conditions of political interference and resource constraints that limit their effectiveness. 

These findings resonate with Mamokhere (2024) and Negash and Hassan (2024), who identify the 

normative and cognitive institutional pillars as the most persistently underdeveloped dimensions of 

municipal governance in developing country contexts, and with Zungu (2026), who similarly documents 

the chronic weakness of oversight structures across KwaZulu-Natal municipalities. 

Theme 2: Financial Risk Management and Procurement Compliance 

Participants across management tiers articulated significant concerns about procurement irregularities, 

unauthorized expenditures, and the vulnerability of high-volume financial transactions to manipulation 

and collusion. The procurement and SCM environment was consistently described as a high-risk 
domain, where weak authorization controls, conflicts of interest, and collusive relationships between 
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internal officials and external service providers combine to produce persistent financial governance 

failures. 

Participants highlighted that authorization protocol management across all procurement and purchasing 

transactions requires significant strengthening, noting that non-compliance in this area cascades into 

uncontrollable spending patterns that are difficult to reverse once entrenched. The procurement function 
was described as having deviated from its core mandate of adding organizational value through fair, 

transparent, and competitive processes, instead becoming a channel for diverting financial resources 

through irregular means. High-volume, repetitive purchases, specifically water tankers and fuel supplies, 

were identified as particularly susceptible to manipulation and therefore require heightened, consistent 

scrutiny. A novel practitioner-generated intervention proposed by participants was the implementation of 

life skills audits for all personnel handling financial resources, aimed at detecting irreconcilable personal 

net worth relative to declared municipal income as a mechanism for identifying financial misconduct. P8 

identified the collusion risk as the central financial management challenge: 

"The collusion between the internal personnel and the external service provision should be at the front 

and center of the financial management risk mitigation so that any suspicious and untoward transactions 

should be isolated and investigated as soon as they spread and become endemic." 

Participants also raised a less commonly cited but significant financial risk, the cumulative impact of 

routine and repetitive expenditure items such as repairs, maintenance, operations, and general 

overheads. Although individually modest, these transactions were observed to accumulate sizeable 

losses over a financial year when inadequately monitored and insufficiently controlled. This finding 

extends the conventional focus on large-scale procurement irregularities to encompass the systemic 
financial leakage embedded in everyday operational expenditure. These findings are consistent with 

Zungu (2026, p. 9), who documented that 49 of 54 KwaZulu-Natal municipalities reported irregular 

expenditure in both 2022/2023 and 2023/2024 financial years, driven substantially by SCM non-

compliance and absent consequence management, and with AGSA (2025; 2026a) findings that flag 

procurement deviations and conflicts of interest as recurring audit issues across the province. 

Theme 3: Monitoring, Evaluation, and Consequence Management 

Participants identified weak performance monitoring frameworks and the systematic failure to enforce 

consequences for non-compliance as structurally embedded features of the municipal governance 

environment. Performance contracts and service delivery improvement indicators were described as 
insufficiently operationalized, with contractual obligations rarely translated into measurable 

accountability mechanisms that carry real consequences for non-performance. The gap between formal 

performance management architecture and operational reality was identified as a persistent constraint 

on service delivery improvement. 
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Asset management emerged as a specific monitoring deficit, with participants noting that capital assets, 

including machinery, vehicles, equipment, and technological infrastructure, lack transparent 

management systems with regularly updated asset registers. The failure to track depreciation, utilization, 

and value contribution across the asset base was identified as both a financial risk and a governance 

failure, undermining the municipality's ability to maintain service-delivery infrastructure over time. 
Participants further emphasized that financial irregularities that reach the threshold of criminality must 

be escalated through active collaboration with prosecutorial authorities, rather than managed internally 

through disciplinary processes that have historically yielded limited accountability. P11 articulated the 

consequence management imperative most forcefully: 

"Whistle blowers should be encouraged and incentivized, and the transgressors should not be only 

named and shamed but should also face the full might of the law with decisive and stiff convictions." 

Participants also proposed developing a dedicated service-delivery financial risk assessment template 

as a proactive tool to identify and prevent loss-making transactions before they escalate into material 
irregularities affecting service quality. This practitioner-generated recommendation reflects municipal 

officials' awareness that reactive audit responses are insufficient and that preventive control 

mechanisms must be institutionalized within the municipality's operational systems. These observations 

align with the AGSA (2025; 2026b), which consistently identifies weak consequence management, 

inadequate internal controls, and ineffective monitoring mechanisms as key contributors to recurring 

audit failures and governance challenges within municipalities. The findings are further supported by 

Shopola et al. (2025), who document the persistent gap between SDBIP performance commitments and 

actual municipal service delivery outcomes. 

Theme 4: Digital Governance, Infrastructure Oversight, and Institutional Capacity 

Participants identified the municipality's digital governance deficit as a compounding constraint on both 

accountability and the effectiveness of service delivery. Existing risk control systems, processes, and 

procedures were described as fundamentally misaligned with the current digital and technological 

environment, leaving the municipality unable to leverage technology to support financial oversight, 

transaction monitoring, or real-time accountability enforcement. The transition to digitally enabled 

governance was identified not as an aspirational objective but as an urgent operational necessity. P2 

captured the digital transition imperative directly: 

"The risk control systems that are within the systems, processes, and procedures of the municipality are 
not in line with the current digital and technological reality in our society, as there should be a transition 

to online record keeping and strict controls should be attached to reinforce the transparency and 

accountability that could seamlessly identify and ringfence the financial transactions and resource 

wastefulness transgressors." 
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The recruitment and retention of personnel with financial, digital, and technological competencies were 

identified as urgent institutional priorities. Participants observed that skills vacancies in these portfolios 

directly constrain the municipality's capacity to implement digital governance systems, manage financial 

compliance, and respond effectively to service delivery demands. The appointment of technically 

capable and digitally literate officials was framed as a prerequisite for meaningful improvements in 
governance rather than a supplementary administrative concern. 

Participants further raised the broader infrastructure governance challenge, noting that the municipality 

manages critical service infrastructure, including water provision, energy supply, roads, schools, 

sanitation, and refuse collection, without an adaptive, strategic master plan that incorporates 

maintenance schedules, milestone-based interventions, and lifecycle cost planning. The absence of 

such a framework was identified as a primary driver of infrastructure deterioration and reactive rather 

than preventative maintenance spending. These findings support Mofokeng et al. (2025) and Moloto 

(2025), who established that digital transformation in South African local government remains 
constrained by governance weaknesses, fragmented interdepartmental coordination, infrastructural 

deficits, and inadequate human capacity, conditions that directly replicate the participant experiences 

documented in this study. 

Table 4 below presents a consolidated synthesis of key findings from the four themes, along with the 

priority intervention recommendations identified by participants and corroborated by empirical literature. 

Theme 
 

Core Finding Recommended Intervention 

Governance & 
Accountability 

Normalized culture of impunity; 

politically driven appointments 

undermine oversight competence 

Competency-based 

appointments; ethical leadership 

development 

 

Financial Risk & 
Procurement 

Collusive procurement networks; 

high-volume transaction 
manipulation; unmonitored routine 

expenditure 

Life skills audits, real-time 

transaction monitoring, and SCM 
controls 

Monitoring, Evaluation 
& Consequence 

Management 

Absent consequence management, 

weak performance contracts, and 

no prosecutorial escalation 

Whistleblower protection; 

prosecutorial collaboration; 

financial risk templates 

Digital Governance & 
Capacity 

Legacy systems misaligned with 

digital realities; skills vacancies; no 

infrastructure master plan 

Digital transition of record 

keeping; ICT recruitment; 

adaptive infrastructure planning 
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Table 4: Summary of Key Findings and Recommended Interventions 

Source: Researchers' Compilation 

Discussion 

The four themes emerging from thematic analysis collectively illuminate a systemic pattern of 
institutional and governance failures within the selected KwaZulu-Natal municipality. Rather than 

operating as isolated deficiencies, the identified shortfalls are deeply interconnected, reinforcing one 

another in a cycle of institutional dysfunction. Figure 3 below synthesizes the key findings across the 

four themes, illustrating how each governance domain converges toward a common outcome: recurring 

adverse audit results, declining service delivery, and the erosion of public trust. 
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Figure 3: Synthesis of the Key Findings 

Source: Researchers’ Compilation 

The findings of this study illuminate a systemic pattern of institutional and governance failures within the 

selected KwaZulu-Natal municipality, which is theoretically explicable through the convergence of 

institutional and agency theories. The discussion engages each theme in relation to the theoretical 
framework and existing literature. 

Theme 1: Governance, Accountability, and Compliance Culture 

The participant narratives in Theme 1 confirm a profound deterioration in the normative and cognitive 

institutional pillars as conceptualized by Scott (2013). P1's observation that impunity has become 

culturally embedded within the municipality, and P7's call for compliance to constitute the institutional 

DNA of municipal administration, collectively signal that the normative pillar that governs professional 

values, ethical commitments, and codes of conduct has been significantly eroded. Negash and Hassan 

(2024) anticipated this condition precisely, arguing that accountability reforms in developing countries 

fail not because regulatory frameworks are absent but because normative commitment and cognitive 

acceptance of compliance norms remain underdeveloped. This study's findings validate that argument 
empirically within the KwaZulu-Natal municipal context. 

The structural contradiction raised by P1 regarding politically influenced appointments further exposes 

a cognitive institutional failure, the shared understanding among municipal actors that political loyalty 

supersedes professional competence as the basis for appointments. Mamokhere (2024) identified this 

same dynamic in his examination of King IV governance implementation, finding that politically 

influenced appointments and leadership instability consistently undermine governance effectiveness. 

From an agency theory perspective, Jensen and Meckling (1976) would characterize this as a severe 
principal-agent misalignment: the principal's interest in competent, accountable administration is 

systematically subverted by agents whose appointment owes more to political networks than to 

governance capacity. 

Theme 2: Financial Risk Management and Procurement Compliance 

The procurement-related findings across P2, P4, P8, P9, P10, and P3 collectively construct a picture of 

a financial governance environment riddled with information asymmetries, collusive networks, and 

control failures, precisely the conditions that agency theory identifies as generative of moral hazard. 

P8's identification of internal-external collusion as a central risk, and P10's flagging of high-volume 

repetitive purchases as manipulation-prone, are empirically consistent with Zungu (2026, p. 9), who 
documented that 49 of 54 KwaZulu-Natal municipalities reported irregular expenditure in both 
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2022/2023 and 2023/2024 financial years, driven substantially by SCM non-compliance and collusive 

procurement practices. 

P9's recommendation for life skills audits to detect irreconcilable personal net worth is a novel 

practitioner-generated intervention that extends beyond conventional audit recommendations. It reflects 

an awareness among municipal officials themselves that financial misconduct is not always detectable 
through transaction-level controls alone but requires lifestyle-based surveillance mechanisms. This 

aligns with Fourie and van der Waldt's (2023) finding that oversight failures persist not only because of 

weak systems but because implicated officials actively subvert monitoring mechanisms. P3's 

observation regarding the cumulative financial impact of routine and repetitive expenditure further 

reinforces the AGSA's (2025; 2026a) recurring concern that fruitless and wasteful expenditure 

accumulates incrementally across financial years, often escaping scrutiny until it reaches material 

thresholds. 

Theme 3: Monitoring, Evaluation, and Consequence Management 

The findings under Theme 3 expose a critical implementation gap between the municipality's formal 

performance management architecture and its operational reality. P5's observation that performance 
contracts and improvement indicators remain insufficiently operationalized reflects what Shopola et al. 

(2025) described as the chronic disconnect between SDBIP commitments and actual service delivery 

performance in South African municipalities. The absence of meaningful consequence management, 

identified by P11 as requiring both whistleblower protection and decisive prosecution, is the single most 

recurrent finding across the empirical and audit literature reviewed. 

The findings further suggest that consequence management should not be viewed solely as a 

compliance mechanism, but as a critical governance instrument that shapes organizational behavior 
and accountability. Consistent with the observations of Negash and Hassan (2024), the absence of 

meaningful sanctions weakens the principal-agent relationship by reducing incentives for compliance 

and ethical conduct. P4's call for prosecutorial collaboration, therefore, reflects a broader demand for 

governance systems capable of translating audit findings into corrective action. Furthermore, P5’s 

proposal for a service delivery financial risk assessment template represents a practitioner-level 

innovation that, if institutionalized, could strengthen preventative controls by identifying high-risk 

transactions before they result in material irregularities or irregular expenditure. This recommendation 

aligns with Zungu's (2026) emphasis on proactive risk management and preventative governance 
mechanisms within municipalities. 
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Theme 4: Digital Governance, Infrastructure Oversight, and Institutional Capacity 

The digital governance deficit articulated across P2, P3, and P6 reflects a broader structural condition 

documented throughout the literature. P2's argument that existing risk control systems are misaligned 

with current digital realities, and P3's identification of digital and technological skills recruitment as an 

urgent priority, are consistent with Mofokeng et al (2025), who established that sustained investment in 

digital infrastructure significantly enhances the effectiveness of local governance, but that 

implementation remains constrained by institutional and capacity-related challenges. 

Moloto (2025), publishing in this same journal, found that governance weaknesses, inadequate 

leadership, and fragmented interdepartmental coordination have slowed progress in digital 

transformation in South African municipalities. This finding directly mirrors the conditions described by 

participants in this study. The convergence of these findings across two independent qualitative studies 

strengthens the empirical case that digital transformation failure in South African local government is not 

primarily a technological problem but an institutional and governance one. P6's call for an adaptive 

infrastructure master plan further connects to the AGSA's (2025; 2026a) repeated finding that 

municipalities managing critical service infrastructure like water, energy, roads, and sanitation lack the 
strategic planning architecture necessary to prevent systemic deterioration. This infrastructure 

governance gap is not merely operational; it represents a failure of the regulative institutional pillar to 

enforce the planning and maintenance obligations mandated under the Municipal Systems Act. 

Collectively, the four themes confirm that governance failure in the selected KwaZulu-Natal municipality 

is neither episodic nor isolated. It is structurally rooted in the simultaneous collapse of all three 

institutional pillars: regulative, normative, and cognitive, compounded by multi-level agency failures that 

persist in the absence of consequence management, digital oversight capacity, and professionalized 
leadership. 

Managerial Implication 

The study provides plausible recommendations for public sector policy-makers, authorities, and officials 
to prioritize municipal service consumers and customers as the front and center of their deliberations 

and execution. The multiplier effect of the interruption and the instability of service delivery due to 

organizational internal financial injustices and wasteful expenditure misdemeanors should be rooted out 

across all sections and departments, and the perpetrators should be named and shamed, while the 

transgressors should face the full might of the law without fear or favor. Executive and Management 

should also develop financial risk control mechanisms, and the delegation of authority should be 

structured so that deviations from the judicious are speedily identified and put under control before they 

escalate into larger financial delinquency. The authorities' investment in continued capacity building in 
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the architecture of corporate governance, risk-mitigation behavior, institutional capacity sustainability, 

and the adoption of technological processes and systems should be a top priority. 

Conclusion 

The study revealed a significant gap between the prescriptions, implementation, and oversight of the 
financial risk assessment and control protocols, with undesirable outcomes suggesting reluctance to 

adhere to the mandatory management and procurement behavioral discipline. The ethos of 

accountability and governance is a key ingredient in institutional stability and certainty, as echoed in 

both the literature and the empirical contributions to the study. The findings illuminated the abdication of 

prudent financial practices, exposing the entity to a risk-control conundrum and catastrophic losses, and 

an unabated culture of mismanagement. It should be borne in mind that the procurement function is the 

metric by which public officials act without impunity and with contempt for a balanced organizational 
bottom line, survivability, and sustainability. The findings also flagged a fundamental vacuum that should 

be addressed by consequential management timeous intervention and the application of cognate 

regulatory justice to bring the perpetrators to book and align with the proper ethos of good corporate 

governance. The decision-makers and those entrusted with fiduciary executive authority or obligations 

from an institutional perspective should expedite regulatory, cognitive, and normative problem-solving 

with intentionality and strategic determination, so that local government institutions provide the public 

good and societal value ethically and with trustworthiness. 
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