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Abstract:

Leadership stability is a critical factor influencing programme continuity, employee morale, and
organisational performance in the public sector. In South Africa, government departments frequently
experience leadership transitions due to political redeployments and administrative restructuring. While
such changes are often inevitable, frequent transitions may disrupt strategic direction, weaken
institutional memory, and delay programme implementation. This study explores the impact of frequent
leadership transitions on programme continuity within a selected South African government department.
A qualitative research approach was adopted to examine employees lived experiences of leadership
change. Using purposive sampling, 10 participants including senior managers and programme
managers were selected based on their involvement in programme implementation and experience with
leadership transitions. Data were collected through structured interviews and analysed using thematic
analysis. The study was guided by Stewardship Theory and Institutional Theory to interpret the
relationship between leadership behaviour, institutional structures, and programme stability. The findings
reveal that frequent leadership transitions disrupt programme continuity by shifting strategic priorities,
revising operational plans, and reallocating resources. Leadership preferences significantly influence
departmental direction, while transition periods create uncertainty that negatively affects staff morale,
productivity, and long-term planning. The study recommends institutionalising structured leadership
transition protocols, strengthening programme continuity mechanisms, and improving communication
and staff support during leadership changes. These measures can enhance organisational stability and

sustain service delivery in government departments.
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Introduction

Leadership stability is a critical human resource factor influencing organisational performance,
employee engagement, and programme effectiveness in the public sector. In South Africa (SA), frequent
leadership transitions often associated with political redeployments and administrative restructuring
have become a recurring feature of government departments. These transitions may disrupt institutional
memory, weaken employee morale, and undermine continuity in programme implementation, thereby
affecting service delivery outcomes. Within this context, the study explored the influence of leadership
changes on programme implementation in a selected government department in South Africa
(henceforth, Department SA). Previous studies indicate that leadership changes can fragment strategic
direction, delay decision-making, and erode trust between employees and management (Masiba &
Xegwana, 2024; Arifin, Farma, Maarif, Murbani & Prihartanto, 2025). From a human resource
management perspective, such instability influences employees’ psychological contracts, adaptive
behaviour, and commitment to organisational goals. When leadership transitions are poorly managed,
uncertainty increases, communication deteriorates, and employees may disengage from programme
objectives (Lerutla & Steyn, 2022). Despite growing interest in leadership and employee well-being in
the public sector, limited qualitative research has examined how senior managers and programme
managers experience leadership transitions and how these experiences shape programme
implementation. Masiba and Xegwana (2024) emphasise that persistent leadership transitions often
fragment organisational vision and compromise project coherence, thereby impeding developmental
outcomes. Similarly, Schwartz (2012), as cited in Sihotang, Gilpin, Kolshus, Jaffe and Heifetz, (2022),
highlights that abrupt leadership changes disrupt ongoing projects, resulting in inefficiencies and
fragmented decision-making. Building on these perspectives, Arifin et al. (2025) argue that leadership
transitions interfere with organisational processes by disrupting timelines, delaying approvals and
introducing new strategic directions mid-implementation. Such disruptions can erode institutional
memory and hinder organisational learning. Gusha (2022) further reinforces the point that leadership is
central to public programme success, as it influences policy execution, coordination and accountability
mechanisms. Collectively, these studies suggest that leadership instability, while sometimes inevitable,
presents a persistent challenge to maintaining programme coherence and organisational performance.
When leadership changes occur without sufficient continuity mechanisms or knowledge transfer,
programme implementation may suffer from delays, misalignment and diminished accountability.
Without proper continuity mechanisms or structured knowledge transfer, incoming leaders may lack the
context needed to make informed decisions, leading to delays in programme activities, misalignment
with strategic objectives and weakened accountability among the staff responsible for implementation.
Exploring how employees perceive and navigate these transitions can therefore generate actionable

insights to strengthen programme stability, governance consistency and service delivery performance.
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According to Arifin et al. (2025), leadership transitions frequently disrupt policy implementation and
strategic decision-making, hindering the advancement of programmes initiated by previous leaders.
Building on this premise, the present study investigates how leadership instability (independent variable)
affects the continuity and effectiveness of programme implementation (dependent variable) in
Department SA. The study assumed that leadership transitions create organisational uncertainty, that
employees’ adaptive responses shape programme outcomes and that institutional culture and
communication practices mediate these effects. This study addresses this gap by exploring employees’
lived experiences of leadership change in Department SA. Guided by Institutional Theory and
Stewardship Theory, the study investigates how leadership instability affects programme continuity, staff
morale, and operational efficiency. The aim of this study is to explore the impact of frequent leadership
transitions on programme continuity in Department SA, with a view to identifying mechanisms that can

enhance stability and sustain service delivery outcomes.
The objectives of the study are as follows:

e To critically examine the extent to which frequent leadership transitions influence the
sustainability of programme continuity within a South African government department.

e To develop evidence-based recommendations and practical strategies for mitigating the
adverse effects of leadership transitions and strengthening the sustainability of programme

continuity within the department.

Subsequently in pursuit of the research objectives the following research questions were developed

below:

e To what extent do frequent leadership transitions influence the sustainability of programme
continuity within a South African government department?

e What evidence-based recommendations and practical strategies can be implemented to
mitigate the adverse effects of leadership transitions and strengthen the sustainability of

programme continuity within the department?

The study concludes by acknowledging its limitations, outlining potential directions for future research,
and summarising the key findings of the study. It further provides final recommendations aimed at

addressing the challenges identified and enhancing programme implementation within the public sector.
Literature Review

The literature review critically synthesises both seminal and contemporary scholarly works,
organisational reports and relevant industry publications to establish a robust conceptual and empirical
foundation for a study (Schindler, 2022). In line with Creswell and Creswell (2023), the literature review

systematically presents and analyses findings from previous research directly aligned with the study’s
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focus, thereby contextualising the investigation within established academic discourse. Accordingly, this
literature review explores the theoretical underpinnings and empirical evidence regarding leadership
change, its impact on programme implementation and the contextual dynamics in Department SA.
Leadership plays a critical role in shaping public-sector performance, especially in the successful
implementation of strategic programmes. When leadership changes occur in government departments,
they often create instability, undermining the consistency of programme implementation and policy
execution, hindering project progress and weakening staff morale. Although programme managers
desire to complete certain programmes, a change in leadership may affect programme finalisation. This
study focuses on leadership transitions and their influence on programme implementation within the
organisation. Literature review will discuss theoretical framework for the study and conceptual

framework below.
Theoretical Framework for the Study

Kumar (2019) asserts that a theoretical framework refers to the set of theories or key issues that form
the foundation and guide the direction of a study. This research investigates the influence of leadership
changes on programme implementation in Department SA. The study contributes theoretically to the
existing knowledge on leadership changes and programme implementation. To make sense of this

relationship, the study applies Institutional Theory.
Institutional Theory

The theory emphasises that organisations often conform to established norms, regulations, and
cognitive frameworks to gain legitimacy rather than to improve efficiency or performance (DiMaggio &
Powell, 1983; Agyei-Ababio, Ansong & Assa-Agyei, 2023). It highlights the influence of external
pressures and institutional expectations on organisational practices (Cakar & Danisman, 2020, cited in
Yilmaz, 2023). This perspective is relevant to the study as it helps explain how leadership changes affect
programme implementation in a highly politicised government environment in South Africa. Khassawneh
and Elrehail (2022) emphasise that institutional theory investigates the enduring and complex
dimensions of social structures and is extensively applied in both sociology and organisational studies.
Struckell, Ojha, Patel and Dhir (2022) further highlight that institutional theory provides a framework for
understanding why many organisations develop remarkably similar characteristics over time. This
theoretical viewpoint is particularly relevant to the present study, which seeks to evaluate the influence
of leadership changes on programme implementation in Department SA; a context characterised by a
highly politicised operating environment. Moreover, Pursey et al. (2009), as cited in Struckell et al. (2022)
assert that institutional theory is widely recognised as a leading framework for organisational analysis,
providing valuable insights into how structural and normative pressures shape organisational behaviour

and continuity.
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Stewardship Theory

The theory assumes that managers and executives act in the organisation’s best interests, guided by
trust, accountability, and collective responsibility. A stewardship climate is characterised by trust, low
power distance, and collaboration and promotes positive leader—subordinate relationships (Sharma &
Singh, 2022). According to Cribb (2006), cited in Khikmah, Rohman and Januarti (2023), such
organisations build accountability through mutual trust in goal setting. Stewardship Theory thus
illustrates that leadership transitions need not cause dysfunction, as responsible leaders can maintain
stability and progress through values of trust, duty, and intrinsic motivation. Sharma and Singh (2022)
emphasise that a stewardship-oriented climate is characterised by trust, high involvement, low power
distance, performance orientation, and collectivism, thereby fostering positive and collaborative
relationships between leaders and subordinates. Similarly, Cribb (2006) as cited in Khikmah et al. (2023)
highlight that organisations that adopt a stewardship approach develop strong accountability
mechanisms grounded in mutual trust between principals and agents, which are reflected in the
establishment and pursuit of strategic goals. The application of stewardship theory is particularly
relevant in the context of leadership transitions, as it demonstrates that changes at the leadership level

do not necessarily lead to organisational dysfunction.
Linking the Theories to Research Objectives

The first objective of the study was to critically examine the extent to which frequent leadership
transitions influence the sustainability of programme continuity within a South African government
department. This objective is best explained through institutional theory, which highlights the role of
norms, rules and organisational structures in ensuring stability (Yilmaz, 2023). Institutional theory
suggests that organisations rely on established routines and institutional memory to sustain long-term
initiatives (Agyei-Ababio et al., 2023). However, frequent leadership changes often destabilise these
institutionalised processes, leading to inconsistent priorities, policy reversals and disrupted programme
delivery. By applying this theory, the study can uncover how institutional strengths and weaknesses
shape the resilience of programmes during leadership instability. The second objective of the study was
to develop evidence-based recommendations and practical strategies for mitigating the adverse effects
of leadership transitions and strengthening the sustainability of programme continuity within the
department. This aligns with both institutional theory and stewardship theory; stewardship theory holds
that leaders are stewards who act in the best interests of the organisation rather than pursuing personal
agendas (Kolawole et al., 2024). By applying stewardship theory, the study can assess whether the
strategies in place promote accountability, trust and collective responsibility among leaders and staff
(Khikmah et al., 2023). Taken together, these theories offer a holistic framework for both diagnosis and

solution: institutional theory provides structural safeguards and processes to anchor continuity
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(Khassawneh & Elrehail, 2022; Yilmaz, 2023); and stewardship theory emphasises trust, accountability
and long-term commitment to organisational objectives (Khikmah et al., 2023; Kolawole et al., 2024;
Sharma & Singh, 2022).

Research objectives Theory

= To critically examine the extent to which frequent leadership | Institutional Theory
transitions influence the sustainability of programme continuity

within a South African government department.

= To develop evidence-based recommendations and practical | Both Stewardship Theory and
strategies for mitigating the adverse effects of leadership | Institutional Theory
transitions and strengthening the sustainability of programme

continuity within the department.

Table 1: Linking the Theories to Research Objectives
Conceptual Framework for the Study

Kumar (2019) asserts that a conceptual framework refers to the theories or key issues that form the
foundation or framework of a study. Kumar (2019) further asserts that an independent variable is the
factor believed to trigger or influence changes in a particular phenomenon or situation. A more recent
study by Creswell and Creswell (2023) explains that a conceptual framework illustrates the relationships
among variables, wherein dependent variables are those that rely on or are influenced by independent
variables. Figure 1 presents a conceptual framework linking leadership (independent variable) to
programme implementation (dependent variable), with relational factors at the centre. This framework
shows that leadership practices and stability (independent variable) directly influence programme
implementation outcomes (dependent variable) and that this relationship is mediated by organisational

and relational factors, including trust, accountability and motivation.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for the study

Impact of Leadership Change on Public Sector Performance

Leadership transitions are a recurring feature in the public sector, often resulting from ministerial
reshuffles, political considerations or administrative restructuring. While such transitions are typically
justified as mechanisms to realign policy direction, they also reconfigure organisational dynamics in
ways that influence performance outcomes. Kumalo and Scheepers (2021) argue that ministerial
reshuffles frequently prioritise political alignment over continuity, producing leaders whose mandates
reflect the preferences of incoming executives rather than existing institutional trajectories. This
politicised appointment process can slow decision-making and reduce administrative responsiveness,
particularly when new leaders dismantle or redirect inherited initiatives. However, disruptions extend
beyond policy realignment. Masiba and Xegwana (2024) highlight institutional consequences — loss of
institutional memory, shifting priorities and a fragmented organisational vision — which weaken long-term
programme coherence. Their focus contrasts with Kumalo and Scheepers’ (2021) emphasis on political
process by illustrating organisational and behavioural impacts, such as eroded staff morale and
uncertainty over strategic direction. Gusha (2022) advances a more solution-oriented perspective,
contending that leadership stability promotes uninterrupted programme execution and enhances
performance but offers limited insight into how such stability can be institutionalised in politically volatile

settings such as in South Africa. Together, these studies suggest that leadership transitions affect
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performance through intertwined political, structural and behavioural mechanisms: political turnover
reshapes priorities, structural disruption weakens organisational systems and morale and motivation
shift at the staff level. Yet the literature treats these dimensions separately rather than examining how
they reinforce one another. For instance, political appointments may trigger operational delays not only
because of strategic shifts (Kumalo & Scheepers, 2021) but because disrupted institutional memory
leaves administrative leaders without sufficient continuity to carry long-term programmes forward
(Masiba & Xegwana, 2024).

Programme Implementation in the Context of Leadership Instability

Programme implementation in the public sector relies not only on planning and resource allocation but
on leadership continuity that sustains strategic direction over time. While leadership is widely recognised
as a driver of national development and organisational performance (Gusha, 2022), instability in
leadership introduces systemic vulnerabilities that interrupt programme execution. Arifin et al. (2025)
argues that frequent changes at the top can delay funding decisions, alter established timelines, or shift
priorities midstream, thereby disrupting programme coherence and continuity. However, this operational
focus underestimates the institutional and cognitive consequences of instability. Sihotang et al. (2022)
extend the analysis by emphasising the erosion of institutional memory and diminished policy alignment,
suggesting that leadership continuity is necessary not only for maintaining timelines but for ensuring that
programmes retain coherence across political cycles. Together, these perspectives suggest that
instability affects implementation through both structural disruptions and loss of organisational
knowledge, rather than simply through paused operations. Research also contrasts the enabling effects
of strong, consistent leadership with the fragility produced by weak or volatile leadership environments.
Zada, Khan, Saeed, Zada and Jun (2023) and Gusha (2022) argue that effective leadership sustains
strategic alignment, maintains momentum and protects long-term initiatives from administrative drift.
Their perspective assumes a stable leadership environment; however, it does not fully explain how such
stability can be preserved in public sector contexts characterised by political turnover. In contrast,
Masiba and Xegwana (2024) focus on the South African public sector, showing that frequent leadership
changes, coupled with weak governance structures, undermine programme implementation and
increase the risk of systemic failure. This contrast reflects a deeper tension: while leadership is a
mechanism for programme success, it can also become a point of fragility when leadership roles are
embedded within politically unstable contexts. Notably, much of the literature identifies effects of
instability without unpacking the mechanisms that translate leadership turnover into implementation
breakdown. Evidence points toward two interconnected pathways: procedural disruptions, such as
delayed approvals and shifting timelines (Arifin et al., 2025), and organisational disruptions, such as
reduced morale and fragmented institutional knowledge (Sihotang et al., 2022; Masiba & Xegwana,

2024). Understanding these pathways opens up a more strategic view of mitigation. Rather than
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assuming that stability is the only solution, continuity could be preserved through institutionalized
succession processes, administrative stewardship, or governance frameworks that maintain programme

direction despite leadership change.
Knowledge Gap

The literature indicates that leadership is central to public-sector performance and programme
implementation; however, important limitations remain. International literature recognises leadership as
central to public-sector performance and programme implementation (Arifin et al., 2025; Engida, Alemu
& Mulugeta, 2022; Sihotang et al., 2022). Stewardship theory (Donaldson & Davis, 1991, cited in
Khikmah et al., 2023) and institutional theory (Keskin et al., 2016, cited in Yilmaz, 2023) collectively
emphasise motivation, custodial responsibility and structural alignment as foundations for continuity.
However, much of the international literature assumes relative leadership stability and insufficiently
examines the compounded effects of frequent leadership turnover on programme continuity. Nationally,
South African studies highlight the disruptive consequences of politically driven leadership changes,
including shifting priorities, weakened institutional memory and reduced staff morale (Gusha, 2022;
Kumalo & Scheepers, 2021; Masiba & Xegwana, 2024). Additional research demonstrates the cultural
and psychological impact of transitions on employees (Hay et al., 2020, cited in Nel & Van Niekerk,
2023; Pillay & Alers, 2024). However, these studies tend to address political, structural or behavioural
dimensions separately, without integrating them into a comprehensive analysis of programme
implementation outcomes. Regionally and locally, there is limited empirical evidence on how public
officials perceive the effectiveness of transition strategies, such as succession planning, communication
and knowledge management (Atiku et al., 2023; Farah et al., 2020). Therefore, a key gap remains: the
absence of integrative, context-specific research examining how frequent leadership transitions interact
with institutional, cultural and behavioural factors to influence programme continuity in Department SA.
This study addresses this gap by analysing these dynamics in Department SA and applying stewardship

and institutional theory to propose resilient approaches for sustaining programme implementation.
Methods and Data

Research Design

According to Schindler (2022), research design serves as a plan or framework for achieving the
objectives of a study. Creswell and Creswell (2023) further note that research designs can take various
forms, including explanatory, descriptive, exploratory, and correlational designs. Leavy (2022) highlights
that explanatory research is used to explain causes and effects, identify correlations, and explain why
phenomena occur, thereby fulfilling a central purpose in social research. Schindler (2022) points out that

descriptive study seeks to characterize or define a subject, often by developing a profile of a group,
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issue, or event, through gathering data and compiling frequency tables for research variables or their
interactions. Adu and Miles (2024) assert that the objective of correlational research is to identify and
examine relationships between two or more variables without necessarily establishing a cause-and-
effect link. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) assert that an exploratory study investigates an issue,
problem, or phenomenon to enhance or clarify understanding. The study employed exploratory research
design to explore and gain a clearer understanding of the problem. Leavy (2022) asserts that exploratory
research enables researchers to address gaps in knowledge on a new or underexplored topic, or to
examine it from a fresh perspective to generate different and emerging insights. This research design
allowed the researcher to investigate the relatively underexplored relationship between leadership
changes and programme implementation in the public sector, providing deeper insights and generating
a clearer understanding of the problem. An interpretivism research philosophy was adopted for this
study, as it aimed to explore individuals’ subjective meanings and lived experiences within their

organisational setting.
Research Strategy and Approach

Remenyi and Money (2012), as cited in Hanafizadeh and Shafia (2021), describe a research strategy
as a comprehensive framework that guides a scientific study. It involves defining the research questions
and objectives, choosing suitable methods and techniques, and aligning these with the researcher’s
philosophical perspective. This study used qualitative research approach for assessing how frequent
leadership changes affect operational efficiency and provide actionable recommendations to ensure
continuity in programme implementation during leadership transitions. Since leadership transitions are
complex social and organisational phenomena, qualitative methods provide the flexibility to probe
deeper into contextual factors and organisational dynamics that may be overlooked in quantitative
approaches (Leavy, 2022). This study employed thematic analysis to examine the qualitative data
obtained from structured interviews. The method enabled the researcher to interpret different
dimensions of the topic by systematically organising and presenting the data in depth. According to
Saunders et al. (2023), thematic analysis is well-suited for exploring participants’ experiences and

perceptions, as it helps reveal underlying meanings and patterns within the data.
Target Population and Sampling

The target population for this study comprised of 274 employees in in Department SA. Given the
qualitative nature of this study, a sample was selected to reflect the target population. The target
population refers to the individuals, events, or records that hold the necessary information to address
the research question (Schindler, 2022). The study used a non-probability sampling approach,
specifically purposive sampling, to identify participants with direct experience in leadership transitions

and programme implementation in Department SA. Non-probability sampling is appropriate for
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qualitative research because it allows the researcher to deliberately select individuals who are
information-rich and can provide deep insights into the phenomenon under investigation (Creswell &
Creswell, 2023). For this study, the sample of 10 participants were drawn from Senior Management who
have overseen or implemented major programmes during leadership transitions at the selected
Government Department, as well as Programme Managers responsible for executing key programmes
within the Department. Saunders et al. (2023) assert that a sample is a smaller subset or portion drawn
from the target population. Sample size is determined by the principle of data saturation, a widely used
approach in qualitative research that ensures interviews continue until no new themes emerge (Adu &
Miles, 2024). A small sample is considered sufficient to achieve data saturation and allow for in-depth
qualitative analysis, particularly when participants share relevant experiences related to the research
focus. Inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied for this study to enhance the suitability of the
sampling strategy by ensuring that only participants with relevant experience informed the findings. The

inclusion and exclusion criteria of the study were as follows:

e Inclusion: Senior or programme managers in Department SA who had directly overseen or
implemented key programmes during leadership transitions and were willing and available
to participate in a face-to-face structured interview were included.

e Exclusion: Senior employees who had not been directly involved in programme or project
implementation and had not experienced leadership transitions were excluded from the
study. Employees unwilling or unable to provide informed consent were also excluded from

the study.
Data Collection

Data was collected through structured, face-to-face interviews conducted at a selected Government
Department office. According to Creswell and Creswell (2023), qualitative researchers are responsible
for directly collecting data through methods such as participant interviews, document analysis, or
observation of behaviours within the units of study. Each interview comprised two sections: demographic
information and thematic questions and lasted approximately 45 minutes. The thematic questions
focused on key areas, including leadership transitions, programme implementation, challenges
experienced by staff during periods of leadership change, current strategies employed to manage
leadership transitions in relation to programme delivery, and barriers that hinder effective programme

implementation.
Pilot Testing, Data Analysis, and Ethics

A pilot study was undertaken for this study with a small sample of two participants using the proposed
interview questions. This exercise enabled the researcher to assess the clarity, relevance, and reliability

of the questions, as well as to identify potential challenges that might arise during the data collection
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process. For this study, thematic analysis was employed to analyze the qualitative data obtained from
the structured interviews. With participants’ consent, all interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and subsequently coded manually using Microsoft Excel. Creswell and Creswell (2023) assert
that thematic analysis is a widely used method in qualitative research because it provides a flexible yet
rigorous approach to identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or themes within data.
Trustworthiness was maintained by ensuring consistency and transparency throughout the research
process, thereby guaranteeing that the findings accurately represented the participants’ perspectives
and experiences, rather than being influenced by the researcher’s personal biases or assumptions.
Ethical considerations were observed by obtaining informed consent from all participants, ensuring that
no harm came to them, maintaining confidentiality and anonymity, and securing the necessary approval

to conduct the study. Permission to carry out the research was granted by Department SA.

Results

Demographic Information

A total of 10 participants were interviewed for this study. Participants were purposively selected for their
involvement in programme implementation and their experience working under different leadership
structures in the department. The sample consisted primarily of senior managers, programme managers
and departmental officials who possessed direct knowledge of organisational processes and leadership
transitions. The demographic information — age distribution, gender composition, highest level of
education, years of work experience in the department, experience with leadership change and the
number of leadership transitions experienced — is presented in graphical form to provide a clear overview

of participant characteristics.
Participants Age

This section outlines the age distribution of the study participants. The majority of participants (70%)
were aged between 50 years and 60 years and above, reflecting considerable professional maturity and

extensive institutional experience (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Age Group

Figure 2 indicates that the majority of participants, six (60%), were aged between 50 and 59 years,
followed by three (30%) aged 40—49 years and one (10%) was aged 60 years and above. No participants
fell within the under-40 age categories. This age distribution reflects a cohort characterised by
substantial professional maturity and extensive institutional experience. Consequently, the participants
are well positioned to provide informed, reflective and contextually grounded perspectives on leadership
transitions and their implications for programme implementation in the department. The age group aligns
with the statement reported in the Parliament of the Republic of South Africa that “in 2025, youth account
for approximately 27% of public servants, totalling over 347,000 individuals who fall within the 31- to 35-
year-old age group (South Africa, 2026). The highest youth representation was in administrative,
finance, supply chain and technical roles, with women constituting the majority of youth employees in
the public sector”.

Participants Gender

The inclusion of participants’ gender in this study provides demographic context and allows for a more
comprehensive understanding of the perspectives shared, as reporting it contributes to the transparency
and credibility of the research findings. The demographic profile presented in Figure 3 indicates that the
majority of participants in the study were male (70%), while females constituted 30% of the sample, with

no non-disclosures recorded.
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Figure 3: Participants Gender

These findings suggest that male employees are more prominently represented within the leadership
levels of Department SA. The overrepresentation of males may reflect broader gender patterns within
senior management or strategic positions in the public sector, where leadership roles have historically
been male-dominated. Despite progress in recent years, particularly at the middle-management level,

leadership positions in the public sector remain largely dominated by men (Statistics South Africa, 2024).
Participants Level of Education

This section presents the participants’ level of education. The participants in this study demonstrated a
diverse spectrum of educational qualifications, with the majority holding postgraduate degrees. Figure
6 shows that three participants (30%) held Honours degrees, while six (60%) held Master’s degrees,
indicating that 90% of the sample held postgraduate-level qualifications. Only one participant (10%) held

a Diploma.

A3: Highest Qualification
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Figure 4: Highest Level of Education

This distribution indicates that the sample is relatively highly educated compared with the 2013 National
School of Government study, which surveyed a cohort of 1 572 public servants and found that 49% of
managers held postgraduate qualifications (Jarbandhan, 2022). The predominance of postgraduate

qualifications suggests a strong capacity for analytical reasoning, critical reflection and strategic insight,
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which may enhance participants’ understanding of departmental processes and enable them to provide
well-informed perspectives on leadership transitions and their implications for programme

implementation.
Participants Number of Years with the Department

This section presents the number of years the participants have worked in Department SA. The
participants in this study had varying levels of work experience, ranging from 2 years to over 15 years,

reflecting a diverse span of professional exposure in the department (Figure 5).

Participants Working Experience at the Department

10

5 A Sy A - '

0
0-1 Year 2-5 Years 6-10 Years 11-15 Years Above 15 Years

m Participants Working Experience at the Department

Figure 5: Participants Working Experience at the Department

Figure 5 illustrates that the majority of participants (90%) possessed more than 10 years of professional
experience, indicating that the sample predominantly comprises seasoned professionals. A smaller
proportion of participants (10%) reported 2-5 years of experience, while no participants fell within the
0—1 year or 6-10 years categories. This distribution suggests that the study’s findings are primarily
informed by individuals with substantial tenure in the department, thereby providing potentially richer,
more nuanced insights into the effects of leadership transitions and organisational practices over time.
Makhwiting and Bruhns (2025) assert that the duration of service suggests that the workforce is relatively

experienced and maintains stability.
Experience of Leadership Change in the Department

This section examines whether the participants experienced any leadership changes in the department.
The purpose was to establish the prevalence of leadership transitions among participants, thereby
providing contextual grounding for the analysis of their experiences and perceptions. Figure 6 shows

that all ten participants in the study reported experiencing leadership changes in the department.
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Experienced Leadership Change in the Department
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Figure 6: Experience of leadership change in the Department

This indicates that leadership transitions are a universal experience among the sampled group,
suggesting that such changes are a common and significant feature of the department’s environment.
The fact that 100% of participants experienced this suggests that leadership turnover is frequent and
potentially impactful on employees, programmes and organisational stability. Masiba and Xegwana
(2024) argue that persistent changes in leadership often fragment organisational vision and compromise
project alignment, thereby undermining the consistency required for effective developmental outcomes.
In this context, recurring leadership turnover may not only influence staff morale and operational

processes but also impede the department’s ability to sustain long-term strategic objectives.
Number of Leadership Changes in the Department

This section outlines the number of leadership changes experienced by the participants from
Department SA. It provides contextual insight into the extent of leadership transitions encountered by
participants, which is critical for understanding their perceptions and experiences related to leadership
stability and organisational performance. Figure 7 shows that all participants (100%) experienced three
or more leadership changes, indicating that leadership turnover is systemic rather than incidental in the

department.
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Figure 7: Number of Leadership Changes

This finding aligns with Farah, Elias, De Clercy and Rowe (2020), who argue that frequent leadership
transitions can disrupt strategic continuity, weaken programme implementation and reduce employee
morale. Similarly, Atiku et al. (2023) emphasise that without structured succession planning, repeated

changes increase operational,
Thematic Analysis of Qualitative Data

This section presents the key themes derived from the thematic analysis of interview data exploring how
leadership transitions influence programme implementation in Department SA. Ten participants were
interviewed and assigned codes (Participant 1 — Participant 10) to ensure confidentiality. According to
Saunders et al. (2023), thematic analysis is a six-phase process consisting of data familiarisation,

coding, theme generation, theme review, theme definition and report writing (Figure 8).

e  —

Data

Coding of Theme Theme Theme Report

familiariza

; data generation review Definition
tion

writing

Figure 8: Thematic analysis process (Source: Saunders et al. (2023))

o Familiarisation with data: The data analysis process began with the researcher repeatedly
listening to the audio-recorded interview data obtained with participants' consent to
familiarise herself with the responses. The recordings were subsequently transcribed
verbatim to preserve the authenticity of the participants’ responses and ensure the accuracy

and reliability of the information collected. This phase allowed the researcher to immerse
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themself in the data, identify preliminary ideas and develop an overall sense of recurring
concepts and experiences expressed by participants (Saunders et al. 2023).

e Coding of data: Schindler (2022) points out that coding for content analysis begins with
deciding on the specific units of data to examine. After transcription, the researcher coded
the raw qualitative data into manageable categories, systematically identifying, labelling and
grouping data segments that shared similar meanings or ideas to support theme
development.

e The coding process was conducted manually in Microsoft Excel. Although specialised
software, such as NVivo and MAXQDA, valued for efficiency, dependability and capacity to
manage large volumes of data (Leavy, 2022), is commonly used for qualitative data
analysis, Microsoft Excel was used in this study, given its functionality for organising,
categorising and tracking emerging patterns (Greener & Martelli, 2018).

e Theme generation: Following coding, the researcher generated themes, searching for
patterns in the coded data that captured shared meanings across participants’ experiences
and that aligned with the research objectives (Adu & Miles, 2024).

e Theme review: The identified themes were then reviewed to determine whether the themes
were supported by sufficient evidence from participants’ responses and were distinct from
one another; thereafter, they were refined to ensure they accurately reflected the data.
Themes that were not strongly supported were merged, revised or removed to improve
analytical clarity and coherence (Adu & Miles, 2024).

e Theme definition: After refining the themes, each theme was clearly defined and
appropriately named to ensure it accurately represented the underlying meaning of the
grouped data (Saunders et al., 2023). Clear definitions helped explain how each theme
contributed to answering the research questions and achieving the study objectives.

e Report writing: The final phase, presenting and communicating the findings, involved
documenting the findings and interpreting the results in relation to the existing literature and
the research objectives (Schindler, 2022). Thematic analysis enabled the researcher to
present participants’ lived experiences in a structured manner, generating meaningful

insights and recommendations for practice in Department SA.

Table 2 summarises the key recurring themes identified from the participants’ responses.

Theme 1: Disruption to Programme Continuity and Implementation

Theme 2: Influence of Leadership Preferences on Strategic Direction

Theme 3: Impact on Staff Experience and Organisational Stability

Table 2: Themes
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Discussion

Theme 1: Disruption to Programme Continuity and Implementation

The majority of participants indicated that leadership changes disrupt programme continuity and
implementation in Department SA. These findings suggest that leadership instability undermines
sustained programme execution and organisational performance. The following were the responses

from the participants:

Participant 1: “... | experienced that changes in leadership introduced different priorities and strategic

approaches, which frequently shifted the focus of programmes.”
Participant 2: “Some programmes were abandoned and some became white elephants.”

Participant 7: “What typically happens is that depending on the leader, they either put less priority on
the programme that you are doing because of instructions that they got from somewhere; political level
— depending on what their agreement is with the President and at administrative level, depending on

what their own legacy is ... it disrupts basically more often than not.”

Participant 8: “Most of the time, certain programmes were stalled, resulting in the department being

unable to achieve them within the stipulated timeframes.”

Participant 10: “Sometimes very good programmes get discarded ... we suddenly have to pivot in the

middle of a programme and then change direction, which is very disruptive.”

The data reveal a consistent pattern of programme instability resulting from leadership transitions.
Several participants highlighted the discontinuation or stalling of programmes, with some initiatives
described as being abandoned entirely or becoming ineffective after substantial preparatory work had
already been completed. The findings strongly converge with those of Kumalo and Scheepers (2021),
who argue that political reshuffles in public institutions prioritise alignment with new mandates over
institutional continuity. Participant 1’s account of shifting strategic approaches directly reflects this
political-strategic realignment dynamic. Similarly, procedural restarts and stalled timelines (Participants
8 and 10) align with Arifin et al. (2025), who identify funding delays and implementation rescheduling as
consequences of leadership turnover. Descriptions of abandoned programmes and repeated revisions
converge with Masiba and Xegwana (2024), who argue that frequent leadership changes erode
institutional memory. Participant 2’s reference to “white elephants” demonstrates this structural erosion.
The morale-related consequences implied in these disruptions align with the findings of Sihotang et al.
(2022), who link leadership instability to reduced organisational confidence and weakened planning
coherence. From an institutional theory perspective (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Yilmaz, 2023), these

disruptions reflect the influence of external political and institutional pressures on organisational
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behaviour. Programme realignment is often legitimacy-driven rather than efficiency-driven, as
organisations in politicised environments tend to conform to prevailing institutional expectations to
maintain stability, credibility and access to resources. While the literature recognises turnover effects,
the findings extend it by revealing a multi-layered disruption mechanism: political realignment reshapes
strategic priorities (Kumalo & Scheepers, 2021); structural erosion weakens institutional memory
(Masiba & Xegwana, 2024); procedural disruption delays implementation (Arifin et al., 2025); and
behavioural uncertainty affects morale and planning confidence (Sihotang et al.,, 2022).
Transformational leadership theory (Bass, 1985, cited in Deng, Gulseren, Isola, Grocutt and Turner,
2023) assumes leaders can institutionalise shared vision beyond individual tenure. However, Participant
7’s reference to political-level agreements indicates that strategic direction remains externally driven
and personalised rather than institutionalised. Thus, the findings challenge the theory’s implicit
assumption that visionary leadership alone can secure continuity. Institutional theory theorises that
organisations conform to external normative and political pressures to gain legitimacy (Agyei-Ababio et
al., 2023; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The empirical data strongly support this perspective: programme
redirection appears motivated by political alignment rather than performance optimisation. In this
context, institutional legitimacy overrides operational continuity. However, the findings also suggest
weak institutional buffering mechanisms. If institutional structures were deeply embedded, programme
continuity would be safeguarded despite leadership change. The evidence indicates structural instability.
Overall, the findings reveal that leadership instability disrupts programme continuity through strategic
realignment, institutional memory loss, operational delays and reduced employee morale. While the
literature confirms the impact of leadership turnover on performance, this study highlights a multi-layered
disruption process driven by political pressures. From an institutional theory perspective, these

dynamics reflect legitimacy-seeking behaviour in politicised environments.
Theme 2: Influence of Leadership Preferences on Strategic Direction

This theme examined how individual leaders’ priorities, mandates and personal or political agendas
shape the department’s strategic focus and influence programme implementation. The participants’

responses were as follows.

Participant 5: “Each and every leader when they come, irrespective of the fact that there is a National
Development Plan (NDP) that guides the strategic objectives but in terms of operational, the new leader

will change the Annual Performance Plan (APP)”

Participant 6: “When a new leader assume it was like | indicated, no one wants to implement someone’s

strategy because the first thing they want to do is change the strategy.”

Participant 9: “Each leadership change ... brought a shift in that we need to adjust our reporting

expectations in line with the incoming minister.”
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Theme 2 findings demonstrate that leadership transitions do not merely interrupt programme
implementation, they actively reshape strategic direction through the personal preferences, mandates
and political priorities of incoming leaders. Participants consistently described how new leaders
introduce revised operational approaches, alter existing plans and redefine programme identities. These
findings align with those of Masiba and Xegwana (2024), who argue that leadership instability fragments
organisational vision. Participant 5’s reference to APP revisions and Participant 9's of having to adjust
to each new leadership change support Arifin et al. (2025), who identify administrative delays and policy
adjustments as consequences of turnover. Participant 6's comment that “no one wants to implement
someone’s strategy” aligns with Sihotang et al. (2022), who emphasise identity disruption and weakened
alignment during leadership transitions. From an institutional theory lens (Struckell et al., 2022; Yilmaz,
2023), these changes reflect the influence of political legitimacy pressures shaping organisational
structures and reporting mechanisms. Transformational leadership theory assumes that shared vision
promotes sustainable continuity (Eaton, Bridgman & Cummings, 2024; Ytterstad & Olaisen, 2023).
However, the findings indicate that vision is leader-centric rather than institutionalised. Strategic
redirection appears not as episodic disruption but as deliberate identity reconstruction and legacy-
building. This symbolic repositioning dimension is not fully theorised within transformational leadership
theory, which focuses on relational influence rather than political legitimacy dynamics. Institutional theory
explains why Annual Performance Plan (APP) revisions occur despite macro-policy stability — National
Development Plan (NDP). Organisations adapt operational instruments to maintain political legitimacy
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). However, the findings suggest institutional conformity may undermine
internal coherence, producing instability rather than legitimacy-based stability. The theory’s four
components suggest that leaders stabilise organisations through consistent articulation of vision (Bass,
1985, cited in Deng et al., 2023). Yet repeated rearticulation may dilute credibility rather than enhance
commitment. Thus, transformational leadership enhances continuity only when vision is institutionalised,
not personalised. Overall, the findings demonstrate that leadership transitions reshape strategic
direction through politically and personally driven priorities, resulting in leader-centric rather than
institutionalised continuity of vision. While institutional theory explains strategic adaptation to maintain
political legitimacy, such conformity can weaken internal coherence and programme stability.
Transformational leadership theory is partially supported but limited by its assumption of continuity in a
stable, institutionalised vision. Consequently, sustainable strategic direction requires the institutional

embedding of leadership vision beyond individual leaders’ tenure.
Theme 3: Impact on Staff Experience and Organisational Stability

Frequent leadership changes create uncertainty for staff, affecting morale, role clarity and confidence in

programme delivery. Staff must continually adjust to new priorities and leadership styles, which can slow
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decision-making, disrupt team dynamics and sometimes reduce motivation to implement programmes

effectively.

Participant 1: “Staff experienced uncertainty and anxiety during transition periods, which negatively
influenced productivity and contributed to delays in achieving project milestones and planned

timeframes.”

Participant 4: “I've experienced leadership changes which, in my view, were not really beneficial to the
work that we are doing in terms of programmes and in this regard, we're dealing with policy and

legislation as the core mandate of the department.”

Participant 6: “... the experience that we had during the changes of leadership...it was the ministers
[political leadership]...Each minister needs his own strategy...the changes was a lot of people not

knowing what's going to happen and it was affecting all the people.”

Participant 7: “... my experience has been that with the frequent changes that this department has
seen both at political level as well as at administrative level. It tended to disrupt some of the programmes
because, as and when new leaders come in, they tend to have their own preferences and sometimes

they just do away with what was in the pipeline and come up with their own new objectives.”

The findings under Theme 3 reveal that leadership transitions extend beyond structural and strategic
disruption to significantly affect staff morale, organisational confidence and institutional stability.
Participants consistently described uncertainty, anxiety, reduced productivity and diminished clarity
during transition periods. Participant 1’s account that staff experienced “uncertainty and anxiety during
transition periods” converges directly with Masiba and Xegwana’s (2024) assertion that leadership
instability fragments organisational vision and erodes morale. The empirical data confirms that turnover
destabilises not only strategic direction but also the psychological contract between employees and the
institution. Participant 6’'s emphasis on ministerial reshuffles supports Kumalo and Scheepers (2021),
who link political turnover to institutional reconfiguration. Procedural slowdowns described by
participants align with Arifin et al. (2025); moreover, Participant 7’s observation that political and
administrative changes disrupt pipeline initiatives reflects the integrative mechanism identified in the
literature review: political turnover reshapes priorities (Kumalo & Scheepers, 2021), weakens structural
coherence (Masiba & Xegwana, 2024) and destabilises morale and policy alignment (Sihotang et al.,
2022). Similarly, institutional theory explains how leadership instability weakens normative anchors and
shared expectations (Yilmaz, 2023). The procedural dimension described by Participant 4, in which
leadership changes slow decision-making and delay programme execution, also aligns with Arifin et al.
(2025), who argue that turnover disrupts implementation timelines through delayed approvals and
reassessed priorities. The findings confirm that procedural delays are not isolated administrative

inefficiencies but are intertwined with uncertainty and relational readjustments. Collectively, the findings
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strongly support Gusha’s (2022) proposition that leadership stability enhances uninterrupted programme
execution. However, they simultaneously deepen this argument by demonstrating that stability operates
at psychological and relational levels, not merely structural ones. The literature conceptualises morale
decline primarily as an outcome. However, the empirical findings suggest morale decline functions as a
mechanism that slows implementation. Participants describe hesitation and delayed action pending
clarity from leadership. This relational ambiguity dimension is not fully theorised within transformational

leadership theory.

Conclusion

Key Findings

Disruption to programme continuity and implementation: Frequent leadership changes significantly
undermine programme continuity by disrupting long-term planning, altering priorities and reallocating
resources. Initiatives are often delayed, restarted or abandoned, resulting in reactive rather than
strategic implementation. Leadership instability, therefore, weakens sustained programme execution

and overall organisational performance.

Influence of leadership preferences on strategic direction: Strategic direction in the department is
heavily influenced by the preferences of incoming leaders. Although policy frameworks remain constant,
operational instruments, such as APPs, are frequently revised to reflect new mandates. This
dependence on individual leadership orientation, rather than on institutionalised systems, reduces

strategic consistency and delays implementation processes.

Impact on staff experience and organisational stability: Leadership instability undermines staff
morale, productivity and confidence in long-term planning. Transition periods generate uncertainty,
anxiety and fatigue, which weaken motivation and slow decision-making. The findings confirm that
leadership change affects both structural systems and the psychological climate necessary for effective

programme delivery.
Recommendations of the Study

Disruption to Programme Continuity and Implementation

e Department SA should institutionalise a programme continuity framework that protects
approved programmes from abrupt termination without formal review.

e Department SA should introduce a mandatory strategic impact assessment before revising
APP targets following leadership changes.

e Department SA should establish a programme protection clause requiring documented

justification for major shifts in priorities.
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e Department SA should create a centralised programme dashboard to track continuity across

leadership cycles.

These recommendations will benefit programme managers (improved planning stability), senior
management (better performance tracking), employees (clearer direction and reduced uncertainty) and
external stakeholders and beneficiaries (consistent service delivery). The resources required are policy
drafting expertise (including legal and governance consultation), internal strategy and monitoring and
evaluation (M&E) specialist support, including workshops, change management sessions and staff
training, development or enhancement of a centralised digital dashboard (system design, software
configuration, integration with existing systems, user training and initial maintenance) and executive
approval and governance oversight structures (including committee operations, reporting systems and

oversight meetings).
Influence of Leadership Preferences on Strategic Direction

e Department SA should develop a strategic alignment protocol to ensure new leaders align
priorities with existing medium-term strategic frameworks before introducing changes.

e Department SA should implement structured executive induction programmes that focus on
institutional mandates, ongoing programmes and governance limitations.

e Department SA should formal handover documentation and transition briefings for all

incoming leaders are required.

Such a protocol or documentation would ensure the systematic transfer of institutional knowledge,
strategic priorities, and programme implementation status between outgoing and incoming leaders. The
protocol should include a formal handover report detailing ongoing programmes, financial commitments,
strategic objectives, key risks, and stakeholder relationships. Structured handover meetings between
outgoing and incoming leaders, together with senior management teams, should also be mandatory to

facilitate the effective transfer of contextual knowledge and organisational insights

Executive leadership (clear understanding of institutional context), strategy units (and parliament and
oversight bodies (greater accountability and continuity) will benefit. For implementation, the following
resources are required: a formal induction toolkit (including content design, printing, digital materials and
facilitation guides), governance advisory capacity including legal and strategic consultants, a
documented institutional knowledge repository — system development, content migration and
maintenance) and a dedicated transition coordination team (including staffing, operational support and

programme monitoring).
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Impact on Staff Experience and Organisational Stability

e Department SA should introduce structured change communication plans during leadership
transitions.

e Department SA should establish regular staff engagement forums during transition periods.

e Department SA should provide access to employee wellness and psychological support
services.

e Department SA should implement leadership-style training that promotes participative

management approaches.

The following stakeholders will benefit: all employees (improved morale and clarity), Human Resource
(HR) units (reduced turnover and grievance cases) and leadership (improved staff productivity and
trust). Resources required are internal communications specialists (including development of change
communication strategies, communication materials), employee wellness and psychological support
services (including counselling contracts, awareness campaigns and stress management workshops),
leadership development facilitators for participative management and transition-focused training
programmes and structured feedback platforms (digital survey systems, data analytics and reporting
dashboards).

Implications

The implications of this study underscore the theoretical, policy, practical and managerial relevance of
the findings in strengthening leadership stability and enhancing programme implementation in

Department SA.
Theoretical Implications

This study advances leadership theory by integrating stewardship theory and institutional theory to

explain programme implementation during leadership transitions in the public sector.

o First, it strengthens stewardship theory by demonstrating that trust, accountability and
collective responsibility act as stabilising forces during periods of leadership change
(Sharma & Singh, 2022), thereby broadening the theory’s application within public-sector
governance contexts.

e Second, the study reinforces institutional theory by showing that leadership effectiveness is
shaped by external political, regulatory and normative pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983;
Yilmaz, 2023), highlighting the importance of institutional legitimacy in programme

implementation.
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Overall, the study contributes a multi-level theoretical perspective, demonstrating that the impact of
leadership changes is contingent upon leadership behaviour, governance culture and institutional

context.
Policy Implications

Leadership transitions in the public sector are inevitable; however, their disruptive effects on programme

implementation can be mitigated through deliberate institutional policy interventions.

e Departments should institutionalise structured transition protocols, including formal
handover procedures, induction programmes and continuity audits, to safeguard
programme coherence during leadership changes (Farah et al., 2020; Masiba & Xegwana,
2024).

e Strengthening administrative leadership by clarifying mandates and enhancing coordination
between senior administrators and political executives can preserve institutional memory
and buffer programmes from political volatility (Jonck, 2024; Van Wart, 2013, cited in
Backhaus & Vogel, 2022).

e Continuous succession planning through leadership pipelines, mentorship and
competency-based frameworks is essential for preparing for both planned and unplanned
transitions (Bano, Omar & Ismail, 2022; Siambi, 2022).

e Transparent and participatory communication strategies should also be mandated to

maintain morale and trust during periods of change (Engida, Alemu & Mulugeta, 2022).

Collectively, these policy measures shift reliance from individual leaders to systemic capacity, ensuring

sustained programme implementation and organisational stability despite frequent leadership turnover.
Practical Implications
The study highlights several practical implications for public-sector leadership and governance.

e From an institutional theory perspective, leadership stability should be supported through
structured succession planning, formalised handover processes and institutionalised
governance frameworks that reduce vulnerability to leadership turnover (Keskin et al., 2016,
cited in Yilmaz, 2023).

e Consistent with stewardship theory, institutions should reinforce ethical accountability,
transparent communication and trust-based leadership practices to safeguard

organisational continuity (Donaldson & Davis, 1991, cited in Khikmah et al., 2023).

Together, these measures can strengthen programme continuity and organisational resilience in

government departments.
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Managerial Implications

The study indicates that managers in government departments must adopt structured approaches to

minimise disruption during leadership transitions.

e Drawing on institutional theory, managers should institutionalise succession planning,
formal handover processes and knowledge management systems to preserve continuity
and reduce vulnerability to leadership turnover (Keskin et al., 2016, cited in Yilmaz, 2023).

¢ Consistent with stewardship theory, managers should demonstrate ethical accountability
and prioritise long-term organisational interests to maintain trust and collective commitment
(Donaldson & Davis, 1991, cited in Khikmah et al., 2023).

Collectively, these managerial actions can strengthen organisational stability and programme

implementation.
Areas for Future Research

Although this study contributes to understanding how leadership changes influence programme
implementation in Department SA, several areas warrant further investigation. As noted by Leavy
(2022), it is common for studies to identify directions for future research that can expand knowledge on
the topic. Future research could explore related themes across different government departments,
examine the long-term effects of leadership changes on employee performance and organisational
outcomes and assess the effectiveness of specific strategies to enhance leadership continuity. Such
studies would deepen the evidence base and provide additional guidance for theory, policy and practice

in public-sector leadership and management.
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