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Abstract:

South Africa's public service continues to face recruitment challenges arising from inconsistent
implementation of professionalisation reforms, limited competency-based assessment, and persistent
barriers to equitable employment. These challenges undermine governance, workforce sustainability,
and inclusive public sector development. This study develops a competency-based recruitment,
assessment, and talent pipeline framework that strengthens professionalisation while advancing the
social sustainability principles of equity, inclusion, transparency, and long-term workforce capability. A
qualitative narrative literature review was undertaken using recent peer-reviewed literature, policy
documents, and institutional reports on public service recruitment, competency-based assessment,
governance, and workforce development. The review identifies significant implementation gaps in the
Directive on Human Resources Management and Development for Public Service Professionalisation,
particularly regarding assessment procedures, institutional capacity, employment equity, talent pipeline
integration, and accountability. In response, the study proposes an integrated framework combining
competency-based assessment, structured candidate management, inclusive recruitment practices,
governance safeguards, and internship pathway integration. The framework provides practical guidance
for managing high-volume recruitment while promoting fairness, accessibility, integrity, and sustainable
workforce development. The study contributes an operational model that bridges the gap between policy
intent and implementation, supporting a more professional, capable, and socially sustainable public

service in South Africa.
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Introduction

Public service professionalisation remains a central concern in contemporary governance, particularly
in developing contexts where administrative capability shapes service delivery, citizen trust, and the
long-term social sustainability of public institutions. Sustainable public services depend not only on
efficient administration but also on equitable, transparent, and inclusive recruitment systems that create
opportunities for diverse groups while ensuring workforce capability and continuity. In South Africa,
persistent skills shortages, uneven administrative capacity, declining public confidence, and high youth
unemployment have intensified calls for reforms that strengthen both governance and workforce
sustainability. Recruitment systems are central to this process because they determine access to public
employment and influence organisational performance (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development [OECD], 2023; Nzimande, Ruggunan, Maramura, & Olabiyi, 2025). Weak recruitment
systems contribute to inefficiency, poor service delivery, declining institutional legitimacy, and unequal
access to employment opportunities (Marawu, 2025). Professionalisation concerns have also been
linked to inconsistencies between qualification requirements and career progression, highlighting the
need for merit-based and competency-driven recruitment systems (Motsepe, Moekwa, & Sikhosana,
2025). To address these challenges, the South African government introduced the Directive on Human
Resources Management and Development for Public Service Professionalisation, effective 1 April 2024
(Department of Public Service and Administration [DPSA], 2024). By removing prior experience
requirements for entry-level posts, the directive seeks to broaden employment opportunities and support
national priorities relating to youth employment, skills development, and inclusive economic participation
(National Planning Commission [NPC], 2023; Chivige, 2025). These objectives are particularly important
given persistent labour market inequalities and barriers affecting young people, graduates, women, and
persons with disabilities, all of which have implications for social sustainability and workforce renewal
(Motsepe, Sethu, & Zitha, 2026d; Motsepe et al., 2026b). Notwithstanding these intentions,
implementation has been inconsistent across departments. Recruitment practices continue to prioritise
prior experience, reflecting entrenched administrative cultures, limited human resource capacity, and
resistance to change (Chitamba, 2025; Mlambo, Zubane, & Thusi, 2022). Nepotism, irregular
appointments, administrative corruption, informal influence, and weak oversight further undermine
fairness, accountability, and meritocratic decision-making (Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; Public Protector
South Africa, 2023; Motsepe, 2025a; Ngumbela & Juta, 2025). Internationally, competency-based
recruitment has emerged as an effective approach for strengthening transparency, fairness, and
alignment between workforce capabilities and organisational needs through structured assessment
methods that reduce subjectivity and improve procedural justice (OECD, 2023; Lo Piccolo, Petruzziello,
Chiesa, Pietrantoni, & Mariani, 2024; Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024). However, successful

implementation depends on adequate institutional capacity, governance support, and resources (United
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Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2022; World Bank, 2024). Within South Africa, the directive
provides limited guidance on candidate assessment, funding, monitoring, accountability, and operational
implementation following the removal of experience requirements (Bazana & Reddy, 2021; Public Affairs
Research Institute [PARI], 2024). It also provides insufficient direction on employment equity, disability
inclusion, and the integration of internship and graduate programmes into sustainable talent pipelines
despite their importance for workforce development and labour market alignment (Motsepe &
Sikhosana, 2025a; Chivige, 2025; Sikhosana, Motsepe, & Sethu, 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026¢; Motsepe,
Sethu, Sikhosana, Dladlama, Ramafalo, & Moshidi, 2026a). These limitations highlight the absence of
a coherent implementation framework capable of translating policy objectives into fair, transparent, and
socially sustainable recruitment practices. Accordingly, this study develops an evidence-based
framework integrating competency-based assessment, employment equity, talent pipeline
management, institutional capacity, operational logistics, and governance mechanisms to bridge the gap
between policy intent and administrative implementation (DPSA, 2023). In pursuing this objective, the
study addresses three questions: (1) What are the key limitations of the current directive on entry-level
recruitment in the South African public service? (2) How do contemporary competency-based
recruitment systems address these limitations? (3) What framework can support effective, fair,

transparent, and socially sustainable recruitment within the South African public service?

Literature Review

Competency-Based Recruitment in the Public Sector

Competency-based recruitment assesses candidates according to job-relevant knowledge, skills,
abilities, and behavioural attributes rather than qualifications and years of experience alone. Grounded
in Human Capital Theory, it assumes that investment in competencies enhances organisational
performance and productivity (Becker, 1964). Within public administration, this approach has gained
prominence as a means of strengthening meritocracy and reducing patronage, cadre deployment, and
other non-meritocratic practices that undermine recruitment integrity (Chitamba, 2025; Mlambo et al.,
2022). South African studies similarly show that recruitment systems lacking objective competency
measures are more vulnerable to bias, manipulation, and ethical breaches during shortlisting and
interviews (Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024 ), while concerns regarding corruption
and informal influence further justify the need for transparent assessment processes (Motsepe, 2025a).
Policy analyses consistently associate competency-based recruitment with improved alignment
between workforce capabilities and organisational objectives, thereby supporting public service
professionalisation (DPSA, 2023, 2024; OECD, 2023). Likewise, structured assessments are linked to
greater transparency, accountability, and procedural fairness (Lo Piccolo et al., 2024). However, much

of the literature assumes institutional conditions that may not exist across developing public sectors. In
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South Africa, where high youth unemployment and skills shortages require recruitment systems that
recognise potential beyond prior work experience (Chivige, 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026d), competency-
based recruitment can expand opportunities for graduates and first-time job seekers (Motsepe et al.,
2026b). Its effectiveness, however, depends on standardised competency frameworks, assessment
expertise, institutional capacity, adequate resources, and robust governance arrangements (Nzimande
et al., 2025; PARI, 2024), suggesting that assessment reforms alone are unlikely to achieve sustainable

professionalisation.
Assessment Mechanisms and Selection Systems

Assessment mechanisms are central to competency-based recruitment because they provide objective
measures of candidate capability and reduce reliance on subjective judgement. Structured tools such
as written assessments, competency-based interviews, and situational judgement tests evaluate
candidates against predefined competencies, improving consistency, transparency, and selection
quality (Lo Piccolo et al., 2024). By focusing on demonstrated capability rather than informal influence
or personal networks, these approaches also strengthen public service professionalisation. In spite of
these advantages, evidence from South Africa suggests that recruitment systems continue to be
undermined by inconsistent assessment practices, limited transparency, nepotism, political interference,
and irregular appointments (Public Protector South Africa, 2023; Department of Employment & Labour,
2025). Similar concerns are reflected in parliamentary oversight reports highlighting weaknesses in
recruitment governance and accountability (Parliament of South Africa, 2025a, 2025b), while
administrative corruption further erodes merit-based recruitment principles (Motsepe, 2025a).
Collectively, these studies suggest that assessment quality depends not only on the assessment tools
themselves but also on the governance environment in which they are implemented. Structured
assessments strengthen accountability by applying uniform evaluation criteria consistent with
constitutional principles of fairness and transparency (Republic of South Africa, 1996) and by generating
measurable outcomes for monitoring recruitment effectiveness (Ngumbela & Juta, 2025). They are
particularly valuable in identifying capable candidates with limited work experience in the context of high
youth unemployment (Motsepe et al., 2026d). However, their effectiveness remains contingent on
adequate resources, technical expertise, institutional capacity, and governance, as infrastructure
constraints and weak planning continue to limit implementation (Nzimande et al., 2025; World Bank,
2024). This suggests that assessment reforms alone are insufficient without complementary institutional

and operational support (Motsepe et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026c¢).
Talent Pipeline and Internship Integration

Talent pipeline development has become an important component of public sector workforce strategies,

particularly in contexts characterised by high youth unemployment. Internship and graduate
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development programmes facilitate the transition from education to employment while advancing skills
development, employability, and labour market participation (NPC, 2023; Chivige, 2025). Their
importance is underscored by the difficulty many graduates experience in securing employment despite
possessing relevant qualifications (Motsepe et al., 2026d). However, the literature reveals a persistent
disconnect between workforce development initiatives and formal recruitment systems. Studies indicate
that internship experience is often treated inconsistently, with some interns receiving informal preference
while others receive no formal recognition during recruitment (Sikhosana et al., 2025; Motsepe &
Sikhosana, 2025). Interns may also undertake responsibilities beyond their developmental roles without
corresponding recognition, exposing weaknesses in the alignment between skills development and
equitable recruitment (Sikhosana et al., 2025). These inconsistencies reflect broader governance
challenges associated with discretionary decision-making and informal practices (Marawu, 2025; Obicci,
2025), suggesting that internship programmes alone cannot strengthen workforce sustainability without
transparent recruitment mechanisms. A more balanced approach is to integrate internship experience
within competency-based recruitment while preserving open competition. Requiring interns to
participate in the same standardised assessments as external applicants, with verified performance
recognised through transparent evaluation systems, promotes fairness and merit-based selection
(Motsepe et al., 2025; OECD, 2023; DPSA, 2023). Aligning internship programmes with labour market
and organisational needs further strengthens workforce sustainability and supports long-term public

service professionalisation (Motsepe et al., 2026c¢).
Governance and Accountability

Governance and accountability are fundamental to the integrity and sustainability of recruitment systems
because, without effective oversight, recruitment remains vulnerable to manipulation, inconsistent
implementation, and the erosion of meritocratic principles. In South Africa, cadre deployment, political
interference, and weak accountability mechanisms continue to undermine recruitment outcomes and
public confidence in state institutions (Mlambo et al., 2022; Marawu, 2025). Institutional theory helps
explain why these challenges persist by demonstrating that organisational behaviour is shaped not only
by formal rules but also by entrenched norms, values, and power relations (Scott, 2021). This suggests
that policy reform alone is unlikely to improve recruitment outcomes unless accompanied by institutional
and behavioural change. Evidence from the Public Service Commission [PSC] (2025) and the Public
Protector South Africa (2023) shows that weak enforcement and limited consequence management
contribute to irregular appointments and ethical violations, indicating that accountability depends on
effective implementation rather than policy design alone. International frameworks similarly identify
audits, compliance mechanisms, transparent reporting, and risk management as essential for
strengthening recruitment integrity (UNDP, 2022; World Bank, 2024). Accountability should therefore be

embedded in routine administrative processes through performance indicators, compliance reviews,
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reporting systems, and independent audits. Sustainable reform also requires adequate funding and
alignment between resources and policy objectives, as recruitment systems depend on continued
investment in assessment capacity and infrastructure (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017). Collectively, these
measures provide the governance foundation necessary for credible, transparent, and sustainable

public service recruitment.
Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in New Public Management (NPM) and Human Capital Theory. NPM emphasises
efficiency, accountability, performance measurement, and merit-based administration, principles that
underpin efforts to professionalise the South African public service and improve organisational
performance and service delivery (DPSA, 2023; Ngubane, 2024). Recruitment is therefore viewed as a
strategic function that strengthens state capacity and institutional effectiveness (Pollitt & Bouckaert,
2017). However, these objectives remain constrained by cadre deployment, political interference,
administrative inefficiencies, and inconsistent application of meritocratic principles (Chitamba, 2025;
Mlambo et al., 2022), as well as concerns regarding qualification requirements and career progression
(Motsepe et al., 2025). Human Capital Theory complements NPM by emphasising investment in skills,
knowledge, and competencies. Becker (1964 ) argues that organisations benefit from developing human
capabilities, suggesting that recruitment should prioritise demonstrated competence and potential. This
is particularly relevant in South Africa, where skills shortages, labour market inequalities, and youth
unemployment require more inclusive recruitment systems (Chivige, 2025; NPC, 2023; Motsepe et al.,
2026d). Alignment between education, training, and labour market needs is also essential for workforce
readiness (Motsepe et al., 2026c¢). Implementation remains challenged by nepotism, corruption, informal
influence, and weak oversight (Marawu, 2025; Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; PSC, 2025; Public Protector
South Africa, 2023). Concerns regarding everyday corruption further highlight the need for stronger
ethical governance systems (Motsepe, 2025a). Consequently, effective professionalisation requires
transparent assessment systems, robust accountability structures, and enforceable integrity
mechanisms (UNDP, 2022; World Bank, 2024). Together, NPM and Human Capital Theory provide a
foundation for competency-based recruitment that promotes fairness, capability, accountability, and

long-term public sector professionalisation.
Limitations and Gaps in the Literature

Although the literature provides valuable insights into competency-based recruitment and governance,
several gaps remain. Most studies emphasise policy objectives but devote limited attention to the
practical realities of implementing recruitment reforms in developing contexts, where institutional
capacity constraints often determine policy success or failure (PARI, 2024). Similarly, while

professionalisation and merit-based recruitment are widely advocated, insufficient attention is given to
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how assessment systems should be designed and operationalised to support these objectives (DPSA,
2024; Ngubane, 2024). Existing research also gives limited consideration to the logistical complexities
of large-scale recruitment, including candidate management, infrastructure, and process security,
despite their influence on implementation. As a result, the literature remains fragmented, with limited
integration of governance, competency-based assessment, and operational systems into a single
implementation model. Addressing these shortcomings is essential for translating policy intent into

consistent, effective, and sustainable recruitment practices within the South African public service.
Conclusion

The literature reviewed in this study highlights the growing importance of competency-based
recruitment, structured assessment systems, and integrated talent pipeline strategies in the public
sector. These approaches are associated with improved organisational performance, enhanced
transparency, and greater fairness in recruitment processes. However, their effectiveness depends on
the presence of supporting mechanisms, including institutional capacity, governance frameworks, and
adequate resource allocation. At the same time, significant gaps remain in the literature, particularly in
relation to the practical implementation of these systems in developing contexts. There is a clear need
for frameworks that translate theoretical principles into operational models that can be applied within the
constraints of the South African public service. This study addresses these gaps by developing a
comprehensive and context-specific framework for competency-based recruitment, assessment, and
talent pipeline management. In doing so, it contributes to both academic scholarship and policy practice

by bridging the divide between theory and implementation.
Methods and Data

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative systematic literature review to synthesise contemporary evidence on
competency-based recruitment, assessment systems, talent pipeline development, and public service
professionalisation. Systematic literature reviews are recognised as rigorous approaches for
consolidating fragmented knowledge, identifying research gaps, and generating evidence-informed
recommendations in public administration research (Snyder, 2019; Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003).
Following established review protocols enhanced methodological transparency, replicability, and
analytical consistency (Tranfield et al., 2003; Morgan, 2022). Qualitative synthesis was considered
appropriate because recruitment practices are shaped by institutional, governance, and contextual
factors that require interpretive rather than statistical analysis (Tracy, 2020; Chand, 2025). The review

drew evidence from four major academic databases to ensure broad disciplinary coverage (Table 1).
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Database Scope

Scopus Peer-reviewed journals

Web of Science High-impact publications
Google Scholar Broad academic coverage
JSTOR Public administration literature

Table 1: Databases Consulted

These databases were selected because they provide extensive coverage of peer-reviewed literature
on governance, public administration, human resource management, and public sector reform
(Nzimande et al., 2025; OECD, 2021). Their multidisciplinary scope also enabled inclusion of studies on
labour market integration, skills development, workforce readiness, and public service
professionalisation, which are particularly relevant to South Africa's youth employment challenges
(Motsepe et al., 2026d; Motsepe et al., 2026c¢). The primary Boolean search string was: "public sector
recruitment" AND "competency-based assessment" AND "professionalisation” AND "talent pipeline"
AND "government". Additional searches included related terms such as "merit-based recruitment,”
"public service reform," and "human capital development" to broaden coverage while maintaining
alignment with the study objectives (Becker, 1964; Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024; Snyder, 2019). Studies
published between 2020 and 2026 were prioritised, with earlier foundational works retained where
theoretically significant. Eligible studies focused on public sector recruitment, governance, assessment
systems, human resource management, professionalisation, skills development, and workforce
integration. Publications unrelated to these themes, non-academic grey literature, and studies lacking
sufficient methodological detail were excluded, while foundational contributions were retained where
appropriate (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017; Scott, 2021). The search identified 312 records. After title and
abstract screening, 85 articles were subjected to full-text review, resulting in 48 studies that met the
inclusion criteria (Tranfield et al., 2003; Snyder, 2019). To strengthen methodological rigour, each eligible
study underwent a structured quality appraisal adapted from established systematic review principles.
Studies were assessed against four criteria: methodological clarity, relevance to the research questions,
credibility of evidence, and transparency of findings. Only studies demonstrating adequate quality across
these criteria were included in the final synthesis, thereby improving the reliability and trustworthiness
of the review. Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following the approach of Braun
and Clarke (2021). The analysis involved familiarisation with the literature, systematic coding, generation
of initial themes, theme refinement, and interpretation across studies. This process enabled the
identification of recurring patterns relating to competency-based recruitment, assessment mechanisms,

governance, accountability, talent pipeline development, professionalisation, institutional capacity, and
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workforce sustainability (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; Marawu, 2025; Chivige, 2025).
Comparisons across studies further identified areas of convergence, divergence, and evidence gaps,
informing the development of the proposed recruitment framework. Particular attention was given to
barriers affecting labour market entry, qualification utilisation, workforce readiness, and institutional
capability (Motsepe et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026b). Trustworthiness was strengthened through
source triangulation using peer-reviewed studies and authoritative institutional publications (PSC, 2025;
OECD, 2023; UNDP, 2022; World Bank, 2024). As the study relied exclusively on publicly available
secondary sources, ethical clearance was not required. Nevertheless, principles of academic integrity,
methodological transparency, and responsible use of evidence were maintained throughout the review

process (Tracy, 2020).
Results

Systemic Limitations of the Current Directive and Implications for Recruitment

Reform

The findings suggest that the directive's main weakness is not its intention but its limited operational
guidance. Removing experience requirements without standardised competency-based assessment
leaves departments to interpret implementation differently, resulting in inconsistent recruitment practices
(Mlambo et al., 2022; Nzimande et al., 2025). This reflects broader governance challenges where policy
reforms fail because implementation systems are inadequate (Marawu, 2025). The review further
indicates that unclear selection procedures increase reliance on subjective judgement, undermining
fairness and transparency (Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024). Similarly, the
absence of competency benchmarks weakens alignment between policy objectives and recruitment
practice (DPSA, 2024). As shown in Table 2, limited guidance on employment equity, talent pipelines,
funding, monitoring, and enforcement constrains sustainable professionalisation and workforce
development (PSC, 2025; OECD, 2021; UNDP, 2022; Motsepe et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026d).
These findings demonstrate that successful recruitment reform requires an integrated implementation

framework rather than policy change alone.

o . Impact on  Recruitment

Gap in Directive Operational Consequence
Outcomes
No standardised assessment | Reliance on subjective | Reduced fairness and
framework shortlisting consistency
Absence of monitoring | Weak  compliance  across o ) )
. Policy implementation failure

mechanisms departments
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. i Inability to implement training
Lack of funding guidance Delayed reform
and assessments

No guidance on internship | Inconsistent  treatment  of . . )
) ) ) ) Perceived inequity
integration internal candidates

Misalignment between skills
No competency benchmarks ) ) Reduced performance
and job requirements

Table 2: Identified Gaps in the Directive and Their Operational Implications (Sources: Nkgapele &
Mofokeng, 2024; Mlambo et al., 2022; OECD, 2021; Sikhosana et al., 2025; Nzimande et al., 2025)

Competency-Based Assessment Framework for Entry-Level Recruitment

The findings suggest that competency-based recruitment cannot succeed simply by replacing
experience requirements with competency language. Its effectiveness depends on integrating structured
assessment with institutional capacity and governance. As argued by Nkgapele and Mofokeng (2024),
reliance on qualifications alone does not adequately predict job performance, a concern that remains
evident in the South African public service (Motsepe et al., 2025). This indicates that the current policy
emphasis requires complementary operational systems rather than further regulatory reform. The
proposed framework responds by linking assessment design, implementation capacity, and governance
into a coherent recruitment process. Screening candidates against minimum requirements and
employment equity criteria before assessment enhances both efficiency and procedural fairness,
particularly in high-volume recruitment environments (Nzimande et al., 2025). Standardised written
assessments provide objective measures of cognitive ability, digital literacy, and job-related reasoning
(Bazana & Reddy, 2021), while also expanding opportunities for graduates and first-time job seekers
who may lack prior experience (Motsepe et al., 2026d). Disability accommodations and standardised
communication further strengthen inclusivity, transparency, and administrative consistency (Lo Piccolo

et al., 2024; Nzimande et al., 2025). Table 3 summarises these components and outcomes.

Framework Component Key Elements Expected Outcome

. Competency-aligned tests, ) .
Assessment Design ) Fair evaluation

moderation

Institutional Capacity Trained officials, role separation | Implementation integrity
Operational Logistics Venues, ICT, scheduling Efficient processes
Security and Integrity Controlled systems, audit trails | Fraud prevention
Governance Monitoring and reporting Accountability
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Workforce Continuity Bridging programmes Improved readiness

Table 3: Competency-Based Assessment Framework (Sources: Bazana & Reddy, 2021; Nzimande et
al., 2025; World Bank, 2024; Mlambo et al., 2022; OECD, 2023; Sikhosana et al., 2025)

All'in all, the findings indicate that competency-based recruitment is most effective when assessment,
governance, and institutional capacity function as an integrated system rather than as isolated reforms,
thereby improving fairness, implementation consistency, and long-term public service

professionalisation.
Operationalisation of Assessment Logistics and Institutional Readiness

The findings indicate that logistical readiness is not merely an administrative consideration but a
prerequisite for implementing competency-based recruitment effectively. Even well-designed
assessment systems are unlikely to achieve consistent outcomes without adequate infrastructure,
staffing, and planning (World Bank, 2024). This suggests that implementation capacity is as important
as policy design. The review further demonstrates that using existing public infrastructure, including
training centres, schools, and municipal facilities, provides a practical means of improving
implementation feasibility (DPSA, 2023). Equally important are accessible venues, assistive
technologies, and adapted assessment formats, which ensure that inclusivity is embedded in
recruitment rather than treated as a compliance requirement (Motsepe & Sikhosana, 2025a). As shown
in Table 4, decentralised assessment centres, staggered scheduling, workforce planning, and
standardised assessment conditions collectively strengthen efficiency, fairness, and operational
resilience (Mutize et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026c¢; Motsepe et al., 2026d).

Category Requirements Purpose Risk if Absent

Core Logistics Venues, ICT, materials | Enable delivery Delays
Travel,

Staff Support ] Support staff Reduced productivity
accommodation

- Scheduling, data o ]

Critical Systems Ensure continuity System failure
management

Administrative

] Record management Transparency Data loss
Capacity

Table 4: Operational Logistics and Institutional Readiness Requirements
(Source: World Bank, 2024; DPSA, 2023; Mutize et al., 2025.)
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Security, Integrity, and Risk Management in Assessment Processes

The findings indicate that recruitment integrity depends on preventive governance rather than corrective
action after irregularities occur. Persistent concerns regarding irregular appointments, political
interference, ethical breaches, and informal influence demonstrate that competency-based assessment
alone cannot ensure fair recruitment without effective oversight (Marawu, 2025; Public Protector South
Africa, 2023; Motsepe, 2025a). The proposed framework therefore integrates standardised
assessments with moderation, designated assessment units, candidate briefings, sanctions for
misconduct, and reasonable accommodation for candidates with disabilities to strengthen both fairness
and accountability (Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; Mlambo et al., 2022; Motsepe & Sikhosana, 2025a). As
shown in Table 5, secure storage, audit trails, compliance reviews, and independent oversight reinforce
transparency and strengthen confidence in recruitment outcomes, supporting broader public service
professionalisation (Motsepe et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026d; Motsepe et al., 2026a).

Security Measure

Description

Intended Outcome

Secure storage

Controlled access

Prevent unauthorised use

Chain-of-custody

Tracking scripts

Accountability

Tamper controls

Physical safeguards

Detect interference

Audit trails

Verification systems

Identify irregularities

External moderation

Independent review

Enhance credibility

Table 5: Security and Integrity Framework (Source: Marawu, 2025; Public Protector South Africa,
2023; Mlambo et al., 2022; Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; Motsepe et al., 2026d; Motsepe et al., 2026a)

Transitional Talent Pipeline and Fair Competition Framework

The findings suggest that internship and graduate programmes can strengthen workforce sustainability
only when integrated into recruitment through transparent and merit-based processes. Granting
automatic preference risks undermining confidence in recruitment, whereas failing to recognise verified
workplace performance limits the value of these programmes as talent pipelines (Chitamba, 2025). The
proposed framework addresses this balance by requiring interns and external applicants to complete
the same assessment process while allowing verified performance to contribute through structured
recognition mechanisms (Sikhosana et al., 2025). The findings further indicate that employment equity
and merit are complementary rather than competing objectives. Restricting assessment to candidates
who meet designated employment equity criteria ensures transformation objectives are achieved
without compromising fairness within the eligible pool (DPSA, 2023). Table 6 summarises the key

elements of this balanced approach.
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Component Description Outcome

Equal Opportunity No automatic preference Fair competition
Mandatory Assessment Uniform process Procedural fairness
Recognition Mechanisms Performance-based scoring Merit advantage
Conditional Shortlisting Structured thresholds Balanced inclusion
Talent Database Skills tracking Workforce planning

Table 6: Talent Pipeline Framework (Sources: Chitamba, 2025; Sikhosana et al., 2025; DPSA, 2023)
Governance, Funding, and Monitoring for Sustainable Implementation

The findings indicate that sustainable recruitment reform depends as much on governance and
institutional commitment as on policy design. Without dedicated funding, monitoring, and accountability
systems, implementation is likely to become fragmented and inconsistent despite well-intentioned
reforms (OECD, 2023). The proposed framework therefore embeds governance mechanisms that
enable continuous evaluation through performance indicators, audits, and standardised reporting,
allowing departments to identify implementation gaps and strengthen accountability (Ngumbela & Juta,
2025). A phased implementation approach further acknowledges existing capacity constraints while
providing a practical pathway for institutional readiness (DPSA, 2023). As shown in Table 7, integrating
funding, oversight, compliance, and consequence management creates a more resilient recruitment

system capable of sustaining long-term professionalisation.

Element Description Expected Impact

Budget Allocation Dedicated funding Sustainability
Performance Indicators Recruitment metrics Evidence-based decisions
Compliance Audits Oversight mechanisms Accountability

Reporting Systems Standard templates Transparency
Consequence Management Sanctions Enforcement

Table 7: Governance and Monitoring Framework
(Sources: DPSA, 2023; OECD, 2023; Ngumbela & Juta, 2025)

Summary of Results

The findings demonstrate that the effectiveness of the directive is constrained more by implementation

deficiencies than by policy intent. The absence of operational guidance, institutional capacity, and
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governance support limits consistent application across departments and weakens recruitment integrity.
These findings suggest that competency-based recruitment requires an integrated implementation
approach rather than isolated policy reform. The proposed framework addresses this need by combining
assessment systems, operational logistics, employment equity, accessibility, and governance
mechanisms into a coherent model. In doing so, it offers a practical and context-sensitive pathway for
strengthening professionalisation, fairness, accountability, and sustainable recruitment within the South

African public service.
Discussion

The findings suggest that the limitations of the directive are rooted less in policy intent than in
implementation capacity. While the directive broadens access to entry-level employment by removing
experience requirements, it provides limited operational guidance for translating this objective into
consistent recruitment practice. This reinforces broader evidence that public sector reforms frequently
underperform when institutional capacity, implementation mechanisms, and governance systems do not
evolve alongside policy reforms (Mlambo et al., 2022; Marawu, 2025). The study therefore argues that
professionalisation depends not only on changing recruitment criteria but also on strengthening the
institutional systems that support implementation (Motsepe et al., 2025). A notable finding is that
competency-based recruitment cannot achieve its intended outcomes without structured assessment
systems. In practice, the absence of standardised assessments allows departments to continue relying
on subjective judgement and experience-based selection, thereby weakening transparency and
meritocracy (Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023; Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024). The removal of experience
requirements without alternative competency measures may therefore unintentionally create
opportunities for favouritism and informal influence, reinforcing concerns regarding recruitment integrity
(Motsepe, 2025a). This suggests that competency-based recruitment should be viewed as a governance
reform rather than merely a human resource intervention. The findings further indicate that merit and
employment equity should not be regarded as competing objectives. Standardised assessment applied
after equity-based eligibility screening offers a practical approach to advancing transformation while
maintaining fairness and consistency (DPSA, 2023; Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024). This is particularly
important for persons with disabilities, whose participation depends on accessible recruitment processes
and reasonable accommodation (Motsepe & Sikhosana, 2025a). Similarly, high applicant volumes,
persistent youth unemployment, and labour market segmentation highlight the need for phased
assessment processes and transparent communication to improve procedural justice and administrative
efficiency (Nzimande et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026d; Motsepe et al., 2026b; Lo Piccolo et al., 2024).
Another important finding is that operational readiness is inseparable from recruitment quality.
Institutional capacity, shared infrastructure, and alignment between education, training, and labour

market needs determine whether competency-based systems can be implemented consistently
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(Chivige, 2025; Mutize et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026c¢). Equally, governance safeguards, including
dedicated assessment units, moderation, candidate verification, audit trails, and consequence
management, strengthen accountability and public confidence (Scott, 2021; Obicci, 2025; Motsepe,
2025a; Motsepe & Sikhosana, 2025a; Mlambo et al., 2022; Mokgolo & Dikotla, 2023). Collectively, these
findings indicate that sustainable recruitment reform requires integrated governance, adequate
resources, continuous monitoring, and developmental talent pipelines rather than isolated policy
changes (PSC, 2025; DPSA, 2023; Motsepe et al., 2026a; Chitamba, 2025; PARI, 2024). The framework
developed in this study therefore contributes by providing a practical implementation model that links
competency-based assessment, inclusivity, governance, and workforce sustainability to strengthen

professionalisation in the South African public service.
Recommendations

The findings indicate that the directive lacks the operational clarity required for consistent
implementation across government departments, reflecting broader challenges in translating policy
intent into workable administrative systems (Mlambo et al., 2022; Marawu, 2025). The evidence
suggests that recruitment reform requires more than removing experience requirements; it must be
supported by operational systems that strengthen professionalisation, administrative capability, and
social sustainability through equitable access, inclusion, and workforce development (Motsepe et al.,
2025). The study therefore recommends an integrated competency-based recruitment, assessment,
and talent pipeline framework. A mandatory pre-selection assessment should be introduced for
applicants meeting minimum qualification requirements, with standardised competency-based
assessments aligned to employment equity targets to balance merit, transformation, and fairness
(Motsepe et al., 2026d; Motsepe et al., 2026b). To improve efficiency in high-volume recruitment,
departments should implement phased candidate management systems incorporating digital pre-
registration, automated screening, applicant tracking, and scheduled assessment sessions (OECD,
2023). Standardised communication through email, SMS, and official recruitment platforms should
further enhance transparency and procedural fairness (Lo Piccolo et al., 2024). The findings also support
modular assessments covering literacy, humeracy, digital competence, and job-related reasoning,
complemented by accessible venues, assistive technologies, extended time allowances, and adapted
assessment formats to promote equitable participation by persons with disabilities (Motsepe &
Sikhosana, 2025a). Effective implementation further requires trained assessment personnel, dedicated
assessment units, validated question banks, moderation processes, and interdepartmental resource
sharing where capacity is limited (Mutize et al., 2025; DPSA, 2023; Ngubane, 2024). Secure assessment
administration, audit trails, independent monitoring, and disciplinary measures should be
institutionalised to minimise favouritism, informal influence, and corruption (Motsepe, 2025a; Mokgolo &

Dikotla, 2023). Finally, internship and graduate programmes should function as structured talent
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pipelines by recognising verified performance without bypassing standard assessments (Chitamba,
2025; PARI, 2024). Sustainable implementation also depends on dedicated funding, measurable
performance indicators, audits, phased implementation, and continuous investment (PSC, 2025; Pollitt
& Bouckaert, 2017; Becker, 1964; OECD, 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026a). Figure 1 presents the integrated

structure of the proposed framework and the relationship between its core components.
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COMPETENCY-BASED RECRUITMENT, ASSESSMENT, AND
TALENT PIPELINE FRAMEWORK

FOR ENTRY-LEVEL POSTS IN SOUTH AFRICA’S PUBLIC SERVICE
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J

_ PUBLIC SERVICE WORKFORCE.

WOHLLEBE & ROSS

Discover publication opportunities:
www.wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijsbe.866
http://www.wr-publishing.org/

International Journal of Sustainability in Business and Economics (ISSN: 3052-6752)
Volume: 02 Issue: 06 Year: 2026
https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijsbe.866

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that, although the directive is progressive in intent, it is insufficient to achieve
sustained recruitment reform within South Africa’s public service. By removing experience requirements
without providing a clear implementation framework, the directive creates uncertainty and inconsistent
application across departments, resulting in continued reliance on traditional recruitment practices. The
findings show that effective recruitment reform requires more than policy direction. It depends on
structured systems that regulate candidate flow, standardise assessment procedures, strengthen
administrative capacity, and ensure accountability. In high-volume entry-level recruitment environments,
the absence of such systems increases the risk of overcrowding, inconsistent communication, and
uneven application of selection criteria, highlighting the need for a coordinated and system-based
approach. In response, the study proposes a competency-based recruitment, assessment, and talent
pipeline framework that addresses these limitations. The framework introduces phased scheduling,
controlled assessment processes, standardised communication, and clearly defined institutional
responsibilities for assessment design, invigilation, marking, and moderation. It also recognises existing
capacity constraints and proposes practical solutions, including shared infrastructure, interdepartmental
resource pooling, and phased implementation. To strengthen credibility and fairness, the framework
incorporates safeguards such as secure handling of assessment materials, controlled marking
procedures, and independent moderation. These measures enhance transparency, accountability, and
resistance to manipulation. By integrating assessment systems, logistical planning, institutional capacity,
governance oversight, and talent pipeline management, the framework provides a practical and scalable
pathway for implementation. Ultimately, the study highlights the need to move from policy-driven reform
to system-based implementation. Sustainable improvement in public service recruitment depends on
structured, transparent, and accountable processes capable of balancing efficiency, fairness, and
organisational needs. The proposed framework offers a practical foundation for strengthening

recruitment outcomes and advancing public service professionalisation in South Africa.
Practical Implications

The proposed framework provides clear and actionable guidance for government departments seeking
to implement standardised and transparent recruitment systems. By introducing structured assessment
processes, it enables departments to move away from subjective selection practices toward evidence-
based decision making. This improves the quality of appointments by ensuring that candidates possess
the competencies required to perform effectively in entry-level roles. The framework also supports better
planning and coordination of recruitment activities. With defined procedures for assessment design,
logistics, and governance, departments can streamline their recruitment processes and reduce delays

associated with unclear or inconsistent practices. This contributes to improved operational efficiency
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and more timely filling of vacancies. In addition, the integration of a structured talent pipeline model
allows departments to better utilise internship and graduate development programmes. By aligning
these programmes with recruitment systems, departments can strengthen workforce planning and
create a more sustainable pipeline of skilled candidates. All in all, the framework enhances
accountability, consistency, and fairness in recruitment, which in turn contributes to improved service

delivery outcomes and public confidence in government institutions.
Theoretical Implications and Further Research

This study contributes to public administration theory by integrating competency-based recruitment with
governance, implementation, and talent pipeline perspectives into a single analytical framework. It
extends existing approaches by demonstrating that recruitment reform cannot be understood in isolation
from institutional capacity, operational systems, and accountability structures. In doing so, it reinforces
the view that human resource practices are central to state capability and must be aligned with broader
administrative and organisational dynamics. The study also advances theoretical understanding by
bridging the gap between policy design and implementation. It shows that the effectiveness of
recruitment reforms depends on the interaction between formal directives and the systems that support
their execution. This highlights the importance of system-based approaches in public administration
theory. Future research should focus on empirically testing the proposed framework across different
government departments to assess its effectiveness and adaptability. Comparative studies across
provinces or sectors could provide further insight into contextual variations. In addition, longitudinal
research is needed to evaluate the long-term impact of competency-based recruitment on organisational

performance, employee retention, and service delivery outcomes.
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