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Abstract  

 
Effectiveness and efficiency in South Africa is high on government's agenda. The main objective of this research was to 
determine the role of a strategic leader in creating a learning organisation for public sector effectiveness. The sample was 
based on interviews and focus group discussions with strategic leaders that represent five major central government 
institutions (N=168). The results showed that leaders need to display a high level of consciousness of their effect on the 
organisation and employees. Leaders also provide the necessary guidance and motivation towards and effective and efficient 
learning organisation. Finally the results showed that leaders need to be able to adapt to rapid changing environments to apply 
organisational learning effectively in public service institution. This paper concludes with an integrated framework relating 
Strategic Leadership, Organisational Learning and Public Sector Effectiveness.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Government plays an important role in the wealth creation of any nation. The public service in particular is a transparent 
system, embedded in a thriving environment that not only sets the pace, but also outlines the actions to be taken by 
institutions within this service. In any society the affairs of the people must be regulated in the interest of all, with a view 
to promote the general welfare of society (Paradza, Mokwena & Richards, 2010; Roux, Brynard, Botes & Fourie, 1997, p. 
207).  

Government leaders thus have a major responsibility of bringing together the resources to produce products and 
deliver services. Legislation dictates that leaders should amongst others develop strategic management plans in keeping 
with the medium-term expenditure framework, organisational structures that comply with the strategic management plans 
and strategies to improve service delivery (Public Service Act, 1994, SA, 1994 and Public Service Amendment Act 30 of 
2007). This implies that leaders should have the mindset to create an organisational culture that unleashes passion, 
commitment, and performance of people which in turn contributes to the organisation achieving its mission, vision, and 
business goals (McArdle & Ramerman, 2008). In a similar vein Munro’s (2005, p. 53) view is that leadership is “the 
capacity to influence others through inspiration, motivated by a passion, generated by a vision, produced by a conviction, 
ignited by a purpose”. The right leadership mindset is thus critical to an organisation’s competitive advantage, with 
benefits both the individual and the organisation (Morton, 2008). 

Yet our understanding of how leaders’ mindset influences service excellence and the outcomes thereof is limited. 
The South African government is facing serious challenges relating to service delivery. Research continues to point out 
problems in the public service that lead to the failure to deliver services to the local population (see Mabille & Barkhuizen, 
2013; Mtila, Barkhuizen & Mokgele, 2013; Paradza et al., 2010).  

One possible explanation can be a result of the fact that public service leaders are slow to respond and adapt to 
environmental changes (Mabille & Barkhuizen, 2013). Although change is important for organisational survival, it causes 
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destabilisation of the organisation and is therefore important to make change a management issue (Coetzee & Stanz, 
2007). Strategic leaders are the ones who decide on when to change, how to implement the change and the desired 
outcomes they want from the change (Schutte, 2010). In making those decisions, it is imperative that leaders are 
competent, in other words has the necessary knowledge, skills and attitude about the stages people will go through 
psychologically when they deal with change. This will enable them to assess whether they are managing transition 
successfully or if there is a need to address additional problems (Schutte, 2010).  

Many organizational leaders are therefore seeking to adopt the latest technique or tool in order to keep up with the 
unrelenting pace of change and extreme competitive pressure. To this end the concept of a learning organisation can be 
a useful mechanism in assisting public sector leaders to adapt more effectively to change and at the same time improve 
service excellence. For purposes of this research we define the learning organisation as “organisations that are designed 
to increase competitiveness through generative learning that is forward looking and reduces the major shock of change 
through close relationships with customers and other key constituencies that allow for mutual adjustment and through the 
ability to quickly configure and reallocate resources based on environmental change (Kontoghiorghes, Awbrey & Feurig 
cited in Naves, 2011).  

Organisational learning is thus reflected by changes in institutional actions and performance outcomes as well as 
shifts in values, assumptions and approaches to inquiry” (Boyce, 2003, p. 124). Therefore, organisational learning took 
place not only when changes in how the organisation conducted its business occurred, but also when there were 
changes in why the organisation (public service) conducted its business as it did. Changing the understanding of why an 
organisation (public service) conducted business as it did involved collective learning that took place within the culture of 
the organisation, or inquiry into the meanings, assumptions, and values that are embedded within the organisation 
(Awbrey, 2005, Boyce, 2003). Accordingly, for public service institutions, organisational culture represented how strategic 
leaders viewed the relationship between their practice and performance (competence) as well as the learning of 
members. Strategic leaders within a public institution have to challenge their values, beliefs, and assumptions about this 
relationship before they could begin to learn as an organisation. 

The main objective of this paper was to explore whether a learning organisation approach can enhance public 
service effectiveness and efficiency. More specifically this research sought to determine the role of a strategic leader in 
creating a learning organisation in the public sector. The learning organisation methodology is created on specific 
characteristics and principles that affect and impact on the learning culture of the organisation. A learning organisation is 
a form of organisation that enables learning of its members in such a way that creates positively valued outcomes, such 
as innovation, efficiency, better alignment with the environment and competitive advantage (Armstrong & Foley 2003, p. 
74). Reynolds and Ablett (in Steward 2003, p. 141) consider a learning organisation to be one where learning takes place 
that changes behaviour in the organisation itself and where organisational learning has reached the stage of successful 
adaptation to change and uncertainty through development of new solutions. A learning organisation is one in which 
every interaction is viewed as an opportunity to increase understanding, widen or sharpen our thinking abilities and 
anticipate future changes, it is commonly viewed as the foundation for innovation, efficiency, and competitiveness in the 
world economy of today and tomorrow (Yong Kim 2006, p.82). 

These embedded principles have to be in place before an organisation could refer to itself as a learning 
organisation. Instituting these embedded principals is an enormous challenge for the South African Public Service. 
Although there is growing understanding of the characteristics of learning organizations, the applications thereof in the 
public sector remain scant. We believe that by exploring and understanding key leadership principles in creating learning 
organisations will help organisations to foresee what working environments and jobs accept organisational change and 
will alleviate or perhaps eliminate symptoms of change (Van Emmerik, Bakker & Euwema, 2009).  

In what follows next the research propositions are presented followed by the results and discussion of the results 
of the study. This paper concludes with recommendations for the application of a learning organisation in the public 
service.  
 
2. Research Design 
 
This research followed a qualitative approach. Qualitative research was deemed the most appropriate method to explore 
the extent to which leaders can enhance service excellence in the public service by applying the learning organisation 
approach. The sample was based on interviews and focus group discussions with strategic leaders that represent five 
major central government institutions (N=168).  

Grounded theory was used to analyse the data. Grounded theory provides a methodological way forward to 
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addressing our understanding of how to make sense of and explain the manifestation of contextualised leadership. 
Further, it may allow us to suggest causal explanations of the leadership manifestation in particular contexts such as the 
public service and across contexts through levels of abstraction related to levels of analysis. Grounded theory seeks to 
understand people's words and actions in contexts and develop explanations through interpretation (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008). In addition, Parry (1998, p.85) asserts that leadership is a social influence process and that mainstream research 
methodologies have been partially unsuccessful in theorising about the nature of these processes. Therefore, grounded 
theory, if rigorously applied, can help to overcome these deficiencies. As a methodology grounded theory is particularly 
suitable for meeting the interpretive requirements of generating a “sensitive understanding” (Brooks, 1998, p. 5) of the 
processes by which people make sense of their organisational lives.  

The grounded theory methodology involves integration of data collection and data analysis to achieve ‘constant 
comparison’ (Creswell, 1998). The concurrent procedure included jotting down ideas that came to mind, making a list of 
key topics and passages, coding, turning topics into categories, and assembling the material belonging to each category 
in one place to perform the preliminary analysis. This grounded theory coding process allowed the researchers to both 
construct codes and generate a description of the themes for analysis. The agreed upon themes, coupled with meaning 
derived from information gleaned from the literature, will be described in detail in the following section. 
 
3. Findings 
 
Three main themes emerged from the data analyses: Strategic leader consciousness (1), Leadership roles and 
outcomes (2) and Leadership adaptation to change (3). Several sub-themes also emerged from the main themes. The 
findings relating to each main theme are discussed in the ensuing session and substantiated by direct quotes of the 
participants.  
 
3.1 Theme 1: Strategic Leadership Consciousness  
 
From the interviews and focus group sessions it was evident that leaders need to be display a high level of 
consciousness of their effect on the organisation as well as organisation members. As mentioned by one participant:  

 
 “By focusing on the public service as an entity, we as strategic leaders are constantly faced with asking the question 
who are we as a public service, determining on what is it that we as a public service do and envisioning where do it 
want to go. In doing so requires us as strategic leaders to pronounce the public service`s values, beliefs, and 
uniqueness, as well as to create a balance among the public service's core competencies to utilise the present while at 
the same time embracing organisational learning to discover both knowable and unknown public service expectations” 
Understanding your role as strategic leaders and the public service`s local context and members expectations. 
Understanding local community needs and dealing with issues of organisational culture are also important issues for 
strategic leaders.” 
 

Another participant added: “I found out that it is very important to understand organisational culture, the 
environment, members’ way of life, and their thinking. That is very, very important to develop this understanding for 
strategic leaders….because what goes in one department as a form of leadership strategy may be difficult in another 
department because of the culture….so one really had to understand where the people are coming from. Later s/he 
continued, “… we found that what we sat down to do in the offices was not realistic when we got out in the field…what we 
thought they needed were not the things they needed”. 

In addition, a third participant also conveyed the importance of communication skills for strategic leaders when he 
said that …”communication is the most important skill in an organisation, because my own experience was, awakening, 
that, particularly when you are talking in a diverse setting such as the public service and people coming from diverse 
backgrounds, it is not easy to communicate what you want to communicate to members and peers. Because of many 
typical issues with language, like particularly when it is oral one-to-one communication, your meaning, your phrasing, all 
these are so different, so to convey so that the other person understand and to make him understand what you really 
want or need….Not only at the level of language but even in terms of body language, maybe sometimes our mutual 
customs are, they have meaning in a particular cultural setting, but that could be really different in a different cultural 
setting. So by communication I would mean understanding the other person and making oneself understand the other 
person in the right way. 

As a relatively new public service, the South African public service strategic leaders has to play an important role 
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in the development of the public service`s procedural and trans-active memories as well as the facilitation of creative 
problem solving. Furthermore they also need to grant access to and encouraging the sharing of knowledge and 
information: Knowledge about the public service history, knowledge about issues confronting the public service in real 
time, and knowledge about possible futures. 
 
3.2 Theme 2: Leadership roles and outcomes  
 
The findings showed that strategic leaders are key role players in leading the organisation and as such needs to provide 
the necessary guidance and motivation towards and effective and efficient organisation. The participants confirmed that 
strategic leadership can be very challenging but rewarding work. None of the participants had any difficulty identifying 
that strategic leadership is very important for the public service in becoming effective and efficient. They were also clear 
that within a changing organisation strategic leader is a pivotal role player. Several of the participants related touching 
stories of intense personal challenges they had faced as strategic leaders trying to guide and motivate their members in 
a changing environment. Every r participants who recounted experiences that had been especially challenging also 
stated how much they had learned from it, and how enriching the experience had been. 

Related to the idea of strategic leaders as key role players, other compelling statements referred to the challenge 
of controlling one’s own desires to provide answers and the need to be seen as the expert. This was especially evident in 
departments where so there is a lack of infrastructure and capacity. They indicated that it was hard to give up the 
assumption that you knew how to do things better or had the answers. A participant spoke of how one “had to be willing 
to not have all the answers,” to “acquire new knowledge from the people,” that it required “attentive listening,” and that 
“managing your own expectations, controlling your own anxiety was a key challenge” in guiding members towards 
organisational objectives. Furthermore, participants also alluded to the idea that as strategic leaders thy need to set an 
example as a motivation factor for members. One participant said: “We are having a lot of corruption problems, so I think 
nowadays that people wants somebody who they trust and respect, one who is honest; I think this is very important. We 
need those qualities now. Our country needs leaders like this.”  

In addition, participants also discussed political, economic, and societal contexts that constitute the fabric of the 
public service. They spoke of the South African context in which the political stability could not be taken for granted or 
where issues of corruption and nepotism took precedence over public service accountability. Participants mentioned 
situations where the country’s infrastructure and support systems varied from being in place, though ineffective, and 
where societal feelings towards public service deliver are diminishing. The comments referred both to the lack of systems 
they saw as being favourable as well as to the presence of political or economic factors they saw as hindrances to 
effective strategic leadership. 

Subsequently, public service strategic leaders need to take cognizance of the fact that the public service is a social 
learning system. "In a social learning system, competence is historically and socially defined. According to Wenger 
(2003, p. 77) knowing, therefore, is a matter of displaying competencies defined in social communities . . . “socially 
defined competence is always in interplay with our experience. It is in this interplay that learning takes place." These 
competencies allow the public service strategic leaders as active performers to modify their ways of thinking or acting 
when dealing with changing environments. 

Furthermore, Hargreaves and Fink (2003, p. 696) made a connection between leadership and collective 
responsibility by describing it as a “network of relationships of people, structures, and cultures [and] leadership is... 
dependent on interrelationships and connections.” Departments are an integrated and interrelated system and not 
independent departments. They are all autonomist in their own right for the effectiveness and efficiency of each 
department within the public service. Moreover, public service strategic leaders is neutral in line with their satisfaction 
rating, thus taking a collective responsibility in that they do not view the public service possessing the necessary strategic 
leadership competencies in order to be effective as a collective unit (Schutte, 2010). 

Subsequently, there is an expectation of public service leaders to acquire the capacity, reflective practice that 
leads consistently to innovation. Lambert (2003, p. 7) defined reflective practice as “thinking about your own practice and 
enabling others to think about theirs”. Reflection is part of the cycle of inquiry and is an integral part of public service 
improvement, since understanding what was is central to understanding what is and what can be for a public service 
institution. Supporting reflection that leads to learning, Morgan (1997, p. 92) asserted that to learn and change, 
organisational members “must be skilled in understanding the assumptions, frameworks, and norms guiding current 
activity and be able to challenge and change them when necessary.” Boyce (2003, p. 124) summarised that “successful 
institutional change is indicated by changes in institutional actions and performance outcomes, as well as shifts in values, 
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assumptions, and approaches to inquiry”. Reflective practice leads to learning and learning leads to innovation that 
supports sustaining public service improvement. 
 
3.3 Theme 3: Leadership adaptation to change  
 
Data regarding skills that strategic leaders need to keep track of new trends was gathered from the question that asked 
specifically about what competencies are deemed necessary to be effective as a strategic leader as well as comments 
made regarding how strategic leaders could apply these competencies to transform the public service into a learning 
organisation. The findings clearly showed that the public service strategic leaders need to keep track of new trends due 
to a rapid changing environment they can use and apply organisational learning effectively in their positions.  

One participant for example indicated that: “the public service as a learning organisation must strive to anticipate 
change in the environment in which it operates. The community its serves expect the public service to become more 
accountable for service delivery indebted to its trustworthiness in responding to those anticipated changes” Another 
participant added: “The first thing is to listen. You must develop the ability to listen, and to see what we cannot see if we 
can, and to hear what we don’t hear, and to understand what is difficult to understand.” And “The first thing I would say is 
that a very important factor is one’s level of competence…and the second factor is, over time, whether you are a person 
that can be trusted.” “…s/he will be visionary, tactful, open, and sincere…” “Drive, because if you don’t have the drive you 
will not have the other things…and then come the other things, flexibility, openness, trustworthiness…” Another 
participant said, “Being a leader in a local context, you have to be good at politics. You don't need to have many skills, or 
years of study to be a leader in the local context. But being a good leader in the international context, that’s completely 
different. You have to prove that you are good; we need to have more competence and social intelligence.” 

Based on the above findings one can conclude that the learning-organisation paradigm encourages organisations 
such as the public service to use information and technology to improve understanding of changes in the environment, 
and institute new practices and procedures to meet emerging environmental conditions (Schutte, 2010). Yet, given these 
three limitations — asymmetrical decision parameters, ill-structured problem environments, and immature cognitive 
capabilities — the public service may not offer the signalling and adaptability benefits assumed and required by the 
learning organisation. These three conditions not only may undermine organisational adaptability, but when decision 
making is contingent on the available Information and technology, the public service may actually institutionalise 
organisational rigidity. Perhaps the greatest concern is that, under the influence of these three conditions, the public 
service may promote rigidity, leaving the organisation less, rather than more, able to respond to environmental 
turbulence. Moreover, Liker (2004, p. 251) is also of the opinion that if the public service wants to sustain such 
organisational behaviour an indispensable element is required: the ability to learn and to learn fast which is accredited to 
being a learning organisation. Therefore, it is imperative for strategic leaders within the public service to mobilise its 
employees at all levels around the strategic intent, effective and efficiently distribute resources across organisational 
boundaries, realise and using opportunities, developing and redeploying core competencies, consistently satisfying 
customers.  

In addition, there is an expectation of public service leaders to acquire the capacity, reflective practice that leads 
consistently to innovation. Lambert (2003, p. 7) defined reflective practice as “thinking about your own practice and 
enabling others to think about theirs”. Reflection is part of the cycle of inquiry and is an integral part of public service 
improvement, since understanding what was is central to understanding what is and what can be for a public service 
institution. Supporting reflection that leads to learning, Morgan (1997, p. 92) asserted that to learn and change, 
organisational members “must be skilled in understanding the assumptions, frameworks, and norms guiding current 
activity and be able to challenge and change them when necessary”. Boyce (2003, p. 124) summarised that “successful 
institutional change is indicated by changes in institutional actions and performance outcomes, as well as shifts in values, 
assumptions, and approaches to inquiry”. Reflective practice leads to learning and learning leads to innovation that 
supports sustaining public service improvement. 
 
4. Discussion 
 
The above findings lead to the development of an integrated framework relating strategic leadership the learning 
organization and public service outcomes (see Figure 1 below). We adopt a multi-level perspective including three types 
of environments namely: Macro, Meso and Micro. It is important to note that these three environments are in continuous 
interaction with each other and also influence each other. We believe that leaders have to take cognisance of all three 
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environments in order to implement learning organisation principles and achieve subsequent organisational 
effectiveness.  

The macro-environment environment represents the Global and South African Environment. Organisations are 
continuously changing as a result of emerging economic environmental changes, uncertainty in the corporate world, new 
technology and new emerging world markets. Leaders need to be knowledgeable about these changes and the impact 
thereof on their organisation. The findings highlighted that leaders need to be able to anticipate changing client 
expectation and adapt their organisation to meet growing customer need. In addition leaders also need to align the 
organisation current strengths and both known and unknown public service expectations.  

The Meso-environment includes the South African Government. The Government passes legislation and policies 
that regulate the business practices of the public service. As mentioned earlier strategic leaders need to develop 
strategic management plans in keeping with the medium-term expenditure framework, organisational structures that 
comply with the strategic management plans and strategies to improve service delivery.  

Finally the Micro-environment consists of the organisation itself. Leaders need to have the vision, skills and ability 
to create a learning culture in the midst of organisational and broader macro and micro challenges to achieve 
effectiveness, efficiency and sustainability.  

 
Figure 1: Integrated Framework relating Strategic Leadership, Organisational Learning and Public Service Excellence  
 
5. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The public service as a learning organisation needs to facilitate organisational sustainability and effective and efficient 
service delivery as it promotes an organisation’s ability to be adaptable to continuous changes in its environment and 
therefore continue to transform itself. Strategic leaders within the public service and their preparedness to learn and learn 
fast are the key to public service sustainability. To be a learning organisation, it is necessary to have competent staff and 
very careful succession systems to protect the organisational knowledge base. As a learning organisation the public 
service need to proactively create an environment and mechanisms that allow it to think and act systematically to achieve 
goals of sustainable growth and effective and efficient service delivery. Strategic leaders within the public service thus 
carefully need to plan the implementation of a learning organisation taking cognizance of the fact that it is a long term 
process that seeks unconditional commitment from all stakeholders.  

Therefore, for the public service to become an learning organisation it needs to understand that a prerequisite for 
the public service is that it needs systems, mechanisms and processes in place which, facilitates learning of its members 
to create expected organisational outcomes, learning that takes place changes behaviours and every single interaction is 
viewed as an opportunity to increase understanding sharpen thinking abilities and anticipate future changes. 
Subsequently, the public service as organisation will develop new conducts and practices (culture), improved 
performance of the public service as organisational system and reaches the stage of effective adaptation to change and 
uncertainty through the development of precise solutions which results in constructively valued outcome.  

Thus, as a newly developed public service South African public service strategic leadership is concerned with 
linking the past, the present, and the future of the public service to ensure stability in the face of change and 
development towards sustainable growth. In doing so, public service strategic leaders can influence the organisation 
directly through their inter and intra-connections and competence, or indirectly by embracing the creation, orchestrating, 
knowledge corridors and/or serving as the heart of intra- and extra-organisational networks through which the public 
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service learn and transfer knowledge. 
In addition, the public service officials-human resources are the most important assets of the public service as an 

organisation. Hence, in the current knowledge economy the focus is more on people as talent that will give the public 
service its thrust towards service excellence. Moreover, as a transforming organisation the public service must position 
itself to have the ability to learn as organisations and the capacity to respond quickly to the continuously changing 
demands of their respective communities. Subsequently the public service as a learning organisations are also about 
how members within the organisations interact with one another and with the organisation as they address the public 
service’s challenges.  
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