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Fraser-Moleketi (2007:3) points out that while a number of initiatives undertaken by 
the South African public service on management development had moved in the right 
direction, a number of challenges remained. In this regard, it is noteworthy to recall that 
Schacter (2000:77) criticised the lack of appropriate leadership training, the duplication of 
training in some departments, the poor quality training, and the ad hoc or crisis training 
which takes place in the South African public service. Moreover, Miller (2005:124) 
highlighted that a low priority is accorded to the education and training of managers. Also, 
many national and provincial departments have consistently failed to utilise their training 
budgets over time. Another challenge identified is the lack of co-ordination, as training 
needs are addressed by a wide variety of providers from local and international, public 
and private sectors. 

Departments are confronted with the challenge of a shortage of management 
capacity in the South African public service. Directors-General, who were interviewed 
by the author, have stated that human resource issues, such as lack of capacity, skills 
and experience, and personnel conflicts were, and continue to, present problems. Many 
managers lack the ability to make effective strategic decisions, delegate and solve problems 
innovatively (Smit & Cronje, 2003:15). Related to the problem of human resources is the 
lack of performance. Fraser-Moleketi (2007:3) suggests that non-performance by public 
servants either took the form of not delivering services, poor service delivery, or goal 
displacement by complying with rules and regulations rather than achieving departmental 
goals. Occasionally, political sensitivities inhibited Director-Generals’ decision-making, 
such as the reluctance to dismiss a non-performing public servant due to political 
considerations (Naidoo, 2006:257). 

Most managers in the South African public service exercise some elements of 
managerial leadership. This is reiterated by Fraser-Moleketi (2007:2) who has exhorted 
that senior management should adopt a managerial leadership approach, outlining that “it 
is their responsibility to direct and lead the operational and the programmatic aspects of 
implementing the political mandate. The responsibility rests with this leadership to give 
policy advice, based on factual context that enables political leadership to take policy 
advice, and identify the appropriate outcomes in order that programmes can be developed 
and implemented to produce these required outcomes”. Despite such exhortations, not all 
senior managers have a complete understanding of government priorities and are therefore 
unable to translate government policy into sustainable programmes that positively impact 
on the lives of citizens. Given these challenges, the South African public service needs 
leadership competence, in all spheres and at all levels, including senior management 
level. In terms of the Draft Public Administration Management Bill (2008:31), the head 
of a public service organisation must, through education and training of its employees, 
develop its human resource capacity to a level that enables it to perform its functions in 
a efficient, collaborative and accountable way. Directors-General have stated that they 
wanted to improve management and leadership capacity of their departments (Naidoo 
2005:155). The challenge for the South African public service is to develop appropriate 
profiles of management competencies and design the necessary interventions, to ensure 
appropriate leadership development. 
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Table 1: Managerial and visionary leadership

MANAGERIAL LEADERS VISIONARY LEADERS

Are reactive, adopt passive attitude 
towards goals. Goals arise out of 
necessities, not desires and dreams. 
Goals are based on past.

Are proactive, shape ideas, change 
the way people think about what is 
desirable, possible and necessary.

View work as an enabling process 
involving some combination of ideas and 
people interacting to establish strategies.

Work to develop choices, fresh 
approaches to long-standing problems, 
work from high-risk positions.

Relate to people according to their roles 
in the decision-making process.

Are concerned with ideas, relate to 
people in intuitive and empathetic ways.

Sense of who they are depends on their 
role in the organisation.

A sense of who they are does not 
depend on their work.

Influence actions and decisions of those 
with whom they work.

Influence attitudes and opinions of others 
within the organisation.

Involved in situations and day-to-day 
activities.

Concerned with insuring the future 
of organisation especially through 
development and management of 
people.

Concerned with and more comfortable 
in functional areas of responsibilities.

Engage in multifunctional integrative 
tasks.

Expert in their functional areas.
Know less than their functional area 
experts.

Less likely to make value-based 
decisions.

More likely to make decisions based on 
values.

Engage in, and support, short-term goals 
to enhance organisational performance.

More willing to invest in innovations, 
human capital, and creating and 
maintaining an effective culture to ensure 
long-term viability.

Focus on managing the exchange and 
combination of explicit knowledge 
and ensuring compliance to standard 
operating procedures.

Focus on tacit knowledge and develop 
strategies as communal forms of tacit 
knowledge that promote enactment of a 
vision.

Utilise linear thinking. Utilise non-linear thinking.

Believe in determinism, that is, the 
choices they make are determined by 
their internal and external environments.

Believe in strategic choice, that is, their 
choices make a difference in their 
organisations and environment.

(Adapted from Rowe, 2001:87)
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culture of the public service. A leader using managerial leadership will tend to intervene 
only after standards have not been met, or after problems have arisen (Northouse, 
2001:140). 

Rowe (2001:86) and Daft (1998:14) argue that managerial leaders will at best maintain 
the present level of performance and may even be a source of inefficiency and poor 
performance in the long-term if this is the predominant leadership type in their organisation. 
In view of prevailing service delivery backlogs, promoting organisational effectiveness and 
above-average performance is critical in the South African public service. 

Northouse (2001:139) demonstrates that individuals who exhibited visionary leadership 
were perceived to be more effective leaders with improved work outcomes compared to 
individuals who exhibited only managerial leadership. A review of 30 studies on visionary 
leadership conducted by Lowe, Kroeck and Sivasubramaniam (1996) concludes that 
findings were true for leaders in both public and private organisations (Lourens, 2001:35). 
Unfortunately, visionary leaders are not readily embraced in the public service in South 
Africa, unless they are supported by managerial leaders (Miller, 2005:125). 

Visionary Leadership 

According to Rowe (2001:82), visionary leadership creates an atmosphere of change, and 
has visionary ideas that excite, stimulate and drive other people to work even harder. 
Emphasis is placed on employee empowerment, commitment and achievement of results. 
This type of leadership stimulates employees to be creative and innovative. Visionary 
leaders motivate followers to do more than is expected, by (i) raising the levels of 
consciousness of followers to do more than is expected (ii) getting followers to transcend 
their own self-interest for the sake of the team or organisation (iii) motivating followers to 
address higher level needs (Bryman, 1992:14). 

The downside of visionary leadership means putting power in the hands of one 
person which entails risk on several dimensions. Ultimately, visionary leadership requires 
the power to influence peoples’ thoughts and actions. The leader should have the ability 
to create trust and confidence amongst co-workers. Without trust, it would be almost 
impossible to communicate the vision to co-workers (Lourens, 2001:35). However, there 
is the risk of equating power with the ability to achieve immediate results. There is also a 
risk of losing self-control in the desire to obtain power. And there is an attendant risk that 
the presence of visionary leaders may undermine the development of managerial leaders 
who become anxious in the relative disorder that visionary leaders tend to generate. 
More positively, under visionary leadership, organizational control is maintained through 
socialisation and the sharing of, and compliance with, a commonly held set of norms, 
values, and shared beliefs in the organisation. Visionary leadership is future-oriented and 
concerned with risk-taking. There are other beneficial features of visionary leadership 
such as going beyond traditional leadership approaches to include the growth of the 
followers, and the emphasis on morals and values. Nonetheless, visionary leadership is 
the hardest leadership approach to assess regarding performance. A study conducted 
by Rowe (2001:90) reflects that visionary leaders have the potential for a range of 
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performance implications, from below- average to above-normal. Rowe (2001:91) argues 
that the bigger danger is that visionaries may achieve below-normal performance much 
more quickly than managerial leaders.

Managerial and visionary leaders are however at opposite ends of a continuum. The 
adoption of both managerial and visionary leadership causes the individual leader to end 
up in the centre. Managerial leaders want stability and order, and to preserve the existing 
order, whereas visionary leaders want creativity, innovation, and to change the existing 
order. The environment in the South African public service is one of constant change 
and complexity demanding creativity and innovation of its managers. It can therefore 
be argued that the South African public service needs leaders to cope with change and 
managers to deal with such complexities. Both visionary and managerial leadership are 
vital for the long-term viability and short term stability of the South African public service. 
One solution for the South African public service could be a synergistic combination of 
managerial and visionary leadership (strategic leadership).

Strategic leadership 

It could be argued that public managers should transform situations that seem impossible 
by adopting certain leadership approaches. According to Rowe (2001:81) the type of 
leadership approach that can best do this is strategic leadership (as defined previously, 
a synergistic combination of managerial and visionary leadership). Rowe, (2001:81-
82) argues that the impact of a combination of managerial and visionary leadership on 
organisational effectiveness and above-average performance as well as improved public 
service delivery is far greater than only adopting one leadership approach.

Rowe (2001:86) argues that the public service will be more viable in the long-term 
and better able to maintain stability in the short-term, if strategic leadership is prevalent. 
A strategic leader will promote greater productivity than either a managerial leader or 
a visionary leader. Managerial leaders maintain the existing order but may not invest in 
innovations that will change the organisation and enhance organisational effectiveness 
in the long-term. However, visionary leaders may enhance the long-term viability of 
the organization. They want to change and be innovative to enhance organisational 
effectiveness in the long term. Combining these two leadership types to provide strategic 
leadership will promote organisational effectiveness and above-average performance in 
the long-term, as well as help maintain short-term stability. 

Key features of strategic leadership are summarised below (see Table 2).
According to Rowe (2001:83) strategic leadership skills evolved to include managerial 

skills such as management and administrative skills. Strategic managers make decisions 
every day as they interact with each other and the public. They often ask a number of 
questions. For example, are their decisions in accord with the strategic direction of the 
organisation, while they enhance the future viability of the organisation? Will they enhance 
the future viability of the organisation as well as meet short-term goals? Managers should 
make decisions that benefit the organisation. This means that senior management will 
not have to expend as much effort on monitoring and controlling subordinates, and will 
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have more capacity to examine what the organisation needs to be, both in the short and 
long terms. 

Strategic leaders emphasize ethical values and moral principles to complement the 
values of the Senior Management Service (SMS) which created a cadre of senior managers 
and senior professionals across institutions for the purpose of developing a management 
culture based on the values and principles enshrined in Section 195(1) of the South 
African Constitution. The Draft Public Administration Management Bill (2008), requires 
managerial, professional and strategic expertise across institutions. 

Strategic leaders oversee both day-to-day operating and long-term strategic 
responsibilities. They formulate and implement strategies for immediate impact and 
the preservation of long-term goals to enhance organisational efficiency and viability. 
They can use strategic and financial controls (Freedman & Tregoe, 2003:18). Strategic 
leaders have strong, positive expectations of the performance that they expect from 
their managers, public servants and themselves. They utilise and interchange tacit 
and explicit knowledge on both the individual and organisational levels. They use 
both linear and nonlinear thinking patterns. They believe in strategic choice. They 
promote organisational effectiveness for enhancing future performance by using 
different approaches and models in their organisation. Strategic leaders therefore need 
to understand both managerial and visionary leadership, and utilise the skills and 
knowledge of both approaches.

Table 2: Strategic leadership 

STRATEGIC LEADERS

Synergistic combination of visionary and managerial leadership.

Emphasis on ethical behaviour and value-based decisions.

Operational oversee (day-to-day) and strategic (long-term) responsibilities.

Formulate and implement strategies for immediate impact and preservation of long-
term goals to enhance organisational performance and long-term viability.

Have strong, positive expectations of the performance they expect from their 
superiors, peers, subordinates and themselves.

Use strategic control and financial controls, with an emphasis on strategic controls.

Use and interchange, tacit and explicit knowledge on individual and organisational 
levels.

Use linear and non-linear thinking patterns.

Believe in strategic choice, that is, their choices make a difference in their 
organisations and environment.

(Adapted from Rowe, 2001:82)
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