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Since governments are collaborating at a global level for improved public ser-
vice delivery, the public service is obliged to co-operate effectively and efficiently 
on an international level, in order to comply with the normative principles con-
tained in section 195 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 as 
well as with the eight Batho Pele principles for community-oriented public service 
delivery. The following are the principles: consultation, service standards, access, 
courtesy, information, openness and transparency, redress and value for money. 
The successful implementation of the normative criteria as stipulated in the Con-
stitution and in the Batho Pele principles has to be preceded by the acquisition by 
public officials of relevant and applicable skills (Mhone & Edigheji, 2003:78).

Public human resource management is a dynamic field and has been evolving 
rapidly over the past decades. This paper focuses on the impact of globalisation 
on human resource management policies in the South African Public Service. In 
particular, the paper examines the existing human resource management policies 
as well as the practices of the South African public service against the background 
of the global community and globalisation (Coetzee, 2001:520).

Public human resource management is confronted with the challenge to fill 
senior and high profile positions, especially in the field of financial management 
in the public sector and, in that context, has to accomplish a strategic role in the 
success of the public service. Institutions that do not place particular emphasis on 
attracting and retaining talent will find themselves facing dire consequences, as tal-
ented staff may leave and be absorbed in the private sector or go abroad. In the light 
of this situation, heads of departments in the public service strategically manage 
their human resources. The scarcity of skills, locally and globally, forces institutions 
to become more adaptable, resilient, agile and community-focused in order to pro-
vide effective and efficient service delivery. The public human resource practitioner 
has to adapt to become a strategist in the institution (Mhone & Edigheji, 2003:90).

 Public human resource management is changing from being a local activity into 
a global function. The future role of public human resource management as intel-
lectual capital is becoming the main generator of wealth for both individuals and 
the government. In this context, the South African public service has embarked, 
currently, on transforming its public human resource management systems to cope 
with the changing environment in order to fulfil the staffing needs. Some of these 
public human resource management functions include improving of service deliv-
ery, recruitment, selection, induction, orientation, mentoring, coaching, educa-
tion, training, development, labour relations, employment equity and employment 
assistance programmes (EAP). Service delivery has always been the raison d’etre of 
the public service in a democratic dispensation.

On the one hand, there is a need for higher academic skills and increasing 
technological expertise to respond to the demands of this increasingly technol-
ogy driven world, yet, on the other hand, there is a need for more broad-based 
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ABSTRACT

Globalisation exercises a significant impact on public human resource 
management policies and procedures in the South African public ser-
vice. The driving forces of globalisation have affected public human 

resource management to a large extent, for example, the impact of technology 
demands different skills and competencies from public officials on all levels. This 
article examines the impact of globalisation on public human resource manage-
ment policies and procedures in the South African public service. The focus is 
on selected national government departments in South Africa. The main problem 
emphasised in this paper is that the current training and development mecha-
nisms in the South African public service do not take due cognisance of the 
significance of the influence of globalisation on local public human resource 
management, including training to equip public officials to interact internation-
ally effectively and efficiently. There is a need for achieving, maintaining and 
enhancing public service delivery systems as well as implementing cutting-edge 
human resource management theories and practices for globally competitive 
human resource management. This article provides a set of recommendations 
on how to overcome the challenges of globalisation and the impacts thereof on 
public service delivery from a public human resource management perspective.

INTRODUCTION

The main normative function of public human resource management is to 
ensure the provision, training, utilisation and maintenance of sufficient num-
bers of competent, dedicated, committed public service personnel with 

an impeccable work ethic and who are responsible for effective, efficient and 
community-oriented public service delivery. If the training function is neglected, 
the nature of public service delivery will be deficient and counter-productive to 
achieving the general welfare, as the ultimate objective of public service. In this 
context, the management and utilisation of public human resources in a globalised 
setting poses a challenge.
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opment in the South African public service;
• to understand how public human resource departments in the South Afri-

can public service are adapting to dynamic changes in the field of public 
human resource management nationally and internationally;

• to ascertain which public human resource management functionaries focus 
on normative foundations of public administration, public accountability, 
deference to labour, human rights and ethical standards;

• to determine the level of understanding of public human resource manage-
ment in terms of globalisation; and

• to propose a set of recommendations.

CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS OF GLOBALISATION

According to the International Labour Organisation of the United Nations, 
‘Globalisation is defined as a process of growing interdependence between 
all people of this planet. People are linked together economically and 

socially by trade, investments and governance by market liberalisation and infor-
mation, communication and transportation technologies’.

The integration of markets, nation-states and technologies enables an individ-
ual, corporations and nation-states to reach around the world farther, faster, deeper 
and cheaper than ever before and also to enable the world to reach into individu-
als, corporations and nation-states farther, faster, deeper and cheaper. Globalisa-
tion is defined as a concept which refers both to the compression of the world and 
the intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole (Guinness, 2003:2).

Globalisation can be described as a continual exchange of economic, cultural 
and social elements across the world. These exchanges provide economic trade 
and this in turn spurs on cultural awareness and increases social interaction glob-
ally. Globalisation often has a more economic definition especially because of 
the melting pot of trade between different countries. This international market is 
characterised by foreign investment, capital monetary flows between countries, 
technology and labour migration.

The phenomenon of globalisation has captured the world attention in various 
ways. This is the information super-highway to international trade. The subject of 
globalisation has come to concern all and sundry. The core of most discussions 
of the issue is the extraordinary explosion of both technology and information, in 
ways that have considerably reduced the twin concepts of time and space. In par-
ticular, information and communications technology (ICT) has emerged as perhaps 
the most dominant force in the global system of production, albeit with significant 
ramifications in all other spheres of contemporary human existence. The rate of 
technology change in moving goods and services and knowledge cheaply and 
rapidly across the nations has continued unabated and to the extent of even accel-
erating (Bhagwati, 2004:10).

management of training, which would assist to develop a variety of skills such as 
customer care, financial management, procurement and logistics, labour relations, 
project management and general management. There is a growing shortage of the 
abovementioned skilled labour in all sectors of the public service because of the 
inadequacies of on-the-job training, off-the-job training or job enrichment pro-
grammes which makes it difficult to attract and retain qualified personnel (Coetzee, 
2001:425).

The demise of apartheid and the advent of political democratisation in South 
Africa have resulted in trading and the opening of diplomatic relationships with 
countries that previously avoided this country. In the light of this development, 
South Africa is confronted with the challenges of globalisation, in particular human 
resource management. It is essential for employees in the public service to possess 
skills and expertise such as customer care, financial management, procurement 
and logistics, labour relations, project management and general management, in 
order to cope with the demands of globalisation in order to provide effective and 
efficient public service delivery.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The main problem researched is that the management of training and devel-
opment in the South African public service does not adequately meet the 
training needs of the current demographically diverse staff component to 

equip it with necessary skills for effective and efficient service delivery against the 
background of the global community and its concomitant globalisation.

The following sub-problems are derived from the main research problem:
• The above problem causes, inter alia, an inability to adapt to changing 

strategic public human resource management needs from a national and 
international perspective.

• The problem of lack of knowledge and understanding by public officials 
of globalisation results in an inability to effectively and efficiently manage 
and execute national and international human resource management 
trends, a needed skill for achieving, maintaining and enhancing cutting-
edge human resource management theories and practices for globally 
competitive human resource management.

OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH

The main objectives of the paper are:
• to determine the impact of globalisation on public human resource man-

agement in the South African public service;
• to examine selected administrative and management structures responsible 

for public human resource policies and procedures on training and devel-
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Generally, these processes are evolving, partly through their own dynamism 
and partly through the implementation of international, regional and national 
rules, standards and policies, in particular, the rules of the World Trade Organisa-
tion (WTO), the policies of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Bank. Fundamentally, globalisation is the closer integration of the countries and 
peoples of the world which has been brought about by the enormous reduction 
of costs of transportation and communication, and the breaking down of artificial 
barriers to the flow of goods, services and capital, knowledge and people across 
borders.

Figure 1: National Government of South Africa in relation to global partners

Figure 1 explains the various interfaces where the South African government 
departments interact with global institutions and partners such as the Department 

Too much has been made of the phenomenon of globalisation in its economic 
dimensions while recognising the contribution of ICT and the attendant forces of the 
global economy to the emergence of globalisation. There is a new ethos about the 
economic dimensions of globalisation that exalts above all other human values or 
phenomena, indeed even above the basic condition of human beings themselves. 
The globalisation of markets and manufacturing has vastly increased international 
competition. Production is becoming globalised too, as manufacturers around the 
world put manufacturing facilities where products are produced cheaply. South 
Africa’s punitive legislation has impacted negatively on South Africa, as manufac-
turers transfer their manufacturing to India, Indonesia or China (Cronje, Du Toit & 
Motlatla, 2000:59).

It is essential to grasp the different motivating forces that are impelling these 
developments aside from the purely economic because of globalisation’s multi-
faceted nature, and also to recognise the different directions from which they are 
coming. Globalisation can come in the form of multinational firms, international 
capital flows and world markets. Intrinsic to this form of globalisation is a grow-
ing legal and institutional framework within which the regimes of contemporary 
international trade, finance and investment are being conducted. Another form 
of globalisation can be in the form of environmental, women’s and anti-nuclear 
movements or human rights struggles. The human rights movement has long laid 
claim to a universalising or a globalising mission.

This is evident in the assertion that the regime of rights and freedoms estab-
lished through the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the numerous other 
instruments that have since been promulgated in the same spirit extend beyond 
the arena of purely national concern. Globalisation can be brought down from the 
rarefied and glorified atmosphere of corporate boardrooms to the daily realities of 
ordinary human beings. It can help them mobilise in resistance against the hege-
monising tendencies that globalisation may present.

Cronje, Du Toit and Motlatla (2000:77) state that globalisation refers to the wid-
ening and deepening of international trade, finance, human resources, informa-
tion and culture in a single integrated world market. The aim of globalisation is to 
produce the best outcome for all as regards economic growth and human welfare.

According to Bhagwati, (2004:11), the following are some of the main features 
of globalisation:

• trade liberalisation;
• increasing and changing patterns of financial flows;
• cheaper and quicker transport;
• the growth in the size and power of corporations; and
• impressive advances in new technology, in particular, information and 

communications technology.
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ment with more flexible techniques of work organisation. South African managers 
often underrate the pressures of globalisation and are reluctant to invest too much 
on employee development.

Countries have embarked on a thorough re-evaluation of the role, structure 
and functions of the state in general and human resource management and devel-
opment in particular. This has been in response to a number of factors including 
the growing impact of global markets and competition, the trend towards ‘knowl-
edge workers’, multi-skilling and multi-tasking and the growing pressure for equal 
opportunities in employment (Du Toit et al.:, 2002:165).

In order to survive in the harsh global environment, organisations have to use 
all the resources at their disposal in an effective manner. The need for affirmative 
action, given both social and legislative pressures, makes it critically important that 
organisations give particular attention to developing their internal human capaci-
ties through both skills and development and stable employment policies. Coun-
tries can enhance their competitiveness and ensure success in the global realities. 
The development of human resources is seen as equipping those whose existing 
skills are surplus, redundant or lacking in the first place. Training should be part of 
an ongoing process in order to maintain an effective workforce. There has been a 
global trend towards the integration of employment and training. Training has often 
tended to be job specific with limited transferability between employers (Coetzee, 
2001:528).

Changes in public human resource management policies
Public human resource processes have become more easily measurable. Con-

cepts such as the high performance organisation and knowledge management offer 
Human Resource specialists the chance to push public human resource manage-
ment to the fore. Public human resource processes and their outcomes are central 
to these concepts and the introduction of technology allows more exact methods 
of determining whether or not human resource initiatives do affect the ‘bottom 
line’ and shareholder value (Price, 2004:27).

There is some cynical scepticism coming from human resource practitioners 
and academics, some of it associated with dogged technophobia, together with 
justifiable questioning of the methodology, rationale and, not least, the capabilities 
of the systems and concepts discussed. Public human resource management has 
absorbed ideas and techniques from a wide range of theories and practical tools. In 
effect, public human resource management is a synthesis of themes and concepts 
drawn from a long history of work, more recent management theories and social 
science research. The trend with the human resource management policies has 
been globally adapted based on the increased integration of national economics 
into the global economy through trade and investment rules (Nel et al., 2005:27).

Globalisation dominates the competition horizon. The concept is not new, but 
the intensity of the challenge to get on with it is. Globalisation entails new markets, 
new products, new mindsets, new competencies and new ways of thinking about 

of Trade and Industry with G8 countries, the Departments of Foreign Affairs, Immi-
gration and Public Service and Administration with the United Nations. SADC 
interacts with the Department of Energy and Eskom in respect of power generation. 
The European Union interacts with the Department of Trade and Industry with 
regards to trading.

GLOBALISATION, HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT 
AND PUBLIC SERVICE REFORM

Globalisation has shifted the levels of standards and expectations in various 
aspects of life, including that of human resources. Academic and train-
ing institutions have to produce a populace with the relevant knowledge, 

values, skills and experience that would enable them to compete with other indi-
viduals in the global market. The public service system is not spared from the 
competition, as it must likewise be able to provide packages and compensation 
that would appeal to eligible and competent individuals, providing room for career 
options and professional growth, highlighting the value of working with govern-
ment, supported with a fair and consistent performance evaluation mechanism 
and a realistic compensation scheme. Human resource development is the process 
of skills development within work organisations, in order to suit overall organisa-
tional strategic objectives. It represents a considerably more bottom line driven 
approach to skills development than traditional organisational training initiatives 
(Coetzee, 2001:526).

There is a widespread consensus among politicians and commentators both 
within developing and developed countries that training and development should 
be encouraged. Human resource development represents training and develop-
ment specifically geared to the bottom line to developing skills aimed at ensuring 
the survival and growth of individual work organisations. A government that does 
not take a proactive stance in facilitating such training and development initiatives 
will find itself lacking in skills to provide an effective and efficient service delivery.

The significance of human resource development and globalisation
The competitive advantage of a company depends on some basic factors: tech-

nology, the degree of protection, access to financial resources, economies of scale, 
and the nature and composition of the work force. Countries can no longer rely on 
a secure place in the market simply on account of possessing a technological edge. 
As the life cycles of products shorten, companies can no longer count on econo-
mies of scale, as success depends on being able to profit from short product runs.

According to Coetzee (2001:527), in the South African context, these pres-
sures are particularly accentuated, as organisations face the immediate challenge 
of moving beyond the comfortable practices of the past engendered by a closed 
market and an overly interventionist state. The current crisis of competitiveness has 
resulted in South African organisations being more aware of the need to experi-
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WORLD COMPETITIVENESS: BENCHMARKING SOUTH 
AFRICA AGAINST OTHER COUNTRIES

According to the World Economic Forum of 2002, South Africa fares particu-
larly poorly in terms of its international competitiveness. The competitive-
ness position of a country is determined according to 290 criteria of hard 

data as well as a survey giving a weighting of one-third in the final result.

In 2007 South Africa occupied the 34th position in a list of 75 countries. The 
United States of America, Singapore, China Hong Kong are rated among the high-
est, and Zimbabwe, Nigeria and Nicaragua the lowest. The report looks at perfor-
mance in three broad areas: technology, public transport and macro-economic 
environment.

Some of the strengths related to the market were the following:
• the extent of incentive compensation;
• company spending on research and development;
• judicial independence, and
• social transfer recipients.

Some notable competitive disadvantages are:
• tertiary enrolment;
• inflation;
• cooperation in labour–employment relations;
• availability of scientists and engineers;
• quality of public schools;
• skills outflow or ‘brain drain’;
• unemployment rate;
• hiring and firing practices;
• pay and productivity;
• employment rules; and
• union contributions to productivity.

Globalisation is the integration of business activities across geographical and 
organisational boundaries. It is the freedom to conceive, design, buy, produce, dis-
tribute and sell products and services in a manner which offers maximum benefits 
to the firm without regard to the consequences for individual geographic locations 
or organisational units (Kirkbride, 2001:14).

THE IMPACT OF GLOBALISATION ON SOUTH AFRICA

Several decades of relative economic isolation meant that organisations in 
South Africa were ill-prepared to take advantage of the opportunities arising 
from trade liberalisation, while the potential adjustment costs were corre-

spondingly high. Trade liberalisation has certainly resulted in a sharp increase in 

business. As the world becomes smaller through telecommunication, travel, infor-
mation, ideologies and partnerships, the global village is not the horizon, it is here 
(Meyer & Botha, 2004:110).

The human relations and human factors approaches were absorbed into a broad 
behavioural science movement in the 1950s and 1960s. This period produced 
some influential theories on the motivation of human performance. Maslow’s hier-
archy of needs, for example, provided an individual focus on the reasons why 
people work. He argued that people satisfied an ascending series of needs from 
survival, through security to eventual ‘self-actualisation’. In the same period, con-
cepts of job design such as job enrichment and job enlargement were investigated. 
It was felt that people would give more to an organisation if they gained satisfaction 
from their jobs. Jobs should be designed to be interesting and challenging to gain 
the commitment of workers which is a central theme of public human resource 
management (Price, 2004:28).

SOUTH AFRICA ‘S COMPETITIVE POSITION

A country’s international competitive position depends on a number of fac-
tors. Apart from the pride of the product, factors such as the quality of the 
product delivered, customised products, on-time delivery, general good ser-

vice to the customer, and movements in the exchange rate, all play a role. With 
regard to the latter, a depreciating currency, as South Africa has experienced in 
recent years, makes exported products less expensive and therefore more attractive 
to foreign buyers. The Labour Market Commission argues that the depreciation of 
the rand has lowered South Africa’s unit labour costs relative to those of its major 
trading partners. However, a depreciating currency does not only have disadvan-
tages, but also poses certain threats. For instance, it leads to higher import prices 
that might increase local inflation and wipe out any benefit of a depreciating cur-
rency. Taking account of various factors, South Africa’s competitiveness position 
compares unfavourably to that of some countries (Mohamad, 2002:7).

According to Meyer (2004:2), the field of Human Resource Development (HRD) 
has evolved so rapidly in South Africa and abroad that traditional training is under 
threat. Meyer (2004:24) observes that where traditionally training was seen as a 
tool to give employees knowledge and skills to perform their work more effectively, 
this view is changing. Nowadays, Public Human Resource Development is used as 
an important imperative to enhance competitiveness and is employed strategically.
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managers, in particular, can understand why staff behave in a certain manner and 
to interact effectively with their international counterparts. Understanding other 
countries’ culture will improve communication.

Recommendation 3: Flexibility to respond to situations
Public institutions should have the flexibility to respond to complex and rap-

idly changing global circumstances. Governmental departments must adapt to the 
needs of the international community in order to provide a global type of service 
delivery.

Recommendation 4: Take ownership of goods and service delivery
Ownership of public goods and service delivery should be pulled out of bureau-

cracy into empowered communities. Communities have more commitments to 
their members than goods and service delivery has to the citizens. Public servants 
must take ownership of goods and service delivery which will result in effective 
and efficient service delivery.

Recommendation 5: Competition should be mission- and not rules-
driven

Competition should be injected into goods and service delivery to attain global 
status. Government should be mission-driven, and rules-driven and organisations 
should be transformed. In other words, objectives must be set and attained time-
ously and bureaucracy should be reduced or eliminated to reach targets.

Recommendation 6: Greater awareness of training budgets
There must be greater awareness by government to ensure that training budgets 

become integrated with critical operations. This will pose a totally new challenge 
to human resource managers and their teams. Instead of only perceiving their task 
to be equipping employees with knowledge and skills in a classroom environment, 
human resource managers are compelled by the new emphasis to work much 
closer with operating managers at an international level.

Recommendation 7: Development of managerial employees
Development should be aimed at employees serving in a managerial capacity 

or preparing them for managerial posts within an organisation. Managers must 
keep abreast of new developments in technological, economic, political, legisla-
tive and social fields as well as human resource management practices. It should 
focus on developing people for government’s needs of tomorrow. Development is 
a process whereby managers obtain the necessary skills and experience and is a 
continuous process to update managers in particular regarding technological, eco-
nomic, political, legislative and other human resource practices to obviate becoming 
obsolescent.

• They should be responsible for carrying out policy and achieving the 

exports, especially in the manufacturing industry. Manufactured exports increased 
by an average annual nominal rate of more than 10% between 1990 and 1994 and 
this already high growth rate was much higher in the period thereafter, that is, after 
trade sanctions were lifted (Bennett, Jooste, & Strydom, 2005:177).

However, as far as employment in particular is concerned, trade liberalisation 
did not have the positive effect that might have been expected on the basis of good 
export performance or from the post-war experience of East Asia. One of the rea-
sons is that South Africa’s trade liberalisation initiatives have been relatively recent 
and the effect of employment takes years to materialise.

Another reason for the fact that employment has not been affected positively is 
the changing nature of global competition, which in recent years has been much 
more intense than before. There is much greater competition in the trade in low 
wage, labour-intensive products. A further reason has to do with the structural shift 
that took place in South Africa towards capital-intensive sectors, partly as a result 
of trade liberalisation.

Trade liberalisation might therefore have contributed to the weak employment 
performance in South Africa over the last few years. However, the ILO maintains 
that this impact is probably relatively small. However, the impact on unskilled 
employment could have been relatively large (Mohamad, 2002:27).

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUDING REMARKS

Recommendation 1: Training and development
In order for South Africa to be internationally competitive, it is essential for the 

human resources of the South African Public Service to be appropriately trained 
and developed to be globally relevant. Staff should be trained to handle issues on a 
global scale. The current challenges, such as global competition and socio-economic 
development facing governmental departments, bring new dimensions to workplace 
training and development.

Top management should become more and more interested in the contribution 
of education and training from the bottom line of the organisation. Training must be 
perceived by government as an investment, which must be measured against ser-
vice delivery. It is argued that since training competes for a department’s resources 
with other investment means, it needs to offer a greater productivity improvement 
than alternative uses of other resources. Therefore, like any other form of invest-
ment, training can only be seen as a net contributor to improved efficiency if it 
leads to an enhancement of government’s performance.

Recommendation 2: Understanding diverse cultures
It is also important for all personnel to understand and relate to the varied inter-

national cultures. Understanding the diverse cultures ensures that human resource 
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objectives of management.
• They thus form a link between higher level management and lower level 

employees.
• Their job comprises two parts, namely, supervisory work which deals with 

training, organising, directing and controlling, and technical work which 
covers everything else.

• Various means exist to determine whether they do their work adequately 
according to the Institute of People Management.

The international training of supervisors could cover the following:
• Understanding and implementation of the organisation’s policy and rules;
• Human resources policy(locally and internationally);
• Employment relations (locally and internationally);
• Inter-group conflict in the work situation; and
• Interpersonal contact and social interaction.

Recommendation 8: Demonstration of performance
It is recommended that staff members’ performance to be demonstrated before 

they are considered competent locally and internationally and this will ensure 
effective and efficient public service delivery internationally.
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