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Local government municipalities in South Africa are faced with a serious challenge of service delivery. 
Research continues to point to a plethora of problems in the public service that lead to the failure of 
municipalities in the country to deliver services to the local population. One of the problems emanating 
from research is poor talent management strategies that fail to retain key talent in the public service. 
The aim of the study was to explore perceived challenges to talent management at the City of Cape 
Town municipality. A qualitative research method was adopted for the study with the semi-structured 
interview utilised as the data collection tool and conducted on twenty senior managers at the 
municipality. Data collected was subjected to the content analysis method. Challenges facing talent 
management at the City of Cape Town municipality included failure to retain key talent, lack of 
employee recognition, succession planning and management problems, and sluggish career 
management strategies. These talent management challenges were found to be connected to the 
dependent variables of the study like pay satisfaction, turnover and intention to turnover theories, 
organisational commitment, employee engagement and motivation. To overcome these challenges, it 
was recommended that the City of Cape Town municipality must devise a strategy that will ensure that 
highly talented employees are retained for the longest time within the employ of the organisation. This, 
inter alia, included the recommendation that senior managers must ensure that they recognise the 
individual input and efforts of those they lead. 
 
Key words: Talent management, motivation, organisational commitment, employee engagement, pay 
satisfaction, job satisfaction, turnover, intention to turnover. 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

South African public service is not exempt to the ‘war for 
talent’. The country has three spheres of government of 
which all are battling with delivery services to the local 
population due to a number of challenges. This article is 
based on the study conducted at the City of Cape Town 
in 2010 to explore perceptions of senior managers on the 
challenges facing talent management at this municipality. 
The City of Cape Town municipality has been battling to 
retain talent over the years.  
   This municipality is on the verge of implementing an 
integrated talent management strategy that will see the 
municipality reducing staff turnover rates  significantly  by  
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retaining its much sought after talented employees. The 
findings of this study contribute to both theory and 
practice. Theoretically the study contributes to the 
literature, as it is the first empirical study to use managers 
in a local government municipality to explore challenges 
surrounding talent management.  

Furthermore, local government managers can use the 
findings of this research to design strategies and policies 
to enhance talent management in local government 
municipalities, and subsequently ensure talent retention. 
 
 
Key focus of the study 
 
In the light of the continuing service delivery protests that 
are a result of the current skills shortages in South Africa, 
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Year  
 
Figure 1. Service delivery protests (2004 to 2009) (source: Municipal IQ Municipal Hotspots 

Monitor). 
 
 
 

the present study focuses on the perceived challenges to 
talent management within the public service with the City 
of Cape Town municipality as the case study. It is the 
belief of the researcher that identification of these 
challenges may assist the municipality and the rest of the 
municipalities in the country to manage talent effectively 
and subsequently deliver services better across the 
country. Tangible recommendations are presented to 
address these challenges at the City of Cape Town. As 
business becomes more competitive, more companies 
are recognising that their main competitive advantage lies 
in recruiting and retaining the best staff for the job. 
Attracting and retaining top performers has been reco-
gnised as one of the biggest contemporary challenges in 
human resources management (HRM) (Reitman, 2007). 
While employee resignations and the reasons for them 
are not new, they have now intersected with the 
phenomenon of a shrinking replacement pool for qualified 
workers (Reitman, 2007). The exercise of attracting, 
retaining and motivating qualified workers is known as 
talent management. Talent management has been 
defined as: 
 
“... an active management system used to identify, 
capture, utilise, develop, grow and nurture the talent of 
employees to the benefit of the work team and the 
company at large” (Meyer and Tuck, 2004).  
 
Talent management, which involves the cooperation and 
communication of managers at all levels, has become an 
imperative in the face of today’s business challenges 
(Brewster et al., 2008: 128).  
 
 

Problem statement  

 
The City of Cape Town municipality continues to lose 
talented employees on a yearly basis. Problems of turn-
over, intention to turnover, lack  of  employee  recognition  

and employee frustration continue to plague this munici-
pality, which slow down the delivery of essential services 
to the public at a time when service delivery protests are 
on the rise; the City has, as have other municipalities in 
South Africa, been hit by service delivery protests 
between January 2004 and July of 2009. This is 
evidenced by Figure 1.  

In addition, the City spends significant amounts of 
money for recruitment and selection processes, in 
replacing the employees who leave. The importance of 
employee commitment and loyalty has never been more 
significant than in today’s context, where the ‘war for 
talent’ is rife, and skilled employees have a greater 
choice of employment, both locally and globally (De 
Villiers, 2006). It is against this background that this study 
is premised. 
 
 
Objectives of the study  
 
The study’s primary aim was to gain insight into talent 
management phenomenon within local government in 
South Africa. More importantly, the study sought to find 
reasons to the ever-increasing loss of talent in the public 
service and to recommend better ways of averting the 
predicament.  
 
 
HIGHLIGHTS FROM LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Talent management is not a new concept and has in fact 
been called human capital management, employee 
relationship management and workforce management by 
different scholars over the years. For instance, the 
following statements regarding processes for managing 
people in organisations are but a few examples:  
 
“…ensure the right person is in the right job at the right 
time” (Jackson  and  Schuler,  1990)  cited  in  Lewis  and 



 

 
 
 
 
Heckman (2006: 140); 
 
“…a deliberate and systematic effort by an organisation 
to ensure leadership continuity in key positions and 
encourage individual advancement” (Rothwell, 1994; 
cited in Lewis and Heckman, 2006: 140); 
 
“…managing the supply, demand, and flow of talent 
through the human capital engine” (Pascal, 2004; cited in 
Lewis and Heckman, 2006:140),  
 
While each of these terms focuses on managing em-
ployees, their apparent similarity obscures the problem 
that the first definition refers to an outcome, the second to 
a process, and the third to a specific decision. Thus, the 
terms in the talent management discourse - which centre 
on the effective management of employee talent - are not 
clear and confuse outcomes with processes with decision 
alternatives. 

Retention is one key concept that featured 
predominantly in the three groups of definitions of talent 
management discussed earlier in this chapter. It is 
therefore, relevant at this juncture to interrogate the 
concept of turnover as the end result of failure to retain 
talent in organisations. Turnover involves employees 
leaving their jobs or their organisation, but different 
definitions of turnover have been espoused by different 
scholars. Some authors define turnover as a process 
whereby employees leave or transfer within an organisa-
tion or any job move - either leaving the organisation or 
leaving the profession.  

Some authors differentiate between different types of 
turnover. Turnover, for example, can be either voluntary 
or involuntary.  

Taylor (2002) contends that the reasons for turnover 
fall into four major categories: ‘pull-type causes’, ‘push-
type causes’, unavoidable causes and involuntary 
turnover. Pull-type resignations are due to the positive 
attraction of alternative employment. Push-type factors 
occur because an employee believes that there is 
something wrong with their organisation and therefore 
leave for a better job with the hope that their working life 
will improve. Unavoidable causes of turnover include 
retirement, illness, maternity and relocation.  

Excessive turnover can have a huge impact on 
organisations. Some of the consequences of turnover are 
that trained human resources are lost by an organisation, 
the cost of replacing employees are huge and training 
new staff is costly (Wood, 2004). Turnover also results in 
productivity losses due to operational disruptions and low 
morale. In addition, turnover of highly skilled employees, 
who hold organisation-specific knowledge, causes 
problems in terms of organisational knowledge drain and 
human resource planning (Carmeli and Weisberg, 2006). 
It has been observed that turnover presents a practical 
and real problem for organisations in terms of recruitment 
costs, training, socialisation  investments,  disruption  and  
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replacement (Brewster et al., 2008). 

Pay satisfaction is often used as a precursor to talent 
retention in many organisations. In fact, the most 
common advice offered in the literature is to pay and treat 
talented people well (Cappelli, 1999). It was therefore 
important to study pay satisfaction in this study especially 
with regard to talent retention in the public service. It is a 
general belief in the public domain that public sector 
salaries are so low that they are blamed for virtually 
everything that goes wrong in this sector; from poor 
service delivery to high staff turnover rates. 

Researchers in the fields of human resources 
management, organisational behaviour and organisa-
tional psychology generally agree that pay satisfaction is 
an important construct in organisations as a mediator 
between organisational pay policy and the resultant 
behavioural and attitudinal outcomes of employees. 

Pay satisfaction occurs when the current pay equals or 
exceeds what one expects to be paid. Conversely, pay 
dissatisfaction occurs when current pay is less than what 
one expects to be paid. In most cases, the term job 
satisfaction is linked to pay satisfaction. On the contrary, 
pay or money is not always the most solid reason for 
employees to stay with their organisations. A recent 
survey by Nel et al. (2009) found that only 15% of 
employees left their jobs because of inadequate salary 
and benefits.  

 The concept of motivation for the purposes of what 
researchers say and that it is the belief of this research 
that it is central to talent identification, attraction and 
retention. For many organisations, key skills retention, 
employee engagement and perhaps, to a lesser extent, 
employee motivation and attendance are key operational, 
or even strategic issues. These elements impact directly 
on organisation costs, productivity and business 
performance. According to Daft and Marcic (2009), 
motivation refers to the forces either within or external to 
a person that arouse enthusiasm and persistence to pur-
sue a certain course of action. Robins et al. (2009: 144) 
define motivation as a result of the interaction between 
an individual and a situation. This research paper shall 
view motivation as the inner force that drives individuals 
to accomplish personal and organisational goals. The 
study of motivation assists human resource managers to 
understand what prompts people to initiate action, what 
influences their choice of action, and why they persist in 
that action over time, (Daft and Marcic, 2009). It is in this 
view that turnover and intention to turnover occurs in 
organisations, particularly public sector organisations, 
due to lack of motivation on the part of the departing 
employee to stay with the organisation. 

Job satisfaction has been found as the main and stable 
antecedent of turnover in most studies (Lacity et al., 
2007). Job satisfaction describes a positive feeling about 
a job, resulting from an evaluation of its characteristics. 
An individual with a high level of job satisfaction holds 
positive feelings  about  his  or  her  job,  while  those  not  
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Figure 2. Annual rolling turnover rates 2007 to 2009. 

 
 
 
satisfied holds negative feelings (Robbins et al., 2009). 
Closely linked to the concept of job satisfaction is the 
concept of organisational commitment. Organisational 
commitment is a state in which an employee identifies 
with a particular organisation and its goals and wishes to 
maintain membership in the organisation. Furthermore, 
the duo also defines organisational commitment as an 
employee’s perceived intention to stay with that organisa-
tion. Many researchers have regarded organisational 
commitment as a factor that promotes an individual’s 
attachment to the organisation. As a result, HRM mana-
gers and professionals have been devising strategies that 
nurture allegiance to organisational goals and values. 
Therefore, understanding organisational commitment has 
become integral and crucial to informing HRM strategies 
(Meyer and Allen, 1997).  

 
 
RESEARCH DESIGN 

 
Qualitative method techniques were used in this study because of 
the researcher’s view that participants were knowledgeable about 
their situations and could best describe and verbalise their 
experiences through conversation.  

The research topic, perceived challenges to talent management, 
which featured questions about people’s current job satisfaction, 
organisational commitment, talent attraction, turnover and turnover 
intentions, was an extremely sensitive topic and required face-to-
face contact. Secondly, as has been aforementioned, the research 
participants would rather participate in a face-to-face interview than 
participate in an anonymous questionnaire that they would not have 
any control of. 

Data collection method 
 
The study employed the semi-structured interview as the primary 
data collection method. Questions from past researchers of talent 
retention in South Africa were used in this study with a few 
additions to include challenges facing talent management in the 
public service. The interviews were carried out on one-on-one 
situation to the pre-selected City of Cape Town senior managers 
and their responses recorded verbatim with the aid of a voice 
recorder. All participants of the study consented to the use of their 
responses for the sole purpose of the study. Participants’ 
responses were then subjected to the content analysis method 
using the thematic approach. 
 
 
Document analysis 
 
This research study managed to gain access to documents like the 
City of Cape Town’s staff profile and the 2007/2008 staff turnover 
rates. Figure 2 presents the staff turnover rates at the City of Cape 
Town for the years 2007, 2008 and 2009.  

These were analysed to ascertain the amount of talent loss at 
this municipality. The study also gained access to the Newsletter for 
the staff of the City of Cape Town, No 39 February/March 2010. Of 
particular interest to this study was an article on Contact Special 
Insert titled: A smart City needs talent. 

Documents such as, but not limited to, minutes of meetings, 
records of turnover rates, vacancy rates were analysed to further 
aid in the data collection process. The main research instrument in 
qualitative research was the interview. The researcher asked the 
questions and participants’ answers were audio recorded using the 
Phillips Voice Tracer LFH0602 and subsequently transcribed and 
subjected to content analysis.  

The interview guide had eleven questions that were asked to 
research participants and the responses audio recorded. Most of 
the questions were borrowed from researchers of talent retention  in  



 

 
 
 
 
South Africa’s local government like Kerr-Phillips and Thomas 
(2009: 10). 

 
 
Sampling 

 
In recognising the relationships between theory and data, purposive 
sampling was utilised and a semi-structured interview was 
employed as the data collection method. 

The research participants were management and professional 
employees from the City of Cape Town local municipality and 
specifically those who had remained with the organisation for longer 
than six years. A six-year period appears to be a reasonable 
benchmark for tenure, based on the P-E Corporate Services Survey 
conducted in 2001 (Sutherland, 2004). Of the 700 South African 
companies surveyed, 67% of the sample of senior management 
leavers had fewer than six years of service. For middle 
management and skilled staff, 40% of leavers had fewer than six 
years of service. Therefore, six and more years of service serves as 
a benchmark for solid tenure in the South African context. The other 
reason is for this study to have conversations with people that 
would understand most of the variables like talent management, 
talent attraction, talent loss and turnover in the public service as 
they have stayed long enough in the organisation to have observed 
and formed perceptions around these. 
 
 
Data analysis 
 
The study’s collected raw data was subjected to the content 
analysis method. Qualitative content analysis involves a process 
designed to condense raw data into categories or themes based on 
valid inference and interpretation. This process uses inductive 
reasoning, by which themes and categories emerge from the data 
through the researcher’s careful examination and constant 
comparison (Patton, 2002). The researcher attempted to exercise 
inductive reasoning and identify thematic messages coming out of 
the findings. 
 
 
Research setting 
 
The City of Cape Town was chosen for this study. Data collection 
took place between September and October 2010 at the 
Municipality offices around Cape Town. The collection and analysis 
of data were completed within seven months. 

 
 
RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
Having been subjected to the content analysis method, 
responses of the research participants were grouped and 
discussed in the following themes. 
 
 

Attraction of talent  
 

The first research question sought to understand what 
attracted the research participants to seek employment in 
the public service. The underlying motive was to find out 
what were the current attraction factors to prospective 
employees to the City of Cape Town. The importance of 
this research question cannot be underestimated, as 
competition for   talent   is   increasingly   growing    fierce  
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between the public and private sectors. 

In response to this question, most of the respondents 
(87%) who took part in the survey saw job security as the 
primary factor that influenced them to seek employment 
with the City of Cape Town. Inherent in the following 
caption is the concept of job security in that the 
respondent tried the private sector but as they indicate, 
there is no security of tenure in the private sector. One 
respondent contributed, in their response to the research 
question: 
 
“...I used to work for ... [government owned organisation - 
name withheld for anonymity]... for about 9 years and 
then I got bored and I went to the private sector. If they 
don’t want you now [the private sector], they get rid of 
you now...” 
 
 
Talent loss 
 
The third research question sought to ascertain the level 
of talent loss faced by the City in the three years 
preceding the study, and the reasons for such talent loss. 
The question was primarily intended to find out the extent 
of turnover within their respective departments and 
divisions given that it would be difficult for the respon-
dents to have the figures for the whole organisation given 
the size of the City of Cape Town municipality.  
  Talented employees referred to those employees who 
had excellent skills, competencies and experience 
necessary and relevant for their departments to render 
quality service to their clients. The research participants 
gave varying responses to this question. The following 
quotations illustrate the different nature of responses, just 
to cite but a few: 
 
“2 people...one programme manager and one very highly 
specialised in IT”. 
“That is difficult to quantify because like I am saying it off 
my head; could be anything from 15 to 25%, thereabout”. 
“In my unit, there are more than 20 top talented people”. 
“Our attrition rate is below 4%” 
“We have lost too many people; experienced people...” 
“The City lost a lot of talented people, especially from the 
engineering side...” 
“I have lost none”. 
“We have lost people with technical skills in the 
engineering field”. 
 

The responses on this research question showed that a 
fair total (55%) of the respondents had a rough figure 
concerning the loss of talent at the City of Cape Town 
while the remaining (45%) either said they did not have 
the figures or stated that they had lost “quite a lot of 
talented people” in the specified period. This is an 
unfortunate scenario for the City of Cape Town as people 
charged   with   human   resource   planning   and    talent  
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management do not have reliable information that will 
inform their decisions going forward. 
 
 

Reasons for job turnover 
 

The next question was a follow up question to the 
previous one discussed. The question sought to capture 
the reasons for talent loss or staff turnover at the City of 
Cape Town from 2007 to 2009. 

Responses to this question were varied in many 
respects. Of all the respondents, 30% cited retirement 
and better career opportunities as the reasons for people 
leaving the employ of the City of Cape Town. 

A sizeable number (15%) was non-committal as they 
cited lack of access to information from exit interviews at 
the City of Cape Town as their primary reason for their 
response. For instance one respondent said: 
 
“I cannot tell you because when they do the exit 
interview, I don’t have the information as to what the 
causes and the reasons are, except for the informal chats 
you hear. Like “I was not getting the recognition I need” 
or “I wasn’t allowed to flourish as much as I think I 
should...” 
 
Relying on the ‘informal chats’, as the afore respondent 
put it, did however shed some light as to why people 
were leaving the City of Cape Town. From the above 
response, it can be deduced that frustration resulting 
from poor management practices within the City was 
pinpointed as one of the reasons for the loss of talent at 
the organisation.  

Overall, 60% of the research participants cited 
frustration as the chief reason for the loss of talent 
employees at the City of Cape Town. One respondent 
claimed that: 
 

“The first one who was head of payroll and personnel 
administration ... it is the inconsistencies, and he was 
frustrated...” 
 

Elaborating on this reason, they submitted inter alia, lack 
of capacity to adapt to the organisational culture; lack of 
transformation; poor implementation of the Affirmative 
Action at the City; and the unsettling political scenario 
(change of certain employees as a result due to the 
change in political parties – also known as Section 57 
employees) as the primary sources to the frustration that 
led to the City losing top talent. The following quotation is 
an illustration of the assertions by respondents on 
frustration: 
 
“People leave also because management isn’t 
necessarily that strong in every directorate, quite often 
there’s not good management guidance from the top, 
quite often people feel unsettled and for that reason they 
leave...” 

 
 
 
 
It can also be concluded from this quotation that people 
leave because they are frustrated with management.  
Lack of management support in the form of guidance, 
which can be termed coaching and mentoring in this 
study is lacking within the City.  

Other reasons advanced by the respondents included 
people leaving to go into self-employment. Lack of 
recognition was also cited as the primary reason for the 
loss of talent at the City. The following is an example of 
some of the responses on recognition: 
 
“I know someone who wants to leave because they feel 
excluded in terms of changes that take place internally 
and structures that are put in place, the thing that I spoke 
about there being no recognition of talent until it’s lost 
and this person they can’t fight for their place at the main 
table, let me seek other opportunities elsewhere where 
my talent will be used”. 
 
 
Career management 
 
Career management with relation to succession planning 
is a key ingredient of any talent management process. 
Therefore, this research question asked what career 
management plans had been put in place between the 
City and the research participants.  

In response, 65% of the respondents reported that they 
had not sat down with management to discuss their 
career paths. One research participant claimed that: 
 
“Council has never done that, private sector did and I 
worked in the private sector, career planning and 
preparation of people for that was very strong in the 
chemical industry...” 
 
This statement highlights the fact that the City does not 
give employees an opportunity to discuss their careers in 
terms of progression within the organisation. This can be 
seen as a potential de-motivator for some employees 
who might subsequently leave the organisation. Scholars 
of career management like Grobler et al. (2006: 246) 
claim that in the presence of well planned and executed 
career management programmes, employees are likely 
to stay motivated to perform at peak levels so that their 
career goals may be accomplished. 

Another research participant, who also denied the 
presence of a career management strategy at the City of 
Cape Town, responded:  
 
“No, there is no clear outline of where I will be or where I 
could be in the next 5 or 10 years, as you know within the 
City, growth or development depends on you, you must 
prove or show...” 
 
It is evident from the captioned statement that the City 
does    not   have   a   well    detailed    (or    maybe    well  



 

 
 
 
 
communicated) career planning and management 
strategy in place. The respondent claims that it is up to 
the individual employee to work their way up the ladder 
without management intervention.  
  This implies that talent management is not properly 
practised as a lot of employees lack knowledge as to 
where they are heading career wise. Other respondents 
(10%) declared that the question was not relevant to 
them as they were on the verge of retirement. Some 
respondents said: 
 
“...In my case, not such a good question because I will be 
retiring in a couple of years...”  
“...To be honest with you, my next career level is going 
out, I made a decision that because of my age I would be 
much better off in private enterprise, but not working for 
myself...”. 
 
Concerning this statement, the researcher feels if the 
respondent will indeed be retiring in a few years’ time as 
they claim, management ought to be in the know 
regarding this imminent retirement. In other words, a 
meeting ought to have taken place to put plans in place 
that will involve those that will be taking over after this 
person leaves. This is an opportunity for the City to put in 
place a succession planning mechanism that will take 
care of such scenarios in the future. 

Some research participants (25%) indicated that they 
had discussed some career plans with the management. 
These participants reported that plans were underway at 
the City of Cape Town to start what they termed 
“competency frameworks” that will be developed for all 
occupational categories. These will identify ladders and 
career streams with different steps that one can progress. 
They will identify all the competencies that are required in 
a particular stream and finally identify the proficiency 
levels at particular points of stream. To quote one 
respondent verbatim: 
 
“So I can, in terms of my own career, look at the 
competency framework that covers my area - my next 
step would be director. I know exactly what proficiency 
levels are required and what competencies are required 
to be successful as a director... Now in terms of my 
career plan, my career is not just about going upwards, 
I’m already in a management stream I obviously have to 
wait until there is a vacancy at director level and then 
apply for it, which is not necessarily maybe something I 
aspire to”. 
 
It is evident from this caption that this respondent was 
highly knowledgeable in matters related to career pathing 
and management. It can however be deduced here, that 
it seems there is no clear path that has been agreed 
between the respondent and the City management as the 
question sought to establish. This is so because the 
respondent says they have  to  wait  for  an  opening  and  
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even if an opportunity presented itself, they do not aspire 
to move up their career ladder. 
 
 

Job, skills and competencies match 
 

This research question sought to find out if the 
respondents felt that there were some employees whose 
skills and knowledge had been misplaced in the City. The 
question’s main mission was finding out the extent of 
talent misplacement at the City of Cape Town. It has 
been evident throughout the analysis of available 
literature that one of the major challenges to talent 
management is failure by organisations to match talent to 
jobs. The end result of this unfortunate scenario is 
frustration and demotivation on the part of employees 
hence the ever-increasing turnover rates in organisations. 

An emphatic total (90%) of the research participants 
reported that the mismatch between knowledge, skills 
and job placement was prevalent within the City of Cape 
Town. This is a worrying scenario as it impacts not only 
on the morale of the employees concerned but also on 
the mandate of delivering services to the general 
population of Cape Town. There are three quotes that 
illustrate this problem. The first participant responded: 
 

“We did a skills audit sometime back, we were shocked 
as to what people can do, and people were motor 
mechanics, artisans etc. and yet they were not doing the 
same functions...” 
 

It can be deduced from the preceding caption that the 
City has the capacity to curb the problem of mismatch of 
skills through skills audit programmes. It appears, 
according to the respondent, that the audits are not 
conducted regularly, which can be a huge problem facing 
talent management. These can result in some employees 
getting frustrated in what they are doing before the audits 
and subsequently leave the organisation. The second 
research participant contributed: 
 
“I have had one individual for example who moved out of 
the department; and people did not understand why. I 
was pushing that person out because I saw that if I keep 
them in here they’re not benefitting as a person and also 
the organisation doesn’t benefit so they are now in area 
they are doing what they love, they enjoy every 
moment...” 
 
It is a commendable for the City of Cape Town to allow 
individuals to rotate jobs within the organisation as 
observed in the above quotation. Scholars of this practice 
have confirmed that job rotation has the potential to 
motivate employees and subsequently curb staff turnover 
in organisations. Finally, the third research participant 
posited: 
 
“Yes.  I  will  give   a   very   good   example:   I   recruited  
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someone who was working for a contractor, there he was 
on the IT side ... so we recruited them, we encouraged 
him to get them self to get accredited, Microsoft A+, I  
think it was. A very motivated individual ... he was that 
good and he got pinched from here...so he got moved out 
of the technical IT focus into a supervisory position where 
he was managing the division...and I’m looking at this guy 
who has excellent IT awareness, a good focus on service 
related issues in the council. The sort of person you want 
as technical support in IT activities...” 

 
It is evident from the above contribution by one of the 
research participants that at times promotions are done 
out of the primary focus of employees’ competencies. It is 
the research participant’s belief that the employee could 
have been retained in the position they were doing and 
instead rewarded appropriately so they could continue 
serving in their positions. 

The three responses from the research participants 
suggest that to some extent, talent is misplaced at the 
City of Cape Town. The remaining 10% contended that 
they were not aware of such a problem with some 
indicating: 

 
“In my department, it is a specialised section so you need 
some sort of skill or knowledge on apprenticeship and 
learner ships and implementation thereof...” 

 
It can therefore be concluded here that there are 
departments at the City of Cape Town which do not leave 
any room for misplacement of talent of any sort. This is a 
wonderful development in that it has been proven over 
time that employees who do tasks that they are pas-
sionate about are hardly demotivated and rarely want to 
leave their organisations. Mccauley and Wakefield (2006) 
have advised that continuing to assess available talent 
through skill audits or what others term talent-gap 
analysis, and placing the right people in the best roles, 
organisations can survive and thrive in today’s 
increasingly competitive environment: 

 
 “...it is only normally just at a time when a person has put 
in their resignation that you suddenly aware that you 
have done nothing to put in place a proper succession 
plan or a career management system that is going to 
ensure continuation of delivery of that function...” 

 
 
Talent retention  

 
This research question aimed to find out what the 
research participants thought should be done to retain 
top achievers in the public service. It was meant to 
capture participants’ suggestions that formed part of the 
recommendations of the study. 

 
 
 
 
Focused and specific retention strategy  
 
On this point, participants believed that the City must 
devise a strategy that will ensure that highly talented 
employees are retained for the longest time within the 
employ of the organisation. Successful organisations are 
those that have put in place succession plans in place to 
care of situations like retirement and resignations as 
scholars like Ibarra (2005) have observed. Inherent also 
in the caption is a sound career management system at 
the City that will ensure that employees are nurtured all 
the way through the organisation. Literature has 
suggested this as an effective way of managing talent in 
organisations. 
 
 

Investment in top achievers 
 

Investment in top achievers was a point that was raised 
as key retention factor by the research participants. 
Participants decried the fact that one of the biggest 
concerns possibly would be the retention of key talent, 
especially in areas of scarcity for such talent. In 
advocating for investment in top achievers said: 
  
“There is no structure or specific programme that 
highlights the individual’s capacity and ability to deal with 
more than just required. Investment in top achievers 
means to extend their job descriptions to make it more 
meaningful...” 
 

The participant aforementioned is adequately advocating 
for a system that will ensure that employees at the City 
are kept motivated by extending their job descriptions. 
Inherent here is the fact that while these job descriptions 
will be extended there will be an element of job rotation 
and learning on the part of the employees. Research 
participants believe this will ensure that employees’ 
motivation levels will be kept high, resulting in employees 
staying with the organisation. 
 
 

Employee recognition 
 

Research participants contributed that employee 
recognition can be useful in keeping employees in 
organisations. Respondents felt if employees performed 
functions beyond the call of duty, they needed to be 
recognised for that. One research participant suggested 
that management could write individual employees letters 
of appreciation, issue a certificate of recognition, a hand 
shake or a complimentary message would suffice to the 
employees: 
 

“...there should also be some way of giving people 
recognition, making people recognised for what they do. 
What often happens is you do all the hard work, but the 
person above you   or   the   director,   they   receive   the  



 

 
 
 
 
glory...” 
 
The afore caption is an observation by one research 
participant that more often than not management steal 
the limelight from their supervisees. The suggestion here 
is that employees need to be fully acknowledged for the 
good job well done. Literature on motivation has 
suggested that esteem is often boosted by prestigious job 
titles in organisations. Recognition has been embedded in 
literature as highly instrumental in keeping employees 

motivated and therefore committed to stay with their organisa-
tions as their need for esteem is constantly met. The 
second example on the issue of recognition is by one 
respondent who said: 

 
“There can be recognition in other ways, so I think the 
local authority like ours, the highest level of management 
needs to get off their chairs and try and find a way of 
thanking, complimenting and giving feedback to the 
people that are producing all the time...” 

 
Adding on the recognition aspect, one respondent stated: 

 
“...there should be some way of giving people 
recognition, making people recognised for the work they 
do. What often happens is you do all the hard work, but 
the person above you or the director, they receive the 
glory”. 

 
The two captions are just representative of what the 
research participants unanimously agreed should be 
done to ensure retention of key talent at the City. The last 
respondent quoted above went on to cite a scenario 
where there was an implementation of some project in 
one community where employees had to promote it in the 
community and at times at night. Newspapers only reported 
on the good job the director had done and there was no 

mention of the people who had contributed to the success of 
the project. This often results in employees being 
frustrated and then thinking of leaving the organisation. 

Management feedback seemed to be lacking at the 
City of Cape Town municipality. This was the observation 
of 40% of the research participants who observed that 
more often than not feedback from management was 
hard to come by. One respondent said: 

 
“...top achievers get frustrated with the fact that 
sometimes they go into areas where the risk is too high, 
they don’t get feedback on the work that they have been 
doing...” 

 
It is evident from this response that participants perceived 
lack of management feedback as a major cause to the 
City’s failure to retain talent. This absence of feedback 
resulted in employees getting frustrated and in the 
leaving the employ of the organisation. 
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Reward and compensation of talent  
 
Though a substantial number of the respondents felt that 
employee recognition was vital in talent retention, there 
were those that felt the City had to look at formulating 
ways and means of aptly rewarding talent within their 
employ. An immediate testimony to this perception is the 
following quotation: 
 

“We have performance bonuses once a year, but what I 
suggest is also merit bonuses or achievement bonuses, 
not just monetary...” 
 

The research participant aforementioned is clearly 
indicating that the City must ensure that monetary 
rewards are not the only way of compensating talent. The 
last three suggestions that the research participants of 
this study reasoned on were regular skills audits, career 
management and work life balance. Those who 
advocated for regular skill audits reasoned that these 
were of vital importance in ensuring that talent manage-
ment at the City of Cape Town was run effectively. This, 
they thought, would ensure that employees kept 
motivated in that if found wanting in some competencies, 
then they will be trained to bridge the gaps. The other 
benefit of the skills audits will be to ensure that they are 
no employees misplaced within the organisation. 

The participants of this research project indicated that 
the regular skills audits they were advocating for would 
also assist in the management of careers and 
progression within the City. Literature has revealed that 
succession planning and management is part and parcel 
of talent management. It is the feeling of the researcher 
that these regular skills audits would also assist the City 
in this regard. In the implementation of these regular 
skills audits the City management would be able to keep 
track of those intending to leave, resign or retire, how 
many are due for progression and what skills do they 
have or need to occupy those soon to be vacant 
positions.  
 
 

Work life balance 
 
On this, the participant posited that it is important in that, 
if looked into successfully, it can be of vital importance in 
ensuring that employees stay long with the City of Cape 
Town. One participant said: 
 

“...we appreciated the work she was doing. She loved the 
work that she was doing but it was impacting her family 
life, she wanted to spend time with her husband and they 
could afford for her not to work for a while...” 
 

The afore response was in reference to an employee who 
left the City.  It can be seen from the caption that the 
employee was highly appreciated by their colleagues but 
due to family reasons, they left. 
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Figure 3. Research participants responses on talent 

identification system at the City of Cape Town. 
 
 
 

In support of a work life balance kind of programme, one 
research participant suggested the City goes back to 
flexi-time model. The participant said: 
 

“...the City used to have a thing called ‘flexi-time’, so 
where someone actually had a problem and came in late, 
it wasn’t an issue if they worked it in later...” 
 
It is the feeling of the researcher as well, that for pro-
fessional staff at the City, fixed hour mode of operation 
can be a problem for employees. Flexible time model 
may be suitable for the implementation of a work life 
balance programme at the City. The most important thing 
with this model is the fact that employees have to do 40 h 
a week. So this would have come in handy for the 
employee talked about in the earlier quotation who left 
because of stress related work issues. These are the 
suggestions that were advanced by the majority (80%) of 
the respondents, which formed the bulk of the 
recommendations of the study. 
 
 
Talent identification  
 
This research question sought to find out whether the 
City of Cape Town had a system for identifying talent 
suitable for its vision, mission, values and goals. The 
question was asked as a follow up to the previous 
question on misplacement of key skills and competencies 
in organisations. Literature around talent management 
has revealed that one of the key components of an 
effective talent management strategy is the identification, 
nurturing and retention of key talent in organisations. This 
research question was therefore aimed at exploring 
whether the City of Cape Town had a process of 
identifying talent suitable for its vision, mission and goals. 

The following Figure 3 presents research participants’ 
responses by way of yes or no to the afore research 
question. It is clear from the responses  that  55%  of  the  

 
 
 
 
participants in the survey did confirm that the City had a 
system in place to identify talent suitable for the 
organisation’s vision, mission and goals. The other 45% 
of the respondents either denied such a system or were 
uncertain of such a system’s existence. Interesting to 
quote from those that affirmed the existence of such a 
system includes: 
 
“Yes...as a component of human capital management, a 
transformation plan was put in place for the period 2007 
to 2012; as part of that plan, we included the recom-
mendation of a talent management strategy, the purpose 
and objectives are aligned to the vision, mission, the 
goals and objectives of the City of Cape Town...we need 
to focus on the integration of various factors in the 
external environment such as the establishment of the 
CHEC partnership.” 
 
The Cape Higher Education Consortium (CHEC) repre-
sents the four public universities in the Western Cape 
and is the longest standing regional higher education 
consortium in the country. CHEC appreciates the 
opportunity to respond to the City of Cape Town Review 
of the Economic Development Strategy as requested by 
the City (www.chec.ac.za). The other respondent from 
the affirming the presence of a talent management 
system, posited: 
 
“Yes, I can actually give you a copy of the presentation, it 
is all part of the integrated talent management strategy of 
the City. You start with the development of staffing 
strategy which starts with a process of, what is your 
strategic mandate, what is your business environment 
and what do you have to deliver on, then you do an 
analysis of what you have...” 
 
The two quotations afore presented, do show that the 
City is heading in the right direction in terms of sound 
talent management practices. The state of local govern-
ment report of 2009 observed that the seriousness of 
skills scarcity is deepened by the decline of municipal 
professional associations and poor linkages between 
local government and the tertiary education sector. This 
has contributed to the serious breakdown in the supply of 
municipal professionals. In CHEC, the City will be able to 
identify talent early that is suitable for its functions. 

On the other hand, 45% of the research participants 
either denied the existence of such a system, or were not 
certain. Amongst these were those who responded by 
saying by both yes and no when quizzed on the 
existence of a talent identification system at the City of 
Cape Town: 
 
“The answer is going to be twofold, yes and no because 
there is no specific system that I can refer to, however, 
what they use in this particular point in time is the 
organisation’s   strategic  objectives  and  the  recruitment  



 

 
 
 
 
and selection plays a role in making sure that we bring in 
the right people...” 
 
The response does show uncertainty as to the existence 
of a talent management system at the City of Cape Town 
by some managers. It should be noted here that a talent 
identification system is, in broader terms, referring to 
recruitment and selection. Brewster et al. (2008: 133) 
warn that when managers restructure a recruitment 
strategy in the emerging market for labour, a critical issue 
should the ability to understand the new workforce. This 
means that even in market downturns, it is imperative 
that managers maintain a creative recruitment-and-
selection strategy, as the skill shortage is a long-term 
proposition. Only in this way will organisations such as 
the City of Cape Town continue to absorb new talent. 
 
 
Challenges to talent management in the public 
service 
 
This research question asked the participants what were 
the major challenges to talent management in the public 
service, particularly in local government. It formed the 
crux of the present exploratory study. It was asked mainly 
to capture research participants’ perceptions regarding 
talent management and the challenges thereof within 
their own work environments. The following are the 
perceived challenges that the research participants 
viewed to be serious concerning talent management at 
the City of Cape Town: 
  
i. Retention of key talent, especially in areas where there 
is scarcity of critical skills. This was evident throughout 
the research participants’ responses that retention of key 
talent, particularly in areas of scarcity like engineering 
and IT was a serious problem at the City. 
ii. Development of a talent management approach that 
will enable the City to attract and retain key talent. This 
was perceived to be a challenge within the City because 
of the numerous problems enumerated in the study. One 
of them was the evidence of the mismatch of talents with 
jobs at the City which resulted in employees being 
demotivated and frustrated and eventually leaving the 
employ of the municipality. 
iii. Unions and management not agreeing on issues 
related to talent management. This was pinpointed to be 
a huge challenge, in that, processes like succession 
planning and management were constantly in jeopardy 
as unions would not agree on who to be promoted and 
such. 
iv. The size of the City of Cape Town makes it difficult to 
implement talent management effectively. The City, as 
this study has revealed has almost 25 000 employees.  
This is too large a number to successfully implement and 
monitor a talent management programme.  
v. The    working   environment    makes    it    difficult    to  
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implement talent management. Concerning this point, 
one research participant said: 
 
“I think the bureaucratic environment of the organisation, 
people cannot go and implement what they think are the 
best practices...we are limited in doing what we would 
want to do so you can’t just go and explore, we are held 
back by bureaucracy and legislation”. 
 
vi. Aging workforce at the City of Cape Town, which 
impacts on succession planning and management. On 
this point, one research participant observed: 
 
“Big challenge, aging workforce; if you look at the guys 
that work here, they are in their 40s and 50s and I think 
the average age of artisans is close to 50. We need to be 
dynamic as an organisation and not only say we don’t 
have funds, etc., because what will be happening in a few 
years is a massive exodus of people retiring...” 
 
Still on the issue of aging workforce, one participant 
observed that young workers often come in highly 
motivated and in the long run, lose their energy levels as 
their talents and gifts are not always recognised by the 
City management. The research participant thought: 
 
“People are young when they enter and they are 
competitive and they want to go places and this place 
sort of stifles that in that it takes longer to get to the 
desired places...” 
 
The aforementioned caption does in a way support the 
following challenge as well. 
vii. Loss of talented employees due to lack of recognition 
by management. An example here is from one research 
participant observed that often people leave the City of 
Cape Town because some would say: 
 
“I was not getting the recognition I need or I wasn’t 
allowed to flourish as much as I think I should...” 
 
viii. Lack of performance related incentives; under this 
challenge, participants reasoned that the City had 
performance bonuses once a year but most of them felt 
the City could do more in coming up with ways and 
means of rewarding top talent. They suggested that the 
City could try some measures like merit allowances and 
even showing recognition to those who have worked 
extra hard by issuing them with certificates of 
appreciation and such.  
ix. Affirmative action implementation, which emphasises 
on experience rather than qualification of employees. 
Research participants felt this poses a serious challenge 
to talent management at the City because experience 
and qualification should and must be treated as whole 
entity in talent management. Thus, one should not be 
dominant over the other. 
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x. The other challenge facing talent management within 
the City of Cape Town is the issue of mismatch of skills. 
To quote one of the research participants verbatim: 
 

“There’s is side that deals with environment issues, envi-
ronment resource management which deals with things 
with land sites and how they can be sustained...you find 
that they are sitting in training and development...” 
  
xi. Lack of regular and constant feedback from 
management; this was cited as a problem in that the City 
had employees who from time to time would work beyond 
the call of duty and at times taking too risky a job. 
Participants felt that more often than not management did 
not acknowledge these employees by way of handing 
them constant feedback. It is the researcher’s belief that 
as well, this does pose a serious problem in talent 
management, as management is not aware of what 
people can do beyond their usual departments and work 
stations. This can in way deny management an 
opportunity to see if employee X is good in job Y or Z and 
what skills and competencies they were having or more 
importantly lacking.  
 

To sum up this research question, the bulk of the 
research participants (70%) posited that bureaucracy or 
“red tape”, as some commentators prefer to call it is a 
major challenge or obstacle in the implementation of 
talent management in the local government. The same 
percentage of the respondents also agreed that political 
interference does pose a serious challenge to talent 
management because when a new political party takes 
over after an election, employees that were appointed by 
the vanquished party are expelled regardless of the fact 
they were talented in the positions they were holding or 
not. One research participant on this said: 
 

“In local government, there is what is called Section 57 
employees that report directly to the City manager. Every 
time, you must understand that there are political appoint-
ments, now it means that, the last example I was going to 
make was that, those were appointed by the DA, those 
who were appointed by the ANC, when they lost, they 
were kicked out, regardless of the skill and other things, 
they don’t consider that, all they say is “I want a person 
who is going to drive my policy...” 
 

The political interference that the research participants 
perceived to be a challenge facing talent management 
within their organisation, as can be afore seen, is that the 
section 57 are not junior officers but senior officers with 
political agendas that ultimately filters down the entire 
organisation. 
 
 

Consolidation of the perceived challenges with the 
literature  
 

The perceived challenges from the research participants  

 
 
 
 
and an attempt to consolidate them with the challenges of 
talent management as contributed by researchers of this 
domain, is discussed here. In achievement of this, 
reference shall be made to Figure 3.6 of chapter 3 of the 
study by Vidyeswari and Nair (2009). These scholars 
have identified the following as challenges facing talent 
management in organisations: 
 
i. Attracting high quality candidates 
ii. Identifying and developing high performers for key 
positions 
iii. Retaining top performing employees 
iv. Filling high impact positions to support the company’s 
growth 
v. Keeping employees engaged and focused on high 
priority goals 
vi. Optimising compensation to serve business objectives. 

 
It has been evident in the study that attraction of key 
talent and retention of such is a serious problem at the 
City of Cape Town. It has been reported by the research 
participants, in response to the research question that 
sought to find the amount of talent loss at the City that 
retention of key talent is indeed a problem.  

Identification of high performers and developing them 
for key positions has been reported to be a challenge 
facing talent management at the City. This is often 
compounded by the political interference that local 
government often finds itself embroiled in. A case in point 
here is the issue of Section 57 employees that are 
handpicked by the political party that had won elections. 
This is a serious challenge that can defeat all intents and 
purposes of a talent management system as talent is 
often ignored when appointing these employees. 

Attraction of high quality candidates, presumably 
through initiatives like CHEC, can be a pipe dream to the 
City of Cape Town. This is so because the City, 
according to the research participants, is an ageing 
organisation. High quality candidates want to be 
appreciated all the time and this has been reported by the 
participants of this study to be a problem at the City. 

Mismatch of skills at the City has been reported to be a 
major challenge that faces talent management at the 
organisation. This in line with what Vidyeswari and Nair 
has termed keeping employees engaged and focused on 
high priority goals. The primary goal of the City, as is the 
rest of local government in South Africa, is to render 
services to the local population. This goal cannot be 
achieved if employees are positioned in jobs that they are 
not competent in or worse still, their competencies are 
underutilised. In the view of Cunningham (2007), talent 
management can   be   contextualised   by   taking   into 
account two core strategic options, namely “aligning 
people with roles and aligning roles with people”. Aligning 
people with roles implies a preference towards recruiting 
talent, learning and development while aligning roles with 
people  focuses  on  utilising  talent  through  an  enabling 



 

 
 
 
 
work environment. 

Compensation and reward for talent has been reported 
in this study to be a serious challenge at the City of Cape 
Town. Vidyeswari and Nair (2009) have found that 
optimising compensation to serve business objectives is 
a challenge facing talent management in organisations. It 
can be argued here that business objectives will mean 
service delivery in the context of the City of Cape Town. 
Research respondents of this study have reported that 
management often stole the limelight from the hard 
working employees instead of recognising them for the 
good work. It is therefore safe to conclude that the City 
will often find it difficult to optimise compensation to 
achieve service delivery to the local population. 
 
 

Conclusion  
 

In summary, it is a safe conclusion to suggest that the 
challenges found by Vidyeswari and Nair (2009) are in 
agreement with the challenges perceived by the research 
respondents in this study to be facing talent management 
at the City of Cape Town. 

The study looked at the perceived challenges to talent 
management at the City of Cape Town municipality. For 
South Africa to finally win the ‘war for talent’ in the public 
service, it is of paramount importance that the talent 
management domain be actively be pursued by policy 
makers and academics alike, with the primary objective 
of assisting all the three spheres of government to 
develop strategies to manage talent better which will 
subsequently assist in the delivery of services in the 
entire country. 
 
 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
 

The major setback to this study was the inability of the 

researcher to get hold of the vacancy rates at the City for 
2007, 2008 and 2009. These were needed to compare 
and contrast financial implications the City has to endure 
in its recruitment and selection processes including job 
advertisements in the print and electronic media. This 
was going to confirm or deny the study’s assumption that 
talent loss is expensive phenomenon for many 
organisations, including the public service. 

The study was also handicapped by the inability of the 
researcher to access reasons for the turnover at the City 
of Cape Town. These reasons were needed to prove or 
disapprove the study’s assumption that poor talent 
management strategies at the City are responsible for the 
ever-increasing staff turnover rates and the subsequent 
failure to deliver to essential services to the people of 
South Africa. 
 
 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
 

This   study   recommends    further    research    on    the  
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succession planning and management at the City of 
Cape Town or local government in general as it is 
increasingly becoming evident that retirees are being re-
engaged by different municipalities around the country 
and also wishes to recommend further research on 
assessing competencies of handling TM of senior 
managers and managers in local government in South 
Africa. 
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