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1.  Introduction 

Part of the outcomes that South Africa seeks to achieve as a developmental state include 

provision of household infrastructure and services, creation of liveable, integrated cities, towns 

and rural areas, local economic development and community empowerment and 

redistribution1. The roles and responsibilities of the three spheres of government, particularly 

regarding municipal service delivery, are outlined in the Constitution of South Africa2, the White 

Paper on Local Government1, and the Municipal Systems Act3, among others. 

Since the advent of democracy, the country has faced several socio-economic challenges. 

These are more visible in local government, which is the sphere closest to the people and 

legislatively charged to provide services. The challenges include spatial redress, increased 

demand for services due to in-migration into urban centres, rapid growth of informal 

settlements, ageing infrastructure, cost of repairs and maintenance, and high unemployment. 

The challenges are compounded by the increase in natural disasters due to climate change. 

The country has been focussing increasingly on science, innovation and technology (STI) as 

part of its strategic plans to address some of the challenges. The National Development Plan4 

also identified STI as a primary driver to address the various socio-economic challenges5. 

In South Africa, a broad and inclusive conception of the framework of the system of innovation has 

been featured in all policy documents since 1995, beginning with the Green Paper on Science and 

Technology. In 2007, the Department of Science and Technology (DST) published the Ten-Year 

Innovation Plan (TYIP)6 which chartered the course for the enhancement of innovation in the country.  

 
More recently the National Development Plan (NDP) states “South Africa needs to sharpen its 

innovative edge and continue contributing to global scientific and technological advancement. This 

requires greater investment in research and development, better use of existing resources, more 

nimble institutions that facilitate innovation and enhanced cooperation between public science and 

technology institutions and the private sector”4. 

- ASSAf, 2021 (p17-18)7 

 

The White Paper on Science, Technology and Innovation sets the long-term policy direction 

for the South African government to ensure a growing role of STI in a prosperous and inclusive 

society in which the potential of all South Africans is realised5. 

The Decadal Plan 2022-2032 was approved by Cabinet to guide the implementation of the 2019 

White Paper. The plan has five thematic focus areas which are as follows: 

• modernisation of agricultural, manufacturing and mining sectors; 

• exploitation of new sources of growth, particularly the digital and circular economy; 
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• large research and innovation programmes in the areas of health and energy; 

• utilising STI to support a capable state; and 

• addressing three societal grand challenges, namely climate change and environmental 

sustainability, the future of education, skills development and work, and the future of society. 

- SAnews9 

 

This report explores the concepts of service delivery and innovation. It highlights the 

complementary link between the two concepts, particularly the possible contribution 

innovation can make to improving/enhancing service delivery. 

 

2. Service delivery  

The provision of services by municipalities in developmental local government is directed by 

the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa2, the White Paper on Local Government1, and 

Local Government: Municipal Systems Act3.  These pieces of legislation outline the objects of 

local government as it relates to provision of services within reasonable measures, available 

resources, and service delivery options for municipalities on delivery of services. 

Service delivery can be defined as any contact with the public administration during which 

customers – citizens, residents or enterprises – seek or provide data, handle their affairs or 

fulfil their duties. These services should be delivered in an effective, predictable, reliable and 

customer-friendly manner10. 

According to Martins & Ledimo11 service delivery is concerned with the where, when, and how 

a service product is delivered to the customer and whether it is fair or unfair in nature. Palmer12 

reiterates that a service is a product offering in the form of a performance, deed or act that 

provides want-satisfaction.  

Municipalities are tasked with the distribution of basic services such as safe water supply, 

electricity, health services, roads, street lighting, traffic controls, refuse collection, sewage 

disposal and maintenance, as well as municipal parks and recreation13. 

 

3. Innovation  

Innovation is the implementation of a new or significantly improved product (good or service) 

or process, or a new marketing method, or a new organisational model in business practice, 

workplace organisation or external relations5. 
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Rose and Winter14 define innovation as the creation or adaptation of new or existing 

knowledge, technologies, and techniques to solve social, economic problems or to bring about 

economic growth. This innovation includes: 

• Science (ordered, systematic, intellectual knowledge or generation) 

• Technology (the application of this knowledge in physical and processes) 

• The supporting process of commercialisation, marketing, administration, and management 

that results in the diffusion of knowledge into society. 

Kline and Rosenberg15 say innovation may also be:  

• A new process of production. 

• Substitution of cheaper material, newly developed for a given task, in an essentially 

unaltered product. 

• Reorganisation of production, internal functions, or distribution arrangements leading to 

increased efficiency, better support for a given product, or lower costs; or an improvement 

in instruments or methods of doing innovation. 

Innovation has to do with observing, noticing, and reading weak signals to create something 

new or offer something that has never been used before in each context. Innovation often has 

to do with anticipating change by noticing how people are living their lives. It is seen as open, 

dynamic, and nonlinear16. 

According to the World Bank17 innovation is about finding new solutions to existing problems, 

as well as offering opportunities of new activities. It is not something brand new but something 

new to the society in question, which, if broadly disseminated, brings significant economic, 

social, or environmental change. Innovation should be understood as the dissemination of 

something new in each context, not as something new in absolute terms17. 

Innovation is perceived to be fundamentally a social process that should ultimately benefit 

many people, including the poorest. It is a new and better product or service or a new and 

more efficient, or less costly, way of producing, delivering, or using that product or service. 

Innovation is important because it provides a means for getting more output or welfare from 

limited resources17. 

Technology is the application of knowledge to develop techniques to produce a product/deliver 

a service or the application of scientific knowledge for practical ends18. Technology can also 

mean the products resulting from such efforts, including both tangible tools such 

as utensils or machines, and intangible ones such as software19.  It includes:  
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• the application of practical sciences to industry or commerce; or 

• the methods, theory, and practices governing such application; or 

• the total knowledge and skills available to any human society for industry, art, science, etc.  

 

4. Service delivery innovation 

Innovation in government is about finding new ways to change the lives of citizens and 

innovative approaches to activating them as partners to shape the future together. It involves 

overcoming old structures and modes of thinking and embracing new technologies and 

ideas20. 

SALGA16 refers to municipal innovation as the implementation by a municipal organisation of 

new or improved operations or products. It involves improvements in the services that 

government has a responsibility to provide, including those delivered by partners. It covers 

both the content of the services and the instruments used to deliver them. Innovation can 

affect the supply of services, by reducing input costs and improving delivery, it can also affect 

the demand for services, by introducing new ways to demand and new ways to procure. 

Innovation in a municipality can help:   

• Offer better service delivery. 

• Reduce costs. 

• Build relationships with communities.  

• Establish new partnerships and relationships16. 

Service delivery can be reactive and proactive in nature. Reactive service delivery innovation 

aims to address perceived irregularities, insufficiencies, and inefficiencies identified by internal 

or external stakeholders of an organisation. This type of service delivery innovation is problem 

oriented and would adopt a problem-solving approach11. 

Service delivery innovation that is reactive is triggered by problems observed by employees 

and managers who will highlight problematic practices and routines that they are responsible 

for overseeing. Proactive service delivery innovation is aimed at enhancing organisational 

practices, procedures and process before problems occur. The initiatives focus on continuous 

performance improvement in the organisation21. 

To ensure that the service package and the service encounter fit the needs of the customer 

and the service organisation itself, organisations must focus on proactive measures to design 
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and deliver their service. Service delivery innovation is valuable in organisations because it 

improves or enhances the following: 

• Service operation: The way the service is delivered.  

• Service experience: The customer’s direct experience of the service. 

• Service outcome: The benefits and results of the service to the customer or clients.  

• Value of the service: The benefits the customer perceives as inherent in the service 

weighed against the cost of the service22. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In essence, innovation is a new idea or an improvement of an existing idea. It does not exist 

in vacuum but serves to bring change to socio-economic conditions. The change can be 

achieved in several ways, including improving effectiveness, efficiencies, and cost reduction 

in delivering a service/process of delivery. 

A service is supplied for a purpose and there is a relationship between those who provide the 

service and those who receive the service. There are expectations from the parties involved 

in the service relationship, as has been the case in service delivery protests in various 

municipalities. Expectations can potentially lead to a potential conflict in cases where service 

recipients are not satisfied with the offer. The service provider must consider various elements 

such as the conditions of the provision, how the service is provided, where the service is 

provided, the cost, consistency and sustainability of the service, how the service is received, 

and a responsibility to improve the offering. 

Service delivery requires proactiveness to address gaps and improve delivery processes and 

product quality. Innovation can be used to proactively monitor various elements of service 

delivery and to come up with new solutions/improved ways of providing services. 
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