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limited private sector infrastructure. In the majority of cases public service 
had been used as an instrument for indoctrination and oppression of the 
society. Therefore, when revolution took place and overturned the power 
balance, the new regimes used the same infrastructure to effect change in 
the lives of the ordinary people. Thus, instead of less, it became more 
government, with total control on society. This is not the platform to 
weigh the pros and cons, but merely to emphasise the vital role played by 
the public sector in shaping its society positively or negatively. Indeed it is 
its role to dispense government service to the populace, which makes it a 
crucial instrument for customer service, or lack of it.

In nations where poverty is rampant and earning capacity limited, there 
is tremendous pressure on the public sector to be the provider for the 
nation. This turns it into a political vanguard by default as employees 
become subjected to political direction. They also seek to create their own 
wealth by exploiting the situation of scarcity. Society in general ceases to 
view the public servant as its servant but as an exalted provider of badly 
needed service. This breeds corruption as the public official now seeks to 
become elitist in line with societal expectations when in fact his or her 
income level is much lower. There are many countries on the continent 
where most brand-new cars are owned by politicians and public servants 
because they are the only ones with the means. This is a dangerous 
precedent because it spells economic disaster. Public service should only be 
a dispenser of service and not a creator of wealth. When the latter 
prevails, it means national resources are being channelled to the non­
productive sector at the expense of productive investment. Among other 
follies this means service excellence to the people has been undermined by 
corruption and self-enrichment.

The following chronicle of events should illustrate the deep-seated 
culture of poor service and confusion between politics and public service. 
In private enterprise, service excellence is ensured by systematic 
coordination of all departments to fulfil one mission. This cohesion does 
not always exist in the public sector.
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outside the home country. Invariably, applications have been manipulated 
to the extent that mainly the children of the public servants and their 
immediate relatives obtained them. In one country the majority of students 
who went to study overseas shared only two surnames, those of leading 
families in society. Even more distressingly, the selected candidates are not 
the most academically gifted, which means they have to repeat several 
years, consuming more money in the process and still returning home as 
mediocre performers. Through such practice the public service has short­
changed its society and compromised future national performance. Should 
access to service depend on whom you know in the system?

High-profile cases of abuse of power for personal gain are commonplace 
in many of our countries. A synopsis of some of them may help to show the 
disturbing prevalence of such underhand behaviour among those in 
leadership. In the late 1980s four Zimbabwean Cabinet Ministers were 
compelled to leave in disgrace over a scandal of buying motor cars from a 
government-controlled assembly plant and re-selling at exorbitant prices, 
taking advantage of the chronic mid-nineties shortage of cars in the 
country. In the mid-nineties Zambia also witnessed embarrassing cases of 
corruption at Cabinet level. The first democratic government of South 
Africa was embarrassed when a Cabinet Minister was prosecuted for 
irregularities in disbursing social welfare funds for pensioners. He had to 
resign under a cloud. Most recently a director-general in the Department 
of Home Affairs was relieved of his post for gross misconduct involving 
issuing false identity documents and citizenship to foreigners for personal 
gain, running a private business from a government office, paying own 
domestic staff with state funds, and abuse of state vehicles for private 
business errands. In Swaziland a state-owned financial institution had to 
be rescued from bankruptcy by the government when the chief executive 
overexposed its lending to politicians and members of the royal clan. He 
sacrificed the business for his personal political ambitions, as he shortly 
afterwards campaigned for a parliamentary seat. Also in 1999 the head of 
the Lesotho Highlands Water Authority faced public accusations of
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collective bodies such as the Law Society, Medical Professions Council, 
and educationists’ associations.

T H E  P R O F E S S I O N A L  S E R V I C E  V I L L A I N S

The next chronicle of events represents neglect or total lack of service 
orientation on the part of the professional people involved.

Anecdote 1

This happened to me a couple of years ago in South Africa and to three 
other people I know in Swaziland, Zimbabwe and South Africa in the last 
ten years. It is now mandatory to be tested for the HIV virus if you 
approach a financial institution to borrow a large sum of money for 
investment in a project such as house purchase, for which insurance cover 
is required. A  strict procedural code has been sanctioned by the World 
Health Organisation to regulate the conducting of tests. Its fundamental 
tenet is that before the test the incumbent must be counselled by a 
qualified professional or doctor on the implications of the test and possible 
repercussions. This is designed to pre-empt trauma in the event of the test 
proving positive. In none of the above cases did this happen. I recall being 
given a laboratory form to complete at reception where I was given the test 
form to take to the laboratory. On arriving at the laboratory where I 
expected a semblance of counselling, a blood sample was taken and I was 
told the results will be given to me by the doctor within two days. This did 
not happen and after three weeks I called my bank. Only then did I learn 
that all had gone well and the insurance policy had been granted. My 
other two colleagues had similar experiences elsewhere. Here is a simple 
analysis of the service sabotage action. First, failure to prepare the 
incumbent for possible devastating results is very unprofessional. Second, 
not advising of the results at all when a feedback time frame of two days 
had been given is almost criminal.

��
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �



)�������� <

��	� ������ ��	� �� ������� ���� �	� �	� ���	� 	��� 	�� ���� �	�� �������� �	�������� ���

*	����  ������ �	�� �	��� �������� ���������� *��� ���� ��!��� �	� �������� ����

����� �� �	������� �	���� )	�� �	��� JK� �������� ���� ��		�� ��� ���� ����� �	����	��

����	��� ������ ��������� �	�� ��������� ��� ���� ������� 	���������� ����� ���� ����

�������� ���	� ���� �		�� ������ ���� ��������� ���� �	�������� �������� ���� ����

��������� ��	��� ����	��� ���	��� ��� �	� ����� �	� �	� ������  ����� ������� 	��� �	���

���� ����� 	��� ���� �	���� ����� ���� ���� �������	�� ����� �����	�� ���� �	��� �	����

*��� ���� �	� ��	��� ���� �	��	����� �	������ �	� ����� 	��� ���� ��������� ���� ������

��������� ����9� I��� ������ �	�������� ���� �	����� �	�� ���� ����� �	� �	���

���!�8� ���� �������� ��	��� �� ���	��� �	�������� ������� �	� ���� ���������

������	�� 	 ������ �	������� ��	��� ���� ��������� �	� �������

��� �����	����������� �	������ 	��� ����� ���� ������� �������� �	����������� ������

����	���� ��������� ���������� ���� ��������� ������	��� ��� ��� ���� �	� ����� �	�

������ �	� ���� �������� ����� �������� �	� ����������� ����� �	������ �	��

����	����	����� �������� ��� ���� ������ ������������ ���� ������������

)������� � L

 �	����� ����������������	� �� ���������� �	������� ���*	���� ������ �	�� ����5	��

	������	��� )��� ���� ����� ��������� ��� �� �����	�� 	�� �	��� ��������� ��	� ����

�	�� �������� ���� ����� ��	�����	���� �������� ������ ������� �	� ����� ���� ����

������� ���� ����� ���� ����� 	�� �	�����������	��� .���� ���� �������� �������� �	�

����!����	� ���������� 	���� ��������� ��� �	��� ����� ���� �	���� �	�� ����������������

����� ����� �	� ��� ����� ��� ����� �����	��� ���� �	�� ��� ����� 	�� ���� �������� ����

������#�������� ��������������!�����	��� �	������ ����������� ����� �����������	���

��� ���� ����� ������� ����� ��� ����� ���� ��� ��	������� 	�������� ��� ���� ���������

)	���������� �� ������� ��	� ���� ��!��� ���� ����� ��� ������� ����� ���� ����

	������	�� ����� ������

���� ������ ����� ��� �	�� ����� �������� ���������� ���� ������ 	��� �	� �����

��������� ��� ��� ������� �� ������� 	������	���� ����� 	�� ���� ����� 	������ �����	���

#�� ��	���� ����� �� ������� �����	��� ������� ��� ������ �	� ������ �	�������

��������� ����� ��	���� �	�� ����� �	� ��� ����������  � ����	�� ��� ��	��	���

� 

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � 	 � � � � 	 � 	 � � 	 � � 	 � � 	



������������� ������	�������	��� ����� �� �	���������	� �	����� ������� �����;���

��� ���� ������� ����� ���� ��������� ������� ����� ����������� ���� ��������� 	������
���� �	� ���� ����	����

 ����	��� J

4��	��� ���� ����� �������� ����!��� ���	� ���� ������ ��� ���� ��!��� ��	��� �	����

������ ���������� ����	���� ����� ������� ���� ������� ���� I,���� ���!� ���

	��������� ����8� ���� �������� ������������� ��!��� �������� �	��� ���� �	�����

����� �	���� ����������������� �	��� �����������#�� ��������	� ���� ����� 	���� �	�

����������� ���� 	��	����� ���� ���� �	� ������ ���������	������� ��	����������� �����

��� �	�������������	�� ���� ������������� ������  ������ ����� ��� �� ������� �������	��

���������� �� ����	���� ����� ��������� ���	�����	��� *������� ����� ��� �	�� �		�

����� �	� ��!� 	�� ���� ��	�����	���� ��	� �������� �	�� ������ ��� �	������

)�������� =

$�������� ������� ����������

)	�� ����� ������ �� ������ ��	��� ������� ����������� ���� ������ �		!� �����

����	������ ��	�������������� �� ���� ��� ���� ������ 	������	������ ���� �	���� �	��

�������� ������������� ��� ���� ���� 	����� ����� ���� ��	�����	���� �	���������

��	�������� %��� ���� �� ������� ����� ��� ��� ���	��� ����������� ����� ������� *���

���� ����� ������� �	�� ��� ���������� ��� ��� ������� �	�� �� ��	�����	���� �	����	���

%�� �������� ���� ���� �������� ���	� ���� 	������ 	 �� ����� ���� ���� F��� ��<�G�� #��

����� �	���� ���� ���!� �	� ���� 	�� ���� ����� ������ *��� ���� �	�� ������ ��������

����� ������ ������� ���� ������ 	�� �	��������� ������������� ����	��� �	�����

���������� ���� ���������� ������������ ���	� �� ��	��� ���	� ���� �	����� ����� ����

����������� �������� �������������	�������������4��� ���� ���������������������

��������� ����� ����� ��� ������ ������ ���� ��	����� 	��� ��� ��������� #��� ������

������	�� �	�������9� I��� �����������	���	����� ���� ����:8�%���	���������		!����

����� ���� ���	��� �	� �������� ����� ����� ������ �	��� �	�� ������ ��� �����		!�� 	��

��	�����	���� �������������

����� ������	��� ������ ���	� ���� �����	����� 	�� ������� ����������� ���� �	��

������� ������� ������������  �5	�� ���������� �	���� �	�� ��� ���������� ����� �����

���������	���	�����������������	��� ���	�����	��	�� ���� ���������� ��� ��� �	����� �

92
S I G N P O S T S  T O  S E R V I C E  E X C E L L E N C E



job at the end. If he or she is suddenly confronted with other personal 
demands, that person obviously feels devastated and let down by lack of 
professionalism. To show how revolting it can be I asked one colleague 
who I knew was prone to such behaviour what he would do if the same was 
done to his wife or sister. The answer was quick and unequivocal: ‘I will 
kill somebody.’ One of the principles of service excellence is the biblical 
adage that ‘You do unto others what you wish done unto you’. My 
colleague obviously needs to read the Old Testament again to learn 
excellent customer service.

Anecdote 6
Management by bottom power
The preceding observation dwelt on the seemingly helpless female species 
being harassed by shameless male predators. Let us look at the flip side of 
the coin where some women wield tremendous power over their male 
counterparts by virtue of sexual blackmail. In one Central African country 
a powerful female business executive got what she wanted in every respect 
from any of her male subordinates, superiors and counterparts through her 
unique power of overnight persuasion. She would order a male subordinate 
to come to her house at night for some work which was never publicly 
defined. The end result was a polarisation of relations between male and 
female staff that seriously hampered its delivery of service to the 
customers. Staff promotions were based on arbitrary sexual grounds 
instead of merit, which led to inefficiency and disgruntlement among the 
more able staff who were bypassed.

Thus service excellence was undermined by this bottom power 
behaviour to very far-reaching proportions. Think how many times this 
has happened in situations you know about. The answer probably will be 
‘many times over’. Then ask yourself: ‘Is it possible to display both 
favouritism and fairness at the same time?’ This type of arbitrary behaviour 
militates against service excellence from every angle. You cannot have 
your cake and eat it.
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����	�� ���� ��������� ���� ��������� 	�� ���� �������� ��	�����	��� 6�	�����	�����

����	�� ���5���� ������ ����	����� �	� ������	��� ������������� �������������
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�������� �����������

� # ( � * ( $ + � " ( � =  6

����� ���	���� ���� ����	��� ����� ��������� ����� ���� ���������	��� 	��
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•  Inherent mediocrity in society: The public, who are on the receiving end 
of service, should be the most potent watchdog against substandard treatment 
by the professions. Unfortunately, the African spirit of respect bequeathed us 
a legacy of docile acceptance of mediocre standards without rejection or 
complaint. As a result, poor service becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. By the 
way, this shortfall seems to affect everyone who lives in Africa, irrespective of 
colour.

T H E  T E N  C O M M A N D M E N T S  F O R  S E R V I C E  
E X C E L L E N C E

More than other members of society, professionals are judged very strictly 
by on-lookers and recipients of their service. This is understandable since 
their behaviour impacts on the soul of the society more than other walks of 
life. Second, it is easier to measure professional conduct against 
international benchmarks. In the wake of such high expectations there 
ought to be a generic frame of reference for all professional service 
providers. To initiate the debate, I outline ten non-negotiable command­
ments which apply across the spectrum.

1 All professionals and their lieutenants should be adequately service- 
oriented to realise that a customer is the most important visitor they 
receive at any time in their work period. Some professions do not even 
have defined work periods, which makes service alertness a round-the- 
clock phenomenon. Often one visits firms of lawyers, doctors’ surgeries, 
architects’ offices and many other professionals to be confronted with a 
prominent sign which reads ‘Business hours 08h00 to 13h00; 13h00 to 
14h00 lunch; 14h00 tol6h30’. This lunchtime is designed for the 
convenience of the person who is supposed to attend to customers and not 
for the latter. In plain language the message is ‘Customer, wait. I will help 
you when it is convenient to me’. By implication, the customer is viewed 
as a disturbance of peace, whose nuisance value is considerable.
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Third, the business wins as customers indulge in repeat-buys of the 
product/service and they advertise to others. The fourth winner is society! 
If quality treatment of people is to become the great concern of the 
business world, if it can be re-emphasised in the caring professions, in our 
education systems, in health and community services, in political 
movements, then there really must be hope for greater quality of life for 
us all.

S O M E  P R O F E S S I O N A L  S E R V I C E  H E R O E S

A year ago I was spending some leisure time on the central beaches of 
Durban when I saw a man lying slumped on the ground not far from a food 
court which included some bars. It was clear the man was in a drunken 
stupor in the mid-afternoon. Outside one of the restaurants were two 
members of the police force sipping soft drinks. They saw the man 
simultaneously, finished their drinks in a hurry and approached him. On 
discovering his problem, they lifted him respectfully and helped him into 
the shade a hundred metres away, where he could sober up. This incident 
impressed me because the officers had no obligation to prop up inebriated 
beachcombers.

The second admirable story of professionalism before commercialism 
involves a medical doctor who has looked after me and my family for some 
years. I told him that my father was suffering from acute arthritis for which 
he needed relief. I described the symptoms to him as my father was several 
hundreds of kilometres away. He quickly identified the medicine, which is 
rather pricey. As he knew I was travelling to see my father he gave me a 
packet of tablets to give him. I asked how much they cost and his reply 
was: ‘Let’s see if they work well first.’

Yet another doctor friend of mine earned a sterling reputation amongst 
older patients. He did this by taking time to explain in detail what the 
person was suffering from, how it had been contracted and the possible 
cures. He would go as far as to explain how the prescribed medicine
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circumstances the community leaders in the latter areas battle to serve 
their customers without the adequate facilities to do this. Consequently, it 
may be difficult for customers to experience satisfaction most of the time.

Be that as it may, reality dictates that unequal circumstances are a fact 
of life irrespective of whether it is in the eurocentric or afrocentric 
environment. Therefore, evaluation of service effectiveness must be 
relative to the community concerned. However, a service-oriented attitude 
in all leaders is a prerequisite. For this reason I enumerate the leadership 
qualities that are vital for effective community service.

•  Selflessness and commitment: An �		������� ������� ����� �������� �� �������  
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������� 24���&�� ��� ���	��� ��N�$����	������� ������� �����	���� �������� ���� ���  
���� ���� �� ������� �	���������

7 Conceptualisation of reality: Community ������ �	���� �������� �������  
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•  Motivation and mobilisation of masses: 6��������������������� ��������� �  
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perceptiveness and decisiveness. One must be relentless in pursuit of the goal 
and lead prominently by encouraging participation of all members. This is 
why demonstrations and mass rallies play an important role in our 
communities in pursuit of change. Effective leadership is really about turning 
intangibles to tangibles that can be appreciated by many beneficiaries.

•  Effective communication: The best-defined goals are not achievable if 
they are not effectively communicated. A leader selects a range of multi­
purpose communication styles to deliver the message. He must be seen to be 
non-partisan in attitude and communicate candidly in every situation. 
Closely associated with this quality is the flair for networking and 
coordinating among diverse personalities. Some communities are more 
advanced than others in their openness to communication. This demands a 
multifaceted approach using various methods that have proved effective in the 
circumstances. It would be foolhardy to use print media for disseminating 
crucial matters through a community where illiteracy is predominant. Perhaps 
verbal consultation is more suitable in that situation. Thus a good leader 
understands these nuances.

•  Organisational excellence: Good leadership entails astute planning of 
tactics and processes of dealing with perceived problems. The uniqueness of 
leadership is the ability to make that extra effort to see what the populace 
cannot easily see and put it into a problem-solving structure.

I recall as a child how my father and a friend mobilised a small rural 
community to build a primary school. This was a pioneering farming 
community. There were no roads or developed infrastructure of any form. 
These two men mobilised the community to prioritise their needs. Building a 
school was top of the list. The community made its own bricks, cut grass for 
thatching, cut poles from the forest and built the first two classrooms. Aware 
that the government of the day was not keen to educate blacks, the leaders 
approached an evangelical missionary group to give financial support for 
books and teachers. This venture was so successful that a prominent school
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