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Abstract: Informal work procedures are often untapped in organisations because
they remain compartmentalised and unavailable for organisational learning. Trends
from Auditor General Reports show the metastasising culture of non-compliance in
local government and by implication the re-enforcement of procedural compliance
in many avenues. This study explores the value informal work procedures can add
to building a strong compliance-based culture in South African local governance.
The study contributes to knowledge on organisational studies and compliance in
local government by moving beyond formal procedural explanations to highlight
informal work procedures as critical elements of the municipal compliance discourse. A qualitative methodology using interview data shows that local government managers operate based on informal work practices and procedures, which
create a potential for learning and compliance value chain. The findings also
suggest that where local government managers are able to consciously create
synergies between informal and formal work procedures a municipal culture that
supports innovation, compliance and effective performance develops. It is proposed
that addressing the gap between “work as imagined” and “work as actually done”
can present an opportunity for building compliance through organisational learning.
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The positive attributes of informal work procedures are often untapped in organisations. Our
results show that a conscious engagement with
informal work procedures by managers is beneficial to the organisation. The findings show that
this can be achieved through building compliantbased climates through informal work procedures. This involves a conscious effort towards
identifying and encouraging positive learning and
reflective practice. The study found that this can
be achieved through regular meetings and verbal
interaction with staff to identify and encourage
behaviour within the informal organisational
space. The study findings are also significant for
practitioners in sectors and contexts where written and formalised work procedures may be a
challenge due to literacy, language and other
factors.
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1. Introduction
From an organisational culture and practice viewpoint, the informal work environment is not new.
Indeed, extant literature examines aspects of the informal organisation such as informal learning
(Serrat, 2017); informal governance or controls (Chwieroth, 2012; Goebel & Weißenberger, 2017;
Singhapakdi & Vitell, 2007); informal communication/social exchange (Davison, Ou, & Martinson,
2007; Singh, Bains, & Vinnicombe, 2002); and informal work climate (Kay & Gorman, 2012). These
studies also demonstrate the contributions of the informal organisation in areas such as organisational ethics, knowledge sharing, performance and innovation.
Like most informal aspects of the organisation, informal work procedures are non-formalised
procedures which develop as a result of the dynamics within and outside the formal and informal
organisation. However, informal work procedures are distinct in that they can be nurtured and
managed through other forms of the informal organisation. For instance, the nature of social
exchange dynamics, employee attitude, commitment and competence leads to gaps between
work as imagined and work that is actually done (Antonsen, Almklov, & Fenstad, 2008). Taking this
argument further, informal knowledge management practices, such as “guanxi” in Chinese management experience, show that mutual reciprocity, employee ties and interdependence engender
knowledge sharing where reliable knowledge is scarce (Davison et al., 2007). Such informal
practice can encourage informal procedures which rather than disrupt organisational processes
will add value to the organisation. This requires a work procedures design perspective that
recognises informal interpersonal relations and the unpredictability of human behaviour.
In this research we examine how informal work procedures can produce compliance value.
Simply put, compliance means meeting the requirements of rule, standard, specification or law.
These requirements for compliance manifest as governmental and/or non-governmental regulatory and policy frameworks and include internal business or organisational policies, procedures
and guidelines (Benedek, 2012, p. 136). Schlager (2005) submits that effective rules are designed
based on an understanding of the factors that affect compliance. This implies that regulation goes
beyond formal law to the generation of expression and management of emotions (Lange, 2002).
In this sense, for our purposes, compliance value denotes standards of behaviour that help
employees make important judgements on compliance.
To our knowledge, there appears to be limited research on the value of informal work procedures
in increasing compliance within organisations. Moreover, while there is evidence that the informal
organisational climate such as attachment to organisation and social bonding activities may
nurture a compliance-focused culture (Cheng, Yin, Wenli, Holm, & Zhai, 2013; Ifinedo, 2014) the
specific role that informal procedures may play in this regard is as yet unclear.
From a practice perspective, the article interrogates the extent to which managers are consciously open to informal procedures as a critical route to achieving compliance. From a knowledge
perspective, this article aims to contribute to understanding compliance in local government by
highlighting informal procedures as an important element of the local government compliance
discourse.
To this end the article seeks to answer three questions: What is the conceptual scope of informal
work procedures? What are the experiences of informal procedures in the municipality? Which
practice experiences can yield compliance value through informal work procedures?
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1.1. Compliance in South African local government
One of the best ways to measure local government compliance is the Auditor-General of
South Africa (AGSA) reports. Compliance from the Auditor General’s purview is an indicator of
sound financial and administrative management. The Eastern Cape Province for many years
has struggled with audit compliance. Before the 2013/2014 reporting year, no municipality
had ever achieved clean audit (unqualified audit with no findings) (AGSA, 2014/2015, p. 14).
However, in recent years, there have been improvements with more municipalities achieving
clean audits (AGSA, 2015/2016). While there are improvements, 67% of audit findings in the
Eastern Cape are still poor. The Auditor General points to weak municipal accounting
systems, the control environment and record management (AGSA, 2017).
The area of focus of the AGSA also spreads to public sector areas where non-compliance
affects reported ﬁnancial and performance information. It is seminal to note that priority is
also given to areas where there is a high risk of non-compliance such as (a) adherence to
reporting requirements as prescribed in the ﬁnance management acts Public Finance
Management Act (PFMA) and Municipal Finance Management Act (MFMA), (b) adherence to
supply chain management prescripts in procuring goods and services and (c) human resource
planning and appointment processes. Nevertheless, the onus to prevent and detect non-compliance rests on the leadership within different spheres of government (Nombembe, 2011).
Literature that relates to compliance within the government departments is not well documented, and AGSA reports do not fully grasp the aspect of compliance to work procedures. In
this research we focus on the control environment. Work procedures encompass rules that can
be thought of as “controls”. Controls are defined as any process, policy, device, practice or
other actions which determine how work is to be performed in a particular context. Within
work procedures, controls typically define concrete work/task actions that need to be taken
under particular conditions (Praino & Sharit, 2016, p. 383). Controls can be distinguished on
how they work on the process. Directing controls steer the work process to achieve a specific
state, whereas controls that are limiting establish conditions that are to be avoided (Praino &
Sharit, 2016, p. 384).

1.2. Research context
The municipality in focus is a local municipality located in the Eastern Cape of South Africa.
According to STATSA (2016), the municipality has a population of about 145,358. In terms of
education, 95% of that population is without higher education (5% higher education) and
88% not completing secondary school (12% with grade 12) (STATSA, 2011). These numbers
are also significant in terms of overall literacy levels of the municipal workforce. That
notwithstanding, this municipality has consistently maintained an unqualified audit, albeit
with findings for the past 7 years. The AGSA reports over the years (2014; 2017) show that
(1) Leadership (especially management) understand their role in maintaining a clean administration through adequate processes. However, commitment to their roles in providing
information and guidance is needed in this regard.
(2) Even with this leadership climate, there is repeated non-compliance with legislation.
(3) Another challenge is the dearth of skills which is heightened by municipal overall literacy
levels. This may be a challenge in terms of overall compliance, especially formal compliance
strategies, which require written documentation.
(4) Although management is addressing issues of internal controls, there has to be an overall
municipal strategy to mitigate some of the challenges posed to non-compliance in terms of
the workforce.
In this article, we present the value that a conscious approach to using informal work procedures
can bring to compliance.
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2. Limits of formalised work procedures
Work procedures act as a defensive means against human mistakes that may occur during
executing the work to ensure predictability and regularity in human behaviour (Antonsen et al.,
2008; Brodbeck, 2002; Reason, Parker, & Lawton, 1998). Thus, they are invaluable in managing
areas of work that are prone to human error such as with safety and/or violations such as with
compliance.
However, there is evidence to show that the development of control mechanisms through
procedural guides has in many cases failed to foster compliance to the procedures as people
tend to default to their own way of performing tasks (improvise). Indeed many studies on
compliance to Information Systems Policies and Procedures show that informal sanctions tend
to have more impact on employee compliance behaviour than formal sanctions (Cheng et al.,
2013; Hu, Dinev, Hart, & Cooke, 2012; Vance & Siponen, 2012). In illustrating the limits of
compliance-focused procedures on employee ethical behaviour, Paine (1994) argues that legal
compliance does not cover the full range of ethical issues experienced daily by employees. In the
same vein, establishing compliance procedures to meet compliance with external legal demands
on organisations does not guarantee compliance, even where there is threat of detection and
punishment because of varying individualised dispositions. These dispositions range from individual’s beliefs or morals (Ariel, 2012, p. 28; Fairbass, et al., 2015); socialisations (Ifinedo, 2014; Safa,
Solms, & Furnell, 2016); commitment to the organisation (Antonsen et al, 2008; Cheng et al., 2013);
ability to read and understand (knowledge and competence) and procedural justice perceptions
such as the extent to which employees feel part of the development and design process (Tyler,
1990; Murphy and Tyler, 2008; Antonsen, 2008). Thus, employees will tend to act on existing
loopholes to solve more pressing day-to-day problems. It is based on these limitations that greater
scrutiny has been reserved in extant literature on the role of the informal organisation. For our
case we focus particularly on the role of informal procedures.

3. Informal work procedures
While informal work procedures suggest processes outside prescribed rules and standards, from
an organisational practice perspective, a consensus definition of informal procedures is more
complex. Although studies on the informal organisation abound, there are fewer studies that
examine informal work procedures within this framework. Formal work procedures rely on rules
and regulations against deviant behaviour (Cheng et al., 2013). On the other hand, informal work
procedures are relatively unstructured, they have no fixed procedure or strong institutional rules,
but employees improvise their work/task processes to achieve desired outcomes, they are bound
to specific individuals and their work relationships (Connolly, Lang, Gathegi, & Tygar, 2017, p. 121;
Stouthuysen, Slabbinck, & Roodhooft, 2017, p. 52). Thus, informal work procedures thrive predominantly within an organisation’s social space. This implies that human resource relations and
specific organisational culture characteristics influence the development of informal procedures
(Kay & Gorman, 2012, pp. 92–93).
For the purposes of this study informal procedures are conceptualised as unwritten/documented
guidance on work processes, driven by management through effective use of the informal organisation to improve municipal compliance. The study identified three important variables in conceptualising informal procedures:
● Extent to which procedures are documented: A clear document structure for procedural guidelines

is a standard requirement for formalised procedures. Informal work procedures develop where
documented procedures are perceived as burdensome and where employees work outside
stipulated provisions (Squires, Moralejo, & Lefort, 2007).
● The role of communication: Communication is a process of creating and sharing information

between parties towards reaching mutual understanding (Rogers, 2003). This study views
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communication as an intangible organisational asset (Malmelin, 2007), channelled through
informal communication avenues like interpersonal and interactive networks (Roger, 2003).
● Feedback and continuous improvement: As will be explored later in this article, informal

work procedures provide opportunities for learning and adaptation. As such, informal
work procedures are indicative of how feedbacks from the internal and external organisation are harnessed to create organisational learning and change (Brodbeck, 2002,
p. 394).

3.1. How informal work procedures can create compliance value
To understand informal procedures from the view of compliance, there needs to be an acknowledgement of the role of the external and internal environment on organisational and individual
behaviour and the divergent reaction of these two units to these pressures. Thus, the subsequent
sections present three important approaches to understanding the compliance value of informal
work procedures.

3.1.1. The internal and external environment
Brodbeck’s (2002) work on work procedure design and complexity theory shows that a non-linear
approach to work procedures is one which considers organisations as Complex Adaptive Systems
(CAS) which react to internal and external stimuli. In the South African local government context,
fast global changes, increase in political schisms, increasing demands from regulatory institutions,
complexities within the intergovernmental relations system, innovation and multifaceted demands
from citizens present municipal environments with so much uncertainty. Additionally, actions
taken to reduce these uncertainties most times throw organisations into further unpredictability.
In such cases, complexity theory can be used to understand organisational behaviour and guide
strategy (Mason, 2007).
Complexity theory is a process-based model in the study of organisational change which lays a
strong emphasis on the complexity of the internal and external environment and the complexities
pressures from these environment impose on the organisation. Mason (2007, p. 10) defines
complexity as the measure of heterogeneity or diversity in the internal environment (values,
culture, demands for performance, behaviour of management, etc.) and environmental factors
(such as department, customers, suppliers, the legislative, socio-political and technology). For our
case, the value of chaos and complexity is in the cultivation of an alternative “process of order”
(Mason & Dobbelstein, 2016). Although outside the control of the manager, self-organisation is
generated through interactions between other agents in the system (e.g. employees, citizens,
suppliers) towards creative and innovative responses. This in turn leads to the “emergence” of
new actions right at the edge of the chaos (Mason & Dobbelstein, 2016). Brodbeck’s (2002) study
into procedure design suggests that emergent behaviour is inevitable within a CAS due to the
personalisation of procedures and the aim will be to harness continuous bottom-up information
streams generated through discretionary problem-solving practices. These experiences create
patterns of emergent learning which must be supported by management (Serrat, 2017). Thus,
for compliance purposes, it is vital to effectively safeguard and harness this type of feedback into
the organisational decision-making system, through the management of continuous changes
imposed by the internal and external environment.

3.1.2. Individual behaviour as a reaction to stimuli
Many studies on compliance focus on individual psychological dispositions of attitude and intentions in decision-making processes involving ethical dilemma or intention to comply (Goebel &
WeiBenberger, 2017, p. 506; Helmreich, 2000, p. 467). We examine two approaches to human
reaction to environmental stimuli, the first is through a frame that imposes more restrictions
(through prescribed work procedures) towards ensuring rule-based compliance; the other is
through a frame that engenders a compliant-based organisational culture through informal
work procedures.
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● Ensuring rule compliance through formalised procedures: The preoccupation with formalised

and rule-based procedures has led to the suggestion that organisations “depersonalised”
emergent informal learning, social elements and norms from informal practice into formalised
procedures (Brodbeck, 2002, pp. 382–383). Formalised work procedures portend traditional
approaches to work procedures much in the form of control of human behaviour (Brodbeck,
2002, Reason et al., 1998). Work procedures in this form are important in helping the diffusion
of organisational knowledge and practice (Squires et al., 2007). They also serve a legal
function through compliance among many other uses. Nevertheless, there is little value to a
procedural system which is not adhered to. We argue that informal procedures can also
produce individual compliance through a compliant-based culture.
● Engendering a compliant-based culture through informal procedures: There is empirical evi-

dence that links informal procedures to the distance between operational-level employees
and work procedures originators at management level. This results in a mismatching of work
procedures as prescribed and the actual events taking place on the ground (Antonsen, 2008,
p. 2). Some studies also suggest that informal work procedures are initiated in spaces where
human error and violations become routinised (Reason et al., 1998, pp. 291–292). Depending
on what the internal organisational environment looks like (e.g. relationships between management and employees, performance pressures from organisation), some errors and violations can result in extensive organisational fracture. However, there is empirical evidence to
suggest that errors at the early stage of learning or practice are necessary to reinforce
avoidance and practice (Dyre, Tabor, Ringsted, & Tolsgaard, 2017). This is in line with
Reason et al.’s (1998, p. 291) argument that there are errors and violations without immediate
consequences and which have the added value of making work easier and faster. Thus, errors
or violation provide for experiential learning where employees may “beneﬁt from imperfect
practice as a means to achieving perfect practice” (Dyre et al., 2017, p. 204). To accomplish
this goal, employees need to make a conscious effort to recognise and reflect on errors or
violations as opportunities for learning and experience (Dyre et al., 2017). We thus posit that
informal work procedures can occur within the space of violations which have no detrimental
or immediate consequences. This is suggested as an important management focus in creating
a compliance-based culture.

3.1.3. Organisational behaviour as a reaction to stimuli
Organisational behaviour is stimulated through an organisational climate where routine behaviours are implicitly cultivated, supported and rewarded. This is the organisational space where the
diffusion of intangibles such as verbal and interactional arrangements and cognitive biases are
used as tools for indirect assimilation of particular organisational values (Kay & Gorman, 2012, pp.
92–93). In this case these values are tied to what we term here as a compliance-driven work
climate. Compliance in this case becomes a reflection of an organisational culture, rather than an
imposition. We argue that this culture can be perpetuated by the nurturing of the indirect
assimilation of values based on practice experiences of organisational procedures. This is the
shared values concept of compliance (Paine, 1994). We define a compliance-driven work climate
as organisational routine behaviour which must reflect the organisation’s shared values as a
commitment to consistency in fulfilling its legal regulatory and ethical responsibilities. We therefore argue that the identification, recognition and reinforcement of informal procedure streams
can help grow a compliance-driven work climate.
The next section presents our research findings from interviews with managers. The findings aim
to answer the research questions and establish some examples of informal work procedure as
observed in practice.

4. Methodology
This was a descriptive and exploratory case study. A qualitative method was adopted to investigate informal work dimensions related to work procedures in the municipality under investigation.
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Atieno (2009) expounds that qualitative methods are good at simplifying and managing data
without destroying complexity and context. Qualitative methods are also highly appropriate for
questions where pre-emptive reduction of the data will prevent discovery. Given the focus on
informal work procedures, a case study design was preferred as it allowed the investigation to
retain the holistic and meaningful opinions of the respondents. Additionally, the nature of the topic
necessitated an inductive approach which aimed to find emerging meanings and alternatives in
finding compliance value in informal procedures in certain contexts. In this case, as with many
municipalities in South Africa, the local municipality is situated in a semi-rural area, straddling
urban and very rural communities, these departments represent a diverse demography of employees (e.g. age, education, position). This context is seen as having relevance for informal application
of work procedures.
A key attribute of descriptive or exploratory case study is that it tries to illuminate sets of
decisions, why they were taken, how they were taken, how they were implemented and with
what results. This is important for this particular research as it helped in consolidating all the
responses from different managers and countering subjectivity in the process. For the interviews
we purposively sampled seven departmental managers who are responsible for the development of work procedures and monitoring employees` compliance to these procedures. These
included managers from the departments of infrastructure, public participation, community
service, finance and corporate services. These units are the bedrock of municipal administration
and services. Of the seven managers interviewed, four had established careers in local government as managers working in different municipalities across South Africa. Data was collected
through face-to-face interviews using voice recorders and transcribed, to document the
responses in writing. The questions consisted of open-ended questions aimed at providing
thick descriptions, producing critical comments and added insight on how informal procedures
can add compliance value.
To ensure credibility, applicability, value and trustworthiness, the entry into the municipality was
established through the formal contact with and approval from the case municipality. The reasons
for the research and ethical clearance for the research were discussed with managers in a meeting
at the municipal grounds. Additionally, transcribed interviews were presented to the interviewees
to confirm the validity of answers they provided. To strengthen the results of the data generated
from face-to-face interviews with municipal managers, triangulation was employed through the
presentation of data to the rank and file employees who could validate the responses of the
managerial employees. Furthermore, essential ethical issues such as anonymity and confidentiality were observed by assuring the respondents that every effort would be made to ensure that
the information they provided could not be traced back to them in reports, presentations and other
forms of the study data dissemination. Finally findings were further validated by confirming results
with other evidence from literature.
For data analysis, we used qualitative content analysis which has been defined as “a research
method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic
classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns”, (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.
1278). Qualitative content analysis emphasises an integrated view of speech/texts and their
specific contexts. Atlas.ti software was employed to analyse content texts, the broad objectives
relating to this study were coded (based on theoretical definitions of categories) and linked to
quotations from the interviews in order to come up with a consolidated response through
networking.
To this end, we linked the responses and consolidated the views and opinions of different
managers from the municipality under study relating to the informal work procedures use and
compliance. Our particular focus was to examine meanings, themes and patterns that may be
manifest or latent in the particular text. The following guided our process. We read the transcript
and labelled relevant pieces in line with their receptiveness, and we created important categories
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to show emphasis from respondents; confirmations and deviations from the literature. The aim
was to consolidate texts that inform the research questions related to the application of informal
work procedures in the municipality.

4.1. Findings and discussions
The findings and discussion aim to answer the following research questions presented in the
introduction: (a) What are the experiences of informal work procedures in the municipality? (b)
Which practice experiences can yield compliance value through informal work procedures? We
identified emerging themes and categorised them (as indicated in Table 1).

4.2. Informal work procedures in the municipality
Literature on work procedures presents the key elements that are imperative in analysing the
influence informal work procedures have in developing and strengthening formal work procedures. Figure 1 shows the networks and relationships that exist among work procedure
indicators such as communication, documentation and continuous improvement.

Table 1. Themes and categories
Objective

Theme

Categories

What are the experiences of
informal procedures and work
processes in the municipality?

Informal procedures in the
municipality

Experience with formalised
procedures as documented
The role of communication
Feedback and continuous
improvement

Which practice experiences may
yield compliance value through
informal work procedures?

Conscious and deliberate openness
to the role of informal procedures

Recognition of emergent learning
Reflective practice
The role of communication

Figure 1. The influence of
informal work procedures on
the development and improvement of work procedures.
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Figure 1 explores the nature of the relationship which exists amongst the components which
contribute to the adoption and use of work procedures. Probes from the interviews revealed that
communication and documentation are important aspects contributing to compliance with work
procedures. However, explorative analysis shows that lack of documentation and informal communication within the municipal set-up often leads to the application of informal work procedures
which managers believe can be tapped to contribute to continuous improvement and improve
compliance to formalised work procedures.
Reason et al. (1998) argue that over-prescription in detailed work procedures in institutions often leads to the development and adoption of informal procedures meant to perform
tasks faster. Additionally, under-prescription also results in employees developing their own
procedures and routines in executing tasks. While our study did not examine the extent of
over- or under-prescription of work procedures, findings on formal work procedures indicated
that where the municipality may have developed policy and procedure manuals, the extent
of compliance with those procedures as seen in the Auditor General’s reports over the years
has been a challenge (AGSA, 2015/2016; 2017). Our findings also mirror this state of affairs.
However, there are also glimpses of creative uses of informal work procedures. This has
significance for the municipality and others like it, where perceived attitudinal and selfefficacy limitations (e.g. ability to read and understand procedures) may hamper compliance.

4.3. Experience with formalised documented procedures
To get insights on the prevalence of informal work procedures, respondents related on the
extent to which employees in the municipality have applied informal work procedures to
perform their tasks and the extent to which the informal work procedures can be helpful.
Evidence from the interviews explores the fact that the major contributing factor towards
the adoption of informal procedures is the experience with formalised documented procedures. The findings showed a mixed response in terms of work procedures documentation.
The more technically demanding departments seemed to have more documented procedures. A lot of the documented procedures were developed to comply with processes
prescribed by regulation and government regulatory institutions like the National Treasury
(e.g. maintenance plans, Supply Chain Management). Departments that are heavily legislated
such as those dealing with human resources also seemed to have more documented
procedures.
Additionally, findings show that documented procedures have not been fully cascaded down
and unpacked to the level and understanding of general workers. In this sense it seems that
documents on work procedures are meant for certain groups such as managers. Hence the
development and use of informal work procedures.
Below are responses from managers of three different departments:
There are procedures but they are not written down. So when (one) gets inducted to the
institution, (he or she) learns how to do things not because they read from somewhere but
because they have been inducted and follow suit without even demanding to see where it is
written. (Respondent 1)
Some are documented, some are not. But critically they are informed by the policies as
policies outline how to go about certain processes without necessarily referring to them as
procedure manuals. (Respondent 2)
Those that we have are documented, though we have a lot of them that are not documented. (Respondent 3)
In my department, a lot of them are documented. (Respondent 4)
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Probes also revealed what seems to be a general aversion to documented procedures by
employees.
Each individual knows what responsibility he/she has in terms of the task at hand. So if we
can get that working I think most of the things will be covered well. This is so because most
of the people do not like to deal with documentation, but as long as everyone knows their
tasks, especially the supervisors who have the task of giving instructions and monitoring the
employees, it will be much better. (Respondent 3)
These statements should also be taken within the context of the overall makeup of the municipality. What was clear was that whether documented or not verbal communication seems to be
the overwhelming preferred route to communicating work procedures.

4.4. The role of communication
Communication is an intangible organisational asset (Malmelin, 2007) and is a critical element
that ensures the routinisation and reinforcement of procedural compliance. “Formal communication is achieved through pre-defined channels set by organisations (Broome & Rosander,
2016). On the contrary, informal communication is more relational than formal. It is not backed
by any pre-determined channels and can happen anywhere within the organisation. Since it is
not defined by any channels, it is without any paper trail or official documentation.” In the
municipality, employees are made aware of formalised procedures through numerous scheduled measures ranging from monthly departmental information meetings, active participation
in the business plans, workshops and refresher courses as well as the provision of documented
work manuals to employees although this seems to be more of an exception than the norm.
The municipal norm in this regard is through verbal instructions, information-sharing sessions
and informal meetings. In one department, the informal information-sharing sessions are run
by the adoption of “tools box talk” on an ad hoc basis where the manager and his/her
subordinates gather and discuss the best steps and mechanisms to carry out their daily
tasks. These can be classified as informal because they are not scheduled and documented.
The practical examples of communication indicate a preference for informal communication. To
further buttress this point some respondents stated:
… I think each department has to create a session whereby they meet regularly because
constantly pushing paperwork in front of people is not going to work. I think sitting down
with people, discussing issues around what is happening is going to help rather than just
telling them what to do. (Respondent 4)
… we will make sure that sub-meetings take place as they are very important because the
major reason with these meetings is to pick up problems early before they erupt to bigger
problems. (Respondent 5)
We have information sharing meetings at institutional level and at departmental levels we
have monthly management meetings where we discuss how things are done and to correct
deviations. (However) those are not written procedures, they are just spoken (by the word of
mouth). (Respondent 1)
The value of these communication streams must be highlighted especially in terms of the composition of the workforce in the municipality and in many other municipalities in the district under
investigation. Average literacy rates in the municipality could be a consideration especially given
that only about 15% and 9% of the population in the district have completed grade 12 or higher,
respectively (AGSA, 2015/2016, p.196). In this case, apart from perhaps attitudinal dispositions to
the use of work procedure manuals, capability and self-efficacy perceptions will limit the awareness and application of work procedures by many employees should these procedures not be
verbally communicated.
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Also, the preference for informal communication or knowledge sharing is not unique to this South
African local government experience, as is explored in the Chinese “guanxi” practice (Davison et al.,
2007) and the Japanese “quality circles” (Blaga & Boer, 2014). Much like with the Chinese example,
these information sessions seem to be a recognised opportunity for communication and communicating procedures. However, there seems to be a dearth of a uniform deliberate municipality
approach to consciously embrace these as opportunities to build a compliance-driven climate.

4.5. Feedback and continuous improvement
Although the managers expressed a difficulty in monitoring all the procedures (since a lot of them
are not documented), interviews showed that informal work procedures are taking place in the
municipality. This was further buttressed by assertions from two respondents who reiterated that
many of their staff, especially those that are experienced in their jobs, hardly revisit those work
procedure manuals that are documented. This also gives room for the application of informal work
procedures. To further buttress this notion, an assertion from the texts justifies that there are a lot
of informal work procedures and this has to do with culture of the institution:
… there is a culture of doing things informally. As long as there is a gap, employees will come
up with their own informal ways of carrying out tasks. More often than not, as managers we
are concerned with the outcome. If that particular procedure achieves an outcome, it does
not matter how that person has done it so we leave it up to them. (Respondent 1)
This suggests that managers may be interested in the end goal which sometimes is to the
detriment of compliance to work procedures. However, we also argue that end goal interest can
foster important lessons for compliance as argued by Reason, et al., (1998, p. 291). A conscious
and deliberate effort in managing these informal procedures (especially those without immediate
consequences) allows for learning and innovation in setting what we have termed in this article as
a “compliant-driven climate”.
A noteworthy detail here is that the above respondent manages a department where most of
the staff members are menial workers. Employees in this position tend to have low literacy levels.
As such, the unit adopts a creative approach with the “tools box talk”, where staff gather and
discuss the best steps (allowed within the limits of the prescribed dictates) to carry out their daily
tasks. Text reveals important uses of this forum, first as a participatory feedback learning process:
… we say, this is the task … do you feel how you are doing it achieves the results that we
desire? They will come up with ideas.
The second is a continuous improvement avenue:
… you then suggest how things should be done to improve the process, because you have to
do things differently to achieve different results and that is the mentality I have introduced
when I came here.
Another example of an informal procedure from textual analysis is where the municipality prioritises the municipal database of unemployed graduates as an important step in recruitment.
It’s very little of informal procedures that I will say … but I get reminded of one of the
procedures, informal as it may be … we are saying let’s look into this data-base of people
within this area … coming from the wards … so that is informal and it is not recorded
anywhere so it can assist to a large extent … (Respondent 4)
This is indicative of where managers can allow employees to act within certain discretionary
boundaries as far as the limits of the law will allow. This has implications for compliance by
identifying compliance boundaries and allowing employees discretion within those boundaries.
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From the discussions so far, there is clear indication that informal work procedures are prevalent in
the municipality. The principal question of this article is whether compliance value can be harnessed
from these informal procedures. We argue that given the unique context of this municipality not only
do informal procedures have value, they also show promise as innovative tools in growing a compliant-focused climate or, as one of the respondents proposes, developing “a mentality” of compliance.
Based on literature and these findings we suggest that municipalities can grow a compliancedriven work climate by nurturing the indirect assimilation of values through routine behaviours
(such as “tools box” meetings and frequent information sharing) which reflect the organisation’s
values as a commitment to compliance. We also argue that informal procedures as defined by us
will provide routinised, non-regimented and verbally articulated avenues through which employees
are allowed certain levels of discretion to push the envelope and (through trial and error) learn
from mistakes towards meeting compliance requirements.

4.6. Conscious and deliberate openness to the compliance role of informal procedures
Compliance is a heavy term in local government as the emphasis placed on local government
compliance and clean administration has led to adverse attitudinal dispositions of local government officials towards regulatory requirements in terms of compliance (PARI, 2015, p. 15; Dlamini,
2016). Our article takes the view that dispositions towards compliance should be less about the
material outcomes of audit compliance, but more about using more of the informal organisation,
in particular informal work procedures, to build a compliance-driven climate or culture. To this end,
based on textual data we identify an important theme which is the need for a conscious and
deliberate openness by managers to the use of informal procedures.
Here we identified three categories for assessment: recognition of emergent learning, experiencedbased theories of change and engagement in reflective practice. Figure 2 shows analysis drawn from
Atlas.ti which links responses-related emergent learning, reflective practices and experienced-based
theories of change to various aspects that contribute to effective management of informal work
procedures towards growing a compliant-driven climate.

Figure 2. Factors influencing
emergent learning, reflective
practice and experience-based
theories of change.
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The figure explores the relationships which exist among the aspects attributed to emergent
learning, reflective practice and experienced-based theories of change. Content analysis revealed
that compliance culture can be cultivated through the sharing and tapping of the skills that
emanate from informal work procedures. Important aspects such as stakeholder participation,
shared vision within an institution, continuous improvement, external input as well as leadership
and accountability influence one another to ensure that employees and other stakeholders play a
role in creating or changing the organisational culture.

4.7. Recognition of emergent learning
As suggested earlier, emergent learning can be seen as new action which comes from practice at
the edge of chaos (Mason & Dobbelstein, 2016). Management recognition of emergent learning will
encourage knowledge sharing of procedural best practices, create opportunities for informal
sharing of work procedures and cultivate a culture that is supportive of new approaches generated
through a focus on failures and unintended outcomes as opportunities for new approaches (Serrat,
2017). While findings show evidence of such management support of emergent learning through
the “tool-box talks”, further scrutiny on the matter reveals that this is not a municipal-wide
phenomenon.

4.8. Experience-based theories of change
For our study, an experience-based theory of change highlights the role of employees in creating
or changing organisational culture. Serrat, (2017, p. 60) associates intellectually curious employees
with the ability to “develop experience-based theories of change and continuously test these in
practice with colleagues”. This point is buttressed by one respondent who noted that people are
resourceful naturally and have natural wisdom and that sometimes people thought to be uneducated have better and effective ways of carrying out tasks even though they are not documented.
In this regard, the insights from employees are important in tapping into unique skills to carry out
tasks and mainstreaming them as routine practice culture within acceptable standards. This will
engender a compliance-driven climate that encourages participation of employees through the
sharing of procedures with least violation or error implications.
For our research purposes we view this as a double-edged management responsibility. First,
a responsibility to recognise the better and effective ways of carrying out tasks, which is
integral to the desired change expected. Second, possessing the skill to effect such change
through a commitment to bottom-up information sourcing and sharing. This skill will be based
also on the knowledge and understanding of the development and the application of work
procedures.
In this regard, findings show that the leadership and expertise of the management in relation to
development of work procedures is limited. The respondents agreed that they have a bigger role to
play in developing and crafting work procedures to suit their different environments and circumstances. With regard to training on work procedures and processes, texts analysis uncovered that
managers rely on their previous experiences to develop formal work procedures and monitor
employees’ compliance to them. Three out of five respondents reiterated that they have not
received any formal training and only two noted that the standard operating procedures they
crafted were developed through the experience they have gathered over the years working in
municipalities. Skill and expertise limitations present a challenge in developing a culture of
compliance as managers might have limited skills in terms of developing and monitoring work
procedures (formal or informal). According to one manager:
Since I arrived here there has never been a session that was called to develop procedures. By
the way it is every manager`s responsibility to develop procedures according to the area of
expertise in which he/she is in charge of because sometimes one has to tailor work
procedures to suit specific environments.
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To reflect, there is limited training available to managers on the development and application of
work procedures. However, managers are expected to develop and monitor the use of work
procedures. For many, what they know is through years of experience of working in municipal
government and some of the learning is consolidated in some of the informal approaches
managers use in the communication and monitoring of work procedures towards compliance.

4.9. Reflective practice
Reflective practice is about taking a step back and contemplating the discrepancy observed or
experienced between what occurs and what was expected (Osterman, 1990). The respondents
agreed that there was a lot of constructive and effective input which can be drawn from informal
work procedures to improve compliance and performance of the municipality. One respondent noted
that continuous improvement of work procedures ensures that employees develop and improve the
manner in which they carry out day-to-day tasks. This means that no matter how good some
employees might be in carrying out tasks there is need to continue learning as there are always
changes that require new skills and techniques. The respondent went further to assert that it is
imperative for the municipality to find new measures based on the informal work procedures to carry
out tasks and find the best ways to bring change. Despite these views, further investigation shows
that while much of work procedures are largely informal in the municipality a deliberate attention to
the opportunities they present through encouraging reflective practice is lacking.
To highlight best avenues for reflective learning, Serrat (2009) suggests that reflective practice
flourishes in teamwork where people experience a high level of psychological safety and trust.
From our findings, while interviewees point to regular informational sessions and briefing sessions
with employees, the extent to which these sessions can be considered spaces which engender
psychological safety and trust is not known. However, the description of the tool box talk sessions
presents perhaps a semblance of such a team activity that is participatory, reflective and feedback
conscious.
Before they go … we gather at the back of the yard where we discuss and consult with
employees to ask whether what they do achieve the results. At the end you suggest how
things should be done to improve. If you want to have different results, you got to change
the way you do things and that is the mentality I have introduced since I arrived. One on one
talk is also important because some individuals have difficulties in understanding so they
need attention on a one on one basis. (Respondent 1)

5. Conclusion and recommendation: practice experience on the compliance value of
informal work procedures
We argue that the first step in using formal procedures for compliance is ensuring the ability of end
users to understand and imbibe procedural requirements. We have argued that more than breaking down these requirements in understandable forms, allowing space for informal procedures will
encourage the identification and use of compliance-based emergent learning and theories of
change coming from end user experiences. Moreover, informal work procedures have the potential
to feed much needed information into the development and continuous improvement of official
work procedures.
A compliant culture is not devoid of informal work procedures; in fact we argue that it is
imperative to it. Internal control systems and organisational control (formal compliance with
policies and procedures) aim to achieve compliance, efficiencies, performance and limit unethical
conduct and corrupt practices. Evidence from the case study shows that informal procedures and
processes seem to be the default in practice. The point of departure of the article is in presenting
experiences that promote the compliance value of informal work procedures.
Finally, the article identifies important qualifications of informal procedural measures that
municipal management must highlight and promote towards growing compliance in local
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government management practice. It argues that compliant-based climates can be fostered
through informal work procedures. To achieve this, organisations must be able to identify distinctions between:
● informal work procedures in need of formalising
● informal work procedures needed for building appropriate climate for compliance
● informal work procedures that are detrimental to compliance

The first and second can be termed “safe”. To routinise “safe” informal procedures we recommend
a conscious effort towards identifying emergent learning, experience-based theories of change
and reflective practice through regular meetings and verbal interaction with staff to identify and
encourage informal work procedures that have compliance value.
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