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Abstract
In this article, I seek to critically examine unconditional 
cash transfers (UCTs) and conditional cash transfers (CCTs) 
and consider how a Levinasian ethics might offer normative 
guidelines to evaluate such aid programmes. Such an analysis 
will serve to both critique and supplement the traditional 
utilitarian analyses of such programmes. In so doing, this 
article also hopes to contribute to the business ethics literature 
in which a Levinasian ethics may be brought to bear on real-
world problems. I argue that this can be done by allowing a 
more complex representation of the Other’s alterity. Two UCT 
programmes are then examined using this framework.

1.	 Introduction
The old adage has it that beggars can’t be choosers. The 
one who proffers alms is the one who chooses the form that 
help will take. For the beggar to protest an offering, however 
small or unsuitable, is to display an unforgivable ingratitude. 
The poor would seem to fall into this category: although 
they are not always the desperate supplicant soliciting with 
outstretched hand, they need help, and there are plenty of 
NGOs and charities willing to assist. Those driving poverty 
alleviation believe that certain initiatives will be more effective 
than others at achieving this goal. Some advocate, and get 
donors to back, sanitation infrastructure projects as a means to 
overcome poverty (see Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2018), 
while others believe that improving adult literacy rates 
achieves better outcomes (see Project Literacy, 2018). Experts 
thus prescribe how the poor will be helped after careful 
consideration of how much impact a particular intervention will 
deliver over a particular time frame. 
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Such a cost-benefit analysis fits well with a utilitarian1 ethics, where one aid intervention 
is  preferred over another because it leads to more desirable consequences.2 However, 
I  will argue in this article that using only utilitarianism to evaluate aid programmes 
leaves something of ethical importance out – the ethical singularity of the Other. 
Furthermore, in some instances, cost-benefit outcomes are ambiguous in determining 
which aid interventions are ‘better’ precisely because their utility cannot be objectively 
determined. Based on this ambiguity, funders may decide to shelve an aid programme. 
In this article, I examine two particular aid interventions – UCT (unconditional cash 
transfer) and CCT (conditional cash transfer) programmes in light of these concerns. 

My analysis seeks to position CCT and UCT programmes beyond just understanding 
them as mere positive cost-benefit outcomes, and so, “remind us of our unfinished 
responsibility” (Jordaan, 2009:98) towards the poor. I will enlist the ethics of Emmanuel 
Levinas to interrogate UCT and CCT aid interventions which will aim at critiquing and 
supplementing the traditional utilitarian analysis used to evaluate such programmes. 

In one of Emmanuel Levinas’s interviews he remarks that: “My task does not consist in 
constructing ethics; I only try to find its meaning” (1985:90). Levinas, therefore, does 
not seek to define a particular system of ethics, or provide a set of normative guidelines 
but rather, the essence of the ethical relation in general; what Simon Critchley (1999:3) 
has called the “primordial ethical experience”. Frustratingly, Levinas offers us few 
concrete examples of such a primordial ethical experience (what he calls the face-to-
face encounter) beyond the everyday and common gestures that involve us saying, in 
recognition of the Other, ‘After you, Sir’ (1998:117). 

While Levinas’s caution that he does not seek to construct ethics is perhaps one of 
the most quoted lines in the Levinasian literature, less often repeated is the immediate 
follow-up remark he offers: “one can without doubt construct an ethics in function of 
what I have just said, but this is not my own theme” (1985:90). As such, Levinas leaves 
the door open to normative approaches that seek to build upon his ‘ethics of ethics’ 
(Derrida, 1978:111). However, if such an enterprise is fraught with difficulty – because 
Levinas offers us very little guidance on how to proceed – it is doubly so when considered 
within a business or organisational context. Paper after paper within the literature 
contains the implicit, and not so implicit warning that using Levinas as a framework 
to interrogate business or organisational ethics themes should proceed with extreme 
caution and care lest Levinas’s project be misconstrued or subverted.

Karamali (2007:317) argues that reducing Levinas’s ‘strangeness’ in order that he may 
help us “write about business ethics in a way that might make a difference […] will 
always involve a homogenisation of his thought”. Bevan and Corvellecc flatly deny that a 
Levinasian ‘corporate ethics’ is possible, while even the Levinasian managerial ethics they 
posit instead proceeds with a “tentative tone” and which is “propositional, rather than 
assertively normative” (2007:11). Introna (2007:271) warns that “Levinas’s ethics cannot 
solve cases” and that any attempt to “apply” Levinas risks “enter[ing] into the economy 
of the category and the instance to be covered by the category” – the very thing Levinas 
criticises as a “totalising” of the Other. Similarly, Forstorp (2007:300) argues that “applied 
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ethics” as an example of the totalising tendencies inherent in philosophy go against the 
Levinasian grain, especially within business (and business ethics) which, more than most 
social practices, exemplify the “potential reduction of the other to the same”. 

Forstorp (2007:300) continues by arguing that in spite of the seemingly unlikely context 
of business or organisational ethics in which to consider the “ethical reasoning of 
Levinas”, there are nonetheless opportunities for doing so. This is borne out by several 
attempts within the business ethics and organisation studies literature and which span a 
broad context, for example: software piracy (Introna, 2007), marketing (Desmond, 2007), 
corporate governance (Mansell, 2008), health care tenders (McMurray, Pullen & 
Rhodes, 2010), human resource management (Dale, 2012), fair trade (Staricco, 2016), and 
more pertinent to this article’s topic, fundraising (Forstorp, 2007). 

While this article’s main contribution lies in a rethinking of UCT and CCT programmes, 
an ancillary (though important) contribution to the business ethics and organisational 
studies literature is how a Levinasian understanding of ethics may be brought to bear, 
albeit imperfectly, on real-world problems. By ‘constructing’ a Levinasian ethics – that 
is, moving beyond determining ethics’ meaning – l hope to offer a positive account on 
how to proceed in using Levinas’s ideas to address practical organisational issues and 
not just add to the list of proscriptions alluded to above. So, for example, I will argue 
that a Levinasian framework allows one to place an ethical value on non-quantifiable 
and immeasurable utility such as spiritual well‑being in order to advocate one course of 
action rather than another.

The article proceeds as follows: In the following section, the place of CCT and UCT 
aid programmes in addressing poverty is examined. Thereafter, the ethics of Emmanuel 
Levinas is introduced – how the Other as “exteriority” leads to an infinite responsibility 
to and for the Other. This is followed by an explication of Levinas’s notion of the “third”, 
and how it allows distributive justice, or politics, to enter and restore balance to the 
asymmetrical ethical relation. I will then follow Jordaan (2009) in arguing that one 
way in which a ‘Levinasian ethical politics’ can be instantiated in practice is through 
institutional designs that attempt the representation of the (poor and marginalised) 
other in as complex and nuanced a manner as possible. This prescription will then frame 
the Levinasian evaluation of two UCT/CCT programmes in the final section.

2.	� Addressing poverty: conditional and unconditional  
cash transfers 

Assessing which aid projects will be the most cost-effective in addressing a particular 
aspect of poverty alleviation, as well as the subsequent monitoring and evaluation of 
that project, requires resources. Managing an aid programme will necessarily divert 
money away from the intended beneficiaries of that poverty-alleviation intervention 
(GiveWell,  2018). Partly as a response to this, governments in the early 2000s started 
giving poor households cash stipends to spend as they saw fit. These cash transfers, 
called CCTs, were however, subject to certain conditions being met, the most common 
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being ensuring that children were enrolled in school (Fiszbein & Schady, 2009). These 
conditions aimed to support the realisation of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) (UN,  2018), in particular the second MDG which strives to ensure universal 
primary schooling for all citizens around the world. The largest and best known of these 
CCT programmes, Bolsa Familia, operating in Brazil, pioneered the CCT wave, and 
by the end of the first decade of the 21st century, over 37 developing countries had 
implemented a form of CCT programme (Grosh et al., 2011, in Baird, Ferreira, Özler & 
Woolcock, 2013:11) as a means to lift their citizens out of poverty. Impact studies have 
shown that CCTs have, in general, reduced poverty levels by providing a steady stream 
of income. CCTs have increased school enrolment and also visits to health providers for 
preventive check-ups and immunisations (Fiszbein & Schady, 2009). 

Monitoring the conditions attached to the CCTs, by a means- or proxy-means test, 
however, still diverts financial and other resources away from the beneficiaries of the 
poverty-alleviation interventions, albeit considerably less so than traditional forms of 
aid. Mitigating this diversion of resources even further led to the idea of unconditional 
cash transfers (UCTs) being mooted, and UCT programmes initiated. Give Directly, an 
NGO operating in Kenya and Uganda, gives extremely poor recipients $1 000, which is 
approximately a year’s budget for a typical household in Kenya, directly (via M‑Pesa, 
an electronic payment system accessed on cellular phones) to spend as they wish (Give 
Directly, 2018). 

“The main argument for UCTs is that the key constraint for poor people is simply lack of 
money, not knowledge, and thus they are best equipped to decide what to do with the 
cash” (Hanlon, Barrientos & Hulme, 2010, in Baird et al., 2013:10). Thus, a poor family 
may decide that what they need most, to raise their standard of living, is to replace their 
thatch roof with a tin roof. A thatch roof is leaky and needs to be replaced twice a year 
(The Economist, 2013). Replacing the roof is thus not merely an aesthetic intervention but 
because a leaky roof is also more likely to be a vector of disease, replacing it is likely to 
improve health outcomes. Furthermore, as the roof does not have to be replaced as often, 
the money saved can be used to start a small business, selling chickens, for example. 
The resulting income stream can in turn be used to send one or more of the household’s 
children to primary school. 

Since the launch of UCT programmes, several studies have been conducted to determine 
whether UCTs are more, or less effective than CCTs in achieving certain outcomes, in 
particular, educational outcomes. A report by Sarah Baird and her colleagues (2013) which 
analysed data from 26 CCTs, five UCTs and four programmes that ran CCTs and UCTs 
in parallel, concluded that in general there is no significant difference between CCTs 
and UCTs in raising school enrolment and attendance. However, refining the categories 
further revealed that “programs that are explicitly conditional, monitor compliance and 
penalize non-compliance have substantively larger effects (60% improvement in odds of 
enrolment)” (2013:8). One of the studies cited in the report above concerned a joint UCT/
CCT programme in Malawi that focused not just on schooling but also on marriage and 
fertility outcomes. Baird, McIntosh and Özler (2011) discovered that although CCTs were 
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more cost effective than UCTs in raising school enrolment and attendance, UCTs were 
much more effective in reducing teenage pregnancies and marriage (thus increasing the 
likelihood that they would not drop out and would complete their schooling). 

The upshot of these empirical studies then, is that cost-benefit analyses to determine 
whether UCTs or CCTs are better aid interventions, remain inconclusive. That is to say, 
utilitarianism, as an ethical strategy to evaluate UCTs against CCTs falls short in certain 
respects. Part of the reason for this is that the moral calculus required of utilitarianism 
in order to pronounce on a preference depends on a reductionist aggregation of those 
affected as well as the purported utility that results from any one aid intervention. The 
utility arising from the aid interventions above are cashed out as either raising school 
enrolment and attendance or reducing teenage pregnancy; so, the programmes determine 
from the outset what utility they are looking for and thus will measure. In other words, a 
utilitarian evaluation assumes that it can objectively declare that one outcome is better 
than another because a particular outcome produces more utility. However, it is a utility 
it has already pre-defined in claiming that reducing teenage pregnancy is more valuable 
than raising school enrolment (or vice versa, or by using different criteria). But who 
determines this? Certain outcomes are privileged and then imposed upon those targeted 
for assistance, regardless of whether those outcomes are desired by the recipients 
themselves. Or, couched in utilitarian terms, the recipients of aid have no, or little, say 
in what they believe is more valuable – reduced teenage pregnancy or raised school 
enrolment – and thus produces greater utility for them. 

The above points can be tied to the notion of marginal utility which often operates in 
step with utilitarianism. Marginal utility requires us to give up until “the level at which, 
by giving more, I would cause as much suffering to myself or my dependants as I would 
receive by my gift” (Singer, 1972:241). While this is a morally demanding standard, we 
can, once this level is reached, justifiably claim that we have discharged our ethical 
obligations to the poor. This is because the determination of what response, or level 
of giving is required (the level at which marginal utility kicks in) is dependent on a 
particular representation of the target of our giving (and a concomitant representation 
of their needs) which, I have argued, involves a reductionist aggregation of their ethical 
subjectivity.3 Marginal utility forecloses a wider representation of the Other and needs of 
the Other. A utilitarian evaluation of aid programmes will thus always leave something 
of ethical importance out. As a first approximation, what that something is can broadly 
be described as the recognition of the ethical singularity of the Other, which resists his/
her reduction into a moral aggregation. Part of the reason utilitarianism ignores ethical 
singularity can be traced back to the previous paragraph’s claim that utilitarianism 
maintains the fiction that value and/or utility can be objectively determined. 

In order to develop this argument and then apply it to two UCT case studies, I offer a 
brief explication of Levinas’s ethics. The first case study is based on a blogger’s report of 
an Oxfam UCT aid intervention in Vietnam, while the second is based on an academic 
paper published in The Quarterly Journal of Economics concerning a joint UCT/CCT aid 
intervention in Malawi. The differing formality of these sources will inform the depth 
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of analysis I offer in each case. The first case, being based on a blog, will rely more on 
description than analysis. This will serve to frame the more systematic analysis I offer in 
the second case, and which is based on a scientific study. The case studies will also serve 
to further illustrate how CCTs and UCTs operate and differ from one another. 

2.1	 Levinasian ethics

In Totality and Infinity, Emmanuel Levinas (1969:43) defines ethics as “the calling into 
question of my spontaneity by the presence of the Other”. What Levinas means is that 
when we encounter the Other, face-to-face (and the face has a specific meaning for 
Levinas which I will get to shortly), it is not a simple engagement which I, as a supposedly 
rational and autonomous subject, have control over (Jones, 2003:227). Levinas claims that 
our subjectivity is held ‘hostage’ by the Other (1998:117). Furthermore, the relationship 
that is established between myself and the Other in this encounter is non-reciprocal and 
asymmetrical.

The reason for this, simply put, is that the Other is ‘strange’ (1969:43), that is, the Other 
is singular and hence unknowable. The Other is not merely different, her ‘otherness’ is an 
alterity – alterity is not “a dialectical opposition to the other [… nor] the simple reverse of 
identity, and is not formed out of resistance to the same, but is prior to every initiative, to 
all imperialism of the same” (1969:38). The ‘imperialism of the same’ should be understood 
as a totalising ontology which, in attempting to know the Other, reduces the Other to its 
same such that there is no Being exterior to it. The alterity of the Other is prior to this 
‘imperialism of the same’ and thus Levinas argues that metaphysics precedes ontology 
(1969:43). By metaphysics, Levinas simply means ethics and by ontology Levinas means 
all totalising systems of knowledge and representation. In summary, Levinas argues for 
“ethics as first philosophy”.

How then can the Other, who is exterior to all systems and modes of representation, be 
represented? Levinas’s solution is to adapt the idea of infinity as analysed by Descartes 
in his Third Meditation (1969:48‑52). The idea of infinity as an idea whose content exceeds 
its concept (or more technically stated, as that which is surpassed by its ideatum) 
becomes the model for the representation of the Other. The other presents himself as 
“the exceeding of the idea of the other in me” (1969:50). Levinas calls this way of the 
Other’s presenting itself ‘face’. Perpich (2008:69) describes what the face represents: it 
“represents the inadequacy of every image to the task of representing the other and, as 
such, paradoxically, represents the impossibility of its own representational activity”.

The face can the thus signify the needs and suffering of the Other, because, as Levinas 
explains, “access to the face is straightaway ethical” (1985:85). The needs and suffering 
of the Other do not need to traverse ontological categories, such as ‘moral reasons for 
action’ because the face is “an imperative given to your responsibility: to encounter a face 
is straightaway to hear a demand and an order” (Levinas, 2001:48). In summary, Levinas’s 
central argument is that because the Other is unrepresentable; or rather, because only 
the Other, as face, can present himself (as unrepresentable) I cannot discharge my 
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responsibilities to him. Otherwise put – because I can never be sure that what I have 
responded to is the true demand of the Other I can never discharge my responsibility to 
him, thus my responsibility to the Other is infinite. 

The asymmetry of the face-to-face encounter is the asymmetry of representation –
only the Other can represent himself, I can never do so and so only I can be infinitely 
responsible. Levinas (1985:99) claims that “I am responsible for a total responsibility, 
which answers for all the others and for all in the others, even for their responsibility. 
The I always has one responsibility more than all the others.” 

At this stage, we are bound to wonder that if I am infinitely responsible to the Other 
what is there left for me, or any other others? Levinas outlines the way out of this 
quandary, answering that if the Other “were my interlocutor I would have had nothing 
but obligations! But I don’t live in a world in which there is but one single ‘first comer’; 
there is always a third party in the world: he or she is also my other, my fellow.” The third 
then, in the words of Alford (2004:156), “saves us from being consumed by the infinite 
need of the other”. Levinas (1998:104) continues delineating the impact of the third: 
“Hence, it is important to me to know which of the two takes precedence […] must not 
human beings, who are incomparable, be compared? Thus, justice here, takes precedence 
over the taking upon oneself of the fate of the other.”

Justice is for Levinas “something which is a calculation, which is knowledge, and 
which supposes politics; it is inseparable from the political. It is something which [he] 
distinguishes from ethics, which is primary” (1998:171). So, while the face of the Other 
holds my subjectivity hostage, Simon Critchley (2012:57) notes that “autonomy [and 
symmetry] comes back into the picture for Levinas at the level of another demand, 
namely the demand for justice, the just society and everything that he gathers under 
the heading of  ‘the third party’”. The third therefore, marks the movement from ethics to 
politics in Levinas’s work. 

2.2	 Levinasian politics 

The third marks the beginning of the attempt to contain the radical demand of an infinite 
ethical responsibility within a finite political existence. However, the third party does 
not arrive after the Other: “[W]e cannot speak of the Other without immediately and 
simultaneously speaking of all Others …” (Introna, 2007:267). Jordaan (2009:97) describes 
how the third is both another Other to me, but also, at the same time, the third is an 
Other to that Other; so that “I am not to commit myself to one other at the expense of 
all Others. In order to be just, I have to limit my responsibility to the specific other and 
divide it amongst numerous others.” 

The third thus introduces notions of equality “as the self divides its responsibility, and of 
politics as competition emerges over how equality should be interpreted and responsibility 
should be apportioned” (Jordaan, 2009:86). Distributive justice, or politics, introduced by 
the arrival of the third, is thus not a ‘superimposition’ (Alford, 2004:156) on the original 
face-to-face, encounter but rather, the mechanism whereby the ethical demand of the 
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Other and the Other Others can be responded to. The third, argues Levinas (1998:157), 
“is of itself the limit of responsibility and the birth of the question: What do I have to 
do with justice?” Justice, or politics as the limit of responsibility does not imply “ethics 
[as] necessarily a restraint on power – i.e. one where politics comes first and then ethics 
evaluates it later – [rather] politics is the machinery through which the ethical demand 
can be responded to” (McMurray et al., 2010:546).

How might this machinery, which Jordaan (2009:100) calls a Levinasian ethical politics, 
work in practice? Jordaan offers a very simple prescription with which to operationalise 
Levinas’s ethics: convey the alterity of the Other in greater complexity by presenting a 
fuller and more nuanced representation of the Other (ibid.). While “general institutional 
and theoretical designs”, such as CCT and UCT poverty alleviation schemes, must 
necessarily supress “other’s otherness”, this “is tolerable as long as this otherness is not 
lost sight of, for it is the otherness of the other, his face, that reminds us of our unfinished 
responsibility for him and the incompleteness of justice” (ibid.). 

I intend to examine two UCT case studies below which attempt to illustrate, in a 
concrete manner, how the otherness of the Other is not lost sight of. In so doing, I hope 
to demonstrate not only how a Levinasian ethics might offer normative guidelines to 
evaluate aid programmes so considered; but also how such guidelines might improve aid 
intervention practice insofar as cost-benefit (utilitarian) analyses do not always provide 
sufficient ethical motivation for their existence, continuation or adaptation. 

2.3	 Two UCT case studies

Two UCT programmes, one set in south-east Asia, the Other in southern Africa, will be 
interrogated to determine how far the intervention succeeds in not losing sight of the 
‘other’s otherness’, and thus remaining more faithful to Levinas’s injunction to respect 
the alterity of the Other manifested in the face-to-face encounter.

2.3.1	 A UCT programme in Vietnam

The first, initiated in 2006, involved once-off, unconditional cash grants by a British aid 
organisation, Oxfam, to 550 households in a poor community on the central coast of 
Vietnam. Two years later, the intervention was deemed a success, with local poverty 
rates down by 20%, declining dropout rates at schools and increased female participation 
in the community. 

My interest in the intervention, however, arises from the arresting moniker given to 
the project – ‘cash for coffins’ – by an Oxfam blogger, Duncan Greer (2009). Several 
elderly recipients chose to spend their UCTs on funeral arrangements by investing in 
coffins and family tombs. Greer describes that although this type of spending was not 
the target of the project – coffins and tombs are not productive assets – “there is an 
inextricable link between people’s spirituality and their physiological well‑being that 
cannot be discounted”. This had long-term significance to the beneficiaries’ lives, and 
they mentioned this to the fieldworkers on several occasions. 
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Most people have a spiritual dimension and addressing this is not usually considered 
in aid interventions. Concerns about burying the dead only materialise after a natural 
catastrophe, such as an earthquake, has occurred, or a contagious epidemic, such as 
Ebola, has ravaged a community. In the event, burying the dead becomes a public health 
issue, not a means to honour the dead. The aid workers are concerned with cadavers, not 
the representatives of a religious afterlife. Subject to a cost-benefit analysis, spending 
limited aid resources on coffins and tombs is politically unjustifiable – there are no 
substantial ‘multiplier effects’, as economists call them (discounting the economic 
demand stimulated by the manufacturers and sellers of coffins and tombs), the money 
literally goes into the ground. 

The project can be said to embody distributive justice when the otherness of the 
Vietnamese community is represented as gendered Other, uneducated Other and 
poor Other, which correspond to the increased female participation in the community, 
decrease in local poverty rates and school dropout rates respectively. However, if the 
project had not been structured as a UCT, but as a CCT – the conditions specifically 
being tied to spending the cash transfer only on measures to achieve higher incomes 
and female participation as well as lowering school dropout rates – then the spiritual 
Other would have been ignored. The project as a CCT would have, in Levinasian terms, 
“totalised” the otherness of the Vietnamese community into a three‑fold representation. 
As such, the project would have been less faithful to a Levinasian ethical understanding, 
because more of the otherness of the Vietnamese community would have been lost. 

The increased physiological well‑being and significance reported by the beneficiaries, as 
a result of being able to purchase coffins and tombs, should thus not be viewed as just 
an unexpected benefit of the project. Such increased well‑being represents an ethical 
surplus not captured in the cost-benefit analysis of the project. I would venture that the 
increased female participation in the community and decreased school dropout rates 
flow in part from such increased well‑being which at the very minimum encourages 
more engagement with others. In other words, the cost-benefit evaluation of the UCT 
may well have the source of causation back to front. Furthermore, while this UCT 
delivered an unambiguous positive result in terms of successful outcomes sought by 
the funders of the project, this might not have been the case. (The case study to follow 
results in ambiguous outcomes.) In that instance, a Levinasian evaluation of the project, 
understood as a matter of not losing sight of the Other’s otherness, would still result 
in an ethical affirmation of the project. This in turn might persuade the funders of the 
project to refine the outcomes sought and thus not abandon a marginal community. 

While the notion of an infinite responsibility towards the Other is not brought to bear on 
the present case, the problem of how the Other is represented is. However, the problem 
of representation, or how to represent the ethical demand of the Other, is what leads to 
an infinite responsibility for the Other: we always have one more responsibility to the 
Other. In the present case, that responsibility is to the Other represented as a spiritual 
other. And while the addition of a spiritual representation of the Vietnamese other does 
not exhaust the alterity of the Vietnamese other, it does represent the alterity of the 
Vietnamese other in a more nuanced and fuller manner. 
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2.3.2	 A Joint CCT/UCT programme in Malawi

The second aid intervention to be interrogated concerns a joint CCT/UCT programme 
targeting adolescent girls in the Zomba district of Malawi, designed specifically to 
test the efficacy of conditionality to achieve certain outcomes – school enrolment, test 
scores, teenage pregnancy and marriage rates (Baird et al., 2011). The CCT arm of the 
project was made conditional on school attendance, while the UCT arm saw the cash 
transfer being divided between the school-age girl and her parents ($4 to the parents, 
$1 to the schoolgirl).4 

After running the project for two years, the results showed that the CCTs were more 
cost-effective than UCTs in increasing school enrolment and attendance but had little 
effect in reducing teenage pregnancy or marriage in that cohort. However, teenage 
pregnancy and marriage rates were considerably lower (by 27% and 44% respectively) in 
the UCT arm than the CCT arm. Interestingly, these impacts in the UCT arm resulted 
almost entirely from those schoolgirls who had dropped out of school after the start of 
the intervention. The authors of the study postulate that this reduction in marriage and 
pregnancy rates in the UCT arm “seems consistent with the idea that adolescent girls 
who drop out of school undergo a rapid transition into adulthood that is also strongly 
influenced by economic circumstances” (Baird et al., 2011:1748). In other words, the 
continued income received by the UCT recipient (because the grant is not conditional 
upon school attendance) allows her to postpone marriage and/or pregnancy because 
of poverty, even as her dropping out of school would usually increase this risk. The 
authors report that 25% of the sexually active girls in the study had initiated their sexual 
relationships because they ‘wanted gifts/money’ or needed ‘his financial assistance’ and 
therefore that decisions regarding sexual behaviour and marriage amongst adolescent 
girls are influenced by poverty (ibid.). The authors (p. 1740) conclude that their counter-
intuitive result of reduced pregnancy and marriage rates in the UCT arm are because 
“the schooling channel on marriage operates through the dropouts averted by the CCT 
arm, while the income effect on marriage operates through those who dropped out of 
school [the UCT arm]” and that “the latter group is substantially larger than the former” 
in their study.

Discussing the generalisability of their findings, the authors contrast southern and 
eastern Africa with Bangladesh, where school dropout and marriage rates amongst 
adolescent girls are also high because of poverty. While UCTs may be better interventions 
– to reduce teenage pregnancy and marriage in Malawi – CCTs (tied to enrolment) may 
be better in Bangladesh because of dowry payments made from the bride’s family to the 
groom’s (2011:1748‑9).5

Both CCT and UCT arms of the project deliver distributive justice to the beneficiaries, 
that is, both result in positive outcomes for the recipients. However, unlike the previous 
case examined, the cost-benefit outcomes are ambiguous in determining whether UCTs 
or CCTs are ‘better’ aid interventions. One reason for this is that the utility sought by 
the designers of the joint CCT/UCT programme resists aggregation – an outcome of 
increased school enrolment cannot be reduced to the same outcome which measures 
decreased teenage pregnancy and marriage. If we return to the Levinasian framework 
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presented in this article, the resistance to aggregation arises because the Other seeks 
to maintain his/her singularity when s/he needs to be made comparable with the third 
in order to enact justice. Likewise, an outcome of reduced teenage pregnancy rates 
amongst Malawian schoolgirls cannot be reduced to the same outcome which measures 
this same metric amongst Bangladeshi schoolgirls. Without recourse to a cost-benefit 
analysis which shows that CCTs deliver increased school enrolments and decreased 
teenage pregnancy rates, or that UCTs deliver decreased teenage pregnancy rates in 
both Malawi and Bangladesh, how will the designers of future UCT or CCT programmes 
argue their case in the context of limited funding resources? My argument is that a 
Levinasian evaluation of the project, understood as a matter of not losing sight of the 
Other’s otherness, would provide the ethical tipping point in favour of a UCT.

I do so by returning to Jordaan’s (2009) prescription which, to recall, questions whether 
the institutional and theoretical designs of the project are tolerable in terms of keeping 
the Levinasian otherness of the Malawian schoolgirls in sight. Although both the 
CCT and UCT arm of the project share specific desired outcomes – increased school 
enrolment and test scores, decreased teenage pregnancy and marriage rates – and thus 
totalise the otherness of the Malawian schoolgirls into those categories, the CCT arm 
supresses the otherness of the Malawian schoolgirls further. The conditionality of school 
attendance represents the girls as vectors of educational outcomes only, while bracketing 
out their roles as contributors to the poor household economy. In the CCT arm the 
schoolgirl measures her contribution primarily in terms of the cash grant her school 
attendance ensures. The burden to ensure the continuance of the cash grant will weigh 
disproportionally in any decision that might result in her missing school. A sick parent 
could place the schoolgirl in the unenviable position of having to choose between nursing 
and tending her parent or going to school to secure the CCT. The CCT, as designed in the 
current project, while offering a ladder to climb out of poverty, offers no net to catch the 
schoolgirl should she fall off that ladder. 

The UCT arm, on the other hand, which continues to be paid even if the schoolgirl has 
dropped out of school, expands the otherness of the schoolgirl by multiplying the choices 
open to her. Baird et al. (2011:1712) cite studies that demonstrate that “increased age at 
first marriage can improve the quality of marriage matches and reduce the likelihood of 
divorce, increase women’s decision-making power in the household, reduce their chances 
of experiencing domestic violence, and improve health care practices amongst pregnant 
women”. The UCT, by lowering pregnancy rates and delaying marriage, thus increases 
the likelihood that the Other as happy bride, successful spouse, empowered decision 
maker and respected wife will be allowed representation and expression. The UCT also 
mitigates the “rapid transition into adulthood” dropping out of school causes (cited by 
Baird et al. above), allowing the Other-as-child to develop more sustainably. 

Evaluating the case through a Levinasian framework thus permits an ethical evaluation 
which favours a UCT. Such an evaluation can be seen as one way to move forward from 
the ethical impasse a utilitarian cost-benefit analysis produces in the present case. 
A Levinasian framework would mitigate the ethical ambiguity faced by the designers of 
future UCT and CCT aid programmes structured similarly to the one in the present case. 
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4.	 Conclusion 
This article offered a critical analysis of UCT and CCT aid programmes and sought to 
demonstrate how a Levinasian framework might offer normative guidelines to evaluate 
aid programmes which go beyond just a utilitarian cost-benefit analysis. In so doing, it 
hopes to contribute to the business ethics and organisational studies literature which 
aims at, inter alia, providing examples of how a Levinasian understanding of ethics may 
be brought to bear, albeit imperfectly, on real-world problems. While Levinas seeks only 
to find the meaning of ethics, he does so, arguably, in order to change our understanding 
of ethics. Apropos this, Bernasconi (2002:250) argues that “the reorientation of thinking 
that is Levinas’s goal […] matters not at all unless it impacts on our approach to concrete 
situations so that we come to see them as ethical”. I hope to have shown that reorienting 
our thinking about UCT and CCT aid programmes from a Levinasian perspective will 
have an impact on how these aid programmes are evaluated. 

In considering how the otherness of the Other is not lost sight of when designing aid 
programmes, a Levinasian framework might improve aid intervention practice insofar 
as cost-benefit (utilitarian) analyses do not always provide sufficient ethical motivation 
for their existence, continuation or adaptation. The limitation of this article is that 
it considers only UCT and CCT aid interventions. Further studies could build on the 
Levinasian framework developed in this article in order to supplement the (mostly 
utilitarian) ethical evaluations of other aid programmes. 

Cullity (2004) in The Moral Demands of Affluence argues that one of the worst things 
about being poor is the absence of choices. He laments that “threats to life [seem to] 
exhaust what is bad about extreme poverty […] it is arguable that threats to life are not 
even the worst thing about destitution: what matters more is the way it diminishes the 
quality, rather than merely the duration, of people’s lives” (2004:10). This article started 
with the adage ‘beggars can’t be choosers’. I have argued that the Other, as beggar, as 
poor, as elderly spiritual Vietnamese, as precocious Malawian schoolgirl, must always 
be allowed to choose, if we hope to ensure that the politics of aid remains ethical. 
A Levinasian ethics achieves this because it recognises that the Other can be a chooser, 
or rather, that the Other always has been a chooser. 
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Endnotes
1	 Utilitarianism can be distilled into three propositions: (1)  Actions are to be judged right or 

wrong solely by virtue of their consequences. (2)  In assessing consequences, the only criterion 
is the amount of happiness or unhappiness that is created. (3)  Each person’s happiness counts 
the same (Rachels, 2007:100). While such a description of utilitarianism is very simplified – 
it ignores the differences between act and rule utilitarianism, for example – it nonetheless 
suffices for the purposes of this article insofar as it captures utilitarianism’s focus on outcomes 
and moral calculation. 

2	 In assessing the effectiveness of aid, aid agencies will typically not employ a deontological 
analysis. As such, this article will steer clear of interrogating Kantianism, as the chief exemplar 
of deontology, as a means to evaluate the wider ethical implications that follow from UCTs. 
Nonetheless, we might ask of an aid intervention whether it, honouring Kantianism, respects 
and furthers the intrinsic worth of the recipients as rational, autonomous human beings, 
regardless of their economic station. Although Kant and Levinas both regard human dignity 
as of supreme value, they approach the matter from polar ends – for Kant, dignity follows from 
my (rational) subjectivity, which is autonomous, whereas for Levinas, dignity follows from 
my subjectivity which emanates from, and is held hostage to, the other (see the section on 
the Levinasian other below). Ultimately, Kantianism, like utilitarianism, also, problematically, 
allows the ethical agent to limit their ethical responsibility towards the Other, and so falls 
victim to a similar critique as that offered here against utilitarianism. 

3	 In the terminology to be introduced in the following section, we can say marginal utility is a 
mechanism which assists in reducing the other to the self. 

4	 This reallocation of a portion of the UCT from the parent to the schoolgirl was found to have 
no significant impact on the desired outcomes of the project (Baird et al., 2011). 

5	 Girls between 15 and 17 years are offered cooking oil on condition that they remain unmarried 
until they are 18; the amount of oil being determined such that it is greater than the cost of 
delaying marriage, which comes in the form of increased dowry payments (Buchmann, Field, 
Glennerster, Nazneen, Pimkina & Sen, 2017).
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Abstract
High rates of academic dishonesty are a concern in South 
Africa and worldwide, and whistle-blowing is a mechanism 
that can be employed to curb its incidence. This study tested 
the relationship between factors that influence the willingness 
of students at a South African higher education institution to 
blow the whistle on perceived academic dishonesty. A sample 
of 405  undergraduate sociology students at a South African 
university completed the self-administered structured 
questionnaires. The study found that students who feared 
retaliation from wrongdoers were less likely to be willing 
to report severe academic dishonesty. Students who were 
more likely to report on both severe and less severe forms of 
wrongdoing were those with higher levels of general honesty, 
those with higher levels of academic honesty, and those who 
were highly influenced by adherence to principles when 
deciding whether to report. 

1.	 Introduction
Academic dishonesty is a commonly occurring phenomenon 
faced by higher education institutions globally (McCabe, Trevino 
& Butterfield, 2001; Hutton, 2006; De Bruin & Rudnick,  2007; 
Caldwell, 2010). Research conducted at universities across the 
United States indicated that as much as 90% of students engage 
in academic dishonesty (Rabi, Patton, Fjortoft & Zgarrick, 2006:1). 
Similarly, in an analysis of a range of different studies, Seals, 
Hammons and Mamiseishvili (2014:26) found that academic 
dishonesty was rife at university campuses. 

Academic dishonesty is generally defined as behaviour that 
consciously contravenes the requirement that work submitted 
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for the purposes of assessment was a student’s own work (De Lambert, Ellen & Taylor, 
2003:98). The most commonly occurring forms of academic dishonesty are plagiarism 
(copying sentences from others’ published work without the correct and required 
citations) and cheating in tests or examinations. Other forms include gaining access to 
examination papers in advance of the examination being written, as well as working with 
others on the completion of an assignment that should have been completed individually 
(Eastman, Eastman & Iyer, 2008:211). 

South African universities also seem to display a high prevalence of academic dishonesty. 
Research at a university in Johannesburg, South Africa, showed that a large proportion 
(approximately 38% of the student respondents) had engaged in academic dishonesty 
on at least one occasion in their academic careers (De Bruin & Rudnick, 2007:160). 
Data released by the Department of Student Ethics and Judicial Services (2014:1) at the 
University of Johannesburg (UJ) indicated that during both the first and second terms 
of 2014, academic transgressions constituted the majority of disciplinary cases. 

A study exploring the views of first-year students at a South African university with 
regard to academic ethics displayed an ambivalence with regard to which actions signify 
academic honesty or dishonesty (Thomas & Van Zyl, 2012:151). Finchilescu and Cooper 
(2018:296) distinguished between three perspectives towards academic dishonesty as 
indicated by a sample of first-year undergraduate psychology students at a South African 
university. The first group viewed academic dishonesty as a moral transgression that is 
clearly wrong and infringes upon ethical principles. The second group displayed pressure 
transgression that viewed academic dishonesty as resulting from pressures students have 
to manage with regard to university and family expectations. The third group considered 
academic dishonesty to be unintentional and mainly resulting from a confusion with 
regard to rules related to cheating as well as inconsistency in implementing the rules. 
This is called confused transgression. 

Another study conducted amongst academic staff at a South African university showed 
that they were aware of the high prevalence of academic dishonesty at the university 
(Thomas & De Bruin, 2012:13). They were knowledgeable about the seriousness of 
academic dishonesty, but few of them were willing to act against such behaviour (Thomas 
& De Bruin, 2012:20). 

Academic institutions worldwide attempt to implement mechanisms to combat the 
problem of academic dishonesty endemic to many of them. Academic institutions in 
South Africa, similarly, place a high premium on academic honesty and use various 
mechanisms to increase the awareness thereof (Thomas & De Bruin, 2012:22). UJ’s 
plagiarism policy (2013:1), for example, indicates that academic honesty and integrity 
are preconditions for fulfilling an ideal of research credibility. It identifies plagiarism 
“as a worldwide phenomenon”, which is a threat to UJ’s “goal of realising the highest 
international standards of academic and professional performance”. The UJ plagiarism 
policy (2013:1) attempts to combat plagiarism through instilling ethical values, academic 
honesty and integrity; and through preventing and managing acts of plagiarism.
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Whistle-blowing presents itself as a mechanism to remedy wrongdoing such as 
academic dishonesty. Whistle-blowing is generally seen as an act where information 
about perceived organisational wrongdoing is reported to superiors by organisational 
members (Uys, 2008:904). The disclosure recipient is an entity who is perceived to 
have the potential to remedy the wrongdoing (Jubb, 1999:83). An internal disclosure 
recipient is someone within the confines of the organisation who receives the disclosure 
(Jubb,  1999:90), whilst an external disclosure recipient is an individual outside of the 
respective organisation who possesses the necessary power to expose and rectify the 
situation that has occurred (Miceli & Near, 1992). In addressing academic dishonesty 
at a university one possible route would be to encourage students (and staff) to expose 
perceived cases of dishonesty by raising their concerns informally (through a discussion 
with the student who committed academic dishonesty for example) or by employing 
formal routes (reporting the student who committed academic dishonesty to a relevant 
institutional authority). 

This study focuses on testing the relationship between factors that influence the likelihood 
that students at a South African higher education institution would blow the whistle on 
academic dishonesty that they become aware of. As far as could be determined no study 
of this kind has yet been conducted at a South African university. The factors that are 
considered in this study are identified in the literature review that follows. 

2.	 Literature review

2.1	� The intention to blow the whistle: the reasoned action 
approach

The reasoned action approach argues that background factors culminate in an individual’s 
experience of the social world, which determines their behavioural beliefs, normative 
beliefs and control beliefs (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010:16). Behavioural beliefs are the beliefs 
that an individual holds “about the positive or negative consequences they might 
experience if they performed the behaviour”, and these behavioural beliefs determine 
an individual’s attitude towards the behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010:16). Observers of 
wrongdoing in an organisation would therefore evaluate the possible consequences of 
making a disclosure or not making a disclosure, on the basis of which they would form a 
favourable or unfavourable attitude towards engaging in whistle-blowing.

Normative beliefs are beliefs of how one might be evaluated by an ‘important’ individual or 
group when performing a certain behaviour. Individuals develop perceptions with regard 
to how their significant others would respond, should they engage in this behaviour, 
and whether these significant others are likely to engage in the behaviour themselves. 
Through these injunctive and descriptive normative beliefs actors develop a perceived 
norm with regard to the behaviour, which refers to the social pressure experienced to act 
in a particular way as well as the individual’s motivation to conform to the expectations 
of significant others. Observers of organisational wrongdoing would therefore be more 
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likely to form an intention to blow the whistle if they feel that people whose opinions 
they value would approve of them doing so (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010:16). In the case of 
academic dishonesty, the extent to which the university has established the normative 
belief that it is right to report academic dishonesty and that reporting would result in 
a positive evaluation from ‘important’ individuals or groups (i.e. academic staff) would 
play an important role in whether students would view whistle-blowing on dishonesty as 
acting in good faith. Thus, a perceived norm manifests that it is right to report academic 
dishonesty; however, not all students accept such a norm. 

Control beliefs are the “beliefs about personal and environmental factors that can help or 
impede their [an individual’s] attempts to carry out the behaviour”, and results in one’s 
perception of self-efficacy or perceived behavioural control (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010:16). 
Perceived behavioural control is an individual’s perception of the degree of control 
possessed to act out a specific behaviour. This entails weighing up the availability of 
the resources and opportunities needed to perform certain behaviours as well as the 
constraints and risks associated with those behaviours. These control beliefs result 
in the individual developing a sense of perceived behavioural control. In the case of 
whistle-blowing organisational obstacles such as management intentionally ignoring or 
frustrating the reporting of wrongdoing, the belief that it is impossible to correct the 
wrongdoing through reporting, and concerns about the possibility of retaliation could all 
act as control factors that discourage potential whistle-blowers. 

This set of factors, namely an individual’s attitude towards the behaviour, perceived 
norms and perceived behavioural control determines intention, and in turn, predicts an 
individual’s behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010:16‑18). People with favourable attitudes 
towards whistle-blowing, who perceive the organisational norms to be supportive, and 
who believe that they are in control of the situation, are therefore more likely to have a 
strong intention to blow the whistle on organisational wrongdoing. According to Fishbein 
and Azjen (2010:21) the strength of the intention is directly related to the likelihood that 
the behaviour will be executed. 

However, the actual control that people have over carrying out their intentions, particularly 
whether they have the required skills and abilities, or whether environmental constraints 
are preventing them from performing the actions, should be taken into account when 
attempting to predict whether their intentions would translate into actions (Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 2010:17). It is important to note that actual control such as an obligation to respect 
academic honour codes, stronger institutional requirements and encouragement to 
report academic dishonesty can have a direct impact on reporting. Larmer (1992) places 
great emphasis in his argument on loyalty, and that loyalty (or rather the individual’s 
definition of loyalty and the situational and organisational emphasis placed on loyalty) 
will determine whether an individual will be inclined to become a whistle-blower. The 
extent to which a student identifies with an institution, and in turn exhibits loyalty 
towards that institution, will determine the extent to which they are willing to report 
wrongdoing within the respective institution.
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2.2	 Reporting academic dishonesty

When considering factors influencing the intention to report academic dishonesty, 
behavioural beliefs are the beliefs associated with the perceived consequences of 
reporting academic dishonesty. These beliefs entail the consequences of reporting and 
are impacted by factors such as a fear of retaliation. If a student feels that the potential 
negative consequences of retaliation such as labelling, victimisation and ostracising 
will follow, that student will develop an attitude that is inclined not to report academic 
dishonesty. Whether an individual is likely to become a whistle-blower is greatly 
determined by the policy of the institution they reside in (Callahan & Collins, 1992). An 
institution that wishes to encourage whistle-blowing will promote a policy that protects 
the whistle-blower from retaliation. Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2005:280) provide 
evidence that contextual factors are linked to whistle-blowing and add that “potential 
whistleblowers who perceive a threat of retaliation … are much less likely to blow the 
whistle”. Students who are encouraged by the institution to blow the whistle would be 
more likely to do so. However, a deterrent to blowing the whistle could come in the 
form of potential retaliation. Elliston (1982) emphasises the importance of ensuring the 
anonymity of the whistle-blower, by claiming that members of organisations where the 
identity of the whistle-blower is protected will be more likely to blow the whistle on 
perceived wrongdoing. 

A study at a large Midwest university in the USA (Henningsen, Valde & Denbow, 
2013:154‑161) found that students were more likely to blow the whistle on those who 
committed academic dishonesty if they attended the same classes as they did, as opposed 
to those not attending the same classes. This indicates that students were more willing to 
report on those students who were in academic competition with them than those who 
were not.

Research in England and Wales noted that colleges provided information about 
whistle-blowing procedures through employee handbooks, but the most common 
methods at universities is via institution-related web pages (Lewis, Ellis, Kyprianou & 
Homewood, 2001:223). With the provision of such a resource via easily accessible Internet 
links, a student’s access to resources, in terms of blowing the whistle, is increased. 
Ultimately, the access to resources increases a student’s degree of comfort (due to ease of 
access) when faced with the dilemma of blowing the whistle. These students who report 
academic dishonesty “participate in the creation of [a] moral context” (McCabe et al., 
2001:32). It is therefore important to consider how students’ level of morality influences 
their willingness to blow the whistle.

2.2.1	 Morality 

Research conducted amongst undergraduate students at a Midwestern university (USA), 
showed that students displaying a higher degree of morality were more likely to blow 
the whistle on academic dishonesty to the faculty (Henningsen et al., 2013:162). A higher 
degree of morality is typically dictated by one’s awareness of what is right and wrong, 
thus the individual exercises general honesty.
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Whistle-blowers could emerge when an individual considers that there is an “ethical 
conflict between personal and organization values” (Jubb, 1999:78). According to this 
argument, an individual, who might be more inclined to become a whistle-blower, is one 
who occupies a position that he or she feels might conflict with their personal values or 
ethics. For example, it would be interesting to determine whether a student with a high 
degree of morality who is delegated to doing academic group work with other students 
committing academic dishonesty, would be likely to report this dishonesty.

2.2.2	 Academic dishonesty

Research at Dundee Medical School in the United Kingdom showed that students 
generally considered dishonest behaviour such as “copying in exams, submitting a senior 
student’s work, or copying another student’s work” (Rennie & Crosby, 2001:275) to be 
wrong. However, certain acts, such as plagiarising, were not considered to be dishonest 
(Rennie & Crosby, 2001:274‑275). This leads Rennie and Crosby (2001:275) to conclude that 
“scenarios involving plagiarism may indicate students’ lack of understanding regarding 
referencing”. Thus, a reason why students commit academic dishonesty is because they 
do not understand which behaviours qualify as academic dishonesty. If students are 
unable to identify what behaviours should be viewed as dishonest or do not consider 
these actions as serious, they are less likely to blow the whistle on these behaviours.

Research has also indicated that students would be more likely to engage in cheating 
behaviour if they consider it acceptable or in line with the subjective norm. McCabe 
and Trevino (1997:392) argued that students in the United States were likely to engage 
in academic dishonesty in “environments where peers are cheating and where peer 
disapproval of cheating is low”. A norm of cheating often develops if students observe 
their peers engaging in such behaviour, especially if they refrain from confronting their 
peers or blowing the whistle to university authorities (Henningsen et al., 2013:149). 

While this study does not focus on reasons why students engage in dishonest behaviour, 
it is reasonable to expect that students who do not consider certain actions to be 
dishonest, would also not be likely to blow the whistle on those actions. Also, if students 
develop justifications for why they engage in academically dishonest behaviour, they will 
probably not be willing to report others who are engaging in such behaviours. 

2.2.3	 Justification of academic dishonesty

Almost 70% of the students who participated in a study by Monica, Ankola, Ashokkumar 
and Hebbal (2010:79) had previously committed academic dishonesty and felt that 
cheating would not have any significant effect on their futures. They gave a “fear of 
failure” as a justification for committing academic dishonesty (Monica et al., 2010:81). 
The fear of failure is a by-product of the pressure to succeed, hence the two motives are 
directly related. 

Rennie and Rudland’s (2003:97) study conducted in Scotland indicated that pressures 
to succeed result in students’ engagement in various forms of academic misconduct. 
Additionally, Hutton (2006:171) identified various reasons, using empirical evidence, for 
academic dishonesty in her study concerning college students. The main reasons for 
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cheating included laziness, wanting to achieve higher grades, and pressures to succeed. In 
this study half of the students did not believe that academic dishonesty was an immoral 
act. This could result in students developing justifications for engaging in activities that 
are generally considered to be dishonest. Justifications for academic dishonesty would 
also make it less likely that students would report on these actions.

2.2.4	 Personal consequences of reporting

The willingness to report academic dishonesty can also be greatly influenced by a fear of 
wrongdoer retaliation. Uys (2008:905) identifies a number of actions that wrongdoers use 
to exact revenge on the whistle-blower, for being reported on. These entail the isolation of 
the whistle-blower; a reduction in friendliness towards the whistle-blower; labelling the 
whistle-blower as a ‘troublemaker’; and stonewalling the whistle-blower (Uys, 2008:905). 

This research has not located literature with regard to retaliation against students 
reporting academic dishonesty of their peers. However, whistle-blower retaliation has 
been identified in other contexts. Black’s (2011:26) research conducted amongst nurses 
in the USA indicated that the most frequent response for not reporting wrongdoing was 
a ‘fear of retaliation’.

Retaliation due to peer-reported academic dishonesty can manifest in the form of 
labelling, victimisation or ostracising (as identified in other contexts). The fear of such 
retaliation can directly impact a student’s willingness to report academic dishonesty. 

2.2.5	 Adherence to principles

Morality of loyalty should compel a student to expose a wrongdoing occurring in the 
organisation of a higher learning institution. Loyalty is the obligation to protect the 
reputation of an organisation by acting in good faith and reporting a wrongdoing 
incident (Uys & Senekal, 2008:38). Being loyal means that organisational members are 
expected to obey any reasonable instruction. They are also required to abide by the 
values and norms of the organisation. Protecting and promoting the reputation of the 
organisation is another aspect of organisational loyalty, while organisational members 
are also expected to maintain confidentiality (Uys, 2008:907). 

As is clear from the above overview of the literature, no similar study has been conducted 
at a South African university. This makes it important to test the following hypotheses 
in the South African context:

	• 	Hypothesis  1: There is a statistically significant relationship between the level of 
general dishonesty of students and their willingness to report academic dishonesty.

	• 	Hypothesis  2: There is a statistically significant relationship between the level of 
students’ academic dishonesty and their willingness to report academic dishonesty.

	• 	Hypothesis  3: There is a statistically significant relationship between the extent to 
which students justify dishonest behaviours and their willingness to report academic 
dishonesty.
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	• 	Hypothesis  4: There is a statistically significant relationship between students’ 
motivations for reporting dishonest behaviours and their willingness to report 
academic dishonesty.

3.	 Method
Using a quantitative approach, the research measured University of Johannesburg 
sociology students’ attitudes to perceived academic dishonesty, as well as the extent to 
which they were willing to engage in whistle-blowing within the institution. Data was 
collected utilising a self-administered questionnaire which was distributed electronically 
via the University of Johannesburg’s academic internet portal ‘Blackboard’. A census was 
used for the purposes of the research, to counteract the tendency of a low response rate 
with self-administered questionnaires (Bourque & Fielder, 2003:154). Thus, the link to the 
online questionnaire was distributed to the entire undergraduate sociology population 
rather than drawing a sample. This proved more effective as sample loss did not have 
as significant an effect. The biographic characteristics of the sample respondents were 
compared statistically to the entire undergraduate sociology population at this university 
to determine whether the sample was representative of the population. A total of 405 
respondents completed the questionnaire, which gave a response rate of 20.52%. 

Close-ended questions were used in the questionnaire and were based on the findings of 
studies in the body of literature. The Likert-type scale was employed where respondents 
expressed their attitudes in terms of ordinal-level categories that are ranked along a 
continuum. The data was analysed by using SPSS 22. Inferential statistics such as the 
Chi‑Square Test of Independence; the t‑test; analysis of variance (ANOVA); and Pearson’s 
r‑test were used to test the hypotheses (Bless & Kathuria, 1993:85). 

Factor analysis and item analysis providing the Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency 
measure ensured the validity and reliability of the scales developed during the data 
analysis. Exploratory factor analysis was used to create the scales measuring the 
dimensions of whistle-blowing which resulted in the reduction of items to fewer, more 
interpretable factors (Eiselen & Uys, 2016:108), thus enabling a construction of two or 
more continuous scales for the purposes of hypothesis testing. Principal Axis Factoring 
was used as the extraction method as it is able to better “recover weak factors” and 
ensure “that the maximum likelihood estimator is asymptotically efficient” (de Winter 
& Dodou, 2012:695). The Oblimin with Kaiser Normalisation rotation method was used. 
For the the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO), a value of 0.6 is 
needed for there to be sufficient correlation between the pairs of items in order to proceed 
with further factor analysis. Additionally, the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity needs to reject 
the null-hypothesis to ensure that the items are uncorrelated so that factor analysis can 
continue (Eiselen & Uys, 2016:111), and a p‑value smaller than 0.05 will ensure this. The 
Measure of Sampling Adequacy (MSA) needs to exceed 0.6. The inter-item reliability was 
determined utilising Cronbach’s alpha. A Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient of 0.7 
or higher is considered acceptable for the purposes of social science research.
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4.	 Results

4.1	 Willingness to report academic dishonesty

This factor analysis dealt with the willingness to report academic dishonesty and was 
measured using questions pertaining to students’ most likely immediate actions when 
encountering academic dishonesty. The questions aimed to determine what students’ 
most likely response would be in a set of scenarios. They were provided with the following 
possible responses: 1 = ‘keep quiet’; 2 = ‘talk to the offender’; 3 = ‘discuss your concerns 
with other students’; 4 = ‘discuss your concerns with an appropriate authority within 
your given academic institution’; and 5 = ‘discuss with an individual in authority outside 
of your given academic institution’. These responses indicate a progression from not 
taking any reporting action, to reporting internally and lastly to reporting externally. The 
scale measures to what extent students are willing to take active measures. As the scale 
progresses, the possible consequences become more serious for the wrongdoer as well as 
the whistle-blower. 

Table 1 indicates the two factors that were created. Factor one is the willingness to report 
severe academic dishonesty. Factor two is the willingness to report less severe academic 
dishonesty. A high value on both these factors indicates a willingness to report academic 
dishonesty.

Table 1: Pattern matrix – willingness to report academic dishonesty

Factor

1 2

1.	 You notice that a fellow student has brought notes into the test or exam 0.924

2.	 You notice that a fellow student is using their cellular phone during a test or 
exam (for what appears to be cheating) 0.894

3.	 You notice that a student is cheating during a test or exam 0.892

4.	 You become aware that a student has gained access to a test or exam prior to it 
being written 0.692

5.	 You become aware that a fellow student has used a senior student’s assignment 
for submission as their own 0.583

6.	 You become aware that a fellow student has deliberately not referenced others’ 
published work in their assignment 0.890

7.	 A fellow student receives help from someone else in writing parts of an essay 0.833

8.	 You become aware that a fellow student created fake sources for their 
assignment 0.805

9.	 You become aware that a fellow student’s essay was written by someone else 0.632

Cronbach’s alpha Factor 1 = 0.913; Cronbach’s alpha Factor 2 = 0.891
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Figure 1 indicates that the distribution of the sample responses for the willingness to 
report severe academic dishonesty is positively skewed. The mean of responses for the 
willingness to report severe academic dishonesty was 2.67, thus fewer than half of the 
respondents were likely to respond to perceived severe academic dishonesty beyond 
speaking to the wrongdoer. 

Severe academic dishonesty: constitutes the theme of direct (or more severe)  
academic dishonesty that tends to result in expulsion
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____ Normal
Mean = 2.67
Std. Dev. = 1.187
N = 405

Figure 1: Histogram – willingness to report severe academic dishonesty
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Figure 2 indicates that the distribution of the sample responses for the willingness to 
report less severe academic dishonesty is positively skewed. The mean of responses for 
the willingness to report less severe academic dishonesty was 2.06, thus fewer than half 
of the respondents were likely to do more than speak to the wrongdoer if they became 
aware of less severe academic dishonesty. 

____ Normal
Mean = 2.06
Std. Dev. = 1.027
N = 405

Less severe academic dishonesty: comprises less punishable forms of  
academic dishonesty that tends to result in 0% rather than expulsion
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Figure 2: Histogram – willingness to report less severe academic dishonesty

The results indicated that there were at least some students who were willing to report 
academic dishonesty, however these were only a small number. Two factors have been 
identified: willingness to report severe academic dishonesty and willingness to report less 
severe academic dishonesty. Students were generally not inclined to engage in internal 
whistle-blowing with regard to severe academic dishonesty. Generally, students were at 
most only willing to talk to the offender. The students were even less likely to engage in 
the internal reporting of less severe academic dishonesty. 

4.2	 Students’ levels of general honesty

This factor analysis dealt with students’ varying degrees of morality and was measured 
using questions pertaining to general honesty. The questions aimed to determine the 
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students’ degree of general honesty. The students were asked to indicate to what extent 
they considered certain actions acceptable and were provided with the following possible 
responses: 1 = ‘completely acceptable’; 2 = ‘somewhat acceptable’; 3 = ‘neither acceptable 
not unacceptable’; 4 = ‘somewhat unacceptable’; and 5 = ‘completely unacceptable’. 
A high value on this factor indicates a high level of general honesty.

Table 2: Pattern matrix – general honesty

Factor

1

1.	 Offering a bribe to a traffic officer in order to avoid a fine 0.681

2.	 Illegally downloading music or movies from the internet 0.669

3.	 Bending the truth a little in order to receive a bursary 0.555

4.	 Taking stationery, such as pens and pencils, from an employer 0.507

Cronbach’s alpha Factor 1 = 0.711

Figure 3 indicates that the distribution of the sample responses for general honesty is 
negatively skewed. The mean of responses for general honesty was 3.77, thus the average 
student tended towards a higher degree of general honesty. 

____ Normal
Mean = 3.77
Std. Dev. = 0.916
N = 405
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Figure 3: Histogram – general honesty
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One factor has been identified: general honesty. It identifies that there is a relatively high 
level of honesty amongst the students of the sample. This is true because the students 
found most of the statements pertaining to dishonest behaviour either somewhat 
unacceptable or completely unacceptable. 

4.3	 Students’ level of academic honesty

This factor analysis dealt with students’ level of academic honesty and was measured 
using questions pertaining to cheating behaviours. The questions aimed to determine the 
students’ level of academic honesty, and students were provided with the following possible 
responses: 1 = ‘completely acceptable’; 2 = ‘somewhat acceptable’; 3 = ‘neither acceptable 
not unacceptable’; 4 = ‘somewhat unacceptable’; and 5 = ‘completely unacceptable’. 
A high value on this factor indicates a high level of academic honesty.

Table 3: Pattern matrix – level of academic honesty

Factor

1

1.	 Getting someone else to write a test for you 0.958

2.	 Copying work from another student during a test or exam 0.704

3.	 Taking notes into a test or exam 0.598

4.	 Copying sentences from the published work of others without citing the author 0.579

5.	 Using some else’s ideas as your own 0.563

6.	 Utilising the internet to find the assignments of others to use as your own 0.521

7.	 Handing in an assignment identical to that of your friends 0.517

Cronbach’s alpha Factor 1 = 0.834
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Figure 4 indicates that the distribution of the sample responses for students’ level of 
academic honesty is positively skewed. The mean of responses for students’ level 
of academic honesty was 4.76, thus students generally considered acts of academic 
dishonesty as unacceptable, indicating a high level of agreement amongst the sample on 
what constitutes academic honesty.

____ Normal
Mean = 4.76
Std. Dev. = 0.445
N = 403
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Figure 4: Histogram – level of academic honesty

One factor has been identified: level of academic honesty. The students constituting the 
sample had a very high level of academic honesty. They generally found the behaviours 
associated with academic dishonesty to be unacceptable. 

4.4	 Justification of dishonest behaviours 

This factor analysis dealt with justifications for committing academic dishonesty and 
was measured using questions pertaining to how acceptable students find justifications 
for academically dishonest behaviours. The questions aimed to determine to what extent 
the students justified reasons for improper academic behaviour, and students were 
provided with the following possible responses: 1 = ‘completely acceptable’; 2 = ‘somewhat 
acceptable’; 3 = ‘neither acceptable not unacceptable’; 4 = ‘somewhat unacceptable’; and 
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5 = ‘completely unacceptable’. Students who achieve a high score on this factor are not 
accepting of justifications for academic dishonesty. 

Table 4: Pattern matrix – justification of dishonest behaviours

Factor

1

1.	 There is pressure from the students’ peers to do well 0.851

2.	 The student is trying to improve their poor marks 0.846

3.	 The student has to compete with other students 0.831

4.	 There is pressure from students’ parents to do well 0.819

5.	 The student only behaves this way when it is absolutely necessary 0.762

6.	 This student doesn’t behave this way often 0.697

7.	 The student is influenced by a fear of failure 0.668

8.	 No-one else is hurt by the students’ behaviour 0.664

9.	 There is a lack of time to adequately prepare for an assessment 0.652

10.	The student behaves this way because others are behaving this way too 0.602

Cronbach’s alpha Factor 1 = 0.924
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Figure  5 indicates that the distribution of the sample responses for the justifications 
of academic dishonesty is not normally distributed. The mean of responses for the 
justifications of academic dishonesty was 3.38. However, whilst the mean is located 
around the average point, it is not a good description of the sample. This is due to a 
fairly large standard deviation which indicates a lot of variability in the scores. Some of 
the students do find the justifications for academic dishonesty somewhat unacceptable, 
whilst others find it acceptable.

Justifying academic dishonesty
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____ Normal
Mean = 3.38
Std. Dev. = 1.076
N = 399

  Figure 5: Histogram – justification of dishonest behaviours

One factor has been identified: justifications for academic dishonesty. The students were 
gravitating towards finding the majority of the statements somewhat unacceptable (their 
responses were located between ‘neither acceptable nor unacceptable’ and ‘somewhat 
unacceptable’). The mean of the students is located around a general neutrality towards 
the justifications for academic dishonesty. However, due to a fairly large standard 
deviation, the mean is not a good description of the sample. Some students find the 
justifications for academic dishonesty somewhat unacceptable whilst others find 
it acceptable. 
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4.5	 Justification of reporting or not reporting

This factor analysis dealt with the motivations for reporting or not reporting academic 
dishonesty. The questions aimed to determine why students justify reporting or not 
reporting academic dishonesty. The students were asked how influential certain factors 
were when considering reporting academic dishonesty and were provided with the 
following set of possible responses: 1 = ‘extremely influential’; 2 = ‘somewhat influential’; 
3 = ‘slightly influential’; and 4 = ‘not influential at all’. The factor analysis and item 
analysis on this set of items provided two factors: one that indicated the influence of 
a possible personal impact when deciding to report academic dishonesty, and one that 
reflected the influence of adherence to principles when deciding whether to report 
academic dishonesty. A low score on both these factors indicated that the factor was 
very influential in deciding whether to blow the whistle.

Table 5: Pattern matrix – justification of reporting or not reporting

Factor

1 2

1.	 Fear of victimisation from other students if I report cheating 0.871

2.	 Concern that students will retaliate if I report their cheating behaviour 0.843

3.	 A perception that students who report on friends that cheat are said to be 
disloyal

0.738

4.	 A perception that students who ‘tell on’ other students tend to have no 
friends at university

0.728

5.	 Concern that reporting on students that cheat might ruin my relationship with 
those students

0.658

6.	 Fear of the repercussions from blowing the whistle 0.504

7.	 My belief that it is important to adhere to academic rules and regulations 0.869

8.	 My belief that academic dishonesty is a serious offence 0.819 0.819

9.	 My view that cheating behaviour damages the reputation of your academic 
institution

0.689

10.	My belief that students who cheat create an unfair advantage for themselves 0.524

Cronbach’s alpha Factor 1 = 0.885; Cronbach’s alpha Factor 2 = 0.807
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Figure  6 indicates that the distribution of the sample responses for the justification 
of not reporting academic dishonesty (the personal impact reporting might have) is 
positively skewed. The mean of responses for the willingness to report severe academic 
dishonesty was 2.32, thus the average student found the personal impact of reporting at 
least somewhat influential when deciding whether to report wrongdoing.
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Personal impact

____ Normal
Mean = 2.32
Std. Dev. = .891
N = 383

Figure 6: Histogram – personal impact
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Figure 7 indicates that the distribution of the sample responses for the justification of 
reporting academic dishonesty (adherence to principles) is positively skewed. The mean 
of responses for the willingness to report severe academic dishonesty was 1.55, which 
means adherence to principles is somewhat influential in students’ decision-making 
regarding reporting academic dishonesty.

____ Normal
Mean = 1.55
Std. Dev. = .681
N = 383
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Adherence to principles

Figure 7: Histogram – adherence to principles

Two factors were identified: the personal impact of reporting academic dishonesty and 
adherence to principles as being influential when reporting academic dishonesty. The 
possible personal impact of reporting academic dishonesty is somewhat influential in 
students’ decisions to report or not report academic dishonesty. It is mainly impacted by 
a fear of retaliation from the wrongdoer and student community. Adherence to principles 
is influential in students’ decisions to report academic dishonesty. Students feel that 
rules, norms and procedures are influential in making their decisions with regard to 
reporting academic dishonesty.

The dependent variable reflects two variables associated with it, namely the willingness 
to report severe academic dishonesty and the willingness to report less severe academic 
dishonesty. The independent variables are: level of general honesty; level of academic 
honesty; the extent to which dishonest behaviours are justified; the extent to which the 
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possible personal impact of reporting academic dishonesty is considered when deciding 
to report; and the extent to which adherence to principles is considered when deciding 
whether to report. The relationship between the willingness to report severe and less 
severe academic dishonesty and the independent variables was then tested.

4.6	 Hypothesis testing

The correlations between the dependent and independent variables are reflected in 
Table 6. 

Table 6: Pearson’s r‑hypothesis tests

Severe 
academic 

dishonesty

Less severe 
academic 

dishonesty

1.	 General honesty Pearson correlation 0.352 0.348

Sig. (2‑tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 405 405

2.	 Level of academic honesty Pearson correlation 0.241 0.197

Sig. (2‑tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 403 403

3.	 Justifying academic dishonesty Pearson correlation 0.180 0.069

Sig. (2‑tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.170

N 399 399

4.	 Personal impact Pearson correlation 0.104 -0.012

Sig. (2‑tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.042 0.812

N 383 383

5.	 Adherence to principles Pearson correlation -0.352 -0.245

Sig. (2‑tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 383 383

Table 6 indicates that there is a statistically significant correlation between the students’ 
general honesty and their willingness to report academic dishonesty as the p‑value is 
<0.0005. The correlation between level of general honesty and the willingness to report 
both severe and less severe academic dishonesty, is moderate as the Pearson’s r‑values 
are 0.352 and 0.348 respectively. Students who scored low on the factor ‘general honesty’ 
typically also scored low on the willingness to report severe and less severe academic 
dishonesty. Thus, students who are generally more dishonest are less willing to report 
academic dishonesty. Therefore, there is a moderate statistically significant correlation 
between levels of general honesty and the willingness to report severe academic 
dishonesty as well as less severe academic dishonesty.

There is also a statistically significant correlation between students’ level of academic 
honesty and the willingness to report both severe and less severe academic dishonesty 
as the p‑values are both <0.0005. While significant, the correlation between students’ 
level of academic dishonesty and their willingness to report both severe and less severe 
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academic dishonesty is small, as the Pearson’s r‑values are 0.241 and 0.197 respectively. 
Both severe academic dishonesty and less severe academic dishonesty correlate 
positively with the factor ‘level of academic honesty’. Students who have a low level of 
academic honesty are less willing to report academic dishonesty and students with a 
high level of academic honesty are more willing to report academic dishonesty. Hence, 
there is a small statistically significant correlation between students’ level of academic 
honesty and the willingness to report severe academic dishonesty as well as less severe 
academic dishonesty.

The correlation between the extent to which students justify academic dishonesty and their 
willingness to report less severe academic dishonesty is not significant (p‑value = 0.170). 
However, there is a statistically significant correlation between the justification of 
dishonest behaviours and the willingness to report severe academic dishonesty as the 
p‑value is <0.0005. Therefore, the greater the extent to which students justify academic 
dishonesty the less willing they are to report severe academic dishonesty, while students 
who do not justify academic dishonesty are also more willing to report severe academic 
dishonesty. With a Pearson’s r‑value of 0.180 this correlation is small. Justifications for 
academic dishonesty therefore do not seem to play a very important role in deciding 
whether to report wrongdoing. 

When testing the influence of the personal impact of reporting academic dishonesty against 
the willingness to report less severe academic dishonesty, no significant correlation was 
found (p‑value = 0.812). There is a statistically significant correlation between the extent 
to which the possible personal impact of reporting academic dishonesty influences 
students’ decision with regard to reporting and their willingness to report severe 
academic dishonesty. The p‑value of 0.042 shows a statistically significant relationship 
between the weak positive correlation found between the influence of possible personal 
impacts of reporting academic dishonesty and their willingness to report severe academic 
dishonesty. This indicates that the less influenced students are by the fear of personal 
repercussions, the more willing they are to report severe academic dishonesty. It is 
important to remember that this correlation is very low. Therefore, there is a statistically 
significant correlation between the personal impact of reporting academic dishonesty 
and the willingness to report severe academic dishonesty. 

Finally, Table 6 also indicates the influence of adherence to principles when reporting 
academic dishonesty tested against the willingness to report severe academic dishonesty. 
A statistically significant negative correlation was found between the influence of 
adherence to principles and the willingness to report on severe academic dishonesty as 
well as less severe academic dishonesty (p‑value <0.0005). In the case of willingness to 
report severe academic dishonesty the correlation is moderate (Pearson’s r‑correlation 
indicates a moderate negative correlation (-0.352)). The correlation between the influence 
of adherence to principles and students’ willingness to report less severe academic 
dishonesty is small (Pearson’s r‑value = -0.245). Seeing that a low score on this factor 
indicates that adherence to principles is very influential in deciding whether to report 
academic dishonesty, it therefore can be concluded that the adherence to principles (such 
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as institutional rules, norms and procedures) are influential in determining an individual’s 
willingness to report both severe and less severe forms of academic dishonesty. Thus, there 
is a statistically significant negative correlation between the adherence to principles and the 
willingness to report severe academic dishonesty as well as less severe academic dishonesty. 

5.	 Discussion
Jubb (1999:78) had identified that whistle-blowing tends to occur when an individual 
develops an ethical dilemma upon the witnessing of wrongdoing in any given organisation. 
Uys and Senekal (2008) had identified a morality of loyalty to an institution as a precursor 
to the reporting of wrongdoing. Therefore, themes that govern an individual’s degrees 
of morality and its association to the willingness to report wrongdoing are rife. This 
study identified the relationship between general honesty and the willingness to report 
academic dishonesty. 

This study has indicated that there is a statistically significant correlation between 
general honesty and the willingness to report academic dishonesty. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that an individual’s degree of morality tends to impact on their willingness 
to report academic dishonesty. This is supported by the reasoned action approach which 
illustrates that individual background factors such as values (general honesty) impact 
on normative beliefs (a belief that general dishonest behaviour is acceptable), which in 
turn impacts on the attitude (an attitude of accepting academic cheating as normal) 
which predicts the intention (not being willing to report academic dishonesty). This 
research identified that students who exhibit lower degrees of general honesty are less 
willing to report academic dishonesty, whilst students with a higher degree of general 
honesty are more willing to report academic dishonesty. Hence, this research concurs 
with established literature that morality impacts on an individual’s likelihood to report 
academic dishonesty (Henningsen et al., 2013). 

This study determined that there is a statistically significant correlation between students’ 
level of academic honesty and the willingness to report academic dishonesty. This means 
that having a higher level of academic honesty plays a pivotal role in the willingness 
to report academic dishonesty. This coincides with the reasoned action approach, as it 
identified individual background factors (such as values) as having a significant impact 
on beliefs that influence the willingness to report academic dishonesty (Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 2010:18). Students who exhibit a lower level of academic honesty (having lower‑set 
values) are less likely to report it. Those students with a higher level of academic honesty 
(having higher‑set values) are more likely to report academic dishonesty. 

Literature has indicated that students justify academic dishonesty due to a “fear of 
failure” (Monica et al., 2010). The research indicated that there is a statistically significant 
correlation between the justifications of academically dishonest behaviours and the 
willingness to report the severe academic dishonesty. Students who justified academic 
dishonesty were less likely to report severe academic dishonesty, such as test cheating. 
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Wrongdoer retaliation has been identified as an integral variable that discourages 
individuals from blowing the whistle (Black, 2011). This study indicated that a statistically 
significant correlation exists between the personal impact of reporting academic 
dishonesty and the willingness to report severe academic dishonesty. This relates to the 
notion of ‘fear of retaliation’, as identified in the literature. The research identified that 
the less fearful students are of personal repercussions (such as retaliation), the more 
willing they are to report severe academic dishonesty. Conversely, the more students are 
influenced by a fear of reprisals, the less willing they are to report academic dishonesty. 
Students, essentially, weigh up the personal impact that the act of whistle-blowing 
will have on their lives (this can be victimisation and ostracising), and if they deem the 
impact influential enough, they will not report the academic transgressions. This relates 
to the individual background factor of perceived risk in the reasoned action approach. 
Perceived risk directly influences one’s beliefs which predict the intention to act. Herein, 
the perceived risk influences the reporting of severe academic dishonesty.

An individual’s loyalty to an organisation should be a good predictor of whether they 
would report wrongdoing within that given organisation (Uys & Senekal, 2008:38). This 
is evident in the reasoned action approach, as the environmental factors, which in this 
study are the rules, norms and regulations, act as an actual control that influences 
behaviour. Thus, it can be noted that the research largely concurs with the literature that 
an adherence to principles influences an individual’s willingness to report. If a student 
feels that academic dishonesty is a serious offence, which damages the reputation of 
their university, and goes against its rules, and regulations – that student would likely be 
willing to report the academic dishonesty. 

6.	 Conclusion
Literature indicated that academic dishonesty is a problem prevalent in both global and 
local institutions, and whistle-blowing presented itself as a mechanism to curb academic 
dishonesty. The theoretical framework was located in the reasoned action approach, 
which illustrated how various factors and beliefs influenced the propensity to report 
academic dishonesty.

The research concurred with literature that varying degrees of morality impact on a 
student’s willingness to report academic dishonesty, because students with higher 
degrees of general honesty were more willing to report academic dishonesty. Students 
who had a lesser level of academic honesty were less willing to report severe and less 
severe academic dishonesty. Furthermore, students who justify academic dishonesty are 
less willing to report it. The personal impacts of reporting academic dishonesty influence 
the willingness to report severe academic dishonesty. Lastly, the adherence to principles 
influences a student’s willingness to report. Importantly, the research indicated (across 
all factors) that the willingness to internally report academic dishonesty was generally 
not common amongst this group of sociology undergraduate students. 
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7.	 Recommendations
The following recommendations can be made to improve possible future research:

i.	 This study focused on sociology undergraduate students. Should future researchers 
wish to conduct a more comprehensive study, they could consider that a population is 
selected that encompasses students from a varied array of subjects and faculties, and 
not just the field of sociology. Furthermore, they should also include postgraduate 
students along with undergraduate students. In targeting a diverse student population, 
the responses would be more representative of general student perceptions.

ii.	 A mixed methods approach could be considered to improve the research as it 
would enable the researcher to yield large quantities of responses from quantitative 
research, as well as more descriptive attitudes, beliefs and feelings regarding the topic 
via qualitative research. The qualitative element of research would assist in a more 
detailed understanding of factors contributing to reporting academic dishonesty, and 
whether their individual opinions of cheating behaviours differ. 
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Abstract
The purpose of the study was to gather information on 
perceptions of the current governance practices in shelters 
in South Africa and put forward recommendations to 
professionalise the sector at board or committee level. Through 
semi-structured interviews, this qualitative study sought out 
the views of 16 participants, both at board or committee and 
at operational levels, at companion animal shelters. The main 
findings indicate inconsistencies and flaws in the governance 
fabric in this sector, and point to the need for a coherent set 
of basic governance standards suitable for shelters. This study 
makes a contribution to the companion animal welfare sector 
by offering the first formal study into governance in this 
domain and provides a foundation from which future research 
can be leveraged. 

1.	 Introduction
The objective of the study was to identify perceptions of 
governance at South African companion animal shelters 
–  something which no study has investigated to date. The 
article explores the experiences of 16  participants regarding 
shelter governance and operations. Sound governance that 
ensures transparent and professional functioning is crucial for 
improving donor trust and charitable giving, while supporting 
operational efficiency. 

The non‑profit organisation (NPO) sector in South Africa is large, 
diverse and multi-layered (Saifundraising, 2012). Within the 
collective landscape, which is coordinated by the Department 
of Social Development, there are different formal and informal 
organisations and numerous sub‑sectors, each focused on a 
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particular domain of human, animal or environmental need. The animal welfare sector 
fulfils an important role in the broader sphere of social development, which would not be 
balanced or sustainable if important aspects such as animal well‑being and human–animal 
relationships were excluded from development programmes (World Animal Net, 2015). 
Their inclusion ensures the holistic development of humans, communities and societies. 
The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA, 2012) categorises 
‘companion animals’ as domesticated or domestic-bred animals that are companions in 
the home or exist in close relationships with humans.

Animal shelters focus on the sheltering, care, rehabilitation and re-homing of companion 
animals. Within the context of the challenge to raise funds and ensure sustainability, 
shelters are usually registered as non‑profit organisations (NPOs) with the Department 
of Social Development. They must adhere to general governance principles as noted in the 
King IV Report (Institute of Directors, 2016) to ensure effective management, financial 
control, transparency and accountability, performance and results. 

NPOs have increasingly stepped into socioeconomic and social service arenas worldwide, 
and need the professionalism, capacity and resources to remain true to their respective 
mandates while upholding good governance as they work with donor funding. In South 
Africa, the animal welfare sector enjoys little government and corporate funding support 
and struggles to survive. As such, the purpose of the study was to gather information 
on the current governance practices in shelters and put forward recommendations to 
professionalise the sector at board or committee level. 

2.	 Corporate governance
Over the last 20 years, the ideology and adoption of corporate governance has spread 
rapidly around the globe, at both national and organisational levels (Aguilera & Cuervo-
Cazurra, 2009). In broad terms, corporate governance is related to the framework 
of interwoven rights and responsibilities amongst stakeholders who have a vested 
interested in the organisation (Aoki, 2001), or the review of power and influence as it 
relates to the decision-making within the organisation (Aguilera & Jackson, 2010). Codes 
of good governance can be viewed as a set of guidelines related to the functioning of 
the board of directors and other governance systems within the organisation in order to 
pursue best practices (Zattoni & Cuomo, 2008). These codes, such as those noted in the 
King IV Report (Institute of Directors, 2016) have been developed to improve weaknesses 
in corporate governance systems by recommending a set of standards or norms aimed at 
improving transparency and accountability at executive and senior management levels 
(Fernandez-Rodriguez, Gomez-Anson & Cuervo-Garcia, 2004).

Armstrong, Segal and Davis (2006) indicate that corporate governance in South Africa was 
formally introduced by the publication of the first King code (King I) in 1994. The King 
codes (1994, 2002, 2009, 2016) are based on the voluntary ‘comply or explain’ principle and 
require organisations to extend beyond the typical financial and regulatory reporting of 
corporate governance and take into account the interests and well‑being of a range of 
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stakeholders including local communities, employees and customers (West, 2009). The 
King IV code came into effect in 2017 and has a holistic outlook that views organisations 
operating according to “the triple context of the economy, society and the environment” 
(Institute of Directors, 2016:4). The listed governance principles and practices must be 
applicable across public, private and NPOs (Institute of Directors, 2016). 

While corporate governance has been one of the key topics for a number of years in 
management practice and theory, the research-oriented analysis of governance in non-
profit settings is underdeveloped (Issa Gazi, 2012), thus underlining the importance of this 
study. McClellan (2014:253) states that “NPOs, as the mission-driven agents of change, 
are moving from the margins to the centre of our social fabric, especially as government 
spending on social programs as a proportion of total spending, decreases”. NPOs are 
under escalating pressure to fill the void left by government in a wide range of social 
areas, and they now facilitate projects, funded by public money, that were previously 
handled by government (Verschuere & Beddeleem, 2013).

With this as context, more and more NPOs have to prove that they have efficient 
and effective governance structures (Du Bois, Caers, Jegers, De Cooman, De Gieter & 
Pepermans, 2007). Wells (2012) confirms that there is no doubt that the credibility of 
NPOs is positively linked to good governance, and that this, in turn, has a positive link to 
obtaining funding to achieve objectives. 

3.	 Companion animal welfare in South Africa
In South Africa, the SPCA movement, which began in 1955, operates under the leadership 
of the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (NSPCA). Over the 
years, the animal welfare cause in this country has given rise to a proliferation of diverse 
types of private organisations. However, the SPCA movement remains the largest formal 
organisation in the field.

Given South Africa’s apartheid past and the need for government to address historic 
disadvantages and socioeconomic inequalities, the animal welfare sector needs to 
proactively drive its own sustainability. The lack of a coherent government response 
to the various animal welfare challenges in this country, coupled with the absence of 
government funding in the sector and the omission of animal welfare from corporate 
social investment priorities, indicates that that the sector is ‘on its own’ at this point 
in time. The draft report of the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
(DAFF,  2015:3) states that “South Africa does not have any comprehensive legislation 
that addresses all animal welfare needs … The current legislation is fragmented …”.

The literature review, too, revealed no formal studies relating to the sector landscape, its 
governance practices or its level of donor investment. Such a lack of formalised research 
attests to the fact that this sector has not been a priority in terms research or allocation 
of funding.
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4.	 Research design 
The objective of the study was to identify perceptions of governance at South African 
companion animal shelters.

4.1	 Method

This study used a qualitative research design to collect data, analyse the findings and 
provide insight about governance practices in the companion animal welfare sector in 
South Africa. The fieldwork was facilitated over a single phase of data gathering, drawing 
on semi-structured interviews to engage with participants. 

4.2	 Sampling

The population included all board or committee members, shelter staff and volunteers 
involved in two public (SPCA) and two private shelters. SPCAs are shelters that fall under 
the SPCA Act and that are obligated to accept every animal surrendered into their care. 
Private shelters that came into being after the SPCA era, are not supported by the SPCA 
Act and are not obliged to accept every animal referred to their service. This population is 
directly involved or indirectly involved (such as a volunteer fundraiser) in the operations 
of a shelter. A purposive sample of 16 participants was drawn from this population.

A consideration underpinning the choice of sampling approach was to ensure a cross-
section (or strata) of participants (volunteers, board members, employees of the 
organisation) across all organisations so that a diversity of views and experiences could 
be incorporated into the study. 

The following criteria constituted the basis for the selection of the four participating 
shelters and participants:

	• The organisation had to be classified as a ‘shelter’, in other words, have the facilities 
and operating practices that facilitate the housing and care of companion animals for 
purposes of safe-keeping, rehabilitation and/or re-homing; 

	• The shelter had to be registered as a non‑profit organisation (NPO) or non‑profit 
company (NPC), and fall into either the public or private shelter domain; 

	• The shelter had to be in existence for longer than two years;

	• The shelter had to have established a known brand, being known to local communities 
and wider afield as opposed to informal shelters that are not registered and that 
operate informally from a home base; and

	• The shelter had to be of such a size (in terms of employees and volunteers) that 
participants could be selected at board or committee, management, specialised staff, 
volunteer and donor levels. 
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4.3	 Data analysis

The qualitative data were reviewed line by line, and in detail. As a recurring concept 
became apparent, a code or label to help catalogue and cluster key concepts was 
assigned to that segment of the document while preserving the original context in which 
these concepts occur (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The list of codes in the transcriptions 
were recorded and compared – this was an iterative and dynamic process of sifting, 
comparing and filtering. This process culminated in the identification of five dominant 
themes common across the interviews. 

4.4	 Ethics

In ensuring clear information about the study, the researchers sent a letter to all 
chairpersons of shelter committees several months before the fieldwork started. This 
letter was disseminated amongst the targeted strata at each shelter and participation 
was voluntary. 

The fieldwork approach focused on ensuring psychological security and confidentiality. 
Interviews were scheduled at venues and times that suited each participant, and 
participants were free to speak their minds without fear of negative consequences. Each 
participant had the opportunity to decline the use of a recording device if they were not 
comfortable with such. 

Participants were advised that they would receive a summarised report of the overall 
research findings and that all references to any specific individuals or shelter would be 
replaced by a generic overview of the emerging patterns and trends. 

5.	 Findings
Five dominant themes emerged from the data.

5.1	 Theme 1: Ethical leadership

5.1.1	 The constitution as baseline for ethical leadership

The interviews revealed a variable understanding and awareness of the influence of the 
organisational constitution on the functioning of the board or committee and shelter. 
A response that reflected this position is as follows: 

I don’t know if we are adhering to the constitution the way we should, for example, 
in terms of structure. I’m not sure if committee members have even read through it or 
understood it.�  (Participant 5: Inspector/committee member, private shelter)

The public shelters (SPCAs) resort under a constitution generated by their national 
governing body – the NSPCA. Despite this structuring, however, the responses did not 
demonstrate understanding with regard to the purpose, content and application of the 
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constitution. Private shelters generate their own constitutions as part of the process of 
registering as NPOs. However, the responses suggested that adherence to the constitution 
is often a compliance exercise, and that the constitution is not necessarily implemented 
daily in terms of organisational decision-making, procedures and ethos. 

5.1.2	� Conflicts of interest, the balance of power and the role of 
the chairperson

The lack of centrality of the constitution in the functioning of the board or committee 
opened up a number of controversial issues related to governance. One of these issues 
was the occurrence of the ‘founder’s syndrome’, a situation in which a founder member 
overstays his or her welcome at the helm of an organisation. 

You know all about ‘founder’s syndrome’? Our founder was a typical example. It was 
her place and no-one was going to get rid of her. She was stealing money. It took the 
board of directors and one person with enormous guts to eventually work her out – it 
was one of the worst fights I have ever seen in my life.�
�  (Participant 4: Managing director/board member, private shelter)

The responses pointed to a dominant power that resides within the founder member or 
the chairperson, and which remains unchecked in the absence of a clear constitution 
that is widely understood and enforced by all board or committee members. 

5.1.3	 Election of board members and composition of the board or committee 

Participants grappled with what it means to be ethical and sufficiently transparent to 
the public while still adhering to a governance model that works in practical terms. The 
governing boards/committees of shelters often consist of a hybrid collection of volunteers 
from the public and internal animal welfare staff or representatives from the shelter 
itself. However, this approach is proving difficult, given the rapid turnover of committee 
members and prevailing conflict situations.

In many NPOs, friends and family get elected onto the board or committee in the 
absence of willing volunteers or nominations from the public sphere. This is certainly 
not an ideal situation. It is important to keep a professional and arms-length approach to 
board relationships.   (Participant 4: Managing director/board member, private shelter)

All participants indicated that there were challenges in bringing together the right people 
from both the public and the animal welfare environments. 

There is no time limit by which a chair must step down. I have been here for four years 
now. Committees must be re-elected at the annual general meeting but these AGMs are 
poorly attended, if at all.�  (Participant 3: Chairperson, public shelter)

As such, both the composition of effective boards or committees, as well as the election 
of representatives, remains challenging in this sector. 
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5.2	 Theme 2: Effectiveness of the board or committee

5.2.1	 Board representation

This theme emerged from the discussion of the election of representatives and the 
composition of the board or committee. 

Practically, making use of HoDs [heads of departments] does help because we can run 
our operations well without committee ‘interference’. However, we talk about a lot of 
the same things and we do not have fresh perspectives, new skill sets and other ideas.�
�  (Participant 1: Shelter manager/committee member, private shelter)

One of the private shelters relies only on its management committee for governance and 
operational requirements. This is cause for concern given the exclusion of external or 
public representatives from a transparent committee structure. Another private shelter 
opted to have only the managing director of the shelter on the board, together with 
skilled professionals who were specifically sought out and recruited. This structure has 
demonstrated operational merits. However, the manner in which the professionals were 
selected and recruited may be open to question. 

We specifically sought out our board members for their skills. We had a need for an 
accounting person, an advocate, a business person, a CSR person, and then, of course, 
the inclusion of the MD of the shelter.�
�  (Participant 4: Managing director/board member, private shelter)

From the feedback received, the formula and process for selecting people to serve on the 
board or committee, is inconsistent and requires improvement.

5.2.2	 Roles

The following comprised generic roles within the board or committee structure: chairperson; 
vice-chairperson; treasurer; and secretary. This was particularly true for shelters in the 
public domain (the SPCAs). The formalisation of these roles was also dependent on the 
size of the shelter – the bigger the shelter, the more formalised the board or committee, 
and the better the chances of all four roles being present. In smaller public or private 
shelters, it was more common to find one person fulfilling more than one role. This raises 
concerns from a governance point of view. 

In the absence of active support from the public, non-attendance at meetings by members, 
conflict between volunteers and animal welfare staff on the board or committee, and 
a lack of options as far as suitably skilled and available candidates is concerned, the 
committee roles become cosmetic in nature, extinct, or remain vacant for extended 
periods. From a governance perspective, this creates an opportunity for founding 
members or chairpersons to ‘abuse’ the leeway created as a result. 

5.2.3	 Capacity challenges

Capacity, both in terms of numbers and the quality of willing or skilled people is a critical 
factor in the effective governance of companion animal shelters in this country. 
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If you look at the shelters, we are battling with governance because we just cannot get 
people to volunteer on our committees.�
�  (Participant 1: Shelter manager/committee member, public shelter)

Given the lack of government funding support for the sector, the difficult nature of animal 
welfare work and the challenges of being able to remunerate individuals competitively, 
shelters struggle to retain competent people and may often end up keeping individuals 
who are not suited to the job. The same principle applies to individuals fulfilling 
governance roles at board or committee level – as long as the roles are filled, or the 
committee is able to function in some basic way, it will continue to exist or operate in 
some rudimentary form. This drops the standards of governance within the sector.

5.2.4	 Performance evaluation of the board or committee

Given that the companion animal welfare sector has little to no professional support 
functions within shelters, it emerges that there is limited (or no) performance evaluation 
of members of boards/committees.

In our case, our management team also constitutes our committee. The focus of our 
performance appraisals is on us as operational staff, not on us as a committee. These are 
hit-and-miss appraisals. The chairperson of our committee is also the managing director 
of our organisation, and he has no performance appraisal aimed at evaluating himself.� 
� (Participant 1: Shelter manager/committee member, private shelter)

If performance evaluations happen at all, they happen at the staff level within the shelter, 
but not at board or committee level. 

5.2.5	 Strategy and risk management

The topics of strategy and risk management seemed to have caught participants off-
guard. Their focus was on the current reality and getting through the challenges from 
day to day. 

You are often so bogged down by the enormity of the task that strategy falls away. This 
country has a huge problem. We cannot possibly grow any more, and the need just 
doesn’t get less.�  (Participant 4: Managing director/board member, private shelter).

Only the two shelters that had included specialists from the corporate environment were 
able to confirm that strategy and risk management formed part of their meeting agendas. 

5.2.5	 Orientation and training of board or committee members

Incoming board or committee members are generally not familiar with the governance 
responsibilities required at this level, nor are they aware of the unique dynamics and 
challenges of the companion animal welfare sector as regards legislation and practice. 
Succession planning was not implemented effectively and many incoming board or 
committee members joined when the previous board or committee was dissolved 
or dismissed. 
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I attended a two-day course in which I got an overview of the NSPCA constitution 
and the Animals Protection Act (APA) at the NSPCA offices. That was it. There was 
no incorporation of broader matters, for example, the NPO Act or good governance 
practices. The course is not mandatory and I am the only one on our committee who 
has attended it.�  (Participant 3: Chairperson, public shelter)

The lack of formalised succession planning, handover and orientation was noted to be a 
key factor in the turnover or dissolution of committees in this sector. 

5.2.6	 Stakeholder identification and engagement

In questions related to stakeholders it was apparent that participants were inwardly 
focused on their own immediate teams and, in the case of the SPCAs, their own societies 
and the NSPCA head office. Although the public were mentioned, the responses did not 
indicate an overt awareness of the value of the public as a key stakeholder and/or donor. 
Furthermore, stakeholders such as other shelters, corporates, veterinary organisations 
and government, were only highlighted by one participant.

Balancing stakeholder demands is challenging. I don’t think anyone has ever really 
looked at who the stakeholders of the SPCA are. Our stakeholders would be our 
geographical community, employees, the animals, government (in particular, local 
government), and our donors. � (Participant 10: Chairperson, public shelter)

5.2.7	 The contracting of auditors

All participants were aware of the importance of having an external auditing firm release 
an annual financial report. The process involved in selecting and appointing a particular 
auditing firm was, however, not clear. At one shelter, the chairperson selected the auditors 
and had them approved by the management committee. At another shelter, an auditing 
firm was selected and proposed at the AGM and approved through a majority vote. 
When participants were asked how they would know if a board member was receiving 
kickbacks from procuring a particular firm, the responses were similar: 

If that was happening we would have no idea.�
�  (Participant 1: Shelter manager/committee member, private shelter)

If shelters rely on decisions made at their AGMs, and these AGMs are poorly attended, 
it creates the possibility that one person/group can influence the decision about which 
auditing firm to use, and the nature of the annual reporting content. 

5.3	 Theme 3: Collaboration

5.3.1	 Volunteer programmes

Given the lack of capacity within the sector, volunteerism and volunteers could be an 
important source of support and specialised skills. Despite this, the notion of using 
volunteers in shelters emerged as a controversial issue.
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Volunteers are often more of a liability than an asset. They don’t understand how 
animal welfare works but come into a shelter and want to already give everyone 
instructions regarding how it should be done.�
�  (Participant 2: Chairperson, private shelter)

5.3.2	 Peer collaboration and community empowerment

NPOs are often characterised by a lack of capacity, funding and resources. As such, the 
pooling of resources, ideas, projects and special skills is useful. The feedback received, 
however, points to a sector where people struggle to work together. 

If we could remove the impact of the ego from the equation, then maybe we could all 
work together – but it comes down to the pie and the number of players who all want 
a piece of the pie. Ideologies are different and this influences different policies across 
organisations.�  (Participant 5: Inspector/committee member, private shelter)

Participant comments had specific bearing on relationships between public and private 
shelters. The inability to work together was said to have impeded the chances of shelters 
collaborating and pooling their resources. Although community outreach work and 
empowerment are important aspirations within the companion animal welfare sector, 
the reality points to the fact that shelters are struggling to make (their operational) ends 
meet. As a result, the full potential of joining forces to undertake outreach programmes 
in communities has not, as yet, been achieved.

5.4	 Theme 4: Financial sustainability of the organisation

5.4.1	 Fundraising

Given the broader national context, the animal welfare sector faces a challenge in 
securing funding streams to ensure both survival and sustainability. 

We must find alternative income streams and this is important going forward. We need 
to think differently about fundraising and we need to reach new people.�
�  (Participant 1: Shelter manager/committee member, private shelter)

Staff at shelters often lack the skills to be effective at fundraising and, as such, shelters 
need to strategise around a formula or approach that works. Competing for donor support 
from the public, given the proliferation of shelters with similar brands and offerings, was 
said to be a daunting task. The issue of government’s lack of funding for animal welfare 
and, specifically, for companion animal welfare, was a recurring theme throughout the 
responses received. 

5.4.2	 Donor relationship management

The ability to attract donors and convert once-off benefactors into long-term supporters 
is critical in the non‑profit sector. In this respect, feedback from the participants 
indicated that the companion animal welfare sector is still in its infancy as far as donor 
relationships are concerned. 
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We have asked for sponsorships, or help with services for our vehicles, but we have not 
come right. The tough economy is a factor and people do not have money. People don’t 
even pay visits to the shelters to see how things are run. All that we predominantly see 
is ad hoc giving – both in terms of funds and also products and food.�
�  (Participant 7: Shelter manager/committee member, public shelter)

Linked to the struggle for capacity and the reality of the overwhelming pressure on 
companion animal welfare, shelters do not have coherent and structured donor 
management systems which could eventually result in them having to close down. 

5.5	 Theme 5: Accountability to the public and to donors

5.5.1	 The release of animal welfare performance statistics 

The absence of reporting statistics, particularly to the public, it was said, creates a climate 
in which information can be manipulated or withheld, and donations are channelled 
into shelters based on subjective opinions or distorted/incorrect information. The lack of 
performance statistics was noted to contribute to the retention of mediocre people and 
the promotion of poor performance. 

Statistics should be released. A Section 21 is a public company and anything about it 
should be available. At present, we work on an accepted norm and no one from the 
public questions the status quo or asks for more information, or pushes the boundaries. 
I like the concept of releasing statistics in a structured manner because it will develop 
a healthy sense of competition, and develop and encourage shelters to be better.�
�  (Participant 4: Managing director/board member, private shelter)

Participants were in favour of reporting performance statistics more widely and openly. 
They viewed the release of such data as important for educating the public, informing 
donors and engaging in constructive competition and development. 

5.5.2	 The value of an external evaluation and rating agency

In terms of innovative models of accountability and transparency in the non‑profit 
sector, a neutral, external rating agency can serve a useful purpose in monitoring activity 
and reporting results to the public. The work rendered by an external rating agency can 
be central to donor decision-making, while fostering a climate of healthy productivity 
and competition between participants. At present, in South Africa, unlike in the United 
States, there is no such external rating agency for the companion animal welfare sector. 

We all need to be more distinguishable and more accountable, and we need develop
mental feedback. Donors need to be able to weigh up whether this organisation needs 
more money than another organisation. We do our best to maintain a good space. 
However, our bills are high. We need to pay vets to sustain the services we run. So, it 
would be a way for the public to make a more informed decision.�
�  (Participant 1: Shelter manager/committee member, private shelter)
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6.	 Discussion
The study aimed to identify perceptions of governance at South African companion 
animal shelters. The five core themes which emerged during this phase are discussed 
below. They are: ethical leadership, effectiveness of the board or committee, collaboration, 
financial sustainability of the organisation, and accountability to the public and donors.

6.1	 Theme 1: Ethical leadership

The constitution forms the bedrock at any organisation for the composition and activities 
of all boards/committees. Turnbull (2014) advocates that the manner in which an 
organisation is governed should be determined by its directors, as set out in its founding 
constitution and the laws and norms of the society in which the organisation operates, 
and as reflected in the abilities and behaviour of its management. The constitution is 
recognised as the pivotal baseline for good governance. 

The lack of centrality of the constitution in the functioning of the board or committee 
opens up a number of controversial issues related to governance. Without adherence 
to a constitution to provide an objective and clearly articulated baseline of rules and 
principles, human subjectivity enters the equation and creates weaknesses within 
governance systems (Chikadzi, 2013). 

In shifting the focus of ethical leadership to the need to manage conflicts of interest and 
the balance of power within a board or committee, the need for a clear, comprehensive and 
‘lived’ constitution factors into the equation. A constitution offers guidelines for effecting a 
balance of power within governing structures, and implementing mechanisms that allow 
for rigorous performance evaluation, development and rotation, where required. 

Given the absence of shareholders, the implementation of the constitution relies wholly 
on the board (or some other group authority) to periodically elect board members. This 
is rarely done, however, as most boards become self-perpetuating (Dent, 2014). These 
factors, taken together, all affect the balance of power in NPO boards. 

Companion animal shelters are struggling to attract skilled professionals from the external 
environment. As a result, friends and even family members may be nominated to fill a void, 
so that committees can function at the minimum level of representation. Alternatively, 
the same groups of people can entrench themselves in committees for lengthy periods of 
time, and thus negatively affect succession planning and the introduction of innovative 
ideas. Turnbull (2014) advises that the constitution must ideally denote a separation of 
powers between those who manage and those who govern, since such a demarcation 
helps to avoid systematic conflicts of interest and prevent unethical practices. 

The companion animal shelter network is not at the level of strategic sophistication 
outlined in the governance literature. There appears to be no coherent or common view 
with regards to the election of board members.
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For those public shelters that still make use of the traditional combination of public and 
shelter-specific representation, there is a reliance on AGMs to solicit committee member 
nominations from the citizenry. Unfortunately, AGMs tend to be poorly attended (or not 
attended at all) and, as a result, representation on committees may remain unchanged 
for years, hampering opportunities to identify and recruit new talent. 

6.2	 Theme 2: Effectiveness of the board or committee 

Hudson (2017) emphasises the importance of clearly defined roles at board or committee 
level – both in terms of the role fulfilled by every individual serving on the board and 
the role of the board itself. The board must have a clear understanding of its roles and 
responsibilities within the organisation if it is to function effectively within the power 
structure (Cornforth, 2001). 

Within the shelter context, key roles usually include those of chairperson, vice-
chairperson, treasurer and secretary, along with other general members. Shelters are not 
attracting the requisite level of skilled executive and volunteer support. As a result, it is 
commonplace to find a single individual fulfilling two or more roles at board or committee 
level. This has implications for the balanced composition of a board or committee and, by 
implication, its level of efficiency. It also raises questions about the checks and balances 
needed to prevent unethical practices. 

Nicholson, Newton and McGregor-Lowndes (2012) have demonstrated the positive 
relationship between NPO board performance and NPO effectiveness and Bright (2001) 
explains that board performance creates a framework for the success or failure of an 
organisation. The findings suggest that no formal performance evaluations exist for 
shelter boards/committees. Griffin, Larcker, Miles and Tayan (2017) emphasise that 
people do not join boards knowing how to be effective directors and therefore it is 
important that these individuals learn how to become effective. Taysir and Taysir (2012) 
note that board members must have the competence to enact the constitution of the 
NPO and pursue the mission of the organisation. 

The findings indicate that strategy and risk management are not yet fully practised 
or developed within the sector. Given the reactive focus and the struggle for survival, 
activities tend to be short term and ad hoc in nature. With dependence on funding, and 
the irregularity and instability of funding streams, shelters are challenged in their ability 
to envision the future and plan their longer-term goals. 

In linking strategic management and risk management, an NPO incurs increasing risk 
if it is unable to engage in strategic planning and delivery. Shelters must be able to 
pre-empt and navigate turbulence in both the sector and society in order to position 
themselves in such a way that they can utilise opportunities and minimise risk. However, 
given the scale of the animal welfare volumes referred to by participants, shelters have 
not been able to ‘get ahead’ of their daily challenges. 

The findings suggest that shelters are not necessarily clear on who their stakeholders are, 
nor has anyone yet undertaken a formal ‘mapping’ of all the relevant parties. This lack of 
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certainty immediately places shelters on the back foot in terms of their ability to tailor 
communication messages to specific audiences, or to involve stakeholders in strategic 
planning and consultation. Furthermore, in terms of stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984), 
uncertainty regarding the profile of shelter stakeholders indicates that these entities 
have not yet fully explored the opportunities inherent in a stakeholder approach to 
governance. 

Stakeholders represent a source of uncertainty for NPOs, since non‑profits require 
resources and legitimacy from their stakeholders, but neither aspect is necessarily 
predictable nor controllable (Bielefeld, 2013). Stakeholder relationships need continuous 
and proactive monitoring and managing (Balser & McClusky, 2005). 

Although financial controls and reporting are fiduciary responsibilities of which NPO 
boards/committees are aware, the greatest challenge affecting this area of governance 
involves a lack of resources (Baapogmah, Meyer, Chien & Afolabi, 2015). Given the 
rapid development of easily accessible media in the developing world, the demand 
for transparency and accountability on the part of charities is unavoidable. According 
to Bottiglieri, Koleski and Conway (2011), transparency that results in more satisfied 
donors correlates with increased donations and more effective NPOs. Sacco and Nagy 
(2004) assert that NPOs cannot expedite their public service missions faithfully without 
a transparent accounting system that provides sufficient information to the board, the 
public, donors and the state. Poor performance in accounting and management control 
will lead to a possible loss of faith and breach of trust in this sector. 

6.3	 Theme 3: Collaboration

Keeping volunteers committed and engaged is amongst the most difficult challenges 
facing NPOs. The organisational climate mediates the relationship between autonomous 
motivation and satisfaction, as well as that between external motivation and the intention 
to leave an organisation (Nencini, Romaioli & Meneghini, 2016). The increasingly 
precarious employment relationships in NPOs can be expected to manifest themselves 
in the negative or detrimental employee responses identified in non‑profit workplaces 
– examples include low morale and commitment, and ill health (Baines & Cunningham, 
2011). According to Kuttner (2008), high levels of turnover are an industry standard 
for casual, low-paid, human-service jobs such as those performed by NPO employees 
and volunteers.

At the board or committee level, the challenge is to attract and retain skilled professionals 
within the non‑profit environment, and, particularly, the companion animal welfare sector. 
Boards/committees must function in such a way that people feel they are contributing 
to a mission with which they can identify, and that their skills and inputs are valued 
and make a tangible contribution. This is essential for ensuring a stable, effective and 
efficient board or committee. 
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The findings point to shelter board or committee climates often being turbulent or 
downright hostile. Many of those from private shelters lamented their founding members 
overstaying their welcome, and general infighting amongst representatives. 

A key challenge, therefore, is to support boards/committees so that they can achieve 
their full potential, rather than being characterised by strife or absenteeism. Linking 
back to the discussion on the orientation and training of incoming members, this 
‘coming together’ at the outset would serve a useful purpose in creating common ground, 
providing clarity on roles and expectations, and arriving at an understanding of shelter 
and animal welfare realities. In the absence of proper orientation and further training, 
the divide between ‘us and them’ runs the risk of becoming more pronounced. 

Participants were explicit about the lack of professional qualifications within the animal 
welfare sector, as well as the general lack of training and growth opportunities. These 
sentiments also apply to board or committee members who need a solid grounding 
in this sector and its concomitant challenges, as well as a comprehensive orientation 
regarding the applicable legislation and procedural rules. 

The decision to commit to voluntary work and to an NPO is the result of a combination 
of prior experience, existing interests, social bonds and available information. If the 
decision is thus linked to specific motives and expectations, practical activities must 
satisfy these expectations, otherwise the commitment has no meaning (Penner, Dovidio, 
Piliavin & Schroeder, 2005). Volunteer satisfaction also depends on whether the goals of 
the NPO are being met: failing to attain a common goal or encountering difficulties in 
meeting that goal chips away at commitment and motivation (Vecina, Chacón, Marzana 
& Marta, 2013).

The findings indicate that some shelters regard volunteer programmes as a liability rather 
than an asset. Ironically, shelters are in need of additional capacity, given constraints 
at the human and resource levels. Volunteers, when oriented and involved in optimal 
and structured ways, have the potential to bring both human capacity and additional 
resources into this environment. If volunteers are not trained or seek to put their own 
needs above those of the organisation, they can become a liability.

MacIndoe and Sullivan (2014) report on non‑profit stakeholders who urge within-sector 
(specifically, with other non‑profits) and cross-sector (specifically, with for-profit firms 
and government agencies) collaboration as a way of achieving efficiencies in service 
delivery, stretching donor funding and improving their long-term sustainability. Calls 
for increased non‑profit collaboration resonate with a proliferation in the number of 
non‑profits, the duplication of organisational efforts, and geographic overlap in service 
delivery as threats to non‑profit sustainability (Paarlberg & Varda, 2009).

The findings indicate that shelters in South Africa are competitive, particularly given the 
limited financial donor pool. This is in line with the findings of Trussel and Parsons (2007), 
that financial sustainability issues are compounded by the existence of competition for 
funds amongst charities operating in the same areas. 
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6.4	 Theme 4: Financial sustainability of the organisation 

NPOs must navigate fragmented funding streams, weather economic fluctuations, and 
contend with a variety of changes to their traditional revenue sources (Young,  Peng, 
Ahlstrom, Bruton & Jiang, 2008). In South Africa, given the lack of government funding 
and the negligible to non-existent funding from corporates, the companion animal 
welfare sector’s biggest challenge (and threat) lies in a shelter’s ability to raise sufficient 
funds to survive. 

The effective functioning of the governing board or committee is vital in ensuring that the 
shelter facilitates effective fundraising, planning and the mobilisation of volunteers and 
ideas. Shelters must engage continuously with the public in order to build a brand name 
and reputation in the minds of actual and potential donors, and create a dependable 
supporter base and reliable funding streams. 

The findings indicate that donor relationship management is still in an embryonic stage in 
the companion animal welfare sector. Shelters generally have ad hoc donor relationships 
and are hard-pressed to analyse and pursue purposeful relationship strategies, given the 
lack of staffing capacity and the operational volumes associated with welfare-related 
challenges.

6.4.1	 Theme 5: Accountability to the public and donors

Shelters participate in compiling and submitting annual integrated financial statements 
pertaining to their NPO status and turnover. However, standard audit parameters focus 
on typical efficiency indicators associated with financial controls and management. 
Organisational sustainability necessitates social, environmental and economic 
performance measures (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2017). In the case of the companion 
animal welfare sector, shelters would gain developmental value from broader audits 
that also evaluate operational efficiencies and welfare practices. At present, no entity 
is responsible for this level of monitoring and evaluation across both the public and 
private shelter networks. This is in direct contrast to the practice in the USA where 
inroads have been made over the past ten years with regard to the assessment and 
accountability of shelters through the combined influence of the Assilomar Accord (2004), 
Maddie’s Fund, and charity ratings systems such as Charity Navigator and Guidestar 
(Heyde, 2008; McConnachie, 2007). These essentially constitute an interwoven system 
of basic standards on the one hand (Assilomar Accord, 2004; Maddie’s Fund, 2015, Basic 
Data Matrix), and the purposeful measurement of performance in relation to standards 
(Maddie’s Fund annual grant distribution activities), along with the release of statistics 
for public review to inform donor decision-making (Guidestar, Charity Navigator) on 
the other.
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7.	 Recommendations and areas for future research
Based on the findings of the study, the following main recommendations are furnished.

1.	 In a sector which is generally unable to draw in experienced professionals at the 
governance level, improved board or committee orientation and training are crucial. 
Consideration needs to be given to ways in which the sector can tap into the expertise 
of the private sector, in order to professionalise roles and access training. 

2.	 Given the reality of capacity shortages at board or committee level, and the reality of 
the animal welfare challenge in this country, isolation and separation do not serve the 
best interests of the shelter community. It is important for the current fragmentation 
to be shifted towards an exploration of mutual synergies and pooled resources. 

3.	 In South Africa, statistics are not readily available for the companion animal welfare 
sector. It is vital that NPOs explore various ways of adhering to requirements 
regarding transparency and accountability in this area of governance, particularly 
against the backdrop of the worldwide economic recession and increased competition 
to recruit and retain donors. Transparency and accountability work together to 
strengthen the consistency of management actions, thereby building credibility 
and trust (Szper & Prakash, 2011). The combined process of performance rating and 
shelter development, expedited by a neutral, objective and external entity, should 
improve the transparency and accountability of shelter performance nationally, while 
providing concrete feedback and resources for growth and development. The additional 
benefit of releasing shelter performance results to the public could contribute to the 
education and information needs of the public, while allowing donors to make more 
informed decisions regarding charitable giving to any participating shelter. In turn, 
the empowerment of donors could facilitate greater accountability and responsibility 
amongst shelters in terms of animal welfare-related actions and financial spend. 

Specific areas for future research in the area of volunteer management could include: 
research into the specific practices that will help to recruit and retain volunteers and 
allow shelter personnel to tap into their networks, research into the specific practices 
that are important for stakeholder engagement and the transparent communication 
with stakeholders and research into the need for an overall rating and co-ordinating 
body that could promote the working together of a fragmented sector as well as provide 
support for shelters as they grow from start-ups to established entities and beyond.

8.	 Conclusion
The study yielded a diversity of views across five governance themes, these being ethical 
leadership, effectiveness of the board or committee, collaboration, financial sustainability 
of the organisation, and accountability to the public and donors.

There is substantial scope in the companion animal welfare sector in South Africa to 
improve governance practices and better inform donors. The sector has been left to idle 
and in some instances, regress, due to a combination of weak legislation, insufficient 
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funding, resources and infrastructure, a lack of government support, and the inability of 
participating shelters to come together to forge a better way forward. In the absence of 
a vibrant public presence, ranging from the attendance of annual general meetings and 
election of committee members, through to volunteerism and informed donor decisions, 
many shelters have continued unchecked – particularly with regard to the way in which 
boards and committees direct efficiencies, uphold performance and take accountability. 
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