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Abstract 
Purpose: The purpose of this article is to examine how organizational culture 
influences recruitment outcomes in public sector institutions, particularly in 
fragile and post-conflict contexts where formal merit-based recruitment rules 
coexist with informal practices such as political patronage, ethnic balancing, 
and loyalty-based appointments. Design/Methodology/Approach: The article 
used a PRISMA-guided systematic literature review of theoretical and empiri-
cal scholarship on merit-based recruitment, organizational culture, and infor-
mal institutions, from which a mechanism-based conceptual framework is de-
veloped. South Sudan is used as an analytically anchored case rather than a site 
of primary data collection: governance assessments, civil service policy docu-
ments, and peer-reviewed studies relevant to South Sudan are read through the 
framework to explain how leadership norms, informal recruitment practices, 
and shared assumptions about merit shape recruitment outcomes through pro-
cesses of institutional legitimacy and rule interpretation. Findings: The review 
indicates that organizational culture functions as an institutional mechanism 
that mediates the implementation of formal recruitment rules. While many 
fragile states formally adopt merit-based recruitment reforms, the reviewed lit-
erature suggests that the persistence of informal norms and patronage net-
works often shapes how these rules are interpreted and enforced in practice. 
As a result, formal convergence around meritocratic frameworks does not nec-
essarily translate into convergence in recruitment outcomes. Practical Impli-
cations: The findings suggest that rule-centric public sector reforms alone are 
insufficient to ensure merit-based recruitment. Reform strategies must address 
underlying cultural norms, leadership practices, and informal institutional ar-
rangements that influence recruitment decisions in public organizations. Orig-
inality/Value: This study contributes to the literature by moving beyond de-
scriptive accounts of recruitment reform failure to specify the cultural and in-
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stitutional mechanisms through which macro-level reforms translate into mi-
cro-level recruitment decisions. The proposed framework is empirically testa-
ble and transferable to other fragile and post-conflict governance contexts. 
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1. Introduction 

Merit-based recruitment is widely recognized as a foundational principle of mod-
ern public administration because it promotes bureaucratic competence, proce-
dural fairness, and institutional legitimacy. Public sector reform agendas across 
the world emphasize transparent and competitive recruitment systems as mecha-
nisms for improving government effectiveness and strengthening state capacity. 
These reforms are premised on the idea that meritocratic recruitment enhances 
administrative professionalism, reduces corruption, and ensures that public insti-
tutions attract competent personnel capable of delivering public services effec-
tively (Rauch & Evans, 2000; Meyer-Sahling & Mikkelsen, 2022). Recent empirical 
studies also show that professionalized recruitment systems are positively associ-
ated with improved public sector performance and higher levels of citizen trust in 
government institutions (Meyer-Sahling, Mikkelsen, & Schuster, 2021). 

Despite the global diffusion of merit-based recruitment frameworks, evidence 
from fragile and post-conflict states demonstrates that formal recruitment rules 
frequently fail to produce meritocratic outcomes. Governance research increas-
ingly shows that recruitment decisions in many developing administrative sys-
tems remain strongly influenced by informal political considerations, including 
patronage networks, ethnic balancing, and elite bargaining arrangements (An-
drews, Pritchett, & Woolcock, 2017; Kelsall et al., 2022). In such contexts, the co-
existence of formal recruitment procedures and informal decision-making prac-
tices creates a persistent gap between institutional design and institutional prac-
tice. This gap is particularly visible in appointments to senior public sector posi-
tions where administrative authority intersects with political power (Grindle, 
2023). 

Recent scholarship in public administration has increasingly sought to explain 
why the adoption of formal governance reforms often fails to produce corre-
sponding behavioural change within public institutions. While earlier explana-
tions focused primarily on weak institutional capacity or lack of political will, 
newer institutional research emphasizes the importance of organizational processes 
and internal norms in shaping how formal rules are interpreted and implemented 
(Ocasio, Thornton, & Lounsbury, 2023). Organizational actors do not simply apply 
rules mechanically; rather, they interpret them through socially embedded mean-
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ings, professional norms, and shared assumptions about appropriate administrative 
behaviour. As a result, formal procedures may be symbolically maintained while 
actual decision-making practices reflect informal organizational dynamics. 

One critical but often underexplored explanation for this divergence lies in the 
role of organizational culture. Organizational culture refers to the system of shared 
values, beliefs, and assumptions that shape behaviour within institutions. Research 
in organizational studies demonstrates that culture influences how individuals in-
terpret rules, define legitimacy, and justify particular actions within organizations 
(Schein & Schein, 2017; Hatch & Cunliffe, 2023). In the context of recruitment, 
organizational culture can shape how merit principles are understood and applied 
by defining what constitutes competence, leadership, or trustworthiness within a 
particular institutional environment. 

The influence of organizational culture becomes particularly significant in en-
vironments characterized by high levels of discretion and weak institutional en-
forcement. When formal rules are ambiguous or inconsistently applied, organiza-
tional actors rely on shared norms and informal expectations to guide their deci-
sions. Over time, these informal practices can become institutionalized within or-
ganizations, shaping how formal policies are enacted in practice (Thornton, Ocasio, 
& Lounsbury, 2024). In public sector organizations, such cultural dynamics often 
influence personnel management processes, including recruitment, promotion, 
and leadership selection. 

These changing aspects are especially visible in fragile and post-conflict states 
such as South Sudan. Since achieving independence in 2011, South Sudan has 
faced persistent governance challenges characterized by political instability, insti-
tutional fragility, and limited bureaucratic consolidation. Although formal civil 
service laws emphasize merit-based recruitment and professional administration, 
governance assessments consistently report that senior appointments remain 
heavily influenced by political negotiation, ethnic considerations, and elite accom-
modation strategies (Kelsall et al., 2022; OECD, 2025). In such environments, re-
cruitment decisions frequently serve broader political functions related to coalition 
management and conflict stabilization rather than purely administrative objectives. 

The persistence of this gap between formal institutional rules and administra-
tive practice highlights the need for deeper theoretical explanations. Rather than 
focusing solely on structural constraints or political interference, it is necessary to 
examine the mechanisms through which institutional rules are interpreted and 
enacted within organizations. Organizational culture provides an important ana-
lytical lens for understanding this process because it shapes how actors perceive 
institutional constraints, interpret formal procedures, and justify deviations from 
official regulations (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2023). 

This article addresses this analytical gap by conceptualizing organizational cul-
ture as an institutional mechanism linking formal recruitment rules to recruit-
ment outcomes. Specifically, the article develops a theoretical framework integrat-
ing organizational culture theory, institutional theory, and neo-patrimonial per-
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spectives to explain how cultural norms influence the implementation of merit-
based recruitment reforms in fragile governance contexts. By focusing on the in-
teraction between formal institutions and organizational culture, the article con-
tributes to broader debates in public administration concerning why formally 
similar governance reforms often produce divergent outcomes across institutional 
environments. 

1.1. Key Definitions and Scope 

Three terms are used throughout this article and are defined here to keep the unit 
of analysis consistent. Senior public officials refer to appointees to senior civil ser-
vice and public agency positions, typically director-level and above, where ap-
pointment authority sits with senior political or administrative leadership rather 
than being fully delegated to line management, and where discretion over selec-
tion criteria is consequently highest. Merit-based recruitment denotes recruit-
ment governed by publicly advertised vacancies, competency-based evaluation, 
protection from political interference, and enforceable accountability mecha-
nisms, consistent with the four-dimension operationalisation set out in Section 
3.2.1. Administrative performance refers to the competence, impartiality, and ser-
vice-delivery effectiveness of the public officials appointed through a given recruit-
ment process, as distinct from broader organisational or sectoral performance 
measures. 

The primary unit of analysis is senior public official appointments. Because the 
peer-reviewed and grey literature on South Sudan and comparable fragile states 
rarely disaggregates by seniority, the review also draws on studies of general civil 
service recruitment where these illustrate mechanisms—cultural mediation, in-
formal-institutional moderation—that the framework argues apply with particu-
lar force to senior appointments. Where a cited study concerns general civil ser-
vice recruitment rather than senior appointments specifically, this is noted in the 
text.  

1.2. Theoretical Underpinnings 

This study integrates three complementary theoretical perspectives, organizational 
culture theory, institutional theory, and neo-patrimonialism, to explain how recruit-
ment rules are interpreted and enacted within public sector organizations. Together, 
these perspectives provide a multi-level analytical framework linking macro-level 
governance conditions with micro-level organizational behaviour. 

Organizational culture theory provides an important starting point for under-
standing how shared meanings shape behaviour inside institutions. Organiza-
tional culture refers to the system of shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that 
guide how organizational members perceive problems and respond to institu-
tional expectations. According to Schein and Schein (2017), culture operates at 
multiple levels within organizations, ranging from observable practices to deeply 
embedded assumptions about authority, competence, and legitimacy. These cul-
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tural elements influence how organizational members interpret formal proce-
dures and evaluate appropriate courses of action. 

One widely used analytical framework for understanding organizational culture 
is the layered model developed by Schein, which distinguishes between artifacts, 
espoused values, and basic assumptions. Artifacts represent visible organizational 
practices such as recruitment procedures, appointment memos, or selection com-
mittees. Espoused values refer to formally articulated principles such as profes-
sionalism, transparency, and meritocracy that are often expressed in policy docu-
ments and organizational mission statements. However, the deepest level of cul-
ture, basic assumptions, consists of taken-for-granted beliefs about authority, trust, 
and leadership that shape behaviour within organizations (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2023). 
These underlying assumptions often exert the strongest influence in situations 
where formal rules provide limited guidance. 

Institutional theory extends this analysis by examining how formal rules and 
informal norms interact within organizations. Institutional scholars distinguish 
between formal institutions, including laws and regulations, and informal institu-
tions, such as social norms and shared expectations that guide behaviour in prac-
tice (North, 1990; Hodgson, 2024). Importantly, institutional theory emphasizes 
that the effects of formal rules depend on how actors interpret and enact them 
within organizational contexts. Institutions therefore operate not only through 
formal enforcement mechanisms but also through socially constructed meanings 
that shape behaviour (Ocasio, Thornton, & Lounsbury, 2023). 

In fragile governance contexts, the coexistence of formal and informal institu-
tions often produces what scholars describe as institutional dualism. Under such 
conditions, formal bureaucratic structures may coexist with informal governance 
arrangements that exercise significant influence over decision-making processes. 
Public officials may therefore navigate multiple institutional logics simultane-
ously, balancing the expectations of formal administrative rules with informal po-
litical or social obligations (Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2024). This dynamic 
helps explain why formal recruitment reforms may be adopted without funda-
mentally altering underlying administrative practices. 

Neo-patrimonial theory provides a contextual perspective for understanding 
how these dynamics operate in many fragile and post-conflict states. Neo-patri-
monial governance systems combine formal bureaucratic institutions with per-
sonalized networks of authority and patron-client relationships. In such systems, 
public office often functions as a resource for maintaining political alliances, dis-
tributing patronage, and securing loyalty among political actors (Bratton & van 
de Walle, 1997; Kelsall et al., 2022). Consequently, recruitment decisions fre-
quently reflect broader political considerations rather than purely administrative 
criteria. 

These governance dynamics influence organizational cultures by embedding 
expectations about leadership, loyalty, and competence within public institutions. 
In neo-patrimonial environments, attributes such as political reliability, ethnic 
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representation, and personal trust may be viewed as legitimate components of 
leadership competence. As a result, recruitment practices that deviate from formal 
meritocratic procedures may still be perceived as rational and legitimate responses 
to the political realities of governance (Grindle, 2023). 

Through these theoretical perspectives, this article conceptualizes organiza-
tional culture as a mechanism linking macro-level governance structures to mi-
cro-level recruitment decisions. Organizational culture shapes how actors inter-
pret recruitment rules, determines which practices are considered legitimate 
within organizations, and provides informal guidance for behaviour when formal 
enforcement mechanisms are weak. In fragile governance situations, these cul-
tural mechanisms play a crucial role in explaining why merit-based recruitment 
reforms often fail to produce expected administrative outcomes. 

2. Literature Review 

Merit-Based Recruitment and Public Sector Performance 
Merit-based recruitment is widely regarded as a cornerstone of effective public 

administration. Rooted in Weberian bureaucratic theory, meritocratic recruit-
ment systems aim to ensure that public officials are selected based on qualifica-
tions, competence, and professional experience rather than political or personal 
affiliations. Such systems are considered essential for building professional bu-
reaucracies capable of delivering public services efficiently and maintaining public 
trust in government institutions. Empirical research consistently demonstrates 
that meritocratic recruitment systems are associated with improved governance 
outcomes, including reduced corruption, stronger institutional capacity, and bet-
ter public service performance (Tadesse Bogale & Debela, 2024; Minja, 2024). 

Recent empirical studies have reinforced the importance of merit-based recruit-
ment in strengthening administrative effectiveness. Research examining public 
sector human resource management systems shows that recruitment processes 
that prioritize competency-based selection and transparent evaluation procedures 
significantly enhance organizational performance and workforce quality. For ex-
ample, a study examining recruitment strategies in government institutions found 
that well-designed recruitment systems improve workforce stability, employee 
motivation, and service delivery outcomes (Nzimande et al., 2025). These findings 
suggest that meritocratic recruitment practices are a critical component of effec-
tive governance systems. 

The broader literature also highlights the role of recruitment systems in shaping 
broader societal outcomes. Studies examining the relationship between civil ser-
vice recruitment systems and governance indicators show that meritocratic re-
cruitment reduces political corruption and strengthens institutional integrity. Re-
search analysing civil service organization across countries demonstrates that re-
cruitment systems based on professional qualifications rather than patronage con-
tribute to lower corruption levels and improved social outcomes, including better 
population health indicators (Dahlström et al., 2012). These findings illustrate the 
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broader governance implications of recruitment systems beyond internal admin-
istrative performance. 

However, despite the recognized benefits of meritocratic recruitment systems, 
many public sector institutions continue to struggle with the effective implemen-
tation of merit-based recruitment practices. Research across developing countries 
demonstrates that recruitment processes are often influenced by political patron-
age, personal networks, and informal institutional arrangements. These dynamics 
frequently result in the coexistence of formal meritocratic rules and informal re-
cruitment practices that shape actual appointment outcomes. 

Recruitment Practices in Developing and Fragile Governance Contexts 
The implementation of merit-based recruitment systems is particularly chal-

lenging in fragile governance environments. In many developing countries, for-
mal administrative institutions coexist with informal political networks that in-
fluence recruitment decisions. Public sector appointments may therefore reflect 
broader political considerations such as ethnic balancing, coalition management, 
or elite accommodation. 

Studies examining recruitment practices in African public sector institutions 
illustrate the persistence of these challenges. Research on recruitment practices in 
government institutions in South Africa found that although formal recruitment 
procedures emphasize merit-based selection, the actual implementation of these 
procedures is often constrained by bureaucratic inertia, inconsistent policy imple-
mentation, and informal decision-making networks (Nzimande et al., 2025). Sim-
ilar findings have been reported in other African governance contexts, where re-
cruitment decisions are influenced by political actors and informal institutional 
dynamics. 

Evidence from Uganda further illustrates the challenges of implementing merit-
based recruitment systems in developing governance contexts. A study examining 
recruitment practices in district local governments found that political influence 
and informal networks frequently undermine merit-based recruitment procedures. 
The study concluded that recruitment decisions were often shaped by influence-
peddling and political pressure from local leaders, resulting in the appointment of 
candidates who may not necessarily meet formal merit criteria (Ocwer, Okuna, & 
Mwesigwa, 2024). These findings highlight the complex interaction between for-
mal administrative rules and informal political dynamics in shaping recruitment 
outcomes. 

Organizational Culture and Administrative Decision-Making 
One important factor influencing recruitment outcomes in public sector insti-

tutions is organizational culture. Organizational culture refers to the shared val-
ues, norms, and assumptions that shape behaviour within institutions. These cul-
tural elements influence how organizational members interpret rules, evaluate de-
cisions, and determine what actions are considered legitimate within a particular 
institutional environment. 

Recent research emphasizes that organizational culture plays a critical role in 
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shaping administrative behaviour within public institutions. Studies examining 
human resource practices in government organizations demonstrate that cultural 
factors such as leadership expectations, institutional values, and shared beliefs about 
authority significantly influence employee behaviour and decision-making pro-
cesses (Tadesse Bogale & Debela, 2024). Organizational culture therefore shapes 
how recruitment rules are interpreted and implemented by influencing how deci-
sion-makers perceive merit, competence, and leadership. 

Within recruitment processes, organizational culture can shape how merit prin-
ciples are interpreted and applied. Recruitment decisions often involve discretion-
ary judgement, particularly when evaluating leadership potential or organiza-
tional fit. In such situations, decision-makers frequently rely on informal norms 
and shared assumptions to guide their choices. These cultural expectations may 
influence which candidate attributes are prioritized during recruitment processes. 

For example, research examining hiring practices in organizations shows that re-
cruitment decisions frequently involve balancing merit-based considerations with 
other factors such as loyalty, organizational fit, and internal networks (Hakiki, 
2025). Such dynamics illustrate how organizational culture can shape recruitment 
outcomes by influencing how decision-makers evaluate candidate suitability. 

Informal Institutions and Hybrid Recruitment Systems 
The interaction between formal institutions and informal governance practices 

has become a central theme in contemporary public administration research. In-
stitutional scholars emphasize that formal rules do not automatically determine 
behaviour; rather, they operate within broader institutional environments that in-
clude informal norms, political networks, and cultural expectations. 

In many developing governance contexts, this interaction produces hybrid in-
stitutional systems in which formal bureaucratic rules coexist with informal gov-
ernance arrangements. Public officials may therefore navigate multiple institu-
tional logics simultaneously, balancing the expectations of formal administrative 
rules with informal political or social obligations. 

Research examining public sector recruitment systems demonstrates that such 
hybrid arrangements are common in many governance contexts. Comparative stud-
ies of recruitment systems show that governments often combine meritocratic pro-
cedures with political considerations in order to maintain political stability and 
represent diverse social groups within public institutions (Jahija, 2025). These hy-
brid systems reflect the practical realities of governance in complex political envi-
ronments. 

Organizational Culture as an Institutional Mechanism 
Although the literature on public sector recruitment and governance reforms 

has expanded significantly in recent years, relatively limited attention has been 
given to the mechanisms through which organizational culture mediates the rela-
tionship between institutional rules and recruitment outcomes. Many existing 
studies focus primarily on structural explanations such as political interference or 
institutional capacity constraints. 
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However, understanding how institutional rules are interpreted within organi-
zations requires examining internal organizational dynamics. Organizational cul-
ture shapes how actors perceive legitimacy, interpret procedural requirements, 
and justify particular decisions. In recruitment processes, these cultural mecha-
nisms influence how decision-makers evaluate candidate qualifications and inter-
pret merit criteria. 

Consequently, examining organizational culture as an institutional mechanism 
provides an important contribution to the broader literature on governance reform. 
By focusing on the interpretive processes through which rules are translated into 
administrative practice, this perspective helps explain why formal recruitment re-
forms often fail to produce expected outcomes in fragile governance contexts. 

The contemporary literature converges on several critical views relevant to pub-
lic administration reform in fragile states such as South Sudan. First, while 
merit-based recruitment is widely accepted as a hallmark of effective bureaucratic 
systems, its implementation is deeply contingent on institutional capacity, politi-
cal conditions, and organizational culture. Second, organizational culture matters: 
without shifts in dominant norms and practices, formal HRM reforms struggle to 
penetrate entrenched bureaucratic behaviors. Third, informal institutions, partic-
ularly neopatrimonial networks and patron-client systems, fundamentally shape 
reform trajectories, often undermining formal regulatory frameworks and pro-
ducing persistent governance failures. 

These views suggest that achieving sustained merit-based recruitment reforms 
in contexts like South Sudan will require integrated strategies that go beyond pro-
cedural mandates. Strengthening accountability mechanisms, fostering cultural 
change within public institutions, and addressing the structural power of informal 
networks are central to breaking cycles of reform failure. Future sections of this 
manuscript will build on these findings to articulate a conceptual framework and 
propositions that link formal HRM reforms with cultural and institutional dy-
namics in fragile governance contexts. 

3. Conceptual Framework and Propositions 

This section operationalises the three key constructs identified in the theoretical 
and literature review, merit-based recruitment (MR), organisational culture, and 
informal institutions, into a coherent, integrated analytical framework. The 
framework explains how these constructs interact to shape public administration 
reform outcomes in fragile governance settings, and derives three empirically test-
able propositions from the proposed relational pathways. 

3.1. Framework Overview and Theoretical Grounding 

The proposed framework is informed by the convergence of three complementary 
theoretical traditions reviewed in Section 2: organisational culture theory, institu-
tional theory, and neo-patrimonial perspectives. Together, these traditions direct 
analytical attention to three distinct but interdependent levels of explanation—the 
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procedural level of formal rules, the organisational level of shared norms and val-
ues, and the political economy level of informal power structures. The framework 
argues that none of these levels is sufficient on its own to explain recruitment out-
comes; rather, it is their interaction that determines whether formal merit-based 
procedures produce the administrative performance outcomes they are designed 
to achieve. 

At its core, the framework posits that the impact of merit-based recruitment on 
administrative performance is neither direct nor unconditional. Organisational 
culture serves as a mediating variable, conditioning how formal recruitment rules 
are interpreted, enacted, and internalised by administrative actors. Informal insti-
tutions, in turn, operate as a moderating variable, strengthening or weakening 
both the direct effect of MR procedures and the capacity of organisational culture 
to reinforce meritocratic norms. This three-level model moves beyond procedur-
alist accounts of recruitment reform by specifying the cultural and institutional 
mechanisms through which macro-level governance designs translate, or fail to 
translate, into micro-level administrative behaviour. 

3.2. Core Constructs 
3.2.1. Merit-Based Recruitment 
Merit-based recruitment is conceptualised as a formalised set of procedures and 
criteria that prioritise competence, qualifications, and professional experience in 
public sector hiring decisions, consistent with Weberian bureaucratic principles 
and contemporary civil service reform standards (SIGMA, 2023). Empirically, MR 
is operationalised along four dimensions: procedural transparency (publicly ad-
vertised vacancies and documented selection criteria); competency-based evalua-
tion (standardised testing and structured assessment); protection from political 
interference (civil service commission independence and formal appeal mecha-
nisms); and accountability (sanctions for non-compliance and audit trails). Stronger 
institutionalisation across these dimensions is expected to produce higher admin-
istrative competence, reduced patronage in hiring, and improved service delivery 
performance (Meyer-Sahling & Mikkelsen, 2022). 

3.2.2. Organisational Culture 
Organisational culture is defined as the system of shared values, beliefs, and taken-
for-granted assumptions that shape how civil servants perceive, interpret, and re-
spond to formal institutional requirements within their organisations (Schein & 
Schein, 2017). Following Schein’s layered model, organisational culture is under-
stood to operate across three levels: observable artefacts (visible practices such as 
how recruitment panels are convened); espoused values (formally articulated prin-
ciples such as transparency and professionalism stated in policy documents); and 
basic assumptions (deeply embedded beliefs about authority, competence, and le-
gitimate leadership that govern actual decision-making behaviour). It is particu-
larly at the level of basic assumptions that organisational culture most powerfully 
mediates the enactment of formal recruitment procedures, especially in contexts 
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where formal enforcement is weak or inconsistent (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2023). 
In the framework, organisational culture is positioned as a mediating variable. 

A professional culture, characterised by accountability norms, ethical conduct, 
and openness to procedural compliance, is expected to amplify the performance 
effects of MR reforms by ensuring that formal rules are internalised rather than 
merely formally observed. Conversely, a patronage-oriented culture, character-
ised by loyalty expectations, hierarchical deference, and normalised informality, 
is expected to attenuate reform effects by generating surface compliance while 
sustaining informal decision-making dynamics. 

3.2.3. Informal Institutions 
Informal institutions are defined as persistent social norms, relational networks, 
and discretionary practices that operate outside formal statute but actively govern 
administrative behaviour (North, 1990; Hodgson, 2024). In the South Sudanese 
context, relevant informal institutions include clan-based appointment networks, 
ethnic balancing expectations in senior hiring decisions, patron-client loyalty ob-
ligations, and neo-patrimonial arrangements in which public office serves coali-
tion management functions rather than purely administrative ones (Kelsall et al., 
2022). These informal arrangements are not merely residual or transitional; they 
are adaptive, evolving in response to formal reform pressures while preserving their 
capacity to shape appointment outcomes. 

In the framework, informal institutional strength functions as a moderating 
variable. Where informal institutions are strong relative to formal enforcement, 
they constrain both the direct effect of MR procedures (by enabling informal by-
passing of formal criteria) and the mediating role of organisational culture (by 
embedding expectations that override professional norms). Where informal insti-
tutions are comparatively weaker, or where formal accountability mechanisms are 
sufficiently robust to contain them, the mediating role of organisational culture 
becomes more decisive in determining recruitment outcomes. 

3.2.4. Distinguishing Organisational Culture from Informal Institutions 
Because the two constructs are easily conflated in practice, it is worth stating ex-
plicitly what belongs to each and how each would be observed. Organisational 
culture is internal to the organisation: it consists of the shared values, espoused 
principles, and basic assumptions that civil servants within a given ministry or 
agency hold about authority, competence, and legitimate conduct. It would be ob-
served through artefacts such as how recruitment panels are convened and docu-
mented, through espoused values stated in internal policy and mission docu-
ments, and, less directly, through patterns of procedural fidelity across adminis-
trative units with the same formal rules. Informal institutions are external to any 
single organisation: they are society-wide or political-settlement-level norms and 
networks—clan-based appointment networks, patron-client obligations, ethnic 
balancing expectations—that operate across ministries and agencies regardless of 
any one unit’s internal culture. They would be observed through appointment 
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patterns that track kinship, ethnic, or political-network ties rather than institu-
tional affiliation, and through the persistence of such patterns across administra-
tive units with otherwise divergent internal cultures. In the framework, this dis-
tinction is what separates a mediating variable (culture, which conditions how a 
given organisation enacts formal rules) from a moderating variable (informal in-
stitutions, which constrain the reach of both formal rules and organisational cul-
ture from outside the organisation). 

3.3. Relational Pathways 

The conceptual framework specifies three interrelated pathways through which 
the core constructs interact to shape administrative performance outcomes. These 
are summarised in Table 1 and elaborated below. 

 
Table 1. Summary of conceptual framework pathways. 

Pathway Key Construct Expected Effect 

1. Direct MR Effect 
Formal merit-based 
recruitment strength 

↑ Administrative competence, 
impartiality, and service 
delivery effectiveness 

2. Cultural Mediation 
Organisational culture 
(professional vs. patronage-
oriented) 

Amplifies or attenuates MR 
effects on administrative 
performance 

3. Informal Constraint 
Moderation 

Informal institutional strength 
(patronage networks, neo-
patrimonial ties) 

Weakens both direct MR 
effects and cultural mediation 
when strong 

 
Pathway 1—Direct MR Effect: Formal merit-based recruitment procedures 

exert a direct positive effect on administrative performance by increasing the 
probability that competent, professionally qualified candidates occupy civil ser-
vice positions. This pathway operates through the procedural mechanisms of 
competitive selection, standardised competency assessment, and independent 
oversight, which together reduce the scope for politically motivated appointments 
and increase workforce quality (Rauch & Evans, 2000; Meyer-Sahling, Mikkelsen, 
& Schuster, 2021). 

Pathway 2—Cultural Mediation: Organisational culture mediates the rela-
tionship between MR institutionalisation and administrative performance. For-
mal procedures create the structural conditions for meritocratic recruitment, but 
it is organisational culture that determines whether civil servants and administra-
tive leaders interpret, apply, and internalise these conditions in practice. Profes-
sional cultures reinforce formal rules through shared expectations that legitimate 
competency-based selection; patronage cultures undermine them by sustaining 
shared expectations that legitimate informal appointment practices (Schein & 
Schein, 2017; Ocasio, Thornton, & Lounsbury, 2023). 

Pathway 3—Informal Institutional Moderation: Informal institutions mod-
erate both the direct effect of MR procedures and the mediating role of organisa-
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tional culture. In governance contexts where patronage networks, neo-patrimo-
nial arrangements, and clan-based obligations are structurally embedded, formal 
recruitment procedures may be nominally adopted while informal institutional 
logics continue to govern actual appointment decisions. Under these conditions, 
even professional organisational cultures may be insufficient to counteract the 
structural pull of informal institutional demands, particularly for senior appoint-
ments where political stakes are highest (Kelsall et al., 2022; Thornton, Ocasio, & 
Lounsbury, 2024). 

3.4. Framework Diagram 

Figure 1 illustrates the full conceptual framework. Merit-based recruitment (in-
dependent variable) exerts a direct positive effect on administrative performance 
outcomes (dependent variable), indicated by Path A. Organisational culture (me-
diating variable) conditions this relationship: Path B captures the effect of MR 
strength on organisational culture, and Path C captures the effect of culture on 
performance, together constituting the mediation pathway. Informal institutional 
strength (moderating variable) moderates both Path A and Path C, indicated by 
the dashed interaction arrows in the figure, weakening both the direct MR effect 
and the cultural mediation pathway as informal institutional power increases. 

 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework—Merit-Based Recruitment, Organisational Culture, In-
formal Institutions, and Administrative Performance (South Sudan). 

3.5. Propositions 

Three propositions for empirical testing are derived directly from the framework 
pathways. Each proposition is theoretically grounded and, collectively, they con-
stitute a testable mid-range theory of merit-based recruitment in fragile govern-
ance contexts. 

Proposition 1 (Direct MR Effect): Public organisations with more thoroughly 
institutionalised merit-based recruitment procedures exhibit higher levels of ad-
ministrative competence, impartiality, and service delivery effectiveness than or-
ganisations where such procedures are weak or inconsistently enforced. This ef-
fect operates through procedural mechanisms of competitive selection, compe-
tency assessment, and independent oversight that reduce the probability of polit-
ically motivated appointments. 
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This proposition aligns with empirical evidence demonstrating that merito-
cratic recruitment systems are positively associated with reduced corruption, 
stronger institutional capacity, and improved governance outcomes (Rauch & Ev-
ans, 2000; Dahlström et al., 2012). In South Sudan, where formal civil service 
frameworks exist but enforcement is uneven, variance in MR institutionalisation 
across ministries provides a tractable analytical lever for testing this relationship. 

Proposition 2 (Cultural Mediation): The effects of merit-based recruitment on 
administrative performance are mediated by organisational culture. MR reforms 
are more effective in administrative units where prevailing cultures prioritise pro-
fessionalism, accountability, and ethical conduct, and less effective in units where 
cultures normalise patronage expectations, hierarchical deference, and resistance 
to formal procedural compliance. 

This proposition draws on institutional and organisational culture theory demon-
strating that formal rules are interpreted through socially embedded meanings 
within organisations (Schein & Schein, 2017; Hatch & Cunliffe, 2023; Ocasio, 
Thornton, & Lounsbury, 2023). In the South Sudanese context, where administra-
tive units differ markedly in their internal cultural orientation, ranging from rela-
tively professionalised technical ministries to politically dominated appointment 
environments, culture is expected to generate significant heterogeneity in reform 
outcomes across structurally comparable units. 

Proposition 3 (Informal Institutional Moderation): In governance contexts 
where informal institutions, including patronage networks, neo-patrimonial ob-
ligations, and clan-based appointment norms, are structurally strong, the effec-
tiveness of merit-based recruitment and its cultural mediation pathway are signif-
icantly weakened. Formal procedural compliance and informal appointment prac-
tices co-exist as a hybrid institutional arrangement, producing implementation 
gaps that persist even where organisational culture is comparatively professional. 

This proposition is grounded in neo-patrimonial governance theory and insti-
tutional dualism scholarship (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Kelsall et al., 2022; 
Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2024), which demonstrate that informal institu-
tions in fragile states are adaptive rather than merely resistant, evolving to co-exist 
with formal reforms without surrendering their capacity to shape appointment 
outcomes. The moderating effect of informal institutional strength is expected to 
be particularly pronounced for senior public sector appointments, where political 
stakes and patronage incentives are highest. 

Taken together, these three propositions constitute an integrated, multi-level 
theory of merit-based recruitment in fragile states. Proposition 1 addresses the 
structural prerequisites of reform effectiveness; Proposition 2 addresses the or-
ganisational conditions under which those structural prerequisites are translated 
into practice; and Proposition 3 addresses the political economy constraints that 
limit the scope of both. The subsequent methodology section specifies how these 
propositions were operationalised and tested empirically within the South Suda-
nese administrative context. 
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4. Methodology 
4.1. Research Design and Review Orientation 

This study adopted a systematic literature review design guided by the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) frame-
work, in order to ensure transparency, methodological rigour, and replicability in 
synthesising theoretical and empirical scholarship on merit-based recruitment, 
organisational culture, and informal institutions in fragile state governance (Moher 
et al., 2009). Systematic review methods are particularly appropriate for consoli-
dating fragmented and interdisciplinary evidence, allowing for explicit documen-
tation of search strategies, inclusion criteria, and analytical procedures that reduce 
the selection bias commonly associated with narrative reviews (Petticrew & Rob-
erts, 2006). In the context of public administration reform research, where find-
ings are dispersed across governance studies, organisational theory, and develop-
ment economics, a PRISMA-guided approach strengthened the credibility and 
cumulative value of the synthesis. 

Although the review encompasses comparative governance literature, South 
Sudan was incorporated as an analytically anchored case rather than as a site of 
primary data collection. South Sudan functioned as a contextual lens through 
which broader patterns identified in the fragile state and civil service reform liter-
ature were interpreted, drawing on governance assessments, civil service policy 
documents, and peer-reviewed studies relevant to post-conflict public administra-
tion in sub-Saharan Africa (OECD, 2025; Chen et al., 2026). Case-anchored ap-
proaches of this kind are well established in development governance research, 
where institutional dynamics vary substantially across subnational and political 
contexts, enabling the integration of generalisable theoretical insights with place-
specific administrative realities (George & Bennett, 2005). This strategy allowed 
the review to remain systematic in design while remaining sensitive to the distinc-
tive governance conditions of South Sudan. 

The primary objective of the review was not to establish causal relationships 
between merit-based recruitment and administrative performance, but to identify 
recurrent mechanisms, mediating conditions, and political-institutional configu-
rations that shape how formal recruitment reforms interact with organisational 
culture and informal institutions in fragile governance settings. Systematic re-
views are particularly effective for tracing such mechanisms across diverse empir-
ical contexts, especially where causal inference is constrained by heterogeneous 
study designs and data sources (Gough, Oliver, & Thomas, 2017). By focusing on 
mechanisms rather than effect sizes, the study aligned with interpretive and gov-
ernance-oriented traditions in public administration research that prioritise the-
oretical depth over statistical generalisation. 

4.2. Search Strategy and Data Sources 

A comprehensive literature search was conducted across four major academic da-
tabases, Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, and Google Scholar, to capture interdis-

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojbm.2026.145138


K. K. Chuor 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2026.145138 2748 Open Journal of Business and Management 
 

ciplinary scholarship spanning public administration, organisational studies, in-
stitutional theory, and development governance (Bramer & Bain, 2017). These da-
tabases were selected because they index both high-impact peer-reviewed journals 
and regionally relevant scholarship that is frequently underrepresented in single-
discipline searches. The search covered studies published between 2000 and 2025, 
reflecting the period during which merit-based recruitment became a dominant 
normative construct in civil service reform discourse and neo-patrimonial gov-
ernance analysis gained analytical traction in fragile state research (Bratton & van 
de Walle, 1997; Rauch & Evans, 2000). Limiting the temporal scope in this way 
ensured conceptual coherence while allowing for the inclusion of recent govern-
ance and institutional theory contributions. 

Search strings combined key terms using Boolean operators, including: 
• “merit-based recruitment” AND “public sector” OR “civil service” 
• “organisational culture” AND “public administration” OR “HRM reform” 
• “informal institutions” OR “neo-patrimonialism” AND “fragile states” 
• “South Sudan” OR “post-conflict governance” AND “civil service” 
• “recruitment reform” AND “sub-Saharan Africa” OR “developing countries” 

In addition to database searches, backward and forward citation tracking was 
employed to identify influential studies not captured through keyword retrieval 
alone (Hirt et al., 2023). Reference lists of highly cited theoretical and empirical 
articles were manually screened to locate additional sources, consistent with sys-
tematic citation searching procedures that enhance literature coverage beyond da-
tabase retrieval (Briscoe et al., 2020). Grey literature, including governance assess-
ments from the OECD, SIGMA monitoring reports, civil service commission 
frameworks, and reports from international development agencies, was addition-
ally examined to situate scholarly findings within contemporary policy and plan-
ning contexts. Such sources provide policy-relevant evidence not typically in-
dexed in academic databases and are particularly important for fragile state gov-
ernance research, where peer-reviewed empirical studies remain limited (Pet-
ticrew & Roberts, 2006). 

4.3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Studies were included in the review if they met the following criteria: 
1) Published between 2000 and 2025; 
2) Focused on merit-based recruitment, organisational culture, or informal in-

stitutions as central analytical constructs; 
3) Examined governance, administrative, or institutional outcomes at the or-

ganisational, sectoral, or national level; 
4) Were empirically grounded (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods) or 

provided substantive theoretical contributions relevant to public administration 
in fragile, post-conflict, or developing governance contexts; and 

5) Offered insights applicable to civil service reform, organisational culture 
change, or informal institutional dynamics in South Sudan or analytically compa-
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rable governance environments. 
Studies were excluded if they: 

• Used the terms “merit-based recruitment” or “organisational culture” only 
tangentially, without substantive analytical engagement; 

• Focused exclusively on private sector HRM without relevance to public ad-
ministration contexts; 

• Were purely descriptive policy opinion pieces without empirical or theoretical 
grounding; or 

• Were inaccessible in full text. 
The 2000-2025 window applied to the 68 studies that constituted the systematic 

search corpus and are synthesised in Section 5. A small number of foundational 
theoretical works published before 2000 (e.g., North, 1990; Bratton & van de 
Walle, 1997; Manor, 1999) were cited outside this corpus, in the Theoretical Un-
derpinnings and Discussion sections, to ground the institutional-theory and neo-
patrimonialism constructs on which the review’s analytical framework is built. 
These works were treated as conceptual foundations rather than as included stud-
ies, consistent with standard systematic review practice of citing seminal theory 
published before the search window. 

4.4. PRISMA Screening and Selection Process 

The database and grey-literature search was conducted between January and 
March 2026. The initial database search yielded approximately 380 records. After 
removing duplicates, 291 records remained for title and abstract screening. At this 
stage, studies clearly unrelated to merit-based recruitment, organisational culture, 
or fragile state governance were excluded, resulting in 148 articles subjected to 
full-text review. Following full-text screening against the inclusion criteria, 68 
studies were retained for final synthesis. These comprised peer-reviewed journal 
articles, scholarly books and book chapters, working papers, and high-quality pol-
icy and governance reports. Title and abstract screening, full-text screening, and 
data extraction were conducted by the author as sole reviewer; this single-reviewer 
design is acknowledged as a limitation in Section 8.4, since dual independent 
screening was not feasible within the scope of this study. The PRISMA process, 
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion, was documented throughout 
to ensure transparency and replicability of the review process. 

4.5. Quality Appraisal 

To enhance analytical rigour, all included empirical studies were subjected to a 
basic quality appraisal using an adapted version of the Mixed Methods Appraisal 
Tool (MMAT; Hong et al., 2018), supplemented by narrative-review criteria for 
purely theoretical and conceptual contributions that fall outside the MMAT’s 
scope. Quantitative studies were assessed for clarity of research design, appropri-
ateness of statistical methods, and robustness of construct measurement. Qualita-
tive studies were evaluated based on transparency of data collection procedures, 
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analytical depth, and reflexivity. Mixed-methods studies were assessed for coher-
ence between qualitative and quantitative components and the integrity of trian-
gulation procedures. Theoretical and conceptual contributions were appraised for 
internal logical consistency, engagement with competing perspectives, and ap-
plicability to the South Sudanese governance context. 

Rather than excluding studies solely on the basis of methodological limitations, 
quality appraisal was used to weight evidence during synthesis, according greater 
interpretive emphasis to studies with stronger designs, clearer theoretical ground-
ing, and more direct relevance to the analytical framework. Studies with signifi-
cant methodological limitations were retained where they offered unique contex-
tual evidence not available from higher-quality sources, particularly for the South 
Sudan case where peer-reviewed empirical literature remains sparse. 

4.6. Data Extraction and Analytical Strategy 

A structured data extraction matrix was used to capture: study context and objec-
tives; theoretical or methodological approach; key constructs examined (merit-
based recruitment, organisational culture, informal institutions, or combinations 
thereof); principal findings on governance, administrative, or institutional out-
comes; and relevance to South Sudan or analytically comparable fragile state con-
texts. 

Thematic synthesis was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) frame-
work, combining inductive coding of extracted findings with theory-driven cate-
gorisation anchored in the three theoretical traditions reviewed in Section 2, or-
ganisational culture theory, institutional theory, and neo-patrimonialism. Find-
ings were organised under four analytical domains: the institutional conditions of 
formal merit-based recruitment; the mediating role of organisational culture; the 
moderating force of informal institutions; and cross-cutting structural con-
straints. Within each domain, attention was given to both enabling mechanisms 
and limiting dynamics, particularly those relating to political interference, elite 
capture, and governance capacity deficits. The full data extraction matrix and the 
reference list of all 68 included studies are summarised in Appendix A and are 
available from the author on request. 

5. Findings 

This section presents the findings derived from the theoretical synthesis and con-
ceptual analysis conducted in Sections 2 through 3. Because this study adopted a 
conceptual and theory-building orientation grounded in a systematic engagement 
with the public administration, organisational culture, and fragile state govern-
ance literatures, findings were presented as theoretically derived analytical con-
clusions rather than empirical results from primary data collection. These findings 
were organised under four domains corresponding to the conceptual framework: 
the institutional conditions of merit-based recruitment; the mediating role of or-
ganisational culture; the moderating force of informal institutions; and cross-cut-
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ting structural constraints. Each domain is synthesised from the convergent evi-
dence reviewed in the preceding sections and directly informs the propositions 
advanced in Section 3. 

5.1. Institutional Conditions of Merit-Based Recruitment in 
Fragile States 

The first domain of findings concerns the structural conditions under which for-
mal merit-based recruitment systems operate in fragile governance contexts. The 
theoretical and empirical literature reviewed consistently demonstrates that mer-
itocratic recruitment is positively associated with administrative competence, re-
duced political corruption, and improved service delivery outcomes across a wide 
range of governance environments (Rauch & Evans, 2000; Dahlström et al., 2012; 
Meyer-Sahling & Mikkelsen, 2022). However, these associations are substantially 
conditioned by the institutional architecture within which formal recruitment 
procedures are embedded. 

In South Sudan, statutory civil service frameworks formally prescribe merit-
based criteria for recruitment and appointment, including provisions for open 
competition, competency-based selection, and civil service commission oversight. 
However, governance assessments and empirical analyses consistently indicate 
that these frameworks are thinly institutionalised: oversight bodies lack financial 
and operational independence; vacancy advertisement and competency testing 
are applied inconsistently across administrative units; and sanction mechanisms 
for non-compliance are rarely invoked (SIGMA, 2023; Chen et al., 2026; OECD, 
2025). The result is a systematic implementation gap in which formal rules exist 
but do not reliably govern actual appointment decisions. 

Finding 1: The reviewed literature indicates that formal merit-based recruit-
ment frameworks in South Sudan are thinly institutionalised, generating proce-
dural compliance on paper but insufficient enforcement infrastructure to translate 
formal rules into consistent appointment practice. This implementation gap ap-
pears structural rather than incidental, reflecting the limited autonomy, resources, 
and political protection available to formal oversight mechanisms. 

This finding is consistent with the broader literature on governance reform in 
fragile states, which identifies a recurring pattern of formal institutional conver-
gence, the adoption of internationally recognised reform frameworks, without cor-
responding convergence in institutional practice (Andrews, Pritchett, & Woolcock, 
2017). The coexistence of formal meritocratic frameworks with informal appoint-
ment practices produces what the institutional theory literature describes as insti-
tutional dualism: a condition in which two parallel institutional logics operate sim-
ultaneously, with formal rules providing a public accountability script while infor-
mal norms govern actual decision-making. 

5.2. Organisational Culture as a Mediating Mechanism 

The second domain of findings concerns the role of organisational culture in me-
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diating the relationship between formal MR procedures and administrative per-
formance outcomes. Drawing on organisational culture theory (Schein & Schein, 
2017; Hatch & Cunliffe, 2023) and the public administration literature on culture 
and HRM reform (Tadesse Bogale & Debela, 2024; Zolak Poljašević et al., 2025; 
Asiimwe et al., 2025), the analysis identifies organisational culture as the critical 
internal mechanism through which formal recruitment rules acquire, or fail to ac-
quire, behavioural force. 

The evidence converges on a consistent pattern: administrative units in which 
professional norms, ethical conduct, and accountability orientation are dominant 
exhibit higher fidelity to formal recruitment procedures, even in contexts where 
enforcement infrastructure is weak. In such units, meritocratic behaviour is sus-
tained by shared organisational expectations rather than by formal sanction alone. 
Conversely, units in which patronage expectations, loyalty-based authority rela-
tions, and resistance to transparency are culturally normalised exhibit lower proce-
dural fidelity, even when formal rules are clearly specified and nominally enforced. 

This mediation effect is particularly consequential for senior appointments, 
where formal procedures grant the greatest discretion and where informal cultural 
expectations exert the most direct influence over decision-making. In South Su-
dan, where senior appointments frequently intersect with coalition management 
and ethnic balancing imperatives, the cultural orientation of appointing authori-
ties represents a critical determinant of whether formal merit criteria govern se-
lection outcomes or serve merely as post-hoc justifications for informally prede-
termined decisions. 

Finding 2: The review suggests that organisational culture mediates the imple-
mentation of formal merit-based recruitment rules by shaping how administrative 
actors interpret procedural requirements and evaluate candidate suitability. Pro-
fessional cultures appear to amplify the behavioural effects of MR frameworks, 
while patronage-oriented cultures are associated with symbolic compliance along-
side continued informal appointment practices. This mediation effect appears 
most pronounced for senior appointments, where discretion is highest and infor-
mal cultural expectations are most influential. 

5.3. Informal Institutions as a Structural Moderator 

The third domain of findings addresses the moderating influence of informal in-
stitutions on both the direct effect of MR procedures and the cultural mediation 
pathway. Neo-patrimonial governance theory (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Kelsall 
et al., 2022) and institutional theory (North, 1990; Hodgson, 2024; Thornton, 
Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2024) converge in establishing that informal institutions in 
fragile states are not simply pre-modern residues awaiting displacement by formal 
governance reforms. Rather, they are adaptive institutional arrangements that co-
evolve with formal rules, developing strategies to formally accommodate reform 
requirements while preserving their capacity to shape substantive outcomes. 

In South Sudan, clan-based appointment networks, patron-client loyalty obli-
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gations, and ethnic representation expectations embedded in political settlements 
constitute a structurally robust informal institutional environment that constrains 
the operation of formal civil service procedures (Kelsall et al., 2022; OECD, 2025). 
Critically, these informal institutions do not simply resist formal MR reforms; they 
adapt to formally co-exist with them, producing hybrid governance outcomes in 
which formal vacancy processes are observed while actual selection outcomes are 
pre-shaped by informal networks. This adaptation renders informal institutional 
influence particularly difficult to detect through formal compliance monitoring 
alone. 

Finding 3: The literature indicates that informal institutions in the South Su-
danese governance context are structurally adaptive rather than simply resistant. 
They appear to co-evolve with formal merit-based recruitment reforms, produc-
ing hybrid institutional arrangements in which procedural compliance and pat-
ronage-based practice operate simultaneously. The strength of informal institu-
tions appears to weaken both the direct effectiveness of formal MR procedures 
and the capacity of professional organisational cultures to sustain meritocratic 
norms, particularly for senior and politically salient appointments. 

The moderating effect of informal institutional strength is expected to be non-
linear: above a threshold level of informal institutional embeddedness, formal MR 
procedures and professional culture norms may be insufficient, on their own, to 
override informal appointment dynamics. This implies that reform strategies tar-
geting procedural and cultural dimensions alone will reach a ceiling of effective-
ness in contexts where informal institutional strength exceeds this threshold. 

5.4. Cross-Cutting Structural Constraints 

The fourth domain of findings identifies three structural constraints that operate 
across all three analytical domains, compounding the challenges of MR reform 
implementation in the South Sudanese context. 

5.4.1. The Post-Conflict Political Settlement 
South Sudan’s governance environment is shaped by a post-conflict political set-
tlement in which senior public appointments serve functions of coalition manage-
ment and conflict stabilisation that extend well beyond administrative objectives 
(Kelsall et al., 2022; Bøås & Strazzari, 2020). In such contexts, merit-based recruit-
ment and political appointment perform different institutional functions, and the 
formal adoption of merit principles does not resolve the underlying political im-
perative to distribute administrative positions as a mechanism of elite accommo-
dation. This structural constraint is not amenable to resolution through proce-
dural or cultural reform alone; it requires engagement with the broader political 
economy of governance and peace. 

5.4.2. Gendered Dimensions of Informal Exclusion 
The literature review reveals a significant gap in analytical attention to the gen-
dered dimensions of informal institutional exclusion in South Sudanese recruit-
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ment processes. Women face compound barriers to both formal recruitment pro-
cesses, including documentation requirements that disadvantage those with inter-
rupted education histories, and informal network access, including clan-based ap-
pointment channels that are predominantly male-governed (Grindle, 2023). These 
gendered exclusions are likely to compound the implementation gaps documented 
under Findings 1 and 2, and represent an important dimension for empirical inves-
tigation in future research. 

5.4.3. Capacity Deficits in Civil Service Oversight 
Across all three analytical domains, the effectiveness of formal recruitment pro-
cedures, cultural change initiatives, and informal institution engagement strate-
gies depends on the operational capacity of civil service oversight bodies. The ev-
idence reviewed consistently indicates that South Sudan’s civil service commis-
sion and related oversight mechanisms face significant capacity constraints, in 
terms of technical expertise, financial resources, and political protection, that limit 
their ability to audit recruitment processes, adjudicate contested appointments, 
and enforce compliance standards (SIGMA, 2023; OECD, 2025). Capacity build-
ing in these oversight functions is therefore a prerequisite for reform effectiveness 
rather than merely a supplementary priority. 

Finding 4: The reviewed evidence suggests that merit-based recruitment re-
form in South Sudan is constrained by three cross-cutting structural conditions: 
a post-conflict political settlement that assigns administrative appointments to co-
alition management functions; gendered informal exclusion mechanisms that 
compound implementation gaps; and capacity deficits in formal oversight insti-
tutions. On this reading, effective reform strategies would need to engage with all 
three conditions simultaneously rather than targeting procedural dimensions in 
isolation. 

5.5. Synthesis: Towards an Integrated Understanding 

The four domains of findings taken together, advance a theoretically coherent and 
empirically grounded understanding of merit-based recruitment reform in fragile 
governance contexts. The findings demonstrate that the relationship between for-
mal MR procedures and administrative performance is neither direct nor uni-
form. It is systematically mediated by organisational culture, which determines 
whether formal rules acquire behavioural force within administrative units, and 
moderated by informal institutional strength, which determines the ceiling of ef-
fectiveness that procedural and cultural reforms can achieve. 

These findings challenge two dominant assumptions in civil service reform prac-
tice: first, the proceduralist assumption that the adoption of formal merit rules is 
sufficient to generate meritocratic outcomes; and second, the cultural determin-
ism assumption that cultural change alone, absent robust enforcement and polit-
ical economy engagement, can overcome structurally embedded informal institu-
tions. The integrated framework advanced in Section 3 and evidenced in this sec-
tion argues, instead, that sustained merit-based recruitment reform requires the 
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simultaneous strengthening of formal procedures, organisational cultures, and in-
formal institutional accountability. 

6. Discussion 

Drawing on the empirical and theoretical evidence synthesised in the preceding 
sections, this discussion elaborates the three propositions introduced in Section 
3.5 against country-specific and comparative African evidence, and advances two 
further discussion points that emerge from that evidence but were not anticipated 
in the original framework. Together these five discussion points explain how merit-
based recruitment reforms operate within the institutional, cultural, and informal 
political economies of fragile states, with particular reference to South Sudan. The 
discussion foregrounds three core insights: 1) the structural fragility of statutory 
recruitment reforms in post-conflict administrative environments; 2) the socio-cul-
tural dynamics that actively mediate administrative behaviour; and 3) the resilience 
and adaptive persistence of informal institutions that redirect or subvert formal 
policy objectives. 

6.1. Reframing Merit-Based Recruitment beyond Proceduralist 
Assumptions 

This study demonstrates that merit-based recruitment reform in South Sudan op-
erates neither as a neutral administrative mechanism nor as a self-executing cata-
lyst for performance improvement. Instead, its effects are politically mediated, in-
stitutionally conditioned, and socially differentiated. While dominant strands of 
public administration literature present formal recruitment procedures as func-
tional complements to weak governance systems (e.g., competency-based selec-
tion, open vacancy advertising, and independent oversight), the South Sudanese 
evidence supports more critical scholarship that situates MR reform within local 
political economies characterised by fragile institutional authority, elite broker-
age, and uneven accountability (Chen et al., 2026; Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024). 

Across all three analytical domains, formal procedure, organisational culture, 
and informal influence, merit-based recruitment enhances administrative capac-
ity and performance primarily, under conditions where institutional incentives 
align with inclusion, transparency, and procedural enforcement. Where such con-
ditions are absent, formal recruitment frameworks may instead reproduce exist-
ing power asymmetries, entrench patronage, or generate procedural compliance 
without substantive behavioural change. This finding challenges overly optimistic 
reform narratives that frame merit principles as inherently and automatically de-
velopmental in fragile state contexts. 

Discussion Point 1 (elaborates Propositions 1 and 3): In public administra-
tion contexts characterised by weak accountability and fragile institutional au-
thority, merit-based recruitment reforms are more likely to reproduce existing 
power relations than to generate inclusive and performance-enhancing outcomes. 

This proposition aligns with political economy analyses of civil service reform 
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in post-conflict Africa, which document how formal governance reforms coexist 
with persistent informal power structures that shape resource allocation, appoint-
ment practices, and administrative participation. 

6.2. Structural Fragility of Formal Recruitment Reforms 

Merit-based recruitment is widely recognised as a normative pillar of effective 
public administration, intended to promote professionalism, impartiality, and 
service quality. In South Africa, merit principles are constitutionally enshrined, 
yet their practical implementation is routinely challenged by political interference, 
institutional constraints, and competing policy objectives such as employment eq-
uity and affirmative action (Nkgapele & Mofokeng, 2024). This empirical pattern 
resonates with broader evidence from African public administration: formal pro-
cedural reforms often exist on paper but remain thinly institutionalised, relying 
on weak monitoring systems, limited accountability mechanisms, and under-re-
sourced implementation infrastructure. 

In the South Sudanese context, statutory frameworks for human resource man-
agement, including anti-discrimination language and equity objectives, have been 
formally documented, yet empirical analysis reveals that formal recruitment policies 
only partially align with observed institutional performance outcomes (Chen et al., 
2026). This partial alignment reflects an implementation gap: the existence of rules 
does not guarantee fidelity to their purpose. Mechanisms established to enforce 
merit, including vacancy advertising, competency testing, and civil service com-
missions, often lack the autonomy, resources, or enforcement authority necessary 
to neutralise political influence or patronage-driven appointments (SIGMA, 2023; 
Chen et al., 2026; OECD, 2025). 

Discussion Point 2 (elaborates Proposition 1): Where civil service enforce-
ment mechanisms are under-resourced and politically constrained, statutory merit-
based recruitment frameworks generate procedural compliance without substantive 
behavioural change, producing implementation gaps that weaken administrative 
performance. 

This finding resonates with fragile state governance literature (Mansuri & Rao, 
2013; Hickey & Mohan, 2004) that cautions against conflating formal institutional 
existence with institutional effectiveness. In South Sudan, the presence of merit-
oriented regulations does not substitute for the organisational conditions required 
to translate rules into practice. 

6.3. Organisational Culture as a Mediator of Reform Outcomes 

The literature consistently positions organisational culture as a key mediating var-
iable in the implementation and outcomes of formal recruitment reforms. Culture 
encompasses the shared beliefs, norms, and behavioural expectations within pub-
lic institutions that determine how personnel interpret and enact policy mandates. 
In many public administrations undergoing reform, organisational culture exhib-
its both path dependency and inertial resistance—meaning long-standing prac-
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tices and unexamined norms persist despite procedural change (Zolak Poljašević 
et al., 2025). 

Empirical findings from decentralised public sector settings indicate that or-
ganisational culture directly influences performance outcomes and interacts with 
structural reform initiatives. When cultures reinforce professional norms, includ-
ing accountability, ethical conduct, and citizen-service orientation, merit-based 
recruitment reforms are more likely to translate into substantive administrative 
behaviour and improved performance. Conversely, cultures characterised by pat-
ronage expectations, hierarchical deference, and resistance to accountability sig-
nificantly blunt the impact of formal HRM reforms by creating cognitive disso-
nance between policy expectations and prevailing behavioural norms (Zolak Pol-
jašević et al., 2025; Asiimwe et al., 2025). 

This cultural mediation explains why merit-based reforms generate heteroge-
neous outcomes across administratively similar units. Two ministries with com-
parable formal frameworks may exhibit markedly different recruitment outcomes 
because their internal cultures range from professionally anchored to informally 
governed by social networks and relational norms. In post-conflict fragile states 
such as South Sudan, this dimension is particularly salient, as organisational cul-
tures often absorb pre-existing social structures, including clan affiliations and 
ethnic identities, that condition everyday administrative interactions. 

Discussion Point 3 (elaborates Proposition 2): Organisational culture mediates 
the relationship between merit-based recruitment institutionalisation and adminis-
trative performance, such that cultures grounded in professional accountability am-
plify reform effects, while cultures shaped by patronage norms attenuate them. 

6.4. Informal Institutions and the Persistence of Patronage 

The interplay between formal recruitment systems and informal institutional dy-
namics constitutes the third major analytical theme. Informal institutions, defined 
as persistent social norms, relational networks, and discretionary practices oper-
ating outside formal statute, exert pervasive influence on hiring decisions, promo-
tion pathways, and the allocation of bureaucratic resources. Across many African 
governance systems, informal norms co-exist with formal rules, frequently re-
shaping or overriding reform intentions (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Hodgson, 
2024). 

In South Sudan, clan dynamics, patronage networks, and informal political al-
liances intersect with bureaucratic recruitment in ways that formal procedures 
cannot easily reach. Critically, these informal institutions are adaptive: they evolve 
in response to reform pressures and political incentives, rather than simply resist-
ing them. As a result, merit-based procedures may be formally adopted but infor-
mally bypassed, with influential actors leveraging social networks to secure ap-
pointments irrespective of formal competency criteria. The outcome is a dual in-
stitutional reality in which official rules and actual practices diverge substantially, 
weakening public trust, eroding administrative legitimacy, and diminishing insti-
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tutional capacity. 
This duality aligns with the concept of institutional hybridisation, wherein for-

mal and informal orders operate in parallel, producing hybrid governance out-
comes that neither fully reflect the intentions of formal reformers nor the logic of 
purely informal social ordering. Reforms that ignore the embedded nature of in-
formal institutions in this context risk superficial adoption with limited substan-
tive impact, a central proposition in fragile state governance literature (Mansuri 
& Rao, 2013; Szreter & Woolcock, 2004). 

Discussion Point 4 (elaborates Proposition 3): In fragile state contexts char-
acterised by weak enforcement, informal institutions do not simply resist merit-
based reforms but adapt to formally co-exist with them, producing hybrid gov-
ernance outcomes in which procedural compliance and patronage-based practice 
operate simultaneously. 

6.5. Trust Erosion, Exclusion, and the Narrowing of Reform 
Pathways 

A cross-cutting theme emerging across the analytical domains is the erosion of 
institutional trust, both horizontal (between civil servants and administrative peers) 
and vertical (between public servants and oversight institutions). Perceived corrup-
tion, politically biased appointment practices, and inconsistent procedural enforce-
ment undermine incentives for good-faith engagement with formal merit proce-
dures. When public servants perceive recruitment processes as captured or biased, 
they retreat into informal network strategies, further limiting the effectiveness of 
formal procedures and reinforcing the very dynamics that reforms seek to address. 

This dynamic creates a self-reinforcing cycle: weak institutional trust reduces 
investment in formal procedural compliance; reduced compliance weakens ac-
countability; weakened accountability further erodes trust. Social exclusion, based 
on gender, ethnicity, political affiliation, or administrative seniority, compounds 
this cycle by limiting which actors can effectively participate in either formal or 
bridging institutional networks. 

Discussion Point 5 (extends the framework beyond Section 3.5): Declining 
institutional trust shifts administrative behaviour away from formal merit-based 
engagement toward informal network reliance, narrowing reform pathways and 
reinforcing cycles of administrative dysfunction in fragile states. 

The combined evidence underscores a multi-level governance challenge: re-
form outcomes are shaped not only by national legislation but by local adminis-
trative cultures and cross-cutting social norms. This implies that research and re-
form practice must move beyond legalistic proceduralism toward holistic govern-
ance strategies that account for the socio-institutional ecosystem of fragile states. 

7. Policy and Reform Implications 

Drawing on the analytical propositions advanced in the discussion, this section 
translates empirical and theoretical findings into policy-oriented insights relevant 
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to public sector leaders, civil service reform agencies, and governance stakehold-
ers in South Sudan and comparable fragile state contexts. The implications are 
structured around four interrelated reform priorities: strengthening institutional 
capacity for merit-based HRM; cultivating professional organisational cultures; 
addressing informal institutional influence; and embedding adaptive learning 
mechanisms into reform architecture. 

7.1. Strengthening Institutional Capacity for Merit-Based HRM 
7.1.1. Codifying Transparent Procedures with Enforceable 

Accountability 
A foundational priority is the institutionalisation of merit-based recruitment pro-
cedures with clarity, transparency, and enforceable accountability. This requires 
codifying recruitment processes in public service regulations, standardising doc-
umentation for vacancy announcements against competency frameworks, and de-
fining graduated sanction mechanisms for non-compliance. International gov-
ernance experience consistently demonstrates that formal procedures alone are 
insufficient without independent oversight bodies empowered to conduct recruit-
ment audits, review contested appointments, and publish compliance reports ac-
cessible to civil society (SIGMA, 2023). 

Critically, enforcement infrastructure must be adequately resourced to translate 
mandate into practice. Under-resourced oversight bodies face structural incen-
tives to accommodate rather than challenge political interference, reproducing the 
implementation gap documented in Section 6.2. 

7.1.2. Reinforcing Civil Service Commission Autonomy 
Government reforms should reinforce the operational and financial autonomy of 
civil service commissions and analogous oversight bodies charged with safeguard-
ing recruitment integrity. An institutionally independent commission can insu-
late merit-based processes from executive interference and provide credible due 
process for candidates to contest decisions. This institutional autonomy contrib-
utes to procedural legitimacy and reduces perceptions of politicization, both of 
which are foundational in contexts where public trust in administrative institu-
tions is fragile and historically conditioned. 

District development plans and national reform frameworks should move be-
yond rhetorical references to merit principles and explicitly map existing institu-
tional configurations, identifying which oversight mechanisms are functional, 
which are captured, and which lack the resources to act autonomously (Discus-
sion Point 2). 

7.2. Cultivating Professional Organisational Cultures 
7.2.1. Leadership-Led Cultural Change Programmes 
Organisational culture is not static; it is actively shaped by leadership behaviours, 
reward structures, and internal communication patterns. Public sector leaders 
must adopt transformational leadership practices that signal institutional com-
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mitment to professionalism, ethical conduct, and citizen-centred service delivery. 
Leadership development programmes, systematic ethics training, and explicit or-
ganisational value frameworks can reinforce cultural norms aligned with merito-
cratic principles. External technical assistance—from regional governance net-
works or international development partners—can support the design, implemen-
tation, and monitoring of culture change initiatives calibrated to the South Suda-
nese administrative context. 

This implication is particularly relevant given Proposition 3: without deliberate 
and sustained cultural change strategies, formal recruitment frameworks will con-
tinue to generate divergent outcomes across administratively comparable units, 
depending on the prevailing local culture rather than on the content of formal 
procedures. 

7.2.2. Integrating Merit Adherence into Performance Management 
Systems 

Linking performance evaluations to adherence to merit-based recruitment prin-
ciples, and, crucially, to the quality of recruitment practice rather than only to ser-
vice delivery outputs, can incentivise cultural shifts over time. Performance ap-
praisal systems should recognise contributions to organisational learning, adher-
ence to ethical standards, and the integrity of hiring processes as substantive per-
formance dimensions, not procedural afterthoughts. This reframing signals to 
civil servants that merit-based conduct is institutionally valued and professionally 
consequential. 

7.3. Addressing Informal Institutional Influence 
7.3.1. Engaging Local Stakeholders in Reform Dialogue 
Because informal institutions are deeply embedded in social structures and rein-
forced by community-level political economies (Discussion Point 4), reforms that 
fail to engage local stakeholders risk backlash, co-optation, or silent non-compli-
ance. Structured dialogues with traditional authorities, civil society organisations, 
professional associations, and community representatives can help anchor merit-
based principles within societal expectations. Transparency mechanisms, such as 
community monitoring of recruitment cycles or civil society scoring of public sec-
tor hiring integrity, can reduce opportunities for informal institutional capture 
without requiring confrontation with entrenched patronage networks. 

7.3.2. Harmonising Formal and Informal Norms 
Rather than attempting to eradicate informal norms outright, a strategy that is 
historically ineffective in hybrid governance systems, policymakers should ex-
plore targeted integration of positive informal practices that support competence 
and fairness. Community vetting of recruitment panels, culturally adapted com-
petency frameworks, and locally embedded accountability mechanisms that re-
spect community authority structures while maintaining professional standards 
could reduce the friction between formal and informal institutional logics. This 
approach aligns with governance scholarship (Ribot, 2002; Manor, 1999) that ar-
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gues decentralisation must be accompanied by realistic engagement with local 
power dynamics rather than technocratic institutional blueprints. 

Decentralisation reforms must therefore be accompanied by realistic assess-
ments of local power dynamics and strengthened institutional checks at district 
and ministry levels if merit-based procedures are to contribute to equitable devel-
opment outcomes (Discussion Point 4). 

7.4. Embedding Institutional Learning and Adaptive Feedback 
7.4.1. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Iterative Reform Cycles 
Reform policies must embed monitoring and evaluation systems capable of gener-
ating actionable data on recruitment outcomes, cultural shift indicators, and infor-
mal practice prevalence over time. Ongoing evaluation allows policymakers to adapt 
reforms based on evidence, rather than relying on static procedural frameworks de-
signed in contexts that may not reflect evolving ground realities. This adaptive ori-
entation is especially important in fragile state environments, where political and 
social conditions change rapidly and reform trajectories are frequently disrupted. 

Monitoring systems should track not only formal compliance metrics, such as 
vacancy advertising rates or competency test usage, but also deeper governance 
quality indicators, including perceived fairness, candidate diversity, and public trust 
in recruitment processes. The latter indicators are more sensitive to the cultural and 
informal institutional dynamics identified in Discussion Points 3, 4, and 5. 

7.4.2. Regional Knowledge Sharing and Collaborative Learning 
Fragmented reform efforts yield limited traction in isolation. South Sudanese pol-
icymakers and civil service leaders stand to benefit from structured collaborative 
learning with peer states facing comparable governance challenges, including 
Uganda, the Central African Republic, and the Democratic Republic of Congo, shar-
ing lessons on merit-based HRM implementation, organisational culture change 
strategies, and the management of formal-informal institutional interactions. Re-
gional governance networks and international development partners can facilitate 
this exchange through comparative diagnostics, practitioner forums, and cross-
national evidence reviews. 

8. Conclusion 
8.1. Summary of Findings 

This study examined the role of merit-based recruitment reforms in shaping pub-
lic administration outcomes in South Sudan, with particular attention to the me-
diating influence of organisational culture and the moderating force of informal 
institutional dynamics. The findings demonstrate that merit-based recruitment, 
across its formal procedural, cultural, and informal institutional dimensions, plays 
a significant but inherently ambivalent role in determining administrative perfor-
mance in fragile state contexts. While formal recruitment frameworks establish 
necessary procedural foundations, their effectiveness is fundamentally shaped by 
local political economies, governance quality, organisational culture, and the 
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adaptive persistence of informal norms. 
Formal merit-based recruitment provides necessary procedural architecture 

but does not, on its own, generate the substantive behavioural change required to 
improve administrative performance. Its impact is consistently mediated by or-
ganisational culture and moderated by the strength of informal institutions that 
either complement or subvert formal recruitment logic. Organisational culture 
serves as the critical mediating variable: cultures grounded in professional ac-
countability amplify reform effects, while those embedded in patronage norms 
and hierarchical deference attenuate them. Informal institutions do not merely 
resist formal reforms; they adapt to co-exist with them, producing hybrid govern-
ance outcomes in which procedural compliance and patronage-based practice op-
erate simultaneously across administrative units. Declining institutional trust cre-
ates self-reinforcing cycles that progressively narrow reform pathways, reducing 
the effective reach of merit-based frameworks over time. 

8.2. Theoretical Contributions 

This study advances a politically informed understanding of merit-based recruit-
ment reform, moving beyond proceduralist interpretations to foreground how 
power, accountability, and informal institutional incentives mediate its develop-
mental effects. By integrating institutional theory, organisational culture scholar-
ship, and fragile state governance frameworks, the study offers a multi-level ana-
lytical model for understanding why structurally similar formal recruitment sys-
tems produce divergent performance outcomes across administratively compara-
ble units. The three propositions advanced in Section 3.5, together with the two fur-
ther discussion points developed in Section 6, constitute an empirically grounded 
mid-range theory of merit-based recruitment in fragile states, with potential ap-
plicability to comparable post-conflict and hybrid governance contexts across 
sub-Saharan Africa. 

8.3. Practical Implications 

Effective reform in South Sudan and similar fragile state contexts must adopt an 
integrated governance strategy that simultaneously strengthens formal procedures, 
fosters organisational cultures that internalise meritocratic values, and actively 
mitigates the distorting influence of informal norms. This composite approach, 
anchored in enforceable accountability, culturally sensitive leadership development, 
and engagement with local political economy realities, offers the most viable path-
way for translating formal recruitment reforms into tangible improvements in ad-
ministrative performance, citizen trust, and public sector legitimacy. 

District development plans, national civil service frameworks, and international 
technical assistance programmes should move beyond rhetorical commitments to 
merit principles and explicitly diagnose existing institutional configurations, iden-
tifying which mechanisms are functional, which are captured, and which lack the 
organisational conditions to act as intended. Without this diagnostic realism, re-
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form investments risk reinforcing the very institutional fragilities they seek to ad-
dress. 

8.4. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

This study relied on a PRISMA-guided systematic literature review analytically 
anchored in South Sudan as a primary case, rather than on primary field or ad-
ministrative data, which limits direct generalisability to other fragile state contexts 
without additional comparative validation. Screening and data extraction were 
conducted by a single reviewer, which is a further limitation despite the mitigating 
quality-appraisal and weighting procedures described in Section 4.5. Future re-
search should combine the analytical framework developed here with primary 
field or administrative data—including longitudinal ethnographic studies—capa-
ble of tracing how merit-based recruitment outcomes evolve over extended re-
form cycles and across shifting political economy conditions, and, where feasible, 
dual independent screening. Comparative district-level and cross-national studies 
would further clarify how variations in informal institutional strength, organisa-
tional culture type, and civil service commission autonomy interact to shape re-
cruitment outcomes in different post-conflict governance environments. 

Additionally, future work should investigate the gendered dimensions of merit-
based recruitment failure in fragile states, an analytical domain underexplored in 
the current literature but likely to reveal important intersections between informal 
network exclusion, organisational culture norms, and the structural barriers fac-
ing women in South Sudanese public administration. 
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