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ABSTRACT

Globally, artificial intelligence (Al)-related technologies are rapidly reforming public services in a modern
way. Contemporary public administrations are experiencing increased operational efficiency, streamlined work
processes and greater productivity through Al-driven technologies. However, emerging economies such as
South Africa still face Al ethical and governance concerns that hamper their full potential. Therefore, this
study proposes an integrated conceptual framework for ethical and governance concerns of Al in the South
African public sector, which was developed based on the findings. Underpinned by the constructivist
worldview, this study employs a qualitative approach using the rapid systematic analysis of literature to
investigate ethical and governance concerns of Al in the South African public sector. The rapid systematic
literature analysis focused on a comprehensive search of sources from the Web of Science, Science Direct and
ProQuest databases for the period ranging from 2023 to 2025. A total number of 34 peer-reviewed journal
articles, conference papers and academic book chapters were included in the systematic literature analysis. The
key findings reveal that ethical and governance concerns, such as data privacy, security, bias, public trust,
fairness, equity, accountability, transparency and regulatory framework, are fundamental in designing and
implementing Al-enabled technologies in the public sector. Further, the study’s findings suggest an integrated
conceptual model that can be considered a valuable technique in adopting Al in the public sector. The model
intends to provide a structural approach to improve Al adoption not only in the South African public sector.
Decision-makers, policymakers, practitioners, and strategists of the public sector can find the implications of
this study significant in Al adoption while taking into cognizance ethical and governance concerns.

Keywords: Artificial intelligence, Al ethical concerns, Al governance, Public administration, South Africa

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

The rapid growth of information and communication technology (ICT) impacts how people live and interact
daily (Baloyi & Beyers, 2019). Many public sectors around the world are now reshaping their systems,
practices and processes to anchor public administration and enhance people’s lives through the assimilation of
Al-driven technologies (e.g., machine learning, deep learning and natural language processing) in the digital
realm (Rekunenko et al., 2025). Although these public sectors are besieged by the repercussions of ethical and
governance (policy) issues brought about by Al-related technologies, the most impacted milieus are emerging
economies like South Africa (Chilunjika, 2024). Most notably, while most advanced economies (e.g., the
United States of America, Australia and the United Kingdom) are experiencing the rewards of Al technologies,
such as economic growth (Attard-Frost et al., 2024; van Noordt et al., 2025), the countries in the African
continent, including South Africa, are still lagging primarily due to ethical and governance challenges
exacerbating the adoption of Al and its implementation progress, which are accompanied by the paucity of
research on Al (Mtuze & Moraga, 2024; Diallo et al., 2025). These include, but are not limited to, the most
prevalent ethical and governance concerns, such as data privacy, security, fairness, accountability,
transparency, and bias (Barodi & Lalaoui, 2025).
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Al governance and ethics remain a global challenge, interjecting into the efficient application of these cutting-
edge digital technologies (Machado et al., 2025; Zidouemba, 2025). Most imperatively, Al prototypes are
more obfuscated, primarily leading to opaque black boxes that diminish public servants’ capability to elucidate
and rationalize the algorithms (Alaran et al., 2025). Yet governing Al presents sophisticated complexities,
necessitating a well-proportioned methodology entailing all-encompassing regional (e.g., Africa) and
worldwide regulatory frameworks (Attard-Frost et al., 2024). Additionally, while regional stance is susceptible
to the establishment and execution of tailored regulations that responds to the ever-changing business
environmental factors (such as political, economic, social, technology, and ecology) in the digital epoch (Henk
& Henk, 2025), the global governance perspective, on the other hand, expedites the international alliance with
various countries, to ensure the standardization of the practices and thus, normalizing the threats and
strengthening the integrated governance structure intending to handle universal implications and accelerate the
development and execution of the Al projects (Marwala, 2024).

South Africa, like diverse countries in Africa, has made enormous strides to revolutionize and modernize
(digital transformation) the public administration (i.e., at the national, provincial and local governments) with
the view to respond to the proliferating demands for digitalized service delivery to citizens and disparate
stakeholders using different emerging digital technologies such as Al, cloud computing, the Internet of Things
(1oT), and big data (Shekgola & Modiba, 2025). Although South Africa is regarded as the most innovative
country in the African continent concerning the development and implementation of Al-enabled technologies
and other emerging digital technologies, particularly in the transportation and logistics sector, leading to
remarkable distribution of products and ensuring efficient value chain activities (Nyugha, 2024), the
assimilation of Al-driven algorithms in the public sector presents distinctive obstacles that impede its progress
and realization of strategic objectives. For instance, as cited by Mtuze and Morige (2024), whereas the country
has made endeavors to develop legislation (e.g., The Electronic Communications and Transactions Act —
ECTA) to tackle the adoption of various technologies, these laws downplay and overstretch the emphasis of
Al; therefore, they widen its ethical and governance issues. Thus, due to the lack of a regulatory framework
governing the implementation of Al in the South African public sector, it is considered to be at a preliminary
stage (Chitimira & Munedzi, 2024; Giwa & Ngepah, 2024; Mokwele, 2024). Against this background, this
study examines Al ethical and governance concerns in the South African public sector, aiming to contribute
towards the attainment of the National Development Plan’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and
Vision 2030. The research question is thus: What are the ethical and governance concerns impacting the
adoption of Al in the South African public sector?

LITERATURE REVIEW

This section critically reviews literature relating to Al in the public sector, South African studies on Al, and an
overview of ethical and governance concerns regarding artificial intelligence in the public sector. It
commences with the discussion of the theoretical framework underpinning this study, such as the technology-
organization-environment (TOE) framework.

Theoretical grounding

This study adopts Tornatzky and Fleischer’s (1990) technology-organization-environment (TOE) framework
to delve into ethical and governance concerns of Al in the South African public sector. The feasibility of
embracing the TOE framework is based on the newness of Al in the South African public sector. As an
extensively applied theory in social sciences, the TOE framework assists in appraising the state of public
sector organizations by using three contextual determinants: technology, organization, and environment, when
aspiring to adopt digital technologies (Baker, 2012). Despite this, the TOE framework has been cherished for
its potential and capacity to assess the organizational conditions while embracing new technologies employing
these contextual determinants (Bryan & Zuva, 2021). The three are, thus, clarified. The technological factor
involves the consideration of digital technologies (e.g., Al) imposed by the ever-evolving business
environment that are appropriate for espousal in the public sector (Bryan & Zuva, 2021). The organizational
factor entails scanning internal capabilities (e.g., expertise, innovative culture, leadership drive, infrastructure,
and rewards strategies) that are vital for adopting digital technologies in the digital domain. Further, it also
takes into account the extent of the organization in terms of scope and magnitude (Baker, 2012). The
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environmental factor involves scrutinizing the external circumstances to identify probable prospects and
threats that can enable or constrain technological modernization (Bryan & Zuva, 2021). The environmental
determinant revolves around compliance with applicable laws and regulations indispensable to directing digital
technologies.

Avrtificial intelligence in the public sector

Al can be defined as “systems that display intelligent behaviour by analyzing their environment and taking
actions — with some degree of autonomy — to achieve specific goals” (Tomazevic et al., 2024:113). Al-enabled
technologies have the capacity to process vast amounts of computer data while detecting patterns to forecast
results for related occasions (Jankovski et al., 2025). Al in the public sector is a multidimensional concept that
includes systems such as face recognition, machine learning, natural language processing, virtual assistants,
and chatbots, inter alia. The diffusion of Al into public sectors’ internal systems has not only increased
operational efficiency and enhanced automated decision-making processes in the digital economy but also
streamlined problem-solving to render seamless public services, leading to the attainment of long-term goals
(Henk & Henk, 2025; Zidouemba, 2025). Although advanced economies increasingly utilize Al technologies
to render efficient and cost-effective public services, emerging economies are plagued with impediments such
as digital infrastructural deficit, greater digital dividends and unreliable internet connectivity, hampering their
full potential (Jankovski et al., 2025). More to this, the consideration of Al-enabled technologies in public
sector dealings (rural development initiatives) has been keen on improving the country’s economic growth
(Naidoo, 2024). This is further affirmed by Vatamanu and Tofan (2025), who state that Al technologies are
said to have a positive and significant effect on the country’s economic growth.

Aside from the potential rewards brought about by Al technologies emphasized earlier, these disruptive digital
technologies have been associated with potential challenges such as job displacement and skills gaps (Naidoo,
2024). This is consistent with the view of Anshari et al. (2025), who confirm that the assimilation of Al-related
technologies into the internal processes and systems of the public sector can nurture prejudice in the decision-
making procedures and strengthen possible job displacement of the public servants. On the other hand, the
adoption of Al by the public sector has been susceptible to widening public servants’ deskilling or contributing
to skills shortages (Henk & Henk, 2025). It is corroborated that the provision of thorough training and
development sessions (e.g., formal or informal capacitation) on Al to public servants can mitigate the risks of
losing jobs and retrenchments, thereby circumventing job displacement (Giwa & Ngepah, 2024; Machado et
al., 2025).

South African studies on artificial intelligence

Despite being in the early phase in the South African public sector, research on Al technologies is gradually
gaining momentum in academic discourses. Several scholarly debates have devoted their research to Al in the
South African public sector (Saal et al., 2025; Shekgola & Modiba, 2025). Briefly, scholars have focused their
research on areas such as healthcare services (Nene & Hewitt, 2023; Janneker, 2025; Malope, 2025), public
administration (Naidoo, 2024; Modiba, 2025) and municipal administration (Bester, 2024). The table below
underscores the South African studies on Al.

Table 1. Research on Artificial Intelligence in South Africa

Author Objective Methodology Findings

Nene and | To develop a|A qualitative | The study discovered three major themes:

Hewitt conceptual model | approach, skills pertaining to Al, management, and

(2023) intended to expedite | phenomenological executive drive in expediting the execution of
the execution of Al | design. Al in the South African public hospitals.

in  South African
public hospitals.

Malope To probe the effect | A guantitative | The findings reveal that applying Al-based
(2025) of Al in enhancing | approach, technologies in primary healthcare services
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e-health in South | systematic analysis | can improve the administration of sicknesses
Africa. of literature like diabetes and other chronic diseases.
Modiba To investigate the | A mixed-methods | The Al-based technologies can drastically
(2025) uptake of Al in | approach, in-depth | implement record management practices in the
improving  record | interviews and | Gauteng Department of Education in South
management surveys. Africa.
practices.
Saal et al.|To examine the|A qualitative, | The main findings indicate that Al has the
(2025) assimilation of Al | scoping review possibility to ensure a customized learning

at the Department
of Basic Education
in South Africa.

strategy, improve inclusivity and promote
education for pupils with distinct needs.

Shekgola and | To delve into the | A qualitative | The study finds that an Al chatbot can enable
Modiba application of Al | approach, citizen accessibility to different services
(2025) chatbots to institute | systematic literature | irrespective of their geographical area.

a sophisticated
digital government.

review using
content analysis.

Overview of ethical and governance concerns of artificial intelligence in the public sector

While ethical concerns involve the lack of moral principles that obstruct the effective use of Al (Chilunjika,
2024), governance concerns revolve around the paucity of regulatory policies and the absence of transparent
and accountable application of Al (Zidouemba, 2025). Despite the burgeoning recognition of digitalized
service delivery by diverse governments across the globe, the constant evolution of emerging and disruptive
digital technologies such as Al poses ethical and governance complications that are eroding not only the
administrative tasks and internal operations of those governments but also public trust (Jankovski et al., 2025;
Robles & Mallinson, 2025). Scholars have delved into ethical issues (such as data security, privacy and trust)
and governance issues (transparency and accountability), among others, that have been identified as
catastrophes interrupting the accomplishment of fully-fledged functioning of Al-based technologies, especially
in emerging economies (Tomazevic et al., 2024; Barodi & Lalaoui, 2025; Rekunenko et al., 2025; Vatamanu
& Tofan, 2025). While the integration of sound ethical dimensions (e.g., data security, privacy and trust) into
Al models within the public sector is critical to promote the legitimate application of Al-enabled technologies,
it is contended that citizens’ well-being and social aspects can be improved immensely, leading to increased
public trust (Erkkild, 2023).

On the other hand, governance concerns pertaining to Al are increasingly devastating most public sectors
throughout the world (Ulnicane & Aden, 2023). For example, notwithstanding the great strides made with the
acceptance of emerging digital technologies (e.g., Al, the 10T, cloud computing and big data), research reveals
that the public sectors in most countries in the African continent and other parts of the world are still finding
ways on how to adopt Al-related technologies (de Almeida & dos Santos Junior, 2025; de Fine Licht, 2025;
Diallo et al., 2025). With that being said, the governance of Al technologies in terms of the development and
implementation of policy and regulatory frameworks remains a hurdle and cannot be overemphasized. For
instance, it is argued that to thrive in the digital epoch; the public sector ought to have effective Al governance
structures and binding regulations that intend to improve governance operations and systems (Ulnicane &
Aden, 2023). Similarly, the public sector’s capacity to devise proper Al governance models seeking to address
the governance issues, such as transparency, accountability and other ethical-related conundrums (e.g., data
privacy concerns) is imperative to heighten internal operations and improve overall performance of those
organisations (Vatamanu & Tofan, 2025).

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Underpinned by the constructivist worldview, this study employs a qualitative approach using the rapid
systematic literature analysis to gain insight into AI’s ethical and governance concerns in the South African

Page 3180

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume IX Issue IX September 2025

public sector. This study is descriptive and theoretical, considering existing secondary data available online.
According to Cochran (2020:1), a rapid systematic review is “a form of knowledge synthesis that accelerates
the process of conducting a traditional systematic review through streamlining or omitting specific methods to
produce evidence for stakeholders in a resource-efficient manner”. This technique enables the researcher to
source information that is readily available electronically rather than gather data directly from the participant.
The rationale of espousing the rapid systematic review is based on the following advantages: (1) it helps save
time, resources and costs related to the collection of primary data, (2) it shortens time associated with
identifying and screening of data to ensure eligibility requirements, and (3) the method maximizes rigor of the
data gathered (Garritty et al., 2024).

The data sources that were considered in the study include peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers,
and grey literature (i.e., government publications and reports). This study applied the rapid review as a
technique and procedure to analyze the readily available information. The academic sources were accessed
through the often utilized databases by scholars among different fields of study, such as the Web of Science,
Science Direct and ProQuest search engines using keywords such as “Al ethics”, “digital ethics”, “Al
governance”, “Al policy”, “Al framework”, “Al ethical concerns”, “public sector”, “public service”, “service
delivery”, “public administration”, and “South Africa”. More importantly, the preliminary pertinence was
ascertained through the study’s title. The study considered recent publications with dates ranging between
2023 and 2025 to ensure the currency of the sources included.

This study integrates Cochran’s (2020) rapid systematic review and Xiao and Watson (2019) three phases of
rigorous systematic literature analysis to examine AI’s ethical and governance concerns in the South African
public sector: planning, conducting, and reporting the review. The following research process of conducting a
literature review was followed by a rapid systematic review of collecting and analyzing data, as illustrated in

Figure 1.
Conducting the / \

review:

Planning the review:
Search the literature

Formulate the
problem

Develop and
authenticate the
review protocol

Screen for inclusion
and exclusion

Appraise the quality

Extract data

<

Reporting the
review:

Report the results

\ / K Analyse data / K /

Figure 1: Process of conducting a literature review. Adapted from Xiao and Watson (2019)
Stage one: Planning the review.

The first stage in the process of conducting a rapid systematic review was the formulation of the research
problem and the establishment and authentication of the review protocol. This has led to the formulation of the
research question of this study, which is stated: “What are the ethical and governance concerns impacting the
application of Al in the South African public sector?”. The review protocol was also developed and
authenticated, including “the purpose of the study, research questions, inclusion criteria, search strategies,
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quality assessment criteria and screening procedures, strategies for data extraction, synthesis, and reporting”
(Xiao & Watson, 2019:103).

Stage two: Conducting the review.

The second stage of a rapid review was conducting the literature review on the ethical and governance
concerns impacting the application of Al.

Literature search: A comprehensive search of relevant literature from the most commonly used
databases, such as Web of Science, Science Direct and ProQuest, was conducted. The search strategy
was limited to the keywords, such as “Al ethics”, “digital ethics”, “Al governance”, “Al policy”, “Al
framework™, “Al ethical concerns”, “public sector”, “service delivery”, “public service”, “public
administration”, and “South Africa”.

Screen for inclusion and exclusion criteria: For inclusion and exclusion criteria, the researchers read the
abstracts of selected peer-reviewed journal articles and conference papers to determine their relevance.
Further, only studies written in English were included to enhance reliability and comprehensibility
while conducting a review. Only sources published between 2023 and 2025 were considered to capture
current and most topical matters regarding ethical and governance issues in the public sector. On the
other hand, the exclusion criteria were employed to eliminate unrelated and repetitive studies.
Additionally, electronic grey literature, particularly technical reports, was excluded due to the absence
of a peer-review procedure. Studies published before 2023 and non-English sources were also
excluded. To improve the effectiveness and precision during the screening procedure, an EndNote
Library Version 21.5 was utilized to arrange the references and eliminate duplicates after screening.
Appraise the quality: The quality of the studies was appraised by reading and rereading the full-text
sources (peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books and conference papers). Apart from that, the
quality was established by contemplating peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers, and
academic book publications by the utmost and renowned publishers, leading to attributable research.
The data quality was enhanced by assigning two independent reviewers who autonomously evaluated
the extracted sources to determine their relevance to the ethical and governance issues impacting the
application of Al in the public sector.

Data extraction: The data extraction and analysis process was organized by reflecting on the study’s
background and problem statement, the literature review process and research methods applied in the
studies. At the outset, researchers autonomously extracted data to perform cross-checking. A
spreadsheet was utilized to extract data, including important information such as author, year of
publication, study title, purpose, research approach, and main findings.

Data analysis: A thematic analysis was employed to enhance rigor in interpreting and analyzing data
collected from the rapid systematic review. As one of the most extensively used techniques in research,
a thematic analysis refers to a qualitative method for detecting relevant patterns, meanings and themes
of textual data using a systematic review (Ahmed et al, 2025). The thematic analysis is significant in
improving the rigor and reliability of gathered data, thereby diminishing prejudice in data analysis and
synthesis. The thematic classification has expedited the structured approach to ethical and governance
issues impacting the application of Al in the public sector.

The following eligibility criteria were followed when selecting the sources, as indicated below.

Table 2: Eligibility criteria

Item Description

Sector Only sources that emphasize the public sector were included in
the study.

Sources This rapid systematic literature analysis embraced peer-reviewed
journal articles, conference papers and academic book chapters.

Key concepts The search for keywords was restricted to “Al ethics”, “digital
ethics”, “Al governance”, “Al policy”, “Al framework”, “Al
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ethical concerns”, “public sector”, “service delivery”, “public
service”, “public administration”, and “South Africa”.

Time frame The rapid systematic literature analysis contemplated studies
available between 2023 and 2025 to enhance the currency of
sources.

Research methodology | Both qualitative and quantitative research were appropriate for
inclusion in the rapid systematic literature analysis.

Language Only studies written in English were eligible for inclusion.
Studies written in other languages were omitted based on the
complexity of accessing translators.

Stage three: Reporting the review.

The final stage of conducting a rapid systematic review was elucidating and reporting the study’s findings. The
findings were based on the supporting views of the scholars and themes and concepts extracted from the
literature.

RESULTS OF THE SYSTEMATIC ANALYSIS

The literature search for the rapid systematic review is underscored in Table 2. Primarily, 2,154 sources were
identified through Web of Science, Science Direct and ProQuest search engines. After eliminating repeating
and non-English sources, 1,235 distinctive sources remained. These sources were scrutinized based on their
titles and abstracts, leading to 1,195 being excluded due to their irrelevance, including the basis that sources
were not specific about ethical and governance issues relating to Al in the public sector. Only 34 sources were
considered for inclusion in the final systematic analysis. These include 32 peer-reviewed journal articles, two
conference papers and one book chapter. This technique enabled the researcher to stay focused and ensure that
pertinent sources were selected to respond to the research enquiry.

The entire process (i.e., the inclusion and exclusion criteria) of the rapid systematic literature analysis has
unfolded in the manner accentuated in Table 2. The studies conducted in both emerging and advanced
economies were included.

Table 2. Eligibility criteria for rapid systematic review

3 = |
o 5 c wn n n
-cg >\§ s g E § o § s §-c
[a8) L O oS L 2D -3 o =9
o Y = S | x8 Y 3 33
Web of | Al ethics, digital ethics, Al | 481 10 Peer- 10
Science | governance, Al policy, Al reviewed

ethical issues, public sector, journal

public service, public articles

administration, and  South

Africa
Science | Al ethics, digital ethics, Al | 755 13 Peer- 13
Direct governance, Al policy, Al reviewed

ethical issues, public sector, journal

public service, public articles, book

administration, and  South chapters and

Africa conference

papers

ProQuest | Al ethics, digital ethics, Al | 918 11 Peer- 11
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governance, Al policy, Al reviewed
ethical issues, public sector, journal
public service, public articles
administration, and  South
Africa
Total 2,154 | 34 34

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

The discussion infers the findings and delineates the main implications subsequent to the development of an
integrated conceptual model for ethical and governance issues of Al in the South African public sector.

Ethical issues relating to artificial intelligence in the public sector

While Al technologies can present possible rewards (e.g., intensified efficiency and cost-effectiveness), they
are also susceptible to potential hurdles such as ethical issues. This section elucidates those ethical issues
concerning Al in the public sector as identified in the literature.

Data security and privacy

At the outset, while the decisions are being taken to incorporate Al into the internal value chain activities and
systems to improve the administrative tasks of the public sector, it is critical to devise suitable business
strategies and frameworks intended to manage vast amounts of data (Henk & Henk, 2025). Globally, even
though the proliferating speed of Al in the public sector raises ethical challenges for its potential users and
multitude of stakeholders, especially in emerging economies like South Africa (Bester, 2024; Malope, 2025),
the need for the development of an integrated conceptual model cannot be overstated. Broadly, while the use
of Al is considerably thriving, data security and privacy become an epicenter of its application and, as such,
play an integral role in the uptake of Al in the public sector in the digital landscape (Shekgola & Modiba,
2025). In South Africa, for example, since Al in the public sector is in its nascent stage, the development and
implementation of binding and robust Al policy and regulations for data security and privacy is fundamental to
increase public trust in the usage of Al-powered technologies, including the healthcare services (Janneker,
2025). To this end, however, the absence of obligatory regulations governing Al systems and algorithms leads
to non-compliance with data security and privacy of demographic (confidential) information and probable
exploitation of data, thereby increasing cyberattacks and the potential data breaches (Agbarakwe & Chibueze,
2024).

Bias and public trust

According to Ulnicane & Aden (2023:669), bias refers to “computer systems that systematically and unfairly
discriminate against certain individuals or groups of individuals in favor of others”. One of the factors
disrupting the effective functioning of Al in the public sector is the significant bias of algorithms, which
present problems and uncertainties for possible obfuscations that erode public trust in citizens, innovativeness
and the efficiency of service delivery to the citizens (Vatamanu & Tofan, 2025). Algorithmic bias has a
detrimental effect and adverse consequences in the provision of quality services to the citizens, in that it
obscures the algorithms that can also widen social disparities. Additionally, although many public sectors
increasingly embed Al-enabled technologies into internal processes and systems, possible biases are regarded
as a persistent barrier that discriminates against individuals from designated or marginalized groups (Ulnicane
& Aden, 2023). To this end, nonetheless, the biases frequently originate from the training data that can be
manipulative, leading to inequity and, on top of that, do not encompass the demographics representative of the
entire population (e.g., cultural values, race, sex and customs) (Agbarakwe & Chibueze, 2024). For instance,
possible biases in the public sector’s healthcare services can occur when Al systems prejudice the results of the
disease diagnosis after a patient’s examination. Similarly, algorithmic bias not only disrupts the successful
implementation of Al technologies but is also associated with ethical conundrums in their application, such as
data privacy and security challenges, which impair public trust (Henk & Henk, 2025). Like several other
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emerging economies globally, it is argued that South Africa faces Al bias as a significant obstacle, which
emanates from the lack of robust data governance, particularly in primary healthcare services (Janneker, 2025).

Fairness and equity

Al-driven technologies (e.g., facial recognition) are prone to being fair and non-discriminatory in their
application while nurturing equal access to technologies. Nevertheless, the opposite may be true in some
emerging economies such as South Africa. For instance, inequality in South Africa is one of the socio-
economic inconsistencies (unemployment and poverty form part of) that continue to happen, aggravating the
digital dividends to society (Malope, 2025). To this end, the condition in which South Africa is positioned in
terms of inequality can be regarded as a chronic disease that seems incurable and, as such, broadens the
inequitable distribution of economic benefits and welfare. Further to that, even though strides are being made
to embrace innovative methods of service delivery (e.g., basic education) through digital technologies (e.g.,
Al) in South Africa, most remote areas and designated groups are still faced with barriers associated with ICT,
such as unreliable network connectivity, absence of digital competencies and limited access to the internet
(Saal et al., 2025). Aside from that, it is argued that strategies should be in place to tackle the persisting bias
concerns relating to Al by the public sectors in an endeavor to resolve fairness and equity challenges faced by
the citizens, thereby shaping service delivery (Shekgola & Modiba, 2025). In the education milieu, for
example, Agbarakwe and Chibueze (2024) corroborate that Al systems and algorithms should be prudently
developed to circumvent any biases that may occur, leading to fairness and equal treatment of students.

Governance issues pertaining to artificial intelligence in the public sector

Based on the systematic literature analysis, this section delineates governance issues relating to Al in the
public sector.

Accountability

Accountability is a fundamental concern in the uptake of Al in the public sector. As such, the ethical usage of
Al-powered technologies necessitates the design and execution of strong legislative and regulatory models to
enhance accountability (Barodi & Lalaoui, 2025). Despite Al being able to rationalize public services to
numerous stakeholders (including the citizens), it is also predisposed to policy issues that are further
interconnected to accountability (Erkkild, 2023). Further, in most governments, public trust concerns in Al
algorithms are interrupted by the non-responsiveness of governance programs, which creates accountability
gaps for citizens (Attard-Frost et al., 2024). More significantly, governments are liable for prioritizing a well-
defined and legitimate line of responsibilities to strengthen accountability in case of prejudice or unintentional
repercussions (Shekgola & Modiba, 2025). Moreover, as cited by Chilunjika (2024), accountability of the Al
application in the public sector can only be enhanced through automated methods by proposing clear-cut
strategies and policy documents relevant to boost decision-making processes. Having said that, considering
public engagement in Al policy development initiatives can profoundly stimulate accountability (Bester,
2024). Chitimira and Munedzi (2024:88) iterate that “there are no defined responsibility and accountability
mechanisms for the harm caused by Al in South Africa”. Overall, an explicit structural mechanism (subject to
appraisal by the oversight agencies) regarding accountability should be in place to nurture dynamic alterations
resulting from Al.

Transparency

Research suggests the importance of transparency in diminishing the obscurity and the dark side of Al
algorithms (Machado et al., 2025; Alaran et al., 2025; Rekunenko et al., 2025). According to Agbarakwe and
Chibueze (2024), Al design transparency is imperative in enabling the organization to enhance algorithms,
bolster accountability for internal processes (e.g., students’ educational assessments) and render quality
services to diverse stakeholders. Similarly, it is contended that the government’s capability to embrace data-
driven algorithms through Al technologies is paramount to improve the transparency of public services, while
at the same time streamlining the public sector’s administrative processes to minimize bias and increase public
trust (Henk & Henk, 2025). Additionally, while public involvement (through debates and conferences)
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regarding Al policymaking issues is critical to strengthen collaboration with government, it demonstrates the
significance of greater transparency and value creation to the citizens (Marwala, 2024). He further
recapitulates that Al determinations involve transparent and accountable usage, which is key to promoting
public trust and sound public administration. Mtuze and Morige (2024) stress that even though particular
transparency criteria are devised for regulating Al algorithm threats in the digital arena, non-compliance
remains a cardinal matter, presenting risks associated with infringing human rights. Accordingly, it is worth
noting that transparency, as a primary principle of governance in a technological atmosphere, plays a central
role in reshaping business models and the acceptance of Al-enabled technologies by the public sector, while
curtailing the bias of the algorithms (Rekunenko et al., 2025).

Regulatory framework

Governance for Al technologies has always been an obstacle for most governments in emerging economies,
not only for Al start-ups but also for organisations that have already been in the Al environment for some time
(Mokwele, 2024). That being the case, the absence of sound and robust legal and regulatory frameworks
governing ethical concerns (e.g., data privacy, security and public trust) impedes the efficient adoption of Al in
the public sector. This is supported by Zidouemba (2025), who opines that the unregulated usage of Al-related
challenges creates room for unequal access, thereby exacerbating the status quo. Generally, although the South
African government is in the preliminary phase of Al adoption, it has tried its best to draft regulations (e.g.,
South African National Artificial Intelligence Policy Framework) governing Al design, seeking to curb ethical
dilemmas, such as data privacy, security and public trust (Giwa & Ngepah, 2024). However, parliament has
not yet approved this draft policy regulating Al. Van Noordt et al. (2025) claim that the public sector can only
thrive from challenges linked to the design and implementation of Al by establishing a state-of-the-art
legislative framework to address legal issues that may arise.

Towards The Development of An Integrated Conceptual Model

This study presents an integrated conceptual model designed to provide a blueprint for ethical and governance
concerns of Al in the South African public sector. The fundamental goal of the framework is to illustrate the
most significant ethical and governance problems that are imperative for adopting Al in the South African
public sector. Most notably, the framework assimilates Al into organizational processes and systems to
enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of service delivery in the South African public sector. Additionally,
the envisaged framework intends to attain efficient value chain activities and provide cost-effective and
modernized public services to the citizens and disparate stakeholders to realize the predetermined objectives of
public services in South Africa. Figure 2 depicts a suggested framework.

The South African Public Sector

» Data privacy /Public Administration:\
« Data security -
Al Ethical | * Bias e Efficiency
ica .
COTaTE « Public trust o Cost-effectiveness
« Fairness TOE | © Greater productivity
- Equity framework [¥| e Value for money

Seamless public
services

! Long-term goaI‘s‘ /

H Citizens and
other

stakeholders

<

+ Accountability

Al Governance | * Transparency
Concerns * Regulatory framework

Al Policy
and
Strategy

<

Figure 1: The integrated conceptual model for ethical Al
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Managerial Implications and Contribution Of the Study

Al is swiftly revolutionizing public administration in a global phenomenon. The significance of Al in the
public sector has rendered efficient, innovative and seamless public services to the citizens, specifically in
developed countries (Robles & Mallinson, 2025). This study aimed to examine ethical and governance issues
of Al in the South African public sector, an emerging economy country. While the adoption of Al in the South
African public sector is still in embryonic phase, the findings of this study can help policy-makers,
practitioners, strategists, and professionals in public institutions to take cognizance of ethical and governance
issues (e.g., data privacy, security, transparency, trust, bias, and accountability) when developing and
implementing 4IR policies, models and regulatory frameworks pertaining to Al.

On the other hand, the rapid systematic literature analysis makes a unique contribution to the body of
knowledge by providing a crucial insight and a better understanding of the incorporation of ethical and
governance issues pertaining to the Al adoption in the public sector, particularly for organisations in the
nascent phase of Al, like South Africa. This study contributes to the literature by suggesting an integrated
conceptual model that is imperative for Al adoption in the South African public sector. The model intends to
improve Al adoption not only in the South African public sector. The model seeks to address Al ethical and
governance issues, as well as current service delivery-related issues, by providing a structured and holistic
approach to enhancing public administration and service delivery through the adoption of Al technologies.

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study examines ethical and governance issues of Al in the South African public sector, an emerging
economy country. Although Al has been applauded for its capacity to ensure streamlined and efficient service
delivery to the public, emerging economy countries like South Africa are still beleaguered with obstacles such
as a lack of a legislative and regulatory framework governing Al and ethical issues. However, this study
suggested an integrated conceptual model that could be valuable in guiding the development of Al policy and
legislative framework in the South African public sector.

This study emphasized the rapid systematic literature analysis to probe ethical and governance concerns of Al
in the South African public sector. Future studies can focus on other methodological choices, such as
quantitative (e.g., surveys) and qualitative (e.g., interviews, focus groups and case studies) approaches to
collect primary data from the respondents. This can enable the researcher to gain profound insight into AI’s
ethical and governance issues while validating the research results and ensuring the generalizability of research
findings. As such, the suggested conceptual framework can be tested through these methods.

It is vital for the South African public sector to fast-track the adoption of Al-related technologies in order to
thrive in the turbulent and changing digital economy. It is suggested that ethical issues such as data privacy,
security, transparency, public trust, fairness, equity, bias, and accountability should all be integrated into Al
systems and algorithms to enhance their functionality and public confidence while implementing and
employing those Al technologies. Further to this, it is recommended that the South African government
strengthen its Al regulatory framework by developing and enforcing a sound Al policy and strategy to
accelerate the adoption of Al-enabled technologies in various spheres of government (national, provincial and
local).
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