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Emotional Intelligence as a catalyst between Organisational Justice and Service Delivery
Innovation: Perspectives from selected local authorities in Zimbabwe

Ferida Matambo., Brighton Nyagadza & Mathew Marembo.

Abstract

This study examines the mediating role of emotional intelligence (EI) in the relationship between
organisational justice (OJ) and service delivery innovation (SDI) within selected Zimbabwean local
authorities. Using a sequential mixed-methods approach, data were collected from 523 local
authority employees across 15 councils in Zimbabwe through structured questionnaires
(quantitative phase) and semi-structured interviews with 28 purposively selected participants
(qualitative phase). Confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modelling revealed that
emotional intelligence significantly mediates the relationship between organisational justice and
service delivery innovation. The findings demonstrate that whilst organisational justice has a direct
positive effect on service delivery innovation, this relationship is substantially enhanced when
mediated through emotional intelligence. Furthermore, ubuntu orientation significantly moderates
this mediation, strengthening the indirect effect. Qualitative analysis identified five key themes:
emotional intelligence as a buffer against resource constraints, ubuntu philosophy enhancing
collaborative innovation, justice perceptions in hierarchical structures, emotional competence in
citizen engagement, and leadership emotional intelligence as a driver of transformation. The study
contributes to organisational behaviour theory in African contexts by demonstrating the critical
role of emotional intelligence as a psychological mechanism that translates perceptions of fairness
into innovative service delivery outcomes within resource-constrained environments. Practical
implications suggest that local authorities in Zimbabwe should invest in developing employees’
emotional intelligence capabilities alongside establishing fair organisational practices to enhance
service delivery innovation despite infrastructural and financial challenges.

Keywords: emotional intelligence, organisational justice, service delivery innovation, local
authorities, Zimbabwe, ubuntu
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Introduction

Local authorities in Zimbabwe face extraordinary challenges in delivering innovative public
services whilst operating within severely constrained financial environments and complex socio-
political dynamics (Makanyeza & Dzvuke, 2022; Woosnam et al., 2025). The imperative for service
delivery innovation (SDI) has intensified as councils grapple with rising citizen expectations,
infrastructural deficits, economic instability, and the need to demonstrate accountability in public
service provision (Chikoto-Schultz & Uzochukwu, 2021). Concurrently, organisational justice (OJ)
has emerged as a fundamental determinant of employee attitudes and behaviours within African
public sector organisations, particularly influencing their willingness to engage in innovative
practices despite systemic constraints (Mutandwa & Gadzikwa, 2023; Park et al., 2025).

Recent research has highlighted the significance of emotional intelligence (EI) as a critical factor
in organisational effectiveness within African contexts, particularly in environments requiring
adaptive and innovative responses to complex socio-economic challenges (Ncube & Sigauke, 2020;



Tsou, 2025). However, the interplay between organisational justice, emotional intelligence, and
service delivery innovation remains under-explored within the unique context of Zimbabwean
local government, where traditional governance systems intersect with modern administrative
structures and ubuntu philosophy influences organisational dynamics (Chirisa & Muchini, 2022).

The theoretical foundation for examining these relationships draws from social exchange theory,
adapted to African organisational contexts, which posits that employees™ perceptions of fair
treatment influence their willingness to reciprocate through positive organisational behaviours
(Mushongah, 2021). When employees perceive their organisation as just and fair, they are more
likely to demonstrate discretionary behaviours, including innovative thinking and implementation,
even within resource-constrained environments (Chigwedere & Mandizvidza, 2023). However, the
psychological mechanisms through which this transformation occurs within African cultural
contexts warrant deeper investigation.

Emotional intelligence, conceptualised as the ability to perceive, understand, and manage emotions
effectively, may serve as a crucial mediating variable in this relationship, particularly when
considering African indigenous knowledge systems that emphasise emotional interconnectedness
and collective responsibility (Mpofu, 2020). Employees with higher emotional intelligence are
better equipped to navigate the emotional complexities associated with innovation in challenging
environments, including dealing with resource uncertainty, managing resistance to change, and
maintaining motivation during implementation challenges (Kufakunesu & Chimucheka, 2022).

The Zimbabwean context presents unique characteristics that make this study particularly relevant.
Local authorities operate within a complex political economy characterised by fiscal
decentralisation challenges, urban-rural development disparities, and the legacy of colonial
administrative structures intersecting with indigenous governance systems (Dube & Chirisa, 2021).
The concept of ubuntu, emphasising interconnectedness and collective well-being, provides a
distinctive cultural lens through which organisational justice and emotional intelligence may
operate differently compared to Western contexts (Museka & Madondo, 2022).

This study addresses three primary research objectives:
1. Examine the direct relationship between organisational justice and service delivery innovation in
Zimbabwean local authorities.
2. Investigate the mediating role of emotional intelligence in this relationship within African cultural contexts.
3. Explore how ubuntu orientation moderates the mediation relationship.

Through addressing these objectives, this research contributes to both theoretical understanding
and practical guidance for Zimbabwean local authority leaders seeking to enhance service delivery
innovation. The significance extends beyond academic inquiry: Zimbabwean local authorities serve
as the primary interface between government and citizens in both urban and rural areas, delivering
essential services that directly impact quality of life and community development (Chatiza, 2020).
Understanding how to optimise conditions for service delivery innovation within resource
constraints is therefore crucial for sustainable development and democratic governance in
Zimbabwe.

Literature Review

Organisational Justice in African Public Sectors

Organisational justice within African public sector contexts represents a multidimensional
construct encompassing distributive justice (fairness of outcomes), procedural justice (fairness of
processes), interpersonal justice (quality of interpersonal treatment), and informational justice
(adequacy of explanations), all interpreted through cultural lenses emphasising collective welfare
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(Mbeki & Nkomo, 2021; Munyuki & Dzvimbo, 2020). Within Zimbabwean local government,
organisational justice operates through hybrid governance structures blending modern
administrative systems with traditional leadership arrangements (Chitongo, 2022), where
employees navigate internal organisational dynamics alongside external political pressures,
traditional authority influences, and citizen expectations shaped by both modern and indigenous
governance concepts (Mavhima et al., 2021). Central to this context is ubuntu philosophy; “a
person is a person through other persons”; which emphasises collective responsibility, consensus-
building, and communal well-being (Ndlovu & Mutale, 2023). Ubuntu affects how employees
perceive fairness, with greater emphasis on collective outcomes and relational justice compared to
individualistic Western models (Shoko & Shoko, 2022). In Zimbabwean local authorities, ubuntu
manifests through consultation, consensus-building, and collective decision-making processes
(Mapuva, 2022), influencing justice perceptions toward procedural fairness that includes traditional
consultation methods and outcomes benefiting broader communities (Marimira & Mamvura,
2020).

Emotional Intelligence as a Psychological Mechanism

Emotional intelligence in this cultural context encompasses individual emotional competencies
and collective emotional awareness rooted in ubuntu-based relationships (Nkomo & Kriek, 2021;
Chikazhe, Siziba et al., 2023). The theoretical framework draws from both Western emotional
intelligence models and African indigenous concepts of emotional interconnectedness and
community-oriented emotional regulation (Mthembu & Mthembu, 2022). The emphasis on
collective emotional well-being, consensus-building, and relational harmony creates distinctive
patterns prioritising group dynamics over individual emotional management (Ncube & Gomba,
2023). Within Zimbabwean local authorities, emotional intelligence influences dynamics essential
for innovation by enabling greater resilience facing resource constraints, enhanced collaborative
skills respecting traditional authority structures, and improved ability to navigate complex political
environments; all critical capabilities for successful innovation implementation (Moyo & Mtetwa,
2020; Chikungwa & Mutabeni, 2021). Empirical research demonstrates that employees with higher
emotional intelligence perceive organisational practices as fairer within African cultural contexts
through ubuntu-oriented lenses (Hwande & Mukamuri, 2022), whilst fair treatment enhances
employees” emotional well-being and regulatory capabilities when fairness aligns with traditional
justice concepts (Magidi & Mahlambi, 2023).

Service Delivery Innovation in Resource-Constrained Environments

Service delivery innovation in Zimbabwean local authorities encompasses development and
implementation of new or significantly improved services, processes, or delivery mechanisms
enhancing value for citizens whilst operating within severe resource constraints (Dube &
Makanyeza, 2021). This extends beyond technological innovation to include social innovations,
indigenous knowledge integration, and community-based solutions addressing complex
developmental challenges (Chirisa et al., 2020). Innovation often occurs despite limited financial
resources, inadequate infrastructure, and regulatory constraints, requiring creative approaches
leveraging community resources and indigenous knowledge systems (Muchadenyika, 2021),
frequently involving multiple stakeholders including traditional leaders, civic organisations, and
community groups (Chigata, 2023). The integration of ubuntu principles with modern
administrative practices creates opportunities for service delivery innovation leveraging both
traditional wisdom and contemporary management approaches (Kanyenze & Mlambo, 2021).
Cultures characterised by ubuntu principles, collective problem-solving, and respect for traditional
wisdom are more conducive to innovative behaviours (Mubvuma & Botha, 2020; Matarirano &
Jonga, 2022). Emotionally intelligent leaders who understand and apply ubuntu principles are
better positioned to facilitate culturally appropriate and sustainable community solutions (Dzobo
& Chitsamatanga, 2023).



Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

Social exchange theory, adapted for African contexts, suggests that employees reciprocate fair
treatment through positive organisational behaviours when fairness aligns with ubuntu principles
of collective well-being (Mutandwa & Gadzikwa, 2020; Chikazhe, Bhebhe et al., 2023). The
broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, enhanced by ubuntu concepts of collective
emotional well-being, provides insight into how emotional intelligence facilitates this relationship:
positive emotions broaden thought-action repertoires, enabling more creative and innovative
thinking drawing from both modern and traditional knowledge systems (Mashonganyika, 2021).
Conservation of resources theory, adapted for resource-constrained environments, offers
additional support: organisational justice represents a valuable resource that employees seek to
conserve and leverage, whilst emotional intelligence provides psychological resources necessary to
effectively utilise justice perceptions in service of innovative outcomes (Shumba & Mukamuri,
2022).

Based on these theoretical foundations and the unique Zimbabwean context, the following
hypotheses are proposed:

o Hi: Organisational justice positively influences service delivery innovation.

o Hu: Organisational justice positively influences emotional intelligence.

o Hs: Emotional intelligence positively influences service delivery innovation.

o Hy: Emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between organisational justice and service delivery
mnovarion.

o Hs: Ubuntu orientation moderates the mediation relationship, such that the indirect effect of organisational
Justice on service delivery innovation through emotional intelligence is stronger at higher levels of ubuntu
orientation.

Research Methodology

Research Design and Sample

This study employed a sequential mixed-methods design combining a cross-sectional survey
(quantitative phase) with semi-structured interviews (qualitative phase) to examine the mediating
role of emotional intelligence (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The mixed-methods approach
enabled rigorous hypothesis testing through structural equation modelling whilst capturing rich
cultural insights through qualitative methods respecting indigenous knowledge systems (Mpofu &
Watkins, 2021).

The study was conducted across 15 local authorities in Zimbabwe, selected through stratified
random sampling to ensure representation across authority types and geographical regions (Figure
1). The quantitative phase involved 523 local authority employees distributed across metropolitan
(n=180), municipal (n=215), and rural (n=122) councils. The sample comprised 54.7% female and
45.3% male participants, with representation across age groups (18-30 years: 28.3%; 31-45 years:
38.2%; 46-55 years: 25.8%; 56+ years: 7.7%) and service tenure. Participants spanned
organisational levels from frontline staff (48.2%) to senior management (6.9%), with cultural
backgrounds reflecting Zimbabwe's demographic composition (Shona: 67.3%; Ndebele: 25.6%0;
Other: 7.1%). For the qualitative phase, 28 participants were purposively sampled to ensure
maximum variation across demographic characteristics, organisational levels, service areas, council
types, and cultural backgrounds.

The research design incorporated specific cultural considerations for the Zimbabwean context,
including traditional protocols for consultation and engagement, appropriate acknowledgement of
traditional authorities, and data collection in participants” preferred languages (English, Shona, or



Ndebele) with cultural mediators assisting to ensure cultural appropriateness (Mukamuri &
Mavhima, 2022; Chitongo & Dube, 2021).

S

Total Local Authorities Identified
(n=28)

Met Inclusion Criteria
(n=22)

Agreed to Participate: (n=15)

Metropolitan :3
Municipal Council :7

Rural District Council:5

(Eligible Employees Identified(n=681)
Metropolitan: 412
Municipal Council:1781
L Rural District Council: 91 p
é )
Survey Distributed
(n=681)
\, S
Sruvey Returned
(n=537)
Valid Survey
(n=523)
Response Rate: 76.8%

Figure 1: Sample selection flow diagram.
Source: Authors™ conception (2025).

The quantitative phase involved 523 local authority employees distributed across metropolitan
(n=186), municipal (n=215), and rural (n=122) councils. The sample comprised 54.7% female and
45.3% male participants, with representation across age groups (18-30 years: 28.3%; 31-45 years:
38.2%; 46-55 years: 25.8%; 56+ years: 7.7%) and service tenure ranging from less than 2 years
(22.2%) to over 15 years (13.0%). Participants spanned organisational levels from frontline staff
(48.2%) to senior management (6.9%), with cultural backgrounds reflecting Zimbabwe's
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demographic composition (Shona: 67.3%; Ndebele: 25.6%; Other: 7.1%). Table 1 presents detailed
demographic characteristics by council type and region.
Table 1: Demographic characteristics of quantitative sample (N = 523)

Characteristic Metropolitan Municipal Rural Total %
(n=186) (n=215) (n=122) (N=523)

Gender

Female 107 121 58 286 54.7

Male 79 94 04 237 45.3

Age Group

18-30 years 58 063 27 148 28.3

31-45 years 73 84 43 200 38.2

46-55 years 42 52 41 135 25.8

56+ years 13 16 11 40 7.7

Length of Service

< 2 years 44 50 22 116 22.2

2-5 years 51 59 28 138 26.4

0-10 years 42 51 32 125 23.9

11-15 years 28 30 18 76 14.5

> 15 years 21 25 22 068 13.0

Organisational

Level

Frontline staff 87 105 60 252 48.2

Supervisory 52 601 35 148 28.3

Middle 32 35 20 87 16.6

management

Senior management | 15 14 7 36 6.9

Cultural

Background

Shona 123 142 87 352 67.3

Ndebele 48 58 28 134 25.6

Other 15 15 7 37 7.1

Source: Primary data (2025).

For the qualitative phase, 28 participants were purposively sampled to ensure maximum variation
across demographic characteristics, organisational levels, service areas, council types, and cultural
backgrounds (Table 2). This purposive approach enabled exploration of participants’ experiences
and perceptions regarding organisational justice, emotional intelligence, and service delivery
innovation within Zimbabwean cultural contexts.

Table 2: Qualitative sample characteristics (n = 28)

Council Type Male Female Shona Ndebele Other Total
Metropolitan 4 5 6 2 1 9
Municipal 5 0 7 3 1 11
Rural 3 5 6 2 0 8
Total 12 16 19 7 2 28

Source: Primary data (2025).

The research design incorporated specific cultural considerations for the Zimbabwean context.
Data collection procedures respected traditional protocols for consultation and engagement,
including appropriate acknowledgement of traditional authorities where relevant (Mukamuri &
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Mavhima, 2022). Interview guides incorporated ubuntu concepts and traditional approaches to
collective decision-making. Questionnaires were provided in English, Shona, and Ndebele, with
interviews conducted in participants” preferred languages. Cultural mediators familiar with local
contexts and traditional governance systems assisted in data collection to ensure cultural
appropriateness and comprehensive understanding (Chitongo & Dube, 2021).

Measures and Instruments

Organisational Justice was measured using the Organisational Justice Scale adapted for African
contexts (24 items; o = .92), assessing distributive, procedural, interpersonal, and informational
justice whilst incorporating ubuntu-based concepts (Mafini & Pooe, 2021). Emotional
Intelligence was assessed using the African Emotional Intelligence Scale (20 items; « = .89),
measuring self-emotion appraisal, others-emotion appraisal, use of emotion, regulation of
emotion, and ubuntu-based collective emotional awareness (Nkomo & Kriek, 2021). Service
Delivery Innovation was measured using the Zimbabwean Public Sector Innovation Scale
developed specifically for this study (22 items; o = .94), assessing process innovation, service
innovation, collaborative innovation, and indigenous knowledge integration. Ubuntu Orientation

was measured using a 12-item scale (x = .86) assessing employees™ alignment with ubuntu
principles (Rukuni & Machingura, 2021). All measures used 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Control variables included age, gender, length of service,

organisational level, council type, geographical region, cultural background, and traditional
governance exposure.

Data Collection and Analysis

Quantitative data were collected through online and paper-based surveys between August and
November 2024, whilst qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews in
participants” preferred languages between December 2024 and January 2025. Interviews lasted 60-
90 minutes and followed culturally appropriate protocols. Quantitative analysis used SPSS 29.0
and AMOS 26.0. Confirmatory factor analysis validated the measurement model using standard fit
indices (CFI = .90, TLI = .90, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .08). Convergent validity was assessed
through AVE 2 .50 and CR = .70, whilst discriminant validity used HTMT < .85 with bootstrap
confidence intervals. Common method bias was addressed through Harman's single factor test
and a latent common method factor approach. The structural model tested hypotheses H1-H3,
whilst mediation (H4) and moderated mediation (H5) were examined using Hayes™ (2018)
PROCESS macro with 5,000 bootstrap resamples. Measurement invariance was tested across
cultural groups, geographical regions, and council types. Qualitative analysis followed Braun and
Clarke’s (2000) six-phase thematic analysis adapted for African contexts using NVivo 14. Two
researchers conducted independent initial coding with inter-coder reliability » = .82. Integration
followed Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2018) connecting approach using joint display tables.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the Marondera University of Agricultural Sciences &
Technology (MUAST) Research Ethics Committee (16/05/25) and the Ministry of ILocal
Government and Public Works of Zimbabwe (REF: ADM/23/8) (04/07/25). The research
followed ubuntu principles ensuring participants were treated with dignity and respect, and that
research would benefit the broader community. All participants provided informed consent
following culturally appropriate processes including consultation with traditional authorities where
relevant. Confidentiality was maintained with anonymised data stored securely per Zimbabwean
privacy regulations and international standards. Particular attention addressed power dynamics
within local authority contexts, ensuring voluntary participation without coercion through
administrative or traditional authority structures.



Results

Preliminary analyses and measurement model

Little’s MCAR test indicated missing data were missing completely at random (x> = 124.87, df =
118, p = .312). Missing values were minimal (< 2%) and handled through FIML estimation.
Examination of Mahalanobis distance identified 14 multivariate outliers which were removed,
resulting in N = 523. All variables demonstrated acceptable univariate normality (skewness: -.23
to .19; kurtosis: -.45 to .28), and VIF values ranged from 1.42 to 2.87, indicating no
multicollinearity concerns.

Descriptive statistics and correlations

All measures demonstrated acceptable to excellent reliability (« = .86 to .94). Organisational justice
was positively correlated with emotional intelligence (r = .61, p < .01) and service delivery
innovation (r = .58, p < .01). Emotional intelligence demonstrated a strong positive correlation
with service delivery innovation (r = .69, p < .01). Ubuntu orientation showed significant
correlations with all main variables.

Confirmatory factor analysis

The four-factor model (organisational justice, emotional intelligence, service delivery innovation,
ubuntu orientation) demonstrated good fit: y*(743) = 1,487.92, p < .001; CFI = .928; TLI = .922;
RMSEA = .044 [90% CI: .040, .048]; SRMR = .058. All standardised factor loadings exceeded .70
(range: .72-.91). Convergent validity was established with all constructs exceeding recommended
thresholds (AVE = .50, CR = .70). Discriminant validity was supported with all HTMT values
below .85 and no confidence intervals including 1.0.

Common Method Bias

Harman's single-factor test revealed the first factor accounted for 38.4% of total variance (< 50%
threshold). The latent common method factor approach showed marginal model fit improvement
(ACFI = .009) with minimal average change in substantive factor loadings (.04, range: .01 to .08),
suggesting common method bias does not substantially threaten findings.

Measurement invariance

Multi-group CFA supported configural, metric, and scalar invariance across cultural groups,
geographical regions, and council types (all ACFI = .010, ARMSEA = .015), confirming constructs
are understood consistently across diverse Zimbabwean contexts.

Structural model and hypothesis testing

The structural equation model demonstrated good fit: y*(748) = 1,523.67, p < .001; CFI = .925;
TLI = .919; RMSEA = .045 [90% CI: .041, .049]; SRMR = .061. All three direct relationships were
statistically significant and in predicted directions: organisational justice positively predicted service
delivery innovation (8 = .298, p < .001, supporting H1), organisational justice positively predicted
emotional intelligence (B = .674, p < .001, supporting H2), and emotional intelligence positively
predicted service delivery innovation (B = .548, p < .001, supporting H3). The model explained
substantial variance in emotional intelligence (R* = .45) and service delivery innovation (R* = .62).

Mediation analysis

Bootstrap procedures with 5,000 resamples revealed a significant indirect effect of organisational
justice on service delivery innovation through emotional intelligence (ab = .367, 95% CI [.287,
447)), supporting H4. The proportion of the total effect mediated was 55.2% (ab/c = .367/.665),



indicating partial mediation whereby organisational justice influences service delivery innovation
both directly and indirectly through emotional intelligence (Le Ba ez a/., 2025; Maziriri et al., 2020).

Moderated mediation analysis

PROCESS Model 14 examined conditional indirect effects at different levels of ubuntu
orientation. The interaction between emotional intelligence and ubuntu orientation was statistically
significant (8 = .164, p < .001), and the index of moderated mediation was significant (Index =
183, 95% CI [.114, .252]), supporting H5 (Amini Khiabani & Nham, 2025). The conditional
indirect effects revealed mediation strengthens at higher ubuntu orientation levels: low ubuntu
(4.6): .289 [.195, .383]; mean ubuntu (5.4): .367 [.287, .447]; high ubuntu (6.2): .445 [.343, .547].

Multi-group analysis

The mediation effect was consistently significant across all groups. Slightly stronger indirect effects
were observed in rural councils (3 = .391) compared to metropolitan (3 = .341) and municipal
councils (8 = .374), and among Shona (3 = .372) compared to Ndebele groups (3 = .359).
However, chi-square difference tests indicated these differences were not statistically significant (p
> .05), suggesting the mediation model generalises well across different Zimbabwean contexts.

Qualitative Findings

Thematic analysis of 28 semi-structured interviews revealed five primary themes illuminating
mechanisms through which emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between
organisational justice and service delivery innovation.

Theme 1: Emotional intelligence as a buffer against resource constraints. Participants
described how emotional intelligence enabled them to maintain motivation and innovative
thinking despite severe resource constraints. A senior manager explained: “When we don’t have
the resources we need, it's easy to become frustrated and give up. But emotional intelligence helps
me stay positive and look for creative solutions” (Participant 7, Metropolitan Council). This theme
was particularly evident in rural councils where resource constraints are most severe, with
participants demonstrating how emotional competence enabled them to transform negative
emotions into motivation for indigenous and community-based innovations.

Theme 2: Ubuntu philosophy enhancing collaborative innovation. Participants described
how ubuntu principles of interconnectedness and collective responsibility created distinctive
innovation patterns prioritising community benefit over individual recognition. A municipal
council manager reflected: “Ubuntu teaches us that we succeed together or fail together. When I
approach innovation with this mindset, it changes everything. My emotional intelligence helps me
sense when the group is ready for new ideas and how to build consensus” (Participant 12,
Municipal Council). Ubuntu-enhanced emotional intelligence enabled participants to navigate
complex stakeholder relationships more effectively, particularly in cross-functional innovation
projects requiring coordination between modern administrative structures and traditional
governance systems.

Theme 3: Justice perceptions in hierarchical structures. Participants described how
perceptions of fairness aligning with both modern administrative and traditional governance
concepts enhanced their emotional security and willingness to innovate. A middle manager
reflected: “When I feel that decisions are made fairly, through proper consultation that honours
both systems, I feel emotionally secure enough to suggest new approaches” (Participant 5,
Metropolitan Council). Participants with higher emotional intelligence demonstrated enhanced
ability to manage emotions when faced with traditional power structures and were more successful
in proposing culturally sensitive service delivery innovations.
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Theme 4: Emotional competence in citizen engagement. Participants described how
emotional awareness and regulation skills enabled them to understand community needs and co-
create innovative solutions. A community development officer explained: “My emotional
intelligence helps me really listen; not just to their words, but to their feelings and concerns. This
deeper understanding leads to better innovations because we re addressing what the community
actually needs” (Participant 16, Municipal Council). Participants noted that fair treatment within
their organisations enhanced their capacity for empathetic citizen engagement.

Theme 5: Leadership emotional intelligence as a driver of transformation. Participants
described leaders demonstrating high emotional intelligence as catalysts for transformative change.
A department head observed: “Our director has exceptional emotional intelligence. She creates an
environment where everyone feels heard and valued. This sense of fairness inspires us to go
beyond our job descriptions and think creatively” (Participant 10, Metropolitan Council). Leaders
with high emotional intelligence were described as more likely to implement fair procedures,
communicate decisions transparently, and create psychologically safe environments for innovation
experimentation.

Integration of Findings

The integration of quantitative and qualitative results reveals convergent evidence for the
mediating role of emotional intelligence. Fair treatment directly motivates innovation whilst
simultaneously enhancing employees’™ emotional competence through psychological safety and
role modelling from fair leaders. Enhanced emotional intelligence then enables employees to
transform challenges into opportunities and engage stakeholders effectively. Ubuntu orientation
amplifies innovation benefits by emphasizing collective purpose, with emotional intelligence
particularly critical in resource-constrained rural settings where material resources are scarce.

Discussion

This mixed-methods study provides empirical evidence for the mediating role of emotional
intelligence in the relationship between organisational justice and service delivery innovation
within Zimbabwean local authorities. All five hypotheses received strong support. The quantitative
results demonstrated that organisational justice directly influences service delivery innovation, with
approximately half of this total effect operating indirectly through emotional intelligence. The
structural model explained substantial variance in emotional intelligence and service delivery
innovation (Gwiza ef al., 2022). Organisational justice strongly predicted emotional intelligence,
which in turn robustly predicted service delivery innovation. The moderated mediation analysis
revealed that ubuntu orientation significantly amplifies this pathway, with the indirect effect
increasing from low ubuntu orientation to high ubuntu orientation (Mutandwa & Gadzikwa, 2023).
The qualitative findings revealed five contextual mechanisms: emotional intelligence as a buffer
against resource constraints, ubuntu philosophy enhancing collaborative innovation, justice
perceptions operating within hierarchical structures, emotional competence facilitating citizen
engagement, and leadership emotional intelligence driving transformation (Park ez al., 2025). These
themes illuminate the lived experiences and practical processes underlying the statistical
relationships.

Implications

Theoretical implications

This study demonstrates that Western organisational justice frameworks require cultural
integration rather than mere replication in African settings. While fairness perceptions influence
positive organisational outcomes across contexts, the Zimbabwean case reveals that justice
encompasses not only the four traditional dimensions (distributive, procedural, interpersonal,
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informational) but also alignment with ubuntu principles of collective welfare and traditional
consultation processes. Justice is evaluated simultaneously through modern administrative and
indigenous governance lenses, suggesting that theoretical development should incorporate
indigenous knowledge systems rather than simply testing Western constructs in non-Western
settings. In addition, the research repositions emotional intelligence from a competency variable
to a transmission mechanism. While previous studies examined emotional intelligence as a direct
predictor of outcomes, this study reveals its function as a psychological conduit converting
organisational experiences into behavioural responses. This mediating role suggests expanding
emotional intelligence theory beyond competency models to include process models explaining
how emotional capabilities facilitate organisational dynamics. This study identifies emotional
intelligence as a critical individual difference variable enabling innovation in hierarchical, resource-
constrained public sector contexts. Traditional innovation models emphasize cognitive factors
(creativity, problem-solving) and structural factors (resources, autonomy, climate). These findings
demonstrate that emotional factors: the ability to perceive, understand, and manage emotions: are
equally critical, particularly where innovation requires resilience, empathy, stakeholder navigation,
and emotional energy under challenging conditions.

Practical implications

Emotional intelligence development programs should be implemented across all organisational
levels, culturally contextualised with ubuntu principles and traditional conflict resolution methods.
Training should address self-awareness, self-regulation during resource constraints, social
awareness of organisational and community climates, and relationship management for
collaborative networks. Strengthening organisational justice requires enhancing procedural justice
through transparent decision-making combining formal procedures with traditional consultation,
establishing clear feedback channels, and creating fair evaluation systems. Distributive justice
improvements include equitable resource allocation and merit-based promotions with cultural
sensitivity. Interpersonal justice development involves training in respectful communication
honouring professional and traditional standards. Informational justice requires transparent
communication explaining how decisions align with administrative requirements and community
welfare. Innovation infrastructure policies should allocate innovation budgets for local authorities,
facilitate knowledge-sharing networks, establish innovation awards, and create legal frameworks
supporting innovative service delivery with accountability. Policies should encourage hybrid
governance models combining administrative efficiency with consultative approaches, incorporate
ubuntu principles in public service codes, and support research on African management
philosophies. Innovation-supportive cultures should blend modern management with ubuntu
principles through diverse innovation committees, psychologically safe suggestion systems,
recognition programs celebrating individual and collective achievements, and risk tolerance
policies permitting experimentation (Maziriri ef al., 2024). Culturally responsive service delivery
models should incorporate regular community consultations using modern and traditional
methods, participatory budgeting allowing community influence on resource allocation, feedback
systems enabling ongoing dialogue, and service standards reflecting efficiency and cultural
appropriateness. Community innovation partnerships can be developed through innovation hubs
where citizens contribute ideas, public-private partnerships leveraging community resources,
citizen advisory committees providing ongoing input, and support for community-led initiatives
complementing formal service delivery.

Leadership development should prioritize emotional intelligence as a core competency, including
emotional self-awareness exercises, empathy development through community engagement,
emotional regulation techniques for organisational stress, and relationship management skills
across hierarchical levels and cultural groups. Public sector reform requires attention to emotional
and cultural factors alongside structural changes. Reform policies should mandate emotional
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intelligence standards for public servants, include EI assessments in recruitment, develop national
training standards, and establish centres of excellence for public sector EI development.
Recruitment and selection should incorporate EI assessments, develop competency frameworks
explicitly including EI capabilities, train recruitment panels in EI evaluation, and create diverse
panels assessing cultural sensitivity and ubuntu alignment. Performance management should
include EI indicators in appraisals, develop innovation metrics measuring service improvement
contributions, implement 360-degree feedback assessing EI from multiple perspectives, and create
career development plans supporting EI and innovation skill development.

Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research Directions

The cross-sectional design prevents definitive causal establishment. While theoretical rationale and
statistical analyses support the proposed directional relationships (O] — EI — SDI), alternative
causal orderings remain theoretically plausible. Longitudinal designs tracking changes over time
would establish temporal precedence and strengthen causal inferences. Despite multiple mitigation
strategies (Harman's test, latent method factor, mixed-methods triangulation), quantitative
constructs were measured using self-reports from the same respondents simultaneously. Future
studies should incorporate multi-source data collection (supervisor ratings of innovation, peer
assessments of EI, objective organisational records) and temporal separation between
measurements. The single organisational context within Zimbabwe's local authority sector limits
generalisability to other industries, organisational types, and cultural contexts. Replication across
diverse industries, organisational sizes, and cultural contexts is needed to assess cross-cultural
validity and boundary conditions. Cultural nuances may affect construct interpretation and
reporting. Self-reported innovation may be subject to social desirability bias. Future research
should incorporate behavioural measures (ideas submitted, process improvements implemented)
and culturally developed measurement instruments to enhance construct validity.

This study focused exclusively on emotional intelligence as the mediating mechanism. The justice-
innovation relationship likely operates through multiple pathways including psychological safety,
organisational commitment, knowledge sharing behaviours, and creative self-efficacy.
Comprehensive mediation models incorporating multiple pathways would provide more complete
understanding. Beyond ubuntu orientation, numerous contextual and individual difference factors
(leadership styles, resource availability, risk tolerance, tenure, personality characteristics) may
moderate the identified relationships. Systematic investigation of these boundary conditions would
identify when and for whom relationships are strongest. Reliance on perceptions and retrospective
reports may be influenced by memory biases, affective states, and attribution processes.
Longitudinal designs with real-time experience sampling methods could capture daily fluctuations
in perceived justice, emotional states, and innovative behaviours, providing richer insights into
dynamic processes. Despite these limitations, this study contributes to understanding how
organisational justice cultivates innovation through emotional intelligence development in under-
researched, resource-constrained contexts
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