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South Africa has witnessed a growing number of violent service delivery protests, 

which have become a defining feature of the post-apartheid socio-political landscape. 

These protests, often sparked by the failure of local governments to deliver basic services 

such as water, electricity, and sanitation, reflect deep-seated dissatisfaction with 

governance and socio-economic inequality. While protests are a democratic expression of 

public discontent, the increasing resort to violence has raised concerns about their socio-

economic consequences. This study critically examines the effects of violent service 

delivery protests on South Africa’s socio-economic development using qualitative data 

from academic literature, government reports, policy documents, and reputable news 

sources. The findings highlight disruptions to local economies, infrastructure damage, 

and the erosion of trust in public institutions. The study concludes that unless systemic 

governance challenges are addressed, violent protests will continue to undermine 

development efforts. Recommendations include strengthening local governance, 

improving transparency, and fostering inclusive citizen engagement. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Recently, South Africa has witnessed a surge in violent service delivery protests, 

reflecting widespread discontent with inadequate public services and persistent socio-

https://reserds.vsu.edu.ph/
mailto:Nhlamulo.mabunda@ul.ac.za


Review of Socio-Economic Research and Development Studies 9(2), 2025 

87 

 

economic inequalities. These protests have not only disrupted communities but have also 

raised fundamental questions about governance, accountability, and the effectiveness of 

public institutions (Alexander, 2010). Despite constitutional guarantees and successive 

policy reforms aimed at improving access to basic services, many communities 

particularly those located in historically disadvantaged townships and informal 

settlements continue to experience inadequate access to essential services such as water, 

electricity, housing, sanitation, and waste removal (Ngwane, 2021). Runciman, Bekker, 

and Burbidge (2016) argue that this chronic failure in service delivery has fuelled 

widespread frustration and disillusionment, often culminating in protest actions directed 

at local government authorities. Service delivery protests have become a defining feature 

of South Africa’s post-apartheid socio-political landscape, with an increasing tendency 

toward violent demonstrations (Ngwane, 2021). These protests frequently involve the 

burning of public infrastructure, road blockades, looting, and violent confrontations with 

law enforcement agencies. According to the Municipal IQ Hotspots Monitor (2023), South 

Africa records hundreds of service delivery protests annually, with a notable escalation 

in both the frequency and intensity of violent incidents. The underlying drivers of these 

protests are multifaceted and interconnected, including governance failures, corruption, 

unemployment, poverty, exclusion from decision-making processes, and weak 

accountability mechanisms. The South African Human Rights Commission (2021) reports 

that many communities perceive public officials as indifferent to their struggles, leading 

to feelings of marginalization and political alienation. 

While protest action remains a legitimate democratic expression of public 

dissatisfaction, the growing resort to violence has transformed service delivery protests 

into disruptive social phenomena with significant socio-economic consequences. Violent 

protests disrupt local economic activities, interrupt education and healthcare services, 

damage public and private infrastructure, and erode trust between citizens and the state 

(Booysen, 2012; Ngwane, 2021). These events often result in financial losses, reduced 

investor confidence, and interruptions to municipal operations, thereby undermining 

local development initiatives. Moreover, the persistence and escalation of violent protests 

signal a breakdown in the social compact between citizens and government, contributing 

to a legitimacy crisis that weakens democratic governance and long-term development 

prospects. Despite the regular occurrence of violent service delivery protests across South 

Africa, there remains a limited and fragmented understanding of their cumulative socio-

economic impacts on communities and the broader national development agenda. 

Existing policy responses have largely been reactive, focusing on short-term containment 

rather than addressing the structural and systemic causes of public discontent. This gap 

in comprehensive analysis necessitates a critical examination of how violent service 
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delivery protests affect socio-economic development and social cohesion, as well as how 

governance systems might be reformed to mitigate these impacts. 

Against this background, the primary aim of this study is to critically examine the 

socio-economic consequences of violent service delivery protests in South Africa. 

Specifically, the study seeks to provide a critical overview of the historical context and 

evolution of violent service delivery protests, identify the underlying causes and drivers 

of such protests, assess their socio-economic consequences on affected communities, and 

offer evidence-based recommendations for policymakers, local governments, and civil 

society actors aimed at reducing the incidence of violent protests and addressing the root 

causes of public frustration. By doing so, the study contributes to ongoing scholarly and 

policy debates on governance, service delivery, accountability, and participatory 

democracy in South Africa. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This section reviews existing literature on the phenomenon of service delivery 

protests in South Africa, focusing on their causes, nature, and socio-economic effects. It 

discusses theoretical perspectives on protest behaviour, especially in settings marked by 

inequality and governance failures. A key concern is the rising frequency of violent 

protests and their negative impact on local development and social cohesion. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Relative deprivation theory  

 

One of the most applied frameworks to understand protest action is the Relative 

Deprivation Theory, which posits that individuals or groups are more likely to engage in 

protest when there is a perceived gap between expected and actual conditions of life 

(Gurr, 1970). In the South African context, communities expect access to quality basic 

services based on constitutional rights, but the persistent failure to meet these 

expectations has triggered public unrest (Alexander, 2010). 

 

Social movement theory 

 

This theory examines how collective actions emerge and gain momentum in 

response to shared grievances and through organizational structures. It emphasizes the 

role of political opportunities, mobilizing structures, and framing processes (Tilly & 
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Tarrow, 2007). Many service delivery protests in South Africa are organized through 

community forums, civic groups, and local leadership, making them a form of grassroots 

political expression. 

 

Historical trajectory and evolution of protests (1994 - present) 

 

Protests about service delivery in South Africa are not a new thing since the end 

of apartheid, they have roots in the past. For example, polls from the late 1990s showed 

symptoms of dissatisfaction, and social movements started to form after 2000 (Booysen, 

2012).  Booysen (2012) further alluded that the time right after the 1994 democratic 

election, when the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) was put into 

place, was meant to redress historical wrongs, and make basic services more available to 

the majority of people who had been left out in the past.  However, academic literature 

reveals a significant deficiency of studies on service delivery protests from 1994 to 2000, 

indicating a period during which the topic was either less salient or insufficiently 

scrutinized by scholars.  Since 2004, the number and severity of these protests have gone 

up a lot, which is worrying.  Alexander (2010) called these upheavals a "rebellion of the 

poor" because there were more than 2,500 protests between 2007 and 2011. Municipal IQ, 

a major tracker of these kinds of events, says that there were the most protests in 2018, 

with 24% more than the previous high in 2014. 

The protests themselves have also changed in a way that is worrying.  Some 

studies divide this evolution into three different periods: "no protests" (1994-2004), 

"civilized protests" (2004-2009), and, more recently, "violent protests" (2010-present). 

Generally, deliberate destruction of public and private property, widespread looting, and 

violent confrontations with police distinguish this escalation. Violent unrest constantly 

happens, which has made violence a typical way to deal with problems.  This observed 

development from "no protests" to "civilized" and finally "violent" protests indicates a 

systemic failure of peaceful democratic processes and an increasing conviction among 

marginalized people that only disruptive, violent actions may provoke a governmental 

reaction.  This suggests a failure of the social compact, where individuals who are upset 

with the state's lack of response may see extreme kinds of involvement as acceptable, 

which might lead to a cycle of violence that continues to erode democratic values.  In the 

past, Gauteng province was a prominent place for protests. Recently, though, the Eastern 

Cape, Western Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal have all become important places for protests.  

The fact that these protests are happening in many different cities shows that the situation 

is a national problem, not just a local one. It indicates that there are deep-seated problems 

that affect the whole country. 
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Key drivers of violent service delivery protests in South Africa 

 

The primary drivers of service delivery protests are deeply rooted in pervasive 

socio-economic disparities, systemic governance failures, critical communication 

breakdowns, unmet basic needs, and relative deprivation. 

 

Structural government failure and lack of accountability 

 

Numerous studies indicate that structural governance problems are a major cause 

of protests. Booysen (2012) argues that the failure of local municipalities to deliver 

essential services, coupled with corruption, mismanagement, and lack of responsiveness, 

has led to a crisis of legitimacy, particularly in procurement processes and financial 

controls. Corruption reduces public confidence and directly obstructs service delivery, 

often sparking protests. A pervasive lack of accountability from local councilors and 

municipal officials further intensifies public anger. The deployment of incompetent 

cadres to municipal management positions, often based on political affiliation rather than 

merit, exacerbates poor service delivery. Unresponsive officials and a lack of transparency 

in decision-making processes further fuel dissatisfaction (Booysen, 2012).  

 

Socio-economic inequality and unemployment 

 

Unemployment and poverty also play significant roles. Stats SA (2025) reports 

that youth unemployment is at 33.2%, while poverty levels are highest in areas where 

protests are most frequent. This situation creates a volatile mix of frustration, exclusion, 

and desperation. Marcella and Chowdhury (2018) attest that high unemployment and 

widespread poverty, especially among young people, are signs of discontent.  Hungry 

and poor people, whose chances are already quite restricted, might easily get angry when 

they feel treated unfairly or when certain events occur (Marcella & Chowdhury, 2018). 

This means that the protests are not just reactions to something but signs of a society that 

is very weak and unstable. A significant part of the population lives in a situation of 

precariousness, which makes them very easy to mobilize through complaints.  

Addressing inequities and poverty is much more vital for long-term stability than merely 

managing the sparks of single events or protests. 
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Erosion of trust and communication breakdown  

 

Community frustration arises when they feel ignored, mistreated, or insulted, 

and their problems are not being addressed through participatory governance methods 

like Integrated Development Planning (IDP) meetings. According to Ngwane (2021), trust 

between citizens and local authorities declines due to failed service delivery expectations 

and the belief that state institutions are unresponsive or intentionally ignore community 

opinions. Madumo, (2020) substantiates that this trust is crucial for social cohesion and 

political stability, and when it wanes, communities are less inclined to participate 

constructively in democratic procedures. It is evident that communication breakdowns, 

such as poorly run forums and community consultations, bureaucratic terminology, and 

a lack of follow-up on community comments, weaken the legitimacy of local government 

and weaken accountability mechanisms. As trust decreases and communication breaks 

down, residents may view silence, delays, or broken promises as intentional neglect, 

leading to disruptive or violent protests (Alexander, 2019). The absence of trust and 

communication has been well documented in the literature as a factor leading to a 

governance vacuum, in which citizens and the state engage in antagonistic rather than 

collaborative relations.  Such conditions erode the legitimacy of democratic institutions 

and reduce the likelihood of sustainable service delivery (Alexander, 2019; Madumo, 

2020; Ngwane, 2021). 

 

Unmet basic needs and relative deprivation 

 

The inability to fulfil fundamental community needs, including clean water, food, 

sanitation, energy, and secure housing, is a major contributor to violent service delivery 

protests in South Africa.  The absence of access to vital resources diminishes human 

dignity and causes frustration.  The relative deprivation theory posits that dissatisfaction 

emerges from perceived disparities, resulting in sentiments of unfairness and 

marginalization (Maslow 1943).  Communities often view peaceful engagement with local 

government as futile, leading to confrontational methods such as protests or violent 

demonstrations.  Violent protests in South Africa often represent a rational response to 

the systemic failures of governance in meeting unmet needs (Møller, 2005).  The 

convergence of unfulfilled fundamental needs and relative hardship underscores a larger 

structural issue, undermining social cohesiveness, legitimacy, and trust in democratic 

governance.  Alexander (2019) emphasizes that overcoming these challenges requires the 

improvement of infrastructure and service accessibility, as well as the promotion of 

fairness, equity, and inclusivity in developmental processes. 
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Socio-economic consequences of violent service delivery protests   

 

Violent service delivery protests in South Africa have extensive repercussions, 

affecting both the economic and the social fabric of communities. The economic and social 

repercussions generate cycles of instability, eroding democratic consolidation, sustainable 

development, and national solidarity, thus perpetuating the cycle of violence. 

 

Economic consequences 

 

Violent protests incur significant economic consequences, destroying livelihoods 

and hindering national growth. They often result in immense financial damage, including 

direct monetary losses, destruction of infrastructure and property, disruption of 

businesses, and widespread job losses. Beyond these immediate costs, violent protests 

also generate severe supply chain disruptions, exacerbate macroeconomic instabilities, 

and divert state resources away from developmental priorities (Alexander, 2019; 

Runciman, Bekker & Burbidge, 2016). 

The economic consequences extend beyond short-term financial losses. Violent 

protests exacerbate pre-existing structural weaknesses in the South African economy, 

producing what economists describe as a “scarring effect,” a long-term negative impact 

on employment, productivity, and investor confidence (World Bank, 2022). Repeated 

unrest erodes business and consumer confidence, increases perceptions of risk, and 

ultimately raises the cost of borrowing. This undermines South Africa’s competitiveness 

and makes it increasingly difficult for the country to achieve sustainable recovery and 

inclusive economic growth (South African Reserve Bank, 2021). Over time, the cumulative 

effects of violent protests create a vicious cycle. Investor flight and weakened economic 

performance contribute to deepening unemployment and social inequality, which in turn 

fuel renewed grievances and unrest. This cycle of instability perpetuates 

underdevelopment and traps the country in a state of recurring socio-economic 

vulnerability (Bhorat, Naidoo, Oosthuizen & Pillay, 2017; OECD, 2022). 

 

Social consequences 

 

In addition to the financial costs, violent protests against service delivery have a 

deep and lasting effect on the social cohesion of South African communities. While the 

immediate consequences include physical destruction and material losses, the long-term 

implications are far more pervasive, undermining the very fabric of communal life. These 

protests exacerbate pre-existing social divisions by increasing the gaps between various 
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community groups, diminishing trust in both leadership frameworks and personal 

relationships, and undermining systems of collective solidarity (Runciman et al., 2016; 

Alexander, 2019). One of the most significant impacts is the weakening of social capital, 

the networks of trust, reciprocity, and shared norms that enable communities to cooperate 

for mutual benefit (Putnam, 2000). Violent protests replace cooperation with suspicion, 

fostering a culture of fear, mistrust, and division. In the South African context, the erosion 

of trust undermines the Ubuntu philosophy, which prioritizes communal harmony, 

interconnectedness, and mutual care (Nabudere, 2005). When violent protests become a 

common way for people to express their political views, the Ubuntu spirit is weakened. 

This makes communities more divided and less able to work together to solve problems 

that affect everyone. This breakdown in social cohesion generates a vicious cycle, mistrust 

breeds anxiety, which fuels further instability and, in turn, provokes new cycles of protest 

and violence. The intergenerational effects of such erosion are severe, as it may take 

decades to rebuild community trust and social capital once damaged (Morrell, 2010). The 

cumulative impact of repeated violent protests makes it more difficult to implement 

community-driven development initiatives, weakens the legitimacy of governance 

structures, and entrenches a culture of alienation and division (Habib, 2019). 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

 

This study employed a qualitative, systematic content analysis approach to 

examine the socio-economic consequences of violent service delivery protests in South 

Africa, drawing exclusively on secondary data from peer-reviewed academic journal 

articles, government reports, policy documents, and reputable news sources. Sources 

were selected based on specific inclusion criteria, namely, that they focus on the South 

African context, address issues related to service delivery, protest action, governance, or 

socio-economic development, and were published between 2000 and 2025 to capture post-

apartheid protest dynamics, while opinion pieces lacking empirical grounding, duplicate 

publications, and sources not directly related to service delivery protests were excluded. 

Data were collected through structured searches of academic databases, including Google 

Scholar, Scopus, and AOSIS. The analysis followed a Thematic Content Analysis (TCA) 

process, beginning with open coding to identify recurring concepts related to protest 

drivers and socio-economic impacts, followed by axial coding to organize these concepts 

into broader analytical themes. Theme validation was accomplished through iterative 

cross-verification across various sources and conformity with established theoretical 

frameworks, such as Relative Deprivation Theory (Gurr, 1970), thereby augmenting the 

transparency and credibility of the analytical process. 
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4. KEY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The analysis reveals that violent service delivery protests in South Africa are 

symptomatic of deep structural governance failures, socio-economic inequalities, and a 

crisis of trust between citizens and the state. The findings highlight three interrelated 

domains of impact, which are economic, social, and political, each with far-reaching 

consequences for local and national development. 

 

Government and institutional breakdown  

 

The study found that systemic governance weaknesses, particularly at the 

municipal level, underpin most violent protests. These include poor financial 

management, corruption, lack of transparency, and the appointment of unqualified 

personnel through political patronage (Booysen, 2012; Ngwane, 2021). Such behavior 

leads to poor service delivery, eroded accountability, and the perception that local 

governments are indifferent to citizen needs. According to Alexander (2019), these 

conditions encourage communities to engage in disruptive actions as a means of making 

their voices heard. The erosion of public trust is thus both a cause and a consequence of 

recurrent violent protests. 

 

Economic disruption and development stagnation  

 

The economic consequences of violent protests are severe and cumulative. The 

destruction of public infrastructure and private property disrupts local economies, 

increases municipal repair costs, and diverts limited state resources away from social and 

development programs (Runciman et al., 2016; South African Reserve Bank, 2021). 

Repeated unrest reduces investor confidence, increases risk premiums, and hinders 

economic growth (World Bank, 2022). The cyclical nature of protests and economic 

instability perpetuates unemployment and inequality, creating a feedback loop that 

sustains the very conditions that trigger unrest (Bhorat et al., 2017; OECD, 2022). 

 

Social cohesion and community fragmentation  

 

The findings reveal that violent protests significantly undermine social cohesion 

and collective trust. Communities become polarized, with divisions emerging between 

protesters, non-protesters, and local authorities (Alexander, 2019; Putnam, 2000). The 

destruction of communal spaces and the militarization of protest policing weaken the 



Review of Socio-Economic Research and Development Studies 9(2), 2025 

95 

 

social fabric, eroding Ubuntu values of mutual respect and cooperation (Nabudere, 2005). 

As Habib (2019) observes, the normalization of violence as a mode of political engagement 

corrodes democratic culture and discourages constructive civic participation. The 

resulting loss of social capital impedes collective problem-solving and community-led 

development (Morrell, 2010). 

 

The cycle of relative deprivation  

 

Communities perceive a gap between their legitimate expectations for dignified 

living conditions and the actual performance of the government, consistent with Relative 

Deprivation Theory (Gurr, 1970) and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943). The 

frustration of unmet basic needs such as water, housing, and sanitation amplifies a sense 

of exclusion, leading to violent outbursts. This finding underscores that protests are not 

merely acts of defiance but expressions of structural and psychological deprivation 

(Møller, 2005). 

 

5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This study concludes that violent service delivery protests in South Africa are the 

product of a complex interaction between governance failures, socio-economic 

deprivation, and declining public trust. Although protests constitute a legitimate form of 

democratic expression, their violent manifestation undermines development outcomes, 

weakens public institutions, and fractures social cohesion. The persistence of such 

protests reflects deeper structural deficiencies within South Africa’s democratic and 

governance systems that cannot be resolved through reactive or securitized responses 

alone. Addressing violent service delivery protests therefore requires an integrated and 

forward-looking approach that prioritizes responsive governance, inclusive participation, 

and targeted socio-economic reforms. Restoring trust, accountability, and shared 

responsibility between the state and its citizens is essential for breaking the cycle of protest 

and instability. Without meaningful structural reform and sustained engagement with 

affected communities, violent service delivery protests will continue to be a major obstacle 

to social stability and inclusive development in South Africa. 

Based on the findings, this study recommends a targeted and multi-dimensional 

approach to addressing the root causes and consequences of violent service delivery 

protests in South Africa. In the short term, the focus should be on making participatory 

governance mechanisms stronger, especially Integrated Development Planning (IDP) 

forums. This can be done by improving feedback loops, increasing community-based 
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monitoring, and setting up independent mediation platforms to deal with complaints 

before they turn violent (Madumo, 2020; Runciman et al., 2016). These measures can 

enhance responsiveness, rebuild trust, and promote constructive citizen–state 

engagement. To bring people back together and strengthen Ubuntu values of mutual 

respect and collective responsibility, civil society groups, faith-based groups, and local 

governments must work together on social interventions like dialogue, reconciliation 

initiatives, and civic education (Nabudere, 2005; Habib, 2019). 

In the long term, sustainable reform requires the restructuring of municipal 

governance systems through the professionalization of administrative structures, strict 

adherence to merit-based appointments, strengthened financial oversight, and consistent 

enforcement of anti-corruption measures to restore institutional credibility and public 

confidence (Booysen, 2012). Economic interventions should focus on addressing 

structural inequality and youth unemployment through expanded public works 

programs, targeted skills development, and support for local entrepreneurship in protest-

prone areas, thereby reducing the socio-economic vulnerabilities that often precipitate 

unrest (Bhorat et al., 2017). A coordinated strategy that integrates governance reform, 

economic empowerment, and social cohesion initiatives is critical for preventing violent 

protests and advancing inclusive and sustainable development. 
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 This study relies exclusively on secondary data, which limits the ability to capture 

lived community experiences and real-time protest dynamics. Future research should 

incorporate primary data through interviews, focus groups, and community-based 

surveys to deepen understanding of localized protest triggers and impacts. Comparative 

municipal case studies would further strengthen empirical insights. 
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