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Introduction
South African workplaces are striving towards the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) (Jansen van 
Rensburg, Telukdarie, & Dhamija, 2019), a term created in Germany, relating to cutting-edge 
technology activity, innovations, digital physical frameworks, the Internet of things and distributed 
computing (Calitz, Poisat, & Cullen, 2017). South African workplaces are affected by global changes 
and trends towards the 4IR, while conducting national discourses on employment equity (EE).

Organisations are encountering both cost decreases and income gains from their propelled 
digitalisation endeavours (Geissbauer, Vedsø, & Schrauf, 2016), including the full digitalisation of 
an organisation’s tasks and the upgrade of items and administrations. Also, a closer connection 
with clients (Ind4.0, 2016), influencing the accompanying regions, such as administration and 
plans of action, unwavering quality and constant efficiency and the employees’ instruction and 
abilities (training) and financial components (Calitz et al., 2017). The idea of the 4IR further 
portrays the subsequent interconnection of individuals and constant information trade (Spath 
et al., 2013), as well as smart objects becoming inserted in more extensive frameworks (Hecklaua, 
Galeitzke, Flachsa, & Kohl, 2016). The concept of the 4IR describes the increasing digitisation of 
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the entire value chain and the resulting interconnection of 
people, objects and systems through real-time data exchange 
(Spath et al., 2013).

This manuscript centres around the perspectives of employees 
on work and organisation within the 4IR changes. As from the 
execution of the Employment Equity Act (EEA) (Basson, 2017), 
changes towards a progressively comprehensive, vote-based 
workforce has been actualised (Moraka & Jansen van 
Rensburg, 2015). These progressions appear to be ‘superficial’ 
as far as hierarchical changes and acclimation to 4IR necessities 
are needed (Herman, 2017). Organisations in South Africa are 
required by law to display EE; however, racial workplace 
segregation in South Africa continues (Zulu & Parumasur, 
2009). Racial standards still do not coordinate with the societal 
statistic profile (Mayer & Barnard, 2015; Surtee & Hall, 2009) 
and solid discourses on expansionism, politically sanctioned 
racial segregation and workplace post-colonialism have 
emerged (Masombuka, 2016). A gradual change towards EE 
appears in workplaces (Breetzke & Hedding, 2016); however, 
how to address EE in a 4IR context remains in question (Louw, 
2015; Oosthuizen, Tonelli, & Mayer, 2019).

Purpose and contribution
South African workplaces find themselves in national discourses 
on EE and 4IR transformations. This research focuses on 
employees’ perceptions of EE under the surface, through the 
systems psychodynamic conflict, identity, boundaries, authority, 
roles, task (CIBART) model within the context of the 4IR. 
It  provides new insights in burning issues in South African 
workplaces through the lens of the CIBART model.

Employment equity and the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution in South Africa
In a way, international trends define South Africa’s ways of 
doing business and executing collaborative EE work practices. 
Automotive suppliers and component manufacturers have 
actualised community-orientated workspaces and the broad 
utilisation of collaborative robots (cobots), which are 
progressively seen as colleagues. A South African workforce 
that must create trust, having a culture of human–human 
coordinated effort and dread of joblessness, will require new 
EE practices in a cutting-edge 4IR workplace (Calitz et al., 
2017). The South African government, organisations and 
society need to collaborate to develop a responsible EE 
approach and policies that govern the impact of the 4IR and 
create a pool of leaders with a deep and complex understanding 
of the interplay between 4IR technology and its effect on 
society (Hecklaua et al., 2016; Porter & Heppelmann, 2015; 
Stubbings, 2018).

The South African government will need to address topics 
such as unemployment, testing social safety nets, questions 
around universal basic income and identifying new income 
sources. South Africa will increasingly have to visualise 
radical new workplace trends and adjust EE approaches 
(Stubbings, 2018). As the ‘typical’ linear career path ceases to 

exist, perceptions of the value of the new norm of a ‘portfolio 
career’ must change. For many employees, job mobility, 
constant retraining and rotation will become a crucial way 
of improving their adaptability, employability and usefulness 
to society (Kagermann et al., 2013) while adjusting EE policies 
and racial transformation in workplaces (Oosthuizen et al., 
2019). Organisations are faced with an array of choices 
when  contemplating the future of the 4IR, requiring an 
understanding of the future workplace options (Ind4.0, 2016).

Organisations can build a future-orientated understanding of 
humans–machines collaboration to deliver a corporate 
purpose. The values and behaviours that underpin EE 
policies, processes, decision-making and priorities should be 
clarified. Organisations should develop sophisticated EE 
policies that support workforce planning and predictive 
analytics to manage talent in multiple future scenarios and 
explore how technology can enhance people offering for 
potential and existing employees (Dorst, Hahn, Knafla, 
Loewen, & Rosen, 2015). Organisations should think beyond 
simplistic concepts such as ‘complying with EE targets and 
quotas’. New ways of working and learning and radically 
different career paths are imperative. Organisations ought to 
have the freedom to redesign traditional ‘one-size-fits-all’ EE 
programmes and policies to deliver on new learning and 
development models, career paths, capability models and the 
redesign of EE jobs and compensation frameworks (Porter & 
Heppelmann, 2015). Future work relations in South Africa 
will be widely affected by EE and 4IR improvements on 
conscious and unconscious levels.

Systems psychodynamics and the 
CIBART model
Systems psychodynamic theories give a hierarchical way 
to  deal with the comprehension and clarifying of systemic 
structures (Steyn & Cilliers, 2016) and the study of affect in 
organisations (Dashtipour & Vidaillet, 2017). Anxiety is seen 
as a noteworthy power in open systems and is relied upon to 
cause mental agony, which the system at that point guards 
itself against. Defence mechanisms may fluctuate in responses, 
for example, splitting, projection, projective identification and 
idealisation (Blackman, 2004). Only if the system addresses 
the anxiety and integrates positive and negative aspects of 
itself can it cater for objective human relations to finally 
contain the anxiety (Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004; Mayer, 
Oosthuizen, Tonelli, & Surtee, 2018a; Mayer, Tonelli, 
Oosthuizen, & Surtee, 2018b; Geldenhuys, 2012).

Steyn and Cilliers (2016) provide an overview of five possible 
group behaviour reactions to manage anxiety in the system, 
such as: (1) relating to an imaginative caring parental figure, 
(2) pairing up of individuals and/or powerful objects to 
manage the pain of anxiety, (3) fight or flight against an 
(imaginative) enemy, (4) oneness or we-ness to create 
individuality, while joining in a force to experience health, 
and (5) me-ness, in the way of denouncing or detaching from 
the group affiliation to cope with emotional demands. In this 
study, the researchers used the CIBART model to analyse and 
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interpret the potential impact of system psychodynamics in 
EE in the 4IR South African context (Cilliers & Koortzen, 
2005). The model consists of six interrelated constructs in 
exploring intrapersonal, interpersonal and inter-group 
conflicts. The constructs are conflict, identity, boundary, 
authorisation, role and task. These can be described as follows:

C – Conflict: Conflict refers to splits experienced within the 
self, between the self and others, inside groups and between 
groups (Cilliers & Koortzen, 2005; Koortzen & Cilliers, 2007). 
Conflict arises because of the unconscious anxiety inherent in 
the workplace and employees’ exposure to the good and bad 
parts of the system (Steyn & Cilliers, 2016). Conflict may 
show intra-psychologically (inside the employee), for 
instance, between own dynamics and values and those 
required by the EE job of an employee. The conflict can 
conceivably additionally be relational, between the employee 
and the business or between the employee and direct line 
supervisor. Employees may likewise utilise defence 
mechanisms, for example, projection to guarantee that the EE 
work environment is protected and tolerating. Employees 
will endeavour to make tracks in an opposite direction from 
this uneasiness by utilising fight or flight as defence 
mechanism (Mayer et al., 2018a, 2018b).

I – Identity: Identity refers to the realisation of what the 
individual leader stands for and what lies within one’s own 
boundary (Cilliers & Koortzen, 2005; Koortzen & Cilliers, 
2007). Thus, Identity refers to the integration of the right to 
perform the primary task as officially sanctioned by the system 
represented by leaders from above, colleagues from the side, 
subordinates from below and by employees themselves from 
within – the system’s uniqueness through its psychological 
characteristics (Mayer et al., 2018a, 2018b). A challenge, which 
employees may have in such a manner, identifies with 
employees’ endeavours to incorporate the character elements 
of being an EE employee, into their current personality. This 
incorporates better approaches for being, having new mental 
models and coordinating various new capabilities, abilities 
and practices, which are not customarily part of their 
organisational roles (Mayer et al., 2018a, 2018b). The 
reconciliation of these and the introduction of this ‘new’ 
personality in the organisation, just as the acknowledgment of 
this by the organisation, are a portion of the difficulties which 
employees need to cope with (Steyn & Cilliers, 2016).

B – Boundaries: Boundary refers to the line and/or space 
between parts of the system, the individual, the interpersonal 
relationship as well as the group of individuals (Cilliers & 
Koortzen, 2005; Koortzen & Cilliers, 2007). The contentions 
and anxiety related to dealing with the time boundaries may 
identify with fitting in the extra EE errands into the functional 
roles of employees. With respect to the space boundary, 
employees should cross into the region of different 
departments in the organisation to direct EE evaluations and 
may encounter tension with regard to the manner in which 
they expect to be acknowledged in these boundaries and the 
dimension of authorisation they will get here (Mayer et al., 
2018a, 2018b; Steyn & Cilliers, 2016).

A – Authority: Authority refers to the right to perform the 
primary task as officially sanctioned by the system represented 
by leaders from above, colleagues from the side, subordinates 
from below and by employees themselves from within 
(Cilliers & Koortzen, 2005; Koortzen & Cilliers, 2007; Mayer 
et al., 2018a, 2018b; Steyn & Cilliers, 2016). In the event that 
every one of the three dimensions is absent, the employee will 
experience issues when fulfilling an EE agent role successfully.

R – Role: Role refers to the boundary around a set of tasks, 
duties and responsibilities on a specific level of authority and 
manifests as the normative (the conscious and explicit 
content), the existential (the employee’s introjected past 
experiences and personality traits such as values and 
preferences) and the phenomenal part (the projections that 
the employee receives significantly from others in the 
organisational system) (Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004; 
Czander, 1993; Obholzer & Roberts, 1994), for instance, EE 
agent versus psychologist, EE agent versus tutor and EE 
agent versus functional manager. The apprehensions of role 
perplexity, role overlap and role conflicts may possibly affect 
the adequacy with which employees take up their roles 
(Cilliers & Koortzen, 2005; Koortzen & Cilliers, 2007; Mayer 
et al., 2018a, 2018b; Steyn & Cilliers, 2016).

T – Task: Task is the basic building block of work. Employees 
may be involved in primary and secondary task functioning 
as well as off-task and anti-task behaviour (Steyn & Cilliers, 
2016). Task boundaries are a standout amongst the most 
essential boundaries that provide guidance to employees and 
contain their anxiety. It is important to get lucidity about EE 
task execution. Perplexity may prompt anti-task behaviour 
and off-task behaviour (Cilliers & Koortzen, 2005). Off-task 
behaviour can, for instance, manifest when the EE agent 
assumes liability for the advancement and learning of 
employees, while anti-task behaviour can manifest if the EE 
agent associates with the authoritative governmental issues 
and relational conflict of workers (Mayer et al., 2018a, 2018b).

Research design
This study is based on a qualitative research approach inside 
the hermeneutic-phenomenological inquiry about the world 
view (Collins & Hussey, 2014) to investigate people’s work 
lives and social universes in-depth (Hassan & Ghauri, 2014) 
from a social constructivist point of view (Creswell, 2013). 
This point of view is orientated towards lived encounters to 
yield rich and detailed depictions of EE (Ramgoolam, 
2005)  ‒  along these lines concentrating on the verstehen 
(understanding) of the lived involvement (Dilthey, 2002). 
Phenomenology refers to an interpretive procedure where 
the researchers intervene between various implications of the 
significance of lived encounters (Creswell, 2013).

A hermeneutic way to deal with the various contextual 
analyses (Yin, 2009) enabled the researchers to investigate the 
information from the viewpoint of the researcher and the 
context created (Grix, 2010; Hoggett & Clarke, 2009). This 
study used twofold hermeneutics to interpret the voices of 
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the participants and their comprehension of EE in the 4IR 
changes. Twofold hermeneutics include the reflexivity of the 
researchers and the inclusion of the voices of the researched 
within their context (Hoggett& Clarke, 2009).

Research method
A qualitative study reflects that the diversity of individual 
viewpoints on the specified topic of EE in the 4IR will 
potentially reveal new or dissimilar themes (Yin, 2009; 
Zach, 2006).

Research setting
The study is based on South African public and private 
organisations (see Table 1; Department of Labour, 2002; 
Government Gazette, 2014; Thomas, 2003).

Entrée and establishing researcher roles
Organisations from both the public and private sectors that 
agreed to EE enactment were approached by the researchers 
and welcomed to take part in the research. Consent was 
obtained from the organisations to conduct the study. The 
researchers introduced themselves and a trusting relationship 
was created between the organisation and the researchers 
and the participants and the researchers. The researchers 
made themselves known to the participants, responded to all 
questions and explained ethical considerations of the study.

Sampling
Eleven organisations took part in this research. Employees 
from these organisations were acquired through purposeful 
sampling procedures (Welman, Kruger, & Mitchell, 2012), 
which depended on consideration criteria, for example, race, 
gender, language competency (employees were required 
to  speak English) and general availability. Three separate 
organisations were arranged under the ‘conflict themes’ 
heading in Table 1, ‘Human resources and private sector’ 
(Oosthuizen et al., 2019).

The participants included employees from nine different 
forms of organisations, as well as 13 African male, 17 African 
female, five mixed race male and seven mixed race female 
(mixed race), three Indian male and six Indian female as well 
as 22 white male and six white female participants across the 
organisations. Altogether 23 employees worked in human 

resources and the private sector, 16 employees worked in the 
banking sector, eight in short-term insurance, six in human 
resources in the public sector, six in medical insurance, six in 
professional management, five in consulting, five in the 
motor industry and four in fast-moving consumer goods.

Data collection methods and recording
Data were gathered over a year, which comprised 79 face-to-
face semi-structured interviews of 30–60 min each. Interviews 
were held in English. Employees were guaranteed privacy. 
Ethical considerations were followed. The semi-structured 
interviews began with the question: ‘What is your own story 
as far as EE inside the setting of 4IR changes?’ Further 
questions included: ‘How do you see the contemporary and 
the future workplace?’, ‘Please explain your workplace 
experiences’, followed by questions of further clarification 
(Pietersen, 2007).

Data were recorded through field notes and audio recordings 
as indicated by participants’ inclinations. Audio recordings 
were transcribed verbatim and data are stored electronically 
for a period of 5 years in password-encrypted data files. 
Printed copies were stored away by the university under 
the  examination arrangements and methodology of the 
university with no entrance to the undertakings by the 
general population.

Strategies employed to ensure data 
quality and integrity
The trustworthiness of the data was ensured by using 
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability 
as main quality criteria (Guba & Lincoln, 1982), contributing 
to the rigour of the study by including an audit trail and 
confirming the results with research informants (Guba, 1981; 
Guba & Lincoln, 1982; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morse, Barrett, 
Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002; Pietersen, 2007). Credibility 
was established by providing insight into the research 
process and the research methodology, also providing the 
statements and voices of the participants and interpreting 
them. Transferability is based on the description of the 
research contexts and the central aspects of the study. 
Dependability is ensured by the replicability of the study, 
which is given based on the description of the study and its 
methodological process. Confirmability is addressed by 
reflecting the findings of this study with regard to previous 
studies in the discussion.

Data analysis
Data were examined as suggested in phenomenology 
(Creswell, 2013; Hoggett & Clarke, 2009) by applying the 
accompanying advances: (1) the information was exposed to 
an underlying, starter and all-encompassing appraisal, 
arranging and perusing; (2) topics were created; (3) 
information was coded to portray the manner in which the 
content was spoken to through inductive and deductive 
reasoning; (4) the body of the content was separated into 

TABLE 1: Conflict themes.
Conflict themes Categories and sub-themes

EE-related conflicts • Race
• Gender

Skills • Lack of skills
• Questioned skills because of EE
• Brain drain and work effectiveness or performance

No growth opportunities • Within the organisation
• Within South Africa
• Globally
• Focus on internal conflicts instead of external vision (4IR)

Emotions • Anxieties of being reduced to internal categories
• Fear of missing the global advancements
• Fear of losing global standards due to EE

EE, Employment Equity; 4IR, fourth industrial revolution.
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significant pieces that were named; and (5) closer 
consideration was paid to the nuances and subtleties of the 
importance of inalienability in the information, through the 
‘twofold hermeneutics’ abstracting past codes and subjects 
by staying inside the hermeneutic qualities of depiction, 
decrease and deliberateness through an iterative procedure 
of sense production of the information (Kafle, 2013). Data 
were analysed and interpreted through the reflexivity of the 
researchers (Hoggett & Clarke, 2009).

Ethical consideration
Approval of the research ethics was obtained from the 
University of South Africa (UNISA). Employees provided 
written consent and were informed about confidentiality 
and  the possibility of withdrawal from the research 
participation.

Findings
The findings provided new and original ideas on how to 
drive 4IR trends in South Africa by transforming aspects of 
the evaluated, unconscious CIBART issues, which challenge 
the transformation towards new 4IR visions. The data show 
that conflict, identity, boundaries and boundary management, 
defining and working with authorities, roles and tasks are 
important issues for the employees researched.

Conflict
The data show four major conflicting themes that include 
different sub-themes (Table 1). Employees experience 
primarily EE-related conflicts within the contemporary 
workplace and are worried about future transformation and 
innovation, with regard to not only EE, but also regarding 
global changes and competitiveness of organisations. Racial 
and gender conflicts are addressed with regard to their 
implication within the 4IR context. One white female person 
emphasised:

‘It is not that I do not have the qualifications … I could really 
drive the innovation … I do not have the right skin colour to lead 
this organisation.’ (White female, employee)

This statement shows that the participant experiences that 
she is limited to drive 4IR innovations with regard to her 
organisation based on racial implications and EE policies, 
which remove her from agency to drive change and 
transformation in the workplace actively forward.

The data show that race and gender limit the individuals and 
their agency and innovation and transformation in the 
workplace. A white male employee emphasised:

‘Particularly as a white man it is difficult to find a job … it is to 
make us white men [to] suffer for what we did in apartheid … 
the white man has become the black man … but everyone has the 
same memo: ‘Reject the white man’. And it must be difficult not 
to give the job to the best candidate.’ (White male, employee)

Again, like the white female employee, this male employee 
stressed that the EE policies limit his influence within 

the organisation. The limitations are experienced with regard 
to race and gender categories and the participant seems to be 
occupied with the experience of limited influence in the 
workplace because of EE policies when driving the 
organisation into future 4IR contexts.

The conflicts show the underlying, intra-psychological 
issues that arise for the employees. Many conflicts reported 
in the interviews, beside EE-related issues, refer to skills 
and skill management: they do not feel prepared for global 
changes and transformation within their own organisation, 
particularly because they feel that they experience a ‘brain 
drain’ of people who could drive the 4IR forward. These 
discourses are mainly led by white employees and cause 
conflict for them. One white male employee remarked:

‘EE will chase away many professionals and as a result, the 
whole country will suffer. South Africa will remain a developing 
country – not a country at the heartbeat of advancement and 
global trends.’ (White male, employee)

Underlying the conflict experience is a strong fear, which 
relates to the feeling of ‘being left behind’ and of not 
making the transition into the 4IR as other countries do 
with regard to global trends. Several participants of the 
previously disadvantaged groups1 state that their skills are 
questioned because of their employment through EE 
procedures and programmes. This situation results in 
feelings of inferiority and discrimination and employees 
are of the opinion that they are not trusted of being able to 
drive 4IR advancements. A mixed race employee said:

‘It really hurts when one is working hard on a career and when 
you think hard work has paid off … and then someone says you 
were appointed due to colour …’ (Mixed race male, employee)

It is further conflictual for employees to experience a lack of 
growth opportunities within the organisations and external 
visions on the 4IR and global competitiveness. One white 
employee emphasised:

‘We talk about industrial advancement … what will happen 
when all the doctors leave? Even black doctors are leaving the 
country!’ (White male, employee)

This employee questions the idea of focusing on the 4IR 
when basic problems and conflicts are not resolved within 
their organisations and in primary care. The reference to 
the fulfilment of basic needs shows that these needs need 
to be fulfilled before addressing future 4IR issues. Finally, 
negative emotions such as anxieties of being reduced to 
internal (racial, gendered and EE-related) categories, fear 
of missing global advancements and trends of losing 
global standards – because of EE – cause employees to 
worry and create intra-psychological as well as inter-
psychological conflicts. The employees refer to negative 
emotions only and do not transform these emotions into 
constructive emotions and resources. A black male 
employee emphasised:

1.African, mixed race and Indian employees.
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‘You know, there are many resentments and negative feelings 
towards colleagues perceived to be EE candidates.’ (Black male, 
employee)

The negative emotions with regard to EE from members of all 
groups have a strong effect on employees who are entangled 
in the intra-societal discourses. These conflictual discourses 
seem to hold employees back and limit their creativeness and 
ideas for the transformation into the 4IR. Conflicts do not 
refer so much to common anticipated conflicts and problems 
expected in the 4IR organisational settings, but rather to 
apartheid categories and past problems.

Identity
Identity in employees is strongly determined by race, gender 
and the generational belonging, which relate to the 
individuals born during apartheid and the post-apartheid 
generation. Altogether 63 statements refer to the generation 
of the born-frees, the individuals born from the year 2000 
onwards (Table 2).

Identity is strongly defined by race, gender and birth year, 
aiming to respond to the question of ‘who am I?’ within the 
South African workplace. The born-frees define themselves 
with orientation to the present and the future workplace and 
promote new identity concepts, which do not reverse 
apartheid categories, but they see themselves as the new 
South African employee generation which is driven by 
new  self-definitions, quality of work performance and 
achievement. One mixed race employee says:

‘I want to be respected for who I am and for the quality of my 
work. Not for the way I look.’ (Mixed race male, employee)

Most of the statements towards identity mention a ‘turn-
away’ from apartheid and a focus on the contemporary 
workplace which needs performance and achievement 
based on the education. However, employees do not make 
further statements with regard to their identity and the 
changes it could bring for them in the context of the 4IR, 
but they emphasise that there will be changes with regard 
to future workplaces. Yet, they do not connect it to 
themselves and/or their own identity and the possibilities 
it could bring for them. Identity is, on the one hand, 
defined by achievement, performance and success on the 
job and, on the other hand, by EE-related job positions. 
Employees feel that their identity is defined by getting a 
job through EE or they feel that their identity is reduced by 
EE policies. One white employee defines himself through 
self-ascribed values:

‘In my culture … we do not just sit and blame others for 
opportunities or the lack thereof. We go and create opportunities. 
This is where I inherit the ability to work hard. It is part of me.’ 
(White male, employee)

This employee feels that he is part of creating workplaces, of 
making things possible. He also refers to it with regard to 
future workplaces and highlights that he plays an active role 
in managing the workplace, which can influence personal 
opportunities, also with regard to the 4IR. The belief in 
the  personal agency is strongly interlinked with boundary 
management.

Boundary
Employees experience boundaries within their job context 
with regard to different themes (Table 3), such as physical 
features, EE-related opinions, attitudes and emotions. The 
physical features are bound to race, gender, disability and 
stereotypes.

‘Disabled people feel stigmatised by the ignorance of people. They 
are discriminated against. We need a platform of equality for the 
disabled. That is where we stand.’ (Black female, employee)

Within the inner discourse on boundary management, 
employees focus on diversity issues such as race, gender, 
disability and age. Thereby, the boundaries are mainly 
created in the mindset of apartheid categories and EE and 
appear to be related to stereotypes and stigmatisation. This 
boundary constructed shows that boundaries for the 
employees are again drawn very tight regarding apartheid 
issues, and employees do not seem to have the ability to 
delve into future-related work issues, such as 4IR, as they are 
caught up in past mindsets and categories. Employees 
criticise themselves and others for a lack of inclusiveness 
with regard to diversity criteria, while they display the 
exclusiveness of employment and workplace topics by 
cutting future topics out of the discourse. It rather seems as if 
the employees are still preoccupied with past employment 
and exclusiveness issues and that they are not yet prepared 
to deal with new challenges. Members of all groups highlight 
diversity as important, but not the possibility to see beyond 
the surface. One Indian female employee said:

‘It is everyone’s responsibility to drive and promote diversity in 
the company … That is the main thing to do now … When we get 
this right now, we can move forward.’ (Indian female, employee)

This means that the preoccupation with apartheid-related 
topics and EE must be dealt with before the employees will 

TABLE 3: Boundary themes.
Boundaries themes Definitions

Physical features • �Internally and externally ascribed boundaries to race, 
gender and stereotypes

EE-related opinions • Experienced exclusions because of EE
Attitude • �Internalised boundaries and inner attitudes

• No boundary-spanning attitudes
• �No foresight or vision regarding the future and the outside 

world
Emotions • �Anxieties to mismatch (global) advancement 

(technological, economic, value-based, and so on)

EE, Employment Equity.

TABLE 2: Identity definition themes.
Identity definitions themes Categories or sub-themes

Defined by external categories • Race
• Gender
• EE classifications

Defined by generation • Born in apartheid
• Born after apartheid (born-free)

Work identity • Defined in relation to organisational culture
• Performance versus EE categories

EE, Employment Equity.
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be able to manage their boundaries towards new topics 
differently. Underlying this tight boundary management 
with regard to the topics of the 4IR and future workplace 
orientation are negative emotions. Employees seem to be 
driven strongly by unconscious fears and anxieties of job loss 
or inferiority issues. These anxieties are associated with their 
standing in their own situation, fear of losing their jobs or 
failure that they do not strive to match global topics or even 
advancements. Based on these fears, a self-centeredness 
crops up which limits the thoughts and ideas within the 
context which is perceived as ‘given’. Instead of seeing the 
opportunities in the technological, economic or value-based 
advancement outside their immediate work and living 
context, employees limit themselves to negative self-
perceptions that exclude advancements that are connected to 
the 4IR. One female employee remarked:

‘Women feel inadequate to do the job. We are too anxious to just 
do it. They think we do not know anything about cars … about 
technology, innovation … so we are limited. I would love 
companies to hire more females as we are dominated by males 
and cannot move forward as we would like to. We are side-
lined.’ (Mixed race female, employee)

Female employees feel unacknowledged and not entitled to 
drive change in organisations towards the 4IR ‒ and they 
connect technology advancements with the 4IR. Because they 
feel dominated by male employees, they think that they 
cannot move forward in the 4IR and do not take on the 
agency to manage or even talk about 4IR topics. They do not 
feel that this is their territory, particularly because of not 
having authority and agency in organisations.

Authority
Authority is connected to the themes in this study: compliance, 
race and authority and system authority versus individual 
authority (Table 4). Compliance is discussed with regard to 
legislation and impact, internal governance compliance and 
compliance to quota. Employees feel that authority is established 
through the legislation and its interpretation, the impact of the 
legislation and the quota in terms of EE. It is presented through 
the internal governance of compliance or non-compliance and 
connects strongly to categories of apartheid. Again, authority 
issues are not future-bound, but rather past-related. A black 
female employee stated:

‘An individual should be given a fair chance to compete for 
certain positions … EE is not always practised equally within the 
organisations. But we have to comply with the rules, taking the 
Constitution into account. And there should be penalties for 
non-compliance when EE is not properly enforced.’ (Black 
female, employee)

Again, competition relates to apartheid-related categories and 
EE and authority is ascribed to rules and the Constitution that 
were created as a reaction to apartheid. Authority further refers 
to race and the absence of black people in senior management 
within organisations. A black male employee said:

‘How do you expect us to be ready for management positions, if 
they do not train you?… We are represented at management 
level, but this is where it stops … they speak about training 
empowerment and succession planning, but nothing is 
happening.’ (Black male, employee)

Authority is not bound to future orientation, insight and 
advancement and innovation, but rather to questions relating 
to race. This employee, as the voice of black employees, feels 
that authority is still in the hands of members of other groups 
and access to reach positions of authority is denied or at least 
limited in terms of experience and training for higher positions 
of authority. One male Indian employee pointed out:

‘Mentoring programmes should be installed to move people 
beyond the ordinary so that they are supported by the leaders to 
focus on excelling in their positions and move forward in the 
context of global advancements. Take agency and feel 
empowered to get into a new era of workplaces.’ (Indian male, 
employee)

Employees express a strong wish to move out of the 
previously defined categories and to strive for new visions 
and global connection. It appears as if they would like to step 
out of the previously defined categories, but because of 
strong boundary management, they do not seem to be able to 
take on the authority to do so and move forward into the 4IR. 
The findings show that there is a struggle about system 
authority and individual authority regarding decision-
making, value implementation and employment, as well as 
EE. One individual remarked:

‘Managers should be the drivers of new processes and they are 
the decision makers for the company to move forward. Human 
Resources should be responsible for EE processes … They should 
further help to move companies and employees towards new 
topics and issues.’ (White male, employee)

Employees wish for the authority anchored in the system to 
move forward into a new era of workplace and organisational 
development. It seems as if they feel that there is no possibility 
to move forward themselves, but that they should rather seek 
support in moving forward.

Role
In terms of their roles within the organisations, employees feel 
that it is defined by role determinations (Theme 1) and the sub-
categories of race and gender, performance and mentorship 
(Table 5). One white female employee said:

‘I believe we need to change attitudes first. Then we can mentor 
and assure quality in our roles as employees and managers.’ 
(White female, employee)

Roles are strongly defined and limited by inner attitudes. 
They are impacted through role conflicts, which are anchored 

TABLE 4: Authority themes.
Authority themes Categories

Compliance • Legislation, impact and quota
• Internal governance compliance 

Race and authority • Absence of black people in senior management
System authority versus individual 
authority

• System authority
• Individual authority

Emotions • Anxiety of uncertainty
• Fear for loss of power
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in the realm of EE-related role conflicts and the idea that 
work is not advanced to the contentment of employees 
because of their involvement in EE discourses and political 
discussions at work. One employee emphasised:

‘No rules and acts can change peoples’ perceptions. EE is a 
forced approach and what we actually need to fulfil our roles is 
that we implement a paradigm shift, that people are not 
stereotyped. EE gives the country direction. But we also have to 
look beyond it. We must drive for an economic future.’ (Black 
female, employee)

Again, the statement shows that there is a strong wish to 
move beyond (post-)apartheid discourses and become part 
of the future-orientated, global community. They know that 
there are topics which must be addressed ‒ now and in future 
‒ but do not have a clear idea about roles and how to manage 
new and innovate influences and identities and 4IR-related 
topics. A white male employee pointed out:

‘We need to work twice as hard. Often, talented EE staff are 
headhunted by other companies or jump between departments. 
We need to use all of our talents to compete globally.’ (White 
male, employee)

White employees feel that they have to organise the talented 
staff to work towards a global future and to compete globally. 
This takes effort and talent. White employees feel that 
employees across cultures need to work together for the 
future goals of the organisation and workplaces and must 
use EE practices to work for the good of the organisation.

Task
Tasks and the management of tasks play a role as employees 
question task-related promotions within the organisation 
and blame EE for promoting selected employees (Table 6). 
An employee remarked:

‘Company standards are jeopardised and people don’t do their 
jobs. Policies in organisations must be flexible enough to fit 
practice. What do we do with people who do not do their tasks 
and move forward?’ (White male, employee)

This employee, like others, complains about employees being 
unable to manage tasks while defining themselves with 
regard to the discourses on individual and EE-related task 
management to move towards future organisational topics. 

Employees hardly address task management, which supports 
them to develop new, creative and original ideas. They are 
anchored within their present day-to-day task management, 
but they do not allocate time to task management that could 
support them to manage future-orientated tasks needed in 
the 4IR. One mixed race female employee said:

‘We want to strive and move on, but we are only given very easy 
tasks which do not help us to strive for the best. When we get 
positions, we do not have influence. Like this, we will not make 
the ends meet out there in the globalised world.’ (Mixed race 
female, employee)

This employee fears that South African organisations will not 
take the step into the 4IR when there is still too much 
inequality amongst employees. She feels that mixed race 
female employees are not even given the chance to strive for 
the best and for the future because mixed race females are not 
trusted with tasks related to future developments.

Discussion
The study aimed at focusing on employees’ perceptions of 
workplaces in contemporary South Africa and the issues 
underneath the surface of daily systems psychodynamic 
discourses (Steyn & Cilliers, 2016). According to the 
employees, systemic structures (Steyn & Cilliers, 2016) are 
strongly defined by EE models. The core themes, which cause 
conflict within the organisation, relate to race and gender in 
most of the work-related experiences. Conflict is defined by 
experiences of splitting (Blackman, 2004), which is primarily 
caused and enforced by EE policies and the splitting of 
employees of a certain race, gender and (ascribed) skills. 
Furthermore, there is a split within the group of employees 
with ascribed skills: the ones staying in South African 
organisations and the ones leaving the country. The findings 
also show a split in the perceptions of employees: the ones 
who do not have enough growth opportunities within South 
Africa and the idea that growth is possible elsewhere. 
Additionally, a split occurs with regard to the idea of the 4IR. 
Employees express the wish to occupy themselves with 
future work-related issues of the 4IR and to create new work 
visions and opportunities, but at the same time, they are 
stuck in their internal (post-)apartheid discourses. Further, as 
noted in Blackman (2004), employees idealise global work 
contexts where work conditions are thought to be better than 
in their own contexts. Employees focus strongly on their 
internal conflicts and challenges, thereby losing sight of 
external workplace developments and the 4IR vision and 
opportunities.

As described by Armstrong (2005) and Dashtipour and 
Vidaillet (2017), anxiety and fear play a crucial role in the 
described systems psychodynamics. Employees are anxious 
of being stigmatised because of racialisation, gendered 
categories and their fear to lose the connection to global 
advancements and the 4IR. This fear might even be the core 
of the above-mentioned splitting and idealisation, which are 
strong defence mechanisms. Anxiety is not dealt with on an 
organisational level, thereby creating uneasiness, idealisations 

TABLE 5: Role themes.
Role themes Categories

Role determinations • Race and gender
• Performance
• Mentorship

Role conflicts • EE-related role conflicts
• Role conflicts regarding advancement of work
• No roles to manage 4IR – future-related work development

EE, Employment Equity; 4IR, fourth industrial revolution.

TABLE 6: Task themes.
Task themes Categories

Task management • Questioning of task-related promotion
• Inability to manage tasks
• Individual versus EE-related task management
• Missing of future-orientated task management (4IR)

EE, Employment Equity; 4IR, fourth industrial revolution.
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and split employee connections based on racial and gendered 
categories, as previously described by Mayer et al. (2018a), 
Mayer et al. (2018b) and Geldenhuys (2012).

This study shows that, as in Steyn and Cilliers (2016), 
employees pair within their racial groups to manage the 
impulse to fight or flee with regard to an (imaginative) 
enemy: Several employees, out of fear, attack the EE system, 
while others imagine leaving the country (as described in 
Bion, 1961). Findings also show that some employees (EE 
employees and born-frees) link up with influential sub-
groups and people in power. The employees who have 
gained their position through EE are primarily at ease with 
the system, while the employees who see themselves as 
‘born-free’ take the sides of the previously advantaged 
employees: they do not need EE to be equal but prefer to 
compete based on achievement and performance. They line 
up with the powerful previously advantaged employees to 
overcome fear, disadvantages and racial splits (Cilliers & 
Koortzen, 2005; Mayer et al., 2018a). This might be the first 
step taken by the born-frees to free themselves from previous 
racial categories and post-apartheid concepts to compete on 
a global level and in future to open up to transformations 
towards the 4IR. However, at present, this does not seem to 
be the time yet.

In terms of identity, several of the categories are defined by 
previously defined categories of race, gender and EE 
classifications. The ‘born-frees’ create a split between the 
employees born during apartheid (in captivity) and 
themselves. Thereby, they idealise the new freedom and 
define themselves as ‘free’ and advantaged. This seems to be 
a good base for turning towards future work-related issues, 
such as the 4IR. Both generations seem to use the concept of 
‘work identity’ to define themselves in relation to their 
organisation, their organisational culture and achievement. 
By creating a work identity based on organisational culture 
and performance, employees turn away from the past and 
the conflictual identities of EE. This might indicate a split 
from the past and a step into the fear-free future anchored in 
achievement and performance. The organisation becomes a 
parental figure to manage the fear (as in Steyn & Cilliers, 
2016) and to cope with the challenges of the 4IR (Cilliers & 
Koortzen, 2005; Mayer et al., 2018b). This newly defined 
identity could become a foundation for creating self-assured 
and self-reliable employees. However, findings show clearly 
that employees are still in search of their identity (as in Mayer, 
2005, 2008) and struggle to re-imagine their future in the 4IR.

Boundaries are primarily defined by physical features and 
limited by racial and gendered categories and the stereotypes 
associated with racial ascriptions. Employees from all 
backgrounds experience exclusion because of EE: either they 
feel excluded as previously advantaged employees who fear 
for their jobs or they feel excluded by holding an ‘EE quota 
position’. They have internalised the splitting based on 
ascribed physical features and split themselves from their 
future of the 4IR by mainly referring to past categories. The 

challenging, global and unknown future beyond the boundary 
might evoke too much anxiety because of high levels of 
insecurities (Cilliers & Koortzen, 2005; Mayer et al., 2018a, 
2018b). Employees do not want to mismatch global advantages 
because of the inability to compete and internalised 
boundaries, which keep employees from seeing themselves in 
a new, free and unlimited world of work of the 4IR.

With regard to authority, employees highlight that authority 
might be undermined by compliance to the system or be 
strengthened by legislation, depending on how compliant 
the authority within the system is. It is noticeable through the 
absence of black people in senior management positions, 
emphasising that authority is (still) with white employees 
mainly. Findings show a discourse about what employees’ 
preference is (system or individual authority) relating to EE 
processes. It appears as if the EE system is the dominant issue 
and has become the authority within the organisation. The 
fight for authority is still raging and employees find 
themselves in a struggle around issues of authority (Cilliers 
& Koortzen, 2005), connected to anxiety, uncertainty and fear 
of loss of power. They are not willing to give the authority to 
new issues, such as the 4IR, but rather keep the authority by 
interlinking it only with past categories.

Employees feel that their roles are defined by race, gender, 
performance and mentorship. Further, they are of the opinion 
that to develop abilities to fill their roles they need mentorship 
to overcome role conflicts (Mayer et al., 2018a). These are 
connected to EE-defined roles on the one hand, and role 
conflicts on the other hand, which arise from wanting to 
advance organisations into 4IR topics but being held back 
by EE structures. Employees do not like the idea of holding 
roles to manage the 4IR or to dive into future-related work 
development. The roles and role conflicts employees struggle 
with are anchored in South Africa’s past rather than in the 
organisation’s future.

Finally, task-related promotions are questioned and 
employees feel that other employees are unable to do their 
tasks; there is a discourse about individual and EE-related 
task management and how employees manage their tasks is 
again related to racial belongingness. Finally, there are a 
number of employees referring to managing tasks with 
regard to the organisational future orientation and 4IR issues.

Employment equity and the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution in South Africa
The 4IR and future workplace issues do not play a major and 
explicit role in the data. Findings show that employees are 
mainly concerned with EE issues that keep them from striving 
to conquer new, global 4IR challenges. They do not occupy 
themselves yet with the 4IR and what it requires from them in 
terms of mindset, skills and expertise. Employees are mainly 
reflecting on apartheid and post-apartheid categories and 
issues with regard to CIBART categories. They comment 
vaguely on the future of workplaces and rather struggle with 
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defining themselves in connection with the country’s past. 
Underlying the conflictual discourses, employees are aware 
that – to stay within the contemporary global 4IR trend – they 
need to change the inner South African discourses towards a 
more open, advanced and visionary discourse. Emotionally, 
employees experience strong negative emotions, such as 
anxiety and fear, which relate to stereotypisation, stigmatisation 
and discrimination anchored in apartheid categories, and 
which prevent them from having a future-orientated vision of 
a 4IR-related South Africa.

Findings do not show that employees strive for the 4IR 
consciously, as stated in Jansen van Rensburg et al. (2019). 
Within the research context, the 4IR digitalisation, artificial 
intelligence and computerisation do not seem to be urgent and 
emotionally touching workplace topics (Calitz et al., 2017). 
Discourses of EE are prevalent (Moraka & Jansen van 
Rensburg, 2015) and acclimatisation to 4IR issues seems to be 
taken into account gradually (Herman, 2017). Employees in 
South Africa do not consciously realise their affectedness and 
involvement within the 4IR but rather seem to view it as an 
external process. This might be because of the fact that anxiety 
levels within South African organisations are high already, and 
employees rather opt to cut out any further external challenges 
demanding attention or bringing insecurities. Employment 
equity policies, however, need to take the advancements of the 
4IR into account (Leonard & Grobler, 2006; Oosthuizen et al., 
2019) and integrate EE and 4IR processes. The idea to create 
open and social discourses on the integration of the 4IR 
(Stubbings, 2018) has not yet been integrated into EE reflections 
and the discourses still seem to refer rather to post-apartheid 
issues and categories than to future-related 4IR advancements.

Conclusions and recommendations
This study provides insights for industrial psychologists and 
management practitioners to address urgent issues pertaining 
to transforming South African workplaces with regard to EE 
and 4IR contexts. Discourses in South African organisations 
are driven by post-apartheid categories relating to race, 
gender and EE practices, which re-emphasise the historical 
split within the South African society.

Findings show that only when employees overcome 
previously and historically defined categories and fears they 
are able to focus on new and challenging topics. They only 
produce visions in 4IR-related issues when they free 
themselves from systems psychodynamics anchored in 
apartheid structures, preliminary categories and limitations 
to consciously turn to future-orientated thinking towards the 
global 4IR discourse.

This study is limited to the subjective experiences and 
descriptions of employees researched in 11 organisations, 
which may not be representative because the number of 
participants is small and based on convenience sampling. 
The study further focused on issues of EE and the 4IR and 
most responses referred to EE issues, limiting the responses 
to 4IR issues. However, this is a finding in itself.

Future research needs to take different industries into account 
and study impact, perceptions and experiences of the 4IR in 
workplaces in greater detail. Visions of the 4IR in South 
Africa and other countries must be researched to establish 
employees’ experiences. Future research must tackle the 
question of how EE and 4IR changes in organisations can join 
forces in order to advance employees, organisations and 
society. Research-based strategies need to be developed to 
address the transformation of negative emotions in the 
workplace.

On a practical level, the 4IR must be addressed openly. 
Organisations need to plan for multiple and emerging visions 
of the 4IR, using a scenario approach. They should understand 
clearly how the 4IR creates different workforce challenges and 
what EE implications are, and train employees to deal with 
both issues competently. Anxiety levels need to be reduced 
through open discussions and by valuing the pros and cons of 
EE and the 4IR. Training and information campaigns as well 
as positive and negative examples of EE and the 4IR must be 
explored and discussed. Experts need to be incorporated into 
organisational and governmental processes to smooth the 
integration of EE and the 4IR for the advancement of all future 
employees, organisations and society as a whole.
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