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Abstract
Sustainability remains a persistent challenge affecting community-based development projects across developing countries, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, where many initiatives fail to sustain benefits beyond the period of external funding despite substantial investments in financial, technical, and human resources. While previous studies have largely attributed project sustainability to factors such as community participation, capacity building, and resource mobilisation, limited attention has been paid to the role of leadership politics as a governance mechanism shaping sustainability outcomes. This study examined the influence of leadership politics on the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe. Drawing on Stakeholder Theory and Political Economy Theory, the study conceptualised leadership politics as a multidimensional construct encompassing accountability, transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, and equitable resource allocation. A pragmatic research philosophy guided the study, which employed a convergent mixed-methods design. Quantitative data were collected from 100 project beneficiaries using structured questionnaires, while qualitative data were gathered from 18 key informants through semi-structured interviews. Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics, correlation, and regression analysis, while qualitative data were analysed through thematic analysis. The findings revealed a strong positive and statistically significant relationship between leadership politics and project sustainability (r = 0.758, p < 0.01). Regression analysis further established that leadership politics significantly predicts project sustainability (β = 0.521, p < 0.001), explaining 57.5% of the variation in sustainability outcomes. The study found that constructive leadership politics strengthens sustainability through enhanced stakeholder trust, community ownership, institutional legitimacy, and collective action, while destructive leadership politics, manifested through political interference, elite capture, exclusionary governance practices, and leadership conflicts, undermines long-term project sustainability. The study concludes that sustainable community development is fundamentally a governance challenge and that leadership politics constitutes a strategic determinant of sustainability within community-based development contexts. The study contributes to the sustainability, governance, and development literature by extending understanding of the governance–sustainability nexus and providing empirical evidence from Zimbabwe's layered rural governance environment. Practical recommendations are offered for policymakers, development agencies, local authorities, and community leaders seeking to enhance the sustainability of development interventions in Zimbabwe and other developing countries.
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Introduction
Community-based development projects (CBDPs) have become a dominant approach for addressing poverty, food insecurity, unemployment, social exclusion, and vulnerability across developing countries over the past three decades. Governments, international development agencies, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and donor institutions have increasingly adopted community-driven approaches as mechanisms for promoting inclusive development, enhancing local ownership, and improving sustainability of development interventions (World Bank, 2024). Globally, billions of dollars are invested annually in community-based projects focusing on livelihoods, agriculture, climate resilience, water and sanitation, health, education, and social protection programmes (OECD, 2024).
Despite these substantial investments, sustainability remains one of the most persistent challenges confronting development practice worldwide. The World Bank (2024) estimates that between 30% and 50% of community-based development projects in developing countries experience significant operational decline or cease functioning within five years after external funding support ends. Similarly, the United Nations (2024) reports that many community development interventions fail to achieve long-term sustainability due to weak local governance structures, inadequate institutional ownership, poor accountability systems, and leadership-related challenges. These sustainability concerns have become increasingly important within the context of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 11 (Sustainable Communities), SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions), and SDG 17 (Partnerships for Sustainable Development), which emphasise institutional resilience and sustainable development outcomes.
Across Sub-Saharan Africa, community-based development projects continue to play a critical role in addressing developmental deficits arising from poverty, inequality, climate vulnerability, and limited state capacity (AfDB, 2024). The region receives billions of dollars annually through development assistance programmes designed to improve livelihoods and strengthen community resilience (OECD, 2024). However, evidence suggests that sustainability challenges remain widespread. Studies conducted in Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Nigeria, and South Africa indicate that a significant proportion of donor-funded community projects collapse shortly after donor exit due to governance weaknesses, inadequate leadership systems, poor stakeholder coordination, and political interference (Aghaegbuna et al., 2020; Oino et al., 2015; Persoon & Rutten, 2016).
Recent studies increasingly suggest that sustainability challenges in Africa are less a consequence of financial resource shortages and more a reflection of governance and leadership failures (Ceptureanu et al., 2022; Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022). Effective leadership is regarded as a critical determinant of organisational resilience, stakeholder trust, accountability, and institutional continuity (Northouse, 2022). Conversely, weak leadership structures, elite capture, corruption, political patronage, factionalism, and exclusionary decision-making processes have been identified as major obstacles to sustainable development outcomes across many developing countries (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019). Consequently, understanding the role of leadership politics in shaping sustainability outcomes has emerged as an important area of inquiry within contemporary development scholarship.
While leadership is widely recognised as a critical governance variable, the concept of leadership politics remains contested and insufficiently theorised within community development literature. Existing studies frequently portray leadership politics as a positive governance mechanism associated with accountability, participation, representation, and transparency. However, leadership politics also encompasses contestation over power, authority, influence, and access to resources. Political processes within community-based development projects may generate both constructive and destructive outcomes. Constructive leadership politics promotes negotiation, stakeholder inclusion, conflict mediation, and collective decision-making, while destructive leadership politics may manifest through elite capture, patronage networks, political interference, favouritism, factionalism, and exclusion of vulnerable groups. Consequently, leadership politics should not be viewed solely as a governance asset but as a multidimensional political process capable of either strengthening or undermining project sustainability.
In Zimbabwe, community-based development projects have become increasingly important in addressing socio-economic challenges associated with poverty, unemployment, food insecurity, climate shocks, and limited public sector resources (Government of Zimbabwe, 2023). The country has experienced prolonged economic challenges over the past two decades, resulting in increased reliance on NGOs, donor agencies, faith-based organisations, and community development initiatives to support vulnerable populations (ZIMSTAT, 2023). According to ZimVAC (2024), approximately 26% of rural households continue to experience food insecurity, while poverty levels remain significantly higher in rural communities than in urban areas. Consequently, community-based projects have become central mechanisms for promoting rural livelihoods, agricultural productivity, climate adaptation, water access, and community empowerment.
Despite the proliferation of community-based development interventions across Zimbabwe, concerns regarding sustainability remain prevalent. Evidence from various evaluations indicates that many projects struggle to maintain operations after donor withdrawal, often resulting in abandoned infrastructure, weakened institutions, and diminished community benefits (Moyo & Ncube, 2023). While previous studies have attributed these sustainability challenges to inadequate funding, limited technical capacity, and weak community participation (Chikoto & Sibanda, 2019; Matsa & Muringani, 2022), emerging evidence suggests that governance and leadership dynamics may play a more influential role than previously acknowledged.

Leadership politics within community-based development projects encompasses the processes through which power, authority, influence, and decision-making are exercised within project governance structures. It includes issues related to leadership accountability, transparency, political interference, elite capture, stakeholder representation, conflict management, inclusivity, and resource allocation (Scoones, 2016). In many developing-country contexts, leadership structures determine access to resources, influence stakeholder participation, shape community trust, and affect institutional legitimacy, all of which are critical determinants of project sustainability (Scott, 1985; Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022).
The Zimbabwean rural development context presents a particularly important setting for examining leadership politics because governance authority is rarely vested in a single institution. Instead, community-based development projects often operate within layered governance arrangements involving traditional leaders, elected councillors, Rural District Councils, project committees, development agencies, community representatives, and, in some instances, political party structures. These overlapping centres of authority create complex political environments in which project priorities, resource allocation decisions, accountability mechanisms, and sustainability outcomes are continuously negotiated. Understanding how leadership politics operates within these multi-layered governance systems is therefore essential for explaining why some projects remain sustainable while others experience institutional decline following donor withdrawal.
Several studies have highlighted the growing significance of governance and leadership in community development sustainability. For example, Persoon and Rutten (2016) found that projects characterised by accountable and transparent leadership structures demonstrated significantly higher sustainability outcomes than those affected by political interference and governance failures. Similarly, Ceptureanu et al. (2022) established that leadership quality directly influences stakeholder commitment, resource mobilisation, and institutional resilience. However, despite growing international evidence, empirical studies examining leadership politics as a determinant of sustainability remain limited within Zimbabwe and much of Sub-Saharan Africa.
Existing Zimbabwean studies have largely focused on participation, empowerment, donor dependency, and capacity-building dimensions of community development while paying limited attention to the influence of leadership politics on sustainability outcomes (Murisa, 2007; Chikoto & Sibanda, 2019; Moyo & Ncube, 2023). Furthermore, most available studies conceptualise leadership as a peripheral governance variable rather than a central explanatory factor influencing sustainability. As a result, limited empirical evidence exists regarding how constructive and destructive forms of leadership politics shape sustainability outcomes within Zimbabwean community development settings. Equally underexplored is the manner in which sustainability is negotiated within the interaction of traditional authorities, local government institutions, development agencies, community structures, and political actors.
Against this background, the present study sought to examine the influence of leadership politics on the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe. Specifically, the study investigated how leadership accountability, governance transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, power relations, and resource allocation practices influence sustainability outcomes within community-based development initiatives. By conceptualising leadership politics as a multidimensional governance and political economy construct, the study contributes to emerging debates on governance, sustainability, and rural development. The study further provides context-specific evidence on how leadership politics operates within Zimbabwe's layered rural governance systems and offers practical insights for policymakers, development practitioners, community leaders, and development partners seeking to enhance sustainability of community-based development interventions.


LITERATURE REVIEW
Community-Based Development Project Sustainability
Sustainability remains one of the most important yet complex concepts within development studies. The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED, 1987) defines sustainability as the ability to meet present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Within the context of community-based development projects, sustainability refers to the capacity of project benefits, services, institutions, and outcomes to continue functioning effectively beyond the period of external support or donor funding (World Bank, 2024). 
Recent literature demonstrates that sustainability extends beyond financial continuity and encompasses social, institutional, environmental, governance, and organisational dimensions (United Nations, 2024; OECD, 2024). According to Mansuri and Rao (2021), sustainable community-based projects are characterised by strong community ownership, institutional resilience, local capacity development, stakeholder commitment, and the ability to mobilise resources independently after donor withdrawal. Similarly, Suriyankietkaew et al. (2022) argue that sustainability emerges when governance systems create conditions that foster accountability, participation, legitimacy, and collective responsibility among stakeholders.
Historically, sustainability research focused primarily on financial viability, technical capacity, and infrastructure maintenance (WCED, 1987). However, contemporary scholarship increasingly emphasises governance quality and leadership effectiveness as critical determinants of long-term project survival (Ceptureanu et al., 2022; Bryson et al., 2023; UNDP, 2023). The World Bank (2024) notes that projects characterised by weak governance structures frequently experience institutional decline despite receiving substantial financial and technical support. Consequently, governance and leadership have emerged as central explanatory variables within sustainability discourse.
Within Africa, sustainability challenges remain prevalent despite significant development investments. The African Development Bank (2024) reports that many community-based development projects fail to achieve long-term sustainability due to weak governance systems, leadership disputes, inadequate accountability mechanisms, and limited stakeholder participation. This observation suggests that sustainability should be understood not only as an economic outcome but also as a governance outcome shaped by leadership practices, institutional arrangements, and political dynamics.

Leadership Politics in Community Development
Leadership politics refers to the processes through which power, authority, influence, decision-making, and resource allocation are exercised within organisational and community governance systems. While leadership traditionally focuses on influence and direction, leadership politics recognises that governance processes inevitably involve competing interests, power negotiations, stakeholder interactions, and struggles over resources and authority (North et al., 2009; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019). 
Political Economy Theory argues that development interventions are embedded within broader systems of power and institutional relationships that influence decision-making and development outcomes (Khan, 2022). Consequently, leadership politics represents more than administrative decision-making; it reflects how authority is exercised, contested, negotiated, and legitimised among stakeholders. Leadership politics therefore influences accountability systems, participation opportunities, stakeholder representation, conflict management processes, and resource distribution mechanisms. According to Leftwich (2007), governance outcomes are significantly influenced by political incentives and institutional arrangements that shape leadership behaviour. Similarly, Hickey (2013) argues that development initiatives cannot be fully understood without examining the political processes through which decisions are made and resources are allocated. Leadership politics therefore constitutes an important explanatory lens for understanding why some development interventions achieve sustainability while others fail despite similar resource endowments. 
Recent governance literature increasingly recognises leadership politics as a determinant of institutional resilience and sustainability (Auriacombe & Shikha, 2023; Chigudu, 2023; Shava & Hofisi, 2023). Leadership practices influence stakeholder trust, legitimacy, ownership, participation, and commitment, all of which contribute to sustainability outcomes. Consequently, leadership politics has become an increasingly important area of inquiry within contemporary development scholarship.

Constructive and Destructive Leadership Politics
Although leadership politics is frequently discussed within governance literature, existing studies often treat it as a uniformly positive phenomenon associated with accountability, participation, transparency, and representation. Such a perspective oversimplifies the inherently political nature of governance processes. Leadership politics can generate both constructive and destructive outcomes depending on how power, authority, and influence are exercised within project governance structures. 
Constructive leadership politics refers to governance practices that promote stakeholder engagement, inclusive participation, accountability, transparency, negotiation, consensus building, conflict mediation, and equitable resource allocation (Freeman et al., 2020; Bryson et al., 2023). Under constructive political conditions, leaders facilitate collaboration among stakeholders, strengthen institutional legitimacy, encourage participation, and build collective ownership of development interventions. Reed (2022) argues that constructive stakeholder engagement contributes significantly to sustainability because stakeholders are more likely to support initiatives in which they have meaningful influence. Conversely, destructive leadership politics emerges when governance processes become characterised by elite capture, patronage networks, political interference, favouritism, corruption, exclusionary decision-making, and resource manipulation (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019; Khan, 2022). Under such conditions, leadership positions may be used to advance individual, factional, or political interests at the expense of collective development objectives. Political competition may undermine trust, weaken institutional legitimacy, reduce participation, and ultimately compromise sustainability outcomes.
Cooke and Kothari (2001) caution that participatory governance structures may inadvertently reinforce existing power inequalities when influential actors dominate decision-making processes. Similarly, Cleaver (2001) argues that participation often masks underlying power asymmetries that shape development outcomes. These perspectives suggest that sustainability cannot be understood solely through formal governance structures but must also consider underlying political dynamics and power relations. This distinction between constructive and destructive leadership politics provides an important analytical framework for examining sustainability outcomes within community-based development projects. Projects characterised by constructive leadership politics are expected to demonstrate stronger accountability, participation, legitimacy, and sustainability, while projects affected by destructive leadership politics are more likely to experience governance failures, conflict, stakeholder disengagement, and institutional decline.
Leadership Accountability and Sustainability
Accountability is widely regarded as one of the most important principles of good governance. Bovens (2007) defines accountability as the obligation of leaders to explain, justify, and accept responsibility for their actions and decisions. Within community-based development projects, accountability promotes transparency, trust, stakeholder confidence, and responsible resource management. Stakeholder Theory suggests that accountability strengthens relationships between leaders and stakeholders by ensuring that leaders remain responsive to stakeholder interests (Freeman, 1984; Freeman et al., 2020). Bryson et al. (2023) further argue that accountable leadership enhances institutional legitimacy and increases stakeholder willingness to support organisational objectives. Empirical studies consistently demonstrate positive relationships between accountability and sustainability. Yeboah-Assiamah et al. (2024) found that accountability mechanisms significantly improved sustainability outcomes among community development projects across several African countries. Similarly, Persoon and Rutten (2016) observed that projects characterised by accountable governance structures experienced higher levels of stakeholder commitment and long-term sustainability.
Governance Transparency and Sustainability
Transparency refers to the availability, accessibility, and openness of information regarding organisational decisions, processes, and resource utilisation (Kaufmann et al., 2011). Transparent governance enables stakeholders to monitor decision-making processes, evaluate leadership performance, and participate more effectively in project activities. UNDP (2023) identifies transparency as a critical component of effective governance because it reduces information asymmetry, enhances trust, and strengthens institutional legitimacy. Northouse (2022) similarly argues that transparent leadership promotes stakeholder confidence and organisational commitment. Recent empirical evidence supports these assertions. Ceptureanu et al. (2022) found that transparency positively influences sustainability by strengthening stakeholder trust and facilitating collaborative governance. Suriyankietkaew et al. (2022) likewise reported that transparent organisations demonstrate greater resilience and sustainability than organisations characterised by opaque governance systems. However, Fox (2007) cautions that transparency alone may not guarantee accountability or participation. Information disclosure becomes meaningful only when stakeholders possess the capacity and opportunity to influence decisions. Consequently, transparency must operate alongside accountability and participation to generate sustainable outcomes.
Political Inclusivity and Stakeholder Representation
Political inclusivity refers to the extent to which governance systems provide opportunities for diverse stakeholders to participate meaningfully in decision-making processes. Stakeholder representation ensures that various social groups, including women, youth, vulnerable populations, and marginalised communities, have a voice within governance structures. Stakeholder Theory emphasises the importance of incorporating diverse stakeholder interests into organisational decision-making processes (Freeman, 1984). Arnstein's (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation further suggests that sustainability improves when stakeholders exercise meaningful influence over decisions affecting their lives. Recent studies support this perspective. Reed (2022) found that stakeholder engagement positively influences sustainability outcomes by strengthening ownership and commitment. Musingafi et al. (2024) similarly reported that participation significantly improved sustainability among rural development programmes in Zimbabwe. Despite these benefits, participation remains contested. Cleaver (2001) and Cornwall (2008) argue that participation may become symbolic rather than substantive if existing power structures remain unchanged. Therefore, genuine inclusivity requires not only participation opportunities but also equitable influence within governance processes.
Leadership Conflict, Political Interference and Sustainability
Leadership conflicts and political interference are frequently identified as major threats to sustainability. Political Economy Theory suggests that competing interests, power struggles, and institutional rivalries often influence development outcomes (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019; North et al., 2009). Scott (1985) argues that development projects inevitably generate political tensions because decisions regarding resource allocation create winners and losers. Similarly, Leftwich (2007) contends that political institutions shape governance effectiveness through their influence on accountability, participation, and resource distribution. Studies conducted across Sub-Saharan Africa indicate that leadership disputes and political interference often undermine project sustainability (Booth & Cammack, 2013; Persoon & Rutten, 2016). Political competition may weaken stakeholder trust, reduce participation, delay implementation, and divert attention from development objectives. Consequently, managing political tensions becomes critical for sustaining community-based development interventions.
Resource Allocation Fairness and Sustainability
Resource allocation fairness refers to perceptions regarding the equitable distribution of project benefits, opportunities, and resources among stakeholders. Rawls (1971) argues that fairness constitutes a fundamental requirement for maintaining legitimacy and social cooperation within institutions. Tyler (2006) further suggests that perceptions of procedural and distributive justice influence stakeholder commitment and compliance. When stakeholders perceive resource allocation processes as fair, they are more likely to support collective initiatives and contribute to long-term sustainability. Within community development contexts, equitable resource allocation promotes trust, social cohesion, and community ownership (Putnam, 1995). Conversely, perceived favouritism and exclusion frequently generate conflict and reduce stakeholder commitment. Consequently, fairness represents both a governance issue and a sustainability issue.
Leadership Politics within Zimbabwe's Rural Governance Context
Zimbabwe presents a unique governance environment characterised by overlapping authority structures involving traditional leaders, elected officials, local government institutions, community committees, NGOs, and political actors (Scoones, 2016; Government of Zimbabwe, 2023). Community-based development projects often operate within these layered governance arrangements, creating complex interactions among multiple centres of authority. Traditional leaders continue to play influential roles in community mobilisation, land allocation, conflict resolution, and local governance (Dzingirai et al., 2022). Simultaneously, Rural District Councils, councillors, development agencies, and project committees exercise authority over planning, implementation, and resource allocation processes. These overlapping governance structures may either strengthen coordination or generate tensions depending on leadership practices and institutional relationships. Recent Zimbabwean studies increasingly identify governance quality as a critical determinant of development outcomes (Chigudu, 2023; Shava & Hofisi, 2023). However, limited empirical research has specifically examined how leadership politics operating across these layered governance systems influences sustainability of community-based development projects. This gap remains particularly significant given ongoing efforts to strengthen local development and institutional resilience within rural Zimbabwe.
Empirical Literature Review and Research Gap
The literature reviewed demonstrates strong theoretical and empirical support for the proposition that governance and leadership significantly influence sustainability outcomes. Existing studies consistently identify accountability, transparency, participation, stakeholder representation, conflict management, and fairness as important determinants of sustainability (Ceptureanu et al., 2022; Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022; Bryson et al., 2023; Yeboah-Assiamah et al., 2024). However, several important gaps remain. First, existing studies frequently examine governance variables independently rather than collectively within the broader construct of leadership politics. Second, limited research distinguishes between constructive and destructive forms of leadership politics despite their potentially different implications for sustainability. Third, empirical evidence examining leadership politics within Zimbabwean community-based development projects remains scarce. Finally, little research has explored how leadership politics operates within Zimbabwe's layered governance systems involving traditional leaders, local authorities, development agencies, community structures, and political actors.
This study addresses these gaps by examining leadership politics as a multidimensional governance and political economy construct influencing the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe.


THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Stakeholder Theory
The study is anchored partly on Stakeholder Theory, originally developed by Freeman (1984). Stakeholder Theory posits that organisations and development initiatives achieve sustainable outcomes when they recognise, engage, and respond to the interests of all stakeholders affected by their decisions. The theory challenges traditional management approaches that focus primarily on organisational objectives by emphasising the importance of balancing the interests of multiple stakeholder groups. According to Freeman et al. (2020), stakeholders include any individual or group that can affect or be affected by organisational activities. Within community-based development projects, stakeholders typically include beneficiaries, community leaders, traditional authorities, local government institutions, development agencies, project committees, donor organisations, civil society organisations, and other community actors. The theory argues that sustainable outcomes are more likely when stakeholders participate meaningfully in governance processes and perceive decision-making systems as legitimate, transparent, accountable, and inclusive. Recent studies continue to demonstrate the relevance of Stakeholder Theory in explaining sustainability outcomes. Reed (2022) found that meaningful stakeholder engagement contributes significantly to ownership, legitimacy, and sustainability of development interventions. Similarly, Bryson et al. (2023) argue that collaborative governance and stakeholder participation strengthen institutional resilience and improve long-term project performance. The United Nations Development Programme (2023) further identifies stakeholder inclusion as a critical governance principle underpinning sustainable development. Within community-based development projects, Stakeholder Theory provides a useful framework for understanding how leadership accountability, governance transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, and equitable resource allocation influence sustainability. Projects characterised by participatory governance systems are more likely to generate stakeholder trust, collective ownership, and long-term commitment. Conversely, exclusionary leadership practices weaken legitimacy and reduce stakeholder willingness to support project continuity.
Despite its strengths, Stakeholder Theory has been criticised for underestimating power inequalities among stakeholders. Critics argue that the theory often assumes that stakeholder interests can be harmonised through participation and dialogue, while overlooking political realities that shape access to influence and decision-making authority (Cleaver, 2001; Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Consequently, Stakeholder Theory alone may be insufficient for explaining sustainability outcomes in contexts characterised by political contestation, elite dominance, and unequal power relations.
Political Economy Theory
To address these limitations, the study also draws on Political Economy Theory. Political Economy Theory examines how power relations, institutions, political incentives, and governance structures influence social and economic outcomes (North et al., 2009; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019). The theory argues that development interventions do not operate in politically neutral environments but are embedded within broader systems of power and authority that shape decision-making processes and resource distribution. According to Khan (2022), development outcomes are significantly influenced by political settlements, governance arrangements, and institutional incentives that determine how resources are allocated and who benefits from development interventions. Political Economy Theory therefore shifts attention beyond formal governance structures to examine how political interests, authority relations, elite influence, and institutional dynamics affect development performance.
Recent scholarship increasingly recognises the importance of political economy perspectives in understanding sustainability challenges. The World Bank (2024) argues that governance effectiveness and institutional quality are among the strongest predictors of sustainable development outcomes globally. Similarly, Chigudu (2023) and Shava and Hofisi (2023) demonstrate that governance arrangements and political dynamics significantly influence the effectiveness of development interventions across Africa. Within community-based development projects, Political Economy Theory helps explain how leadership politics influences sustainability through accountability systems, political interference, stakeholder participation, resource allocation practices, and conflict management processes. The theory recognises that leadership structures may either facilitate collective development objectives or become instruments for advancing individual, factional, or political interests.The theory is particularly relevant to Zimbabwe, where community-based development projects frequently operate within layered governance systems involving traditional leaders, elected officials, Rural District Councils, project committees, NGOs, development agencies, and political actors. These multiple centres of authority create complex political environments in which sustainability outcomes are shaped by both formal governance mechanisms and informal power relations. However, Political Economy Theory has also been criticised for placing excessive emphasis on power relations while underplaying the positive role of collaboration, participation, and collective action in development processes (Hickey, 2013). Consequently, combining Political Economy Theory with Stakeholder Theory provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding the governance and political processes influencing sustainability.
Theoretical Integration and Relevance to the Study
The integration of Stakeholder Theory and Political Economy Theory provides a comprehensive framework for analysing the influence of leadership politics on sustainability of community-based development projects. Stakeholder Theory explains how accountability, transparency, inclusivity, representation, and participation contribute to sustainability by strengthening stakeholder trust, ownership, legitimacy, and commitment. Political Economy Theory complements this perspective by explaining how power relations, political interests, elite influence, institutional arrangements, and governance dynamics shape leadership behaviour and sustainability outcomes. Together, the two theories provide a robust explanation of leadership politics as both a governance process and a political process. They recognise that sustainability is influenced not only by stakeholder participation and collaborative governance but also by underlying power structures that determine who participates, who benefits, and who exercises influence over development decisions. The integrated theoretical framework therefore supports the study's central proposition that leadership politics influences sustainability through accountability, transparency, inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, and resource allocation practices. It further acknowledges that leadership politics may generate either constructive or destructive outcomes depending on how power and authority are exercised within project governance systems.
Conceptual Framework
Based on the reviewed literature and integrated theoretical perspectives, the study conceptualises leadership politics as a multidimensional construct comprising both constructive and destructive dimensions that influence sustainability of community-based development projects. Constructive leadership politics strengthens sustainability through governance practices that promote accountability, transparency, inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, and equitable resource allocation. These governance mechanisms enhance stakeholder trust, institutional legitimacy, community ownership, collective action, and project continuity. Conversely, destructive leadership politics undermines sustainability through political interference, elite capture, patronage networks, exclusionary decision-making, leadership conflicts, favouritism, and inequitable resource allocation. These practices weaken trust, reduce participation, erode legitimacy, and compromise institutional resilience. Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework guiding the study.
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for Leadership Politics and Sustainability of Community-Based Development Projects
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Source: Researcher Conceptualisation (2026)
The conceptual framework proposes that leadership politics influences sustainability both directly and indirectly through governance mechanisms that shape stakeholder trust, ownership, legitimacy, and collective action. The framework further recognises that contextual governance factors may strengthen or weaken these relationships within community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe.


METHODOLOGY
Research Philosophy
This study adopted the pragmatist research philosophy. Pragmatism is particularly appropriate for studies investigating complex social phenomena because it allows researchers to utilise both quantitative and qualitative approaches to generate comprehensive and contextually relevant knowledge (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Saunders et al., 2023). The philosophy rejects the notion that a single methodological approach can adequately explain social reality and instead emphasises the practical consequences of inquiry and the use of multiple methods to address research problems. The choice of pragmatism was informed by the multidimensional nature of leadership politics and sustainability. Leadership politics encompasses measurable governance dimensions such as accountability, transparency, inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management and resource allocation fairness, while simultaneously involving subjective experiences, power relations and contextual governance dynamics that require qualitative exploration. Consequently, the pragmatist philosophy provided an appropriate foundation for integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence to understand how leadership politics influences the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe.
Research Approach
The study employed a deductive research approach. Deductive approaches involve the development and testing of propositions derived from existing theoretical and empirical literature (Saunders et al., 2023). The approach was appropriate because the study was informed by Stakeholder Theory and Political Economy Theory, which provided a theoretical basis for examining the influence of leadership politics on project sustainability.
The deductive approach enabled the study to test relationships between leadership accountability, governance transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, resource allocation fairness and sustainability outcomes. Qualitative findings were subsequently used to explain and contextualise the quantitative relationships identified.
Research Design
The study adopted a convergent mixed-methods research design. According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2022), convergent mixed-methods designs involve the concurrent collection of quantitative and qualitative data, separate analyses of each dataset and subsequent integration of findings during interpretation.
The quantitative component enabled measurement of the relationship between leadership politics and sustainability, while the qualitative component facilitated deeper understanding of governance dynamics, stakeholder interactions, political influences and institutional processes affecting project sustainability. The combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches enhanced methodological rigour through triangulation and provided a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.
Study Area
The study was conducted in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe. The province was selected because it hosts a substantial number of community-based development projects implemented by government agencies, non-governmental organisations, faith-based organisations and international development partners. The province continues to experience socio-economic challenges including poverty, food insecurity, unemployment and climate-related vulnerabilities, making community-based development interventions critical for improving livelihoods and promoting sustainable development (ZIMSTAT, 2023; ZimVAC, 2024).
Masvingo Province also provides an appropriate context for examining leadership politics because development projects operate within complex governance systems involving traditional leaders, Rural District Councils, councillors, project committees, development agencies and community structures. These overlapping governance arrangements create opportunities to examine how leadership politics influences sustainability outcomes within community-based development projects.
Target Population
The target population comprised individuals directly involved in the governance, implementation, management and oversight of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province. These included project beneficiaries, project committee members, traditional leaders, community leaders, Rural District Council officials, local government representatives, development practitioners, project coordinators and representatives of non-governmental organisations.
The population was considered appropriate because these stakeholders possess direct experience and knowledge regarding leadership practices, governance systems, stakeholder participation, accountability mechanisms, resource allocation processes and sustainability outcomes within community-based development projects.
Sampling Procedures and Sample Size
The study utilised both probability and non-probability sampling techniques.
For the quantitative component, stratified random sampling was employed to ensure representation of the various stakeholder groups involved in community-based development projects. Stratification improved representativeness by ensuring that different categories of respondents were proportionately represented within the sample.
For the qualitative component, purposive sampling was utilised to select key informants possessing specialised knowledge regarding leadership politics, governance systems, project implementation and sustainability challenges. Key informants included traditional leaders, project coordinators, development practitioners, local government officials and NGO representatives.
The final sample consisted of 150 questionnaire respondents and 15 key informants who participated in semi-structured interviews.
Measurement of Variables
The study conceptualised leadership politics as a multidimensional construct comprising leadership accountability, governance transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management and resource allocation fairness. Sustainability was operationalised through continued project operations, community ownership, institutional resilience, long-term benefits and reduced donor dependency.
All questionnaire items were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree.

Table 2: Operationalisation of Leadership Politics Variables
	Dimension
	Indicator
	Sample Measurement Item
	Supporting Literature

	Leadership Accountability
	Reporting and answerability
	Project leaders regularly account for project resources and decisions.
	Bovens (2007); Bryson et al. (2023)

	Governance Transparency
	Information disclosure
	Project information is openly communicated to stakeholders.
	Kaufmann et al. (2011); UNDP (2023)

	Political Inclusivity
	Participation of diverse groups
	Diverse community groups participate in project decision-making.
	Freeman et al. (2020); Reed (2022)

	Stakeholder Representation
	Stakeholder influence
	Stakeholders have opportunities to influence project decisions.
	Freeman (1984); Bryson et al. (2023)

	Conflict Management
	Resolution of disputes
	Leadership structures effectively manage stakeholder conflicts.
	Northouse (2022)

	Resource Allocation Fairness
	Equity and justice
	Project resources are distributed fairly among beneficiaries.
	Rawls (1971); Tyler (2006)



Table 3: Operationalisation of Sustainability Variables
	Sustainability Dimension
	Indicator
	Sample Measurement Item
	Supporting Literature

	Continued Project Operations
	Project continuity
	Project activities continue after donor support ends.
	World Bank (2024)

	Community Ownership
	Local responsibility
	Community members actively support project continuation.
	Mansuri & Rao (2021)

	Institutional Resilience
	Organisational continuity
	Project governance structures remain functional over time.
	Suriyankietkaew et al. (2022)

	Long-Term Benefits
	Sustained outcomes
	Project benefits continue to improve livelihoods.
	OECD (2024)

	Reduced Donor Dependency
	Resource mobilisation
	Projects increasingly rely on local resources.
	UNDP (2023)


Composite indices for leadership politics and sustainability were subsequently generated by calculating average scores across the respective dimensions.
Data Collection Instruments
Two primary data collection instruments were utilised.
The quantitative component employed a structured questionnaire consisting of closed-ended questions designed to measure perceptions regarding leadership politics and project sustainability. The questionnaire contained demographic questions and Likert-scale items aligned to the study constructs.
The qualitative component utilised a semi-structured interview guide containing open-ended questions relating to governance practices, accountability mechanisms, stakeholder participation, leadership dynamics, political influences, resource allocation processes and sustainability experiences.
Table 4: Questionnaire Structure
	Section
	Focus Area
	Number of Items

	A
	Demographic Information
	8

	B
	Leadership Politics
	18

	C
	Project Sustainability
	15

	D
	Additional Comments
	2

	Total
	
	43


The use of multiple instruments facilitated methodological triangulation and enhanced the credibility of the findings.

3.9 Validity and Reliability Procedures
Content Validity
Content validity was established through expert review involving academics and practitioners with expertise in governance, leadership, community development and research methodology. The experts assessed the relevance, clarity, comprehensiveness and appropriateness of the questionnaire items in relation to the study objectives and theoretical constructs.
Recommendations from the experts resulted in refinement of item wording, elimination of ambiguous statements and improvement of instrument clarity.

Pilot Testing
A pilot study involving 20 respondents was conducted prior to full-scale data collection. The pilot participants possessed characteristics similar to those of the target population but were excluded from the final sample. The pilot study assessed: Clarity of questions, Ease of administration, Questionnaire completion time and Internal consistency of measurement scales. Feedback from the pilot study informed minor revisions to the questionnaire.

Construct Validity
Construct validity was achieved by aligning questionnaire items with theoretical constructs derived from Stakeholder Theory and Political Economy Theory.

Table 5: Alignment between Theory and Measurement
	Theoretical Perspective
	Construct Measured
	Questionnaire Dimensions

	Stakeholder Theory
	Participation and legitimacy
	Inclusivity, Representation, Accountability

	Political Economy Theory
	Governance and power relations
	Transparency, Conflict Management, Resource Allocation Fairness

	Sustainability Theory
	Project continuity and resilience
	Sustainability Dimensions


Reliability Analysis
Reliability was assessed using Cronbach's Alpha coefficients. According to Hair et al. (2022), reliability coefficients exceeding 0.70 indicate acceptable internal consistency.

Table 6: Reliability Statistics
	Construct
	Number of Items
	Cronbach Alpha

	Leadership Accountability
	3
	0.84

	Governance Transparency
	3
	0.82

	Political Inclusivity
	3
	0.80

	Stakeholder Representation
	3
	0.81

	Conflict Management
	3
	0.79

	Resource Allocation Fairness
	3
	0.83

	Leadership Politics Composite
	18
	0.89

	Sustainability Composite
	15
	0.86


The results indicate satisfactory reliability for all constructs included in the study.

Data Collection Procedures
Permission to conduct the study was obtained from relevant authorities and project stakeholders prior to data collection. Questionnaires were administered directly to selected respondents, while interviews were conducted with purposively selected key informants.
Participants were informed about the purpose of the study and provided informed consent before participating. Data collection was undertaken over a period sufficient to ensure adequate coverage of all stakeholder categories.
Data Analysis Techniques
Quantitative data were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS Version 29).
Descriptive statistics including frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations were computed to summarise respondent characteristics and perceptions regarding leadership politics and sustainability.
Inferential statistical techniques included Pearson Correlation Analysis and Multiple Linear Regression Analysis. Pearson correlation analysis was utilised to assess the strength and direction of relationships between leadership politics dimensions and sustainability. Multiple regression analysis was subsequently employed to determine the predictive influence of leadership politics on project sustainability.
Prior to regression analysis, diagnostic tests were conducted to assess assumptions of normality, linearity, homoscedasticity, multicollinearity and independence of errors.

Table 7: Regression Assumptions Testing
	Assumption
	Diagnostic Test

	Normality
	Histograms and Shapiro-Wilk Test

	Linearity
	Scatter Plots

	Homoscedasticity
	Residual Analysis

	Multicollinearity
	Variance Inflation Factor (VIF)

	Independence of Errors
	Durbin-Watson Statistic


Qualitative interview data were analysed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke's (2022) six-step framework involving familiarisation, coding, theme generation, theme review, theme definition and reporting.

Mixed Methods Integration Strategy
To strengthen methodological rigour, quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated through a convergent mixed-methods strategy. Quantitative and qualitative datasets were analysed independently before being merged during interpretation.
Integration was achieved through triangulation and joint display analysis whereby statistical findings were compared with qualitative themes to generate comprehensive explanations of leadership politics and sustainability relationships.

Table 8: Mixed Methods Integration Matrix
	Quantitative Finding
	Qualitative Theme
	Integrated Interpretation

	Accountability positively influenced sustainability
	Stakeholders valued regular reporting and transparency
	Accountability strengthens trust and project continuity

	Inclusivity positively influenced sustainability
	Participation enhanced ownership
	Inclusive governance promotes sustainability

	Conflict management positively influenced sustainability
	Effective mediation reduced disputes
	Conflict resolution strengthens institutional resilience

	Resource fairness positively influenced sustainability
	Fair benefit distribution increased stakeholder support
	Equity contributes to long-term sustainability


The integration process enhanced the credibility, depth and explanatory power of the study findings.

Ethical Considerations
Ethical principles were observed throughout the study. Participation was voluntary and informed consent was obtained from all respondents prior to data collection.  Participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty. Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained by ensuring that personal identifiers were not included in the reporting of findings. All information collected was treated confidentially and used exclusively for academic purposes. The study further adhered to principles of honesty, integrity, respect for persons and responsible research conduct throughout the research process.



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The study sought to examine the influence of leadership politics on the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe. Quantitative findings were obtained from questionnaire responses, while qualitative evidence was generated through key informant interviews with project coordinators, community leaders, NGO representatives, and government officials.
Leadership Politics and Project Sustainability
Respondents were asked to evaluate various dimensions of leadership politics, including leadership accountability, governance transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, and fairness in resource allocation. The results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Leadership Politics Dimensions
	Leadership Politics Dimension
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Leadership Accountability
	4.18
	0.74

	Governance Transparency
	4.05
	0.81

	Political Inclusivity
	3.87
	0.89

	Stakeholder Representation
	3.92
	0.84

	Conflict Management
	4.11
	0.79

	Resource Allocation Fairness
	3.95
	0.87

	Overall Mean
	4.01
	0.82


Source: Survey Data (2026)
The findings indicate that respondents generally perceived leadership politics as an important determinant of project sustainability, as reflected by the overall mean score of 4.01. Leadership accountability recorded the highest mean score (M = 4.18), suggesting that respondents considered answerability and responsibility among project leaders to be critical for sustaining community-based initiatives. Conflict management (M = 4.11) and governance transparency (M = 4.05) also received relatively high ratings, indicating widespread recognition of the importance of transparent governance systems and effective dispute resolution mechanisms.
Political inclusivity recorded the lowest mean score (M = 3.87), suggesting that some respondents perceived limitations in stakeholder participation and representation within project governance structures. While the score remains positive, it points to potential governance gaps that may undermine long-term sustainability if not adequately addressed.
The sustainability of community-based development projects was further assessed using indicators relating to project continuity, community ownership, institutional resilience, long-term benefits, and donor independence.
Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for Project Sustainability
	Sustainability Indicator
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Continued Project Operations
	4.08
	0.76

	Community Ownership
	4.15
	0.71

	Institutional Resilience
	3.96
	0.83

	Long-Term Benefits
	4.03
	0.78

	Reduced Donor Dependency
	3.84
	0.88

	Overall Mean
	4.01
	0.79


Source: Survey Data (2026)
The results reveal generally positive sustainability outcomes across the sampled projects. Community ownership emerged as the strongest sustainability dimension (M = 4.15), suggesting that beneficiaries felt a sense of responsibility and commitment towards project continuation. However, reduced donor dependency recorded the lowest mean score (M = 3.84), indicating that some projects remained reliant on external support for operational continuity. This finding suggests that while sustainability structures exist, financial and institutional independence remains an ongoing challenge.
Relationship Between Leadership Politics and Project Sustainability
Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to determine the relationship between leadership politics and project sustainability.
Table 4: Correlation Analysis
	Variable
	Project Sustainability

	Leadership Politics
	.758**


Correlation is significant at p < 0.01
Source: Survey Data (2026)
The analysis revealed a strong positive and statistically significant relationship between leadership politics and project sustainability (r = 0.758, p < 0.01). The results suggest that improvements in accountability, transparency, stakeholder representation, political inclusivity, conflict management, and equitable resource allocation are associated with higher levels of sustainability. The strength of the relationship indicates that leadership politics constitutes a critical governance factor influencing the long-term viability of community-based development interventions.
To determine the predictive influence of leadership politics on project sustainability, regression analysis was performed.

Table 5: Regression Model Summary
	Statistic
	Value

	R
	0.758

	R²
	0.575

	Adjusted R²
	0.569

	Standard Error
	0.483


Source: Survey Data (2026)
The model yielded an R² value of 0.575, indicating that leadership politics explains approximately 57.5% of the variation in project sustainability. This finding suggests that governance and leadership-related factors account for a substantial proportion of sustainability outcomes among community-based development projects.
Table 6: Regression Coefficients
	Variable
	β
	t-value
	p-value

	Constant
	1.215
	4.917
	.000

	Leadership Politics
	0.521
	8.864
	.000


Source: Survey Data (2026)
The regression results demonstrate that leadership politics has a positive and statistically significant influence on project sustainability (β = 0.521, p < 0.001). The findings imply that improvements in leadership accountability, governance transparency, inclusivity, representation, conflict management, and fairness in resource allocation significantly enhance sustainability outcomes. Consequently, the study rejects the null hypothesis and accepts the alternative hypothesis that leadership politics significantly influences the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province.
Qualitative Findings on Leadership Politics and Sustainability
The qualitative findings largely corroborated the quantitative results and provided deeper insights into the mechanisms through which leadership politics influences sustainability. Four dominant themes emerged from the interviews: accountability and trust, governance transparency, political inclusivity and representation, and leadership conflicts and project sustainability.
Table 7: Qualitative Themes on Leadership Politics and Sustainability
	Theme
	Representative Quotations
	Emerging Meaning

	Leadership Accountability and Community Trust
	“Projects survive when leaders regularly account for resources and decisions made on behalf of the community.” (Project Coordinator 2) 

“People contribute more when they know leaders are answerable and transparent.” (Community Leader 4) 

“Where accountability meetings are held regularly, beneficiaries develop confidence and continue supporting the project.” (NGO Representative 1)
	Accountability enhances trust, legitimacy, community ownership, and willingness to sustain projects.

	Governance Transparency and Sustainability
	“Transparency reduces suspicion and prevents conflicts among community members.” (Government Official 2) 

“When financial reports are openly shared, community members become more committed to project activities.” (Community Leader 3) 

“Projects collapse when people suspect misuse of resources.” (NGO Representative 3)
	Transparent governance strengthens stakeholder confidence and institutional credibility.

	Political Inclusivity and Stakeholder Representation
	“People protect what they help to create.” (Project Coordinator 1) 

“When women, youth and vulnerable groups participate in decision-making, projects become more sustainable.” (Government Official 1) 

“Inclusive leadership ensures that everyone feels represented and responsible for project outcomes.” (Community Leader 1)
	Inclusive participation strengthens ownership, commitment, and collective responsibility.

	Leadership Conflicts and Project Failure
	“Some projects failed because leadership positions became politicised.” (NGO Representative 2) 

“Power struggles among committee members weakened community confidence.” (Community Leader 5) 

“Leadership disputes often divert attention from development goals.” (Project Coordinator 3)
	Political interference and leadership conflicts undermine sustainability and stakeholder trust.

	Fair Resource Allocation and Project Continuity
	“Communities remain committed when resources are distributed fairly.” (Community Leader 2) 

“Perceived favouritism creates divisions and affects participation.” (Government Official 3) 

“Fair distribution of benefits is critical for long-term sustainability.” (NGO Representative 4)
	Equitable allocation of resources promotes social cohesion and continued project support.


Source: Interview Data (2026)
The qualitative findings reveal that sustainability is not solely dependent on financial resources or technical capacity but is strongly influenced by governance quality and leadership practices. Respondents consistently associated accountability and transparency with higher levels of trust and community ownership. Similarly, political inclusivity and stakeholder representation were viewed as essential for strengthening participation and ensuring that beneficiaries remained committed to project goals.
Conversely, interview participants highlighted leadership conflicts, political interference, and inequitable resource allocation as major threats to sustainability. These findings provide important contextual evidence explaining why leadership politics emerged as a significant predictor of sustainability in the quantitative analysis.
Synthesis of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings
The integration of quantitative and qualitative evidence demonstrates a consistent pattern. While the statistical results established a strong positive relationship between leadership politics and project sustainability (r = 0.758; β = 0.521), the qualitative findings explain the pathways through which this relationship operates. Accountability, transparency, inclusivity, representation, conflict management, and equitable resource allocation were repeatedly identified as governance mechanisms that foster trust, ownership, legitimacy, and collective action, all of which contribute to the sustainability of community-based development projects.
Collectively, the findings provide robust empirical evidence that leadership politics is a critical determinant of sustainability within community-based development initiatives in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe.




DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
This section discusses the study findings in relation to the research objectives, theoretical framework, conceptual framework, and existing literature. The discussion draws on both quantitative and qualitative findings to explain how leadership politics influences the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe. The discussion is guided by Stakeholder Theory and Political Economy Theory and is organised around the key dimensions of leadership politics identified in the revised conceptual framework. The study established that leadership politics has a statistically significant positive influence on the sustainability of community-based development projects (β = 0.521, p < 0.001). Furthermore, leadership politics explained 57.5% of the variation in sustainability outcomes (R² = 0.575), indicating that governance-related factors play a substantial role in determining project sustainability. These findings confirm that leadership politics constitutes a critical governance mechanism through which sustainability is either strengthened or undermined.
Constructive Leadership Politics and Sustainability
One of the major findings of the study is that constructive leadership politics significantly contributes to the sustainability of community-based development projects. Constructive leadership politics refers to leadership practices characterised by accountability, transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, effective conflict management, and equitable resource allocation.
The high mean score recorded for leadership politics (M = 4.01) suggests that respondents generally perceived governance structures within community-based development projects positively. The findings indicate that accountable leadership practices encourage stakeholder confidence and commitment, which are critical for sustaining projects beyond the implementation phase. This finding is consistent with the work of Bryson et al. (2023), who argue that accountability enhances organisational legitimacy and strengthens stakeholder trust. Similarly, UNDP (2023) identifies accountability as a cornerstone of sustainable governance because it promotes transparency, answerability, and responsible stewardship of resources.
The findings further revealed that governance transparency contributes significantly to sustainability. Transparency enables stakeholders to access information regarding project decisions, finances, and resource utilisation, thereby reducing suspicion and enhancing trust. According to Kaufmann et al. (2011), transparent governance systems improve institutional performance by reducing information asymmetries and strengthening public confidence. Recent studies by OECD (2024) and the World Bank (2024) similarly demonstrate that transparency improves governance effectiveness and promotes sustainable development outcomes.
Political inclusivity emerged as another important determinant of sustainability. The findings suggest that projects characterised by broad stakeholder participation are more likely to achieve long-term sustainability because stakeholders develop a sense of ownership and responsibility for project outcomes. These findings support Stakeholder Theory, which posits that organisations and development initiatives achieve sustainability when they recognise and incorporate the interests of all stakeholders affected by their activities (Freeman, 1984; Freeman et al., 2020).

The findings are also consistent with Reed (2022), who found that meaningful participation enhances project legitimacy and increases community willingness to support development initiatives over the long term. In the context of Masvingo Province, inclusive governance appears particularly important because community-based development projects involve diverse stakeholder groups including traditional leaders, local authorities, project committees, development agencies, and beneficiaries.
Stakeholder representation was similarly found to contribute positively to sustainability. When stakeholders perceive that their interests are represented within governance structures, they are more likely to support project objectives and participate actively in implementation and maintenance activities. Bryson et al. (2023) argue that effective stakeholder representation strengthens collaborative governance and improves organisational resilience.
Conflict management also emerged as a significant governance mechanism supporting sustainability. Community-based development projects frequently involve multiple actors with competing interests and priorities. The findings suggest that leadership structures capable of resolving disputes fairly and efficiently contribute to project continuity and institutional stability. These findings support Northouse (2022), who argues that effective conflict management is a fundamental leadership competency that enhances organisational performance and stakeholder cooperation.
Finally, equitable resource allocation was found to be a significant contributor to sustainability. The study revealed that perceptions of fairness in resource distribution influence stakeholder commitment and support for projects. This finding is consistent with Rawls' (1971) theory of distributive justice and Tyler's (2006) work on procedural fairness, both of which emphasise the importance of fairness in promoting legitimacy and cooperation.
Collectively, these findings demonstrate that constructive leadership politics enhances sustainability by strengthening stakeholder trust, institutional legitimacy, community ownership, and collective action.
Destructive Leadership Politics as a Threat to Sustainability
While the quantitative findings indicate an overall positive relationship between leadership politics and sustainability, the qualitative findings revealed the existence of destructive leadership politics that threatens long-term sustainability.
Destructive leadership politics refers to governance practices characterised by political interference, elite capture, patronage networks, leadership conflicts, exclusionary decision-making, and manipulation of project resources for personal or political gain.
Several interview participants highlighted instances where political considerations influenced project decisions, resource allocation, and leadership appointments. Such findings suggest that community-based development projects do not operate within politically neutral environments. Rather, they are embedded within broader political systems that shape governance outcomes.
These findings support Political Economy Theory, which argues that development outcomes are influenced by power relations, institutional arrangements, and political incentives rather than purely technical considerations (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019; Khan, 2022). Political Economy Theory emphasises that development interventions often become arenas in which competing actors seek to influence decisions and control resources.
The findings further suggest that political interference may undermine accountability mechanisms and reduce stakeholder trust. Similar observations were reported by Chigudu (2023), who found that political contestation often compromises governance effectiveness in community development initiatives across Africa.
Elite capture emerged as another potential threat to sustainability. Elite capture occurs when influential individuals or groups dominate decision-making processes and disproportionately benefit from project resources. According to Mansuri and Rao (2021), elite capture remains one of the most significant challenges affecting participatory development programmes globally. The findings of this study suggest that projects characterised by unequal influence and exclusionary governance structures may experience reduced stakeholder support and weakened sustainability outcomes.
Leadership conflicts were also identified as a significant challenge. Competing authority structures, disagreements among project leaders, and tensions between governance actors can undermine collective action and delay implementation processes. These findings are consistent with Hickey (2013), who argues that unresolved governance conflicts often weaken institutional capacity and reduce development effectiveness.
The findings therefore demonstrate that leadership politics possesses both constructive and destructive dimensions. Sustainability outcomes depend largely on whether leadership processes are exercised in ways that promote collective interests or advance narrow political agendas.
Mediating Mechanisms Linking Leadership Politics and Sustainability
A major contribution of this study is the identification of mediating mechanisms through which leadership politics influences sustainability. The revised conceptual framework proposed that stakeholder trust, community ownership, institutional legitimacy, collective action, and stakeholder commitment mediate the relationship between leadership politics and sustainability. The findings provide strong support for this proposition.
Stakeholder trust emerged as one of the most important mediating mechanisms. Accountability, transparency, and fairness were found to strengthen trust among beneficiaries and project stakeholders. Trust encourages cooperation, reduces conflict, and promotes willingness to contribute resources toward project continuation. According to Fukuyama (1995), trust constitutes a critical form of social capital that enhances collective action and institutional effectiveness.
Community ownership also emerged as a key mediating factor. Projects characterised by inclusive governance and stakeholder participation generated stronger feelings of ownership among beneficiaries. These findings support Mansuri and Rao (2021), who argue that participation enhances sustainability primarily through increased ownership and commitment.
Institutional legitimacy similarly emerged as an important explanatory mechanism. Governance systems perceived as fair, transparent, and accountable were viewed as more legitimate, resulting in stronger stakeholder support and greater compliance with project decisions. Tyler (2006) argues that legitimacy increases voluntary cooperation and reduces governance costs.
Collective action was another important mediating mechanism identified in the study. Community-based development projects often require coordinated action among diverse stakeholders. The findings suggest that constructive leadership politics strengthens cooperation and facilitates mobilisation of local resources necessary for sustainability. Together, these mediating mechanisms help explain why leadership politics exerts such a strong influence on sustainability outcomes.
Political Economy Interpretation of the Findings
The findings provide substantial support for Political Economy Theory. While Stakeholder Theory explains the importance of participation and representation, Political Economy Theory offers a deeper understanding of how power relations shape sustainability outcomes. The study demonstrates that governance systems influence not only who participates in decision-making but also whose interests are prioritised, whose voices are heard, and how resources are distributed. These findings are consistent with North et al. (2009), who argue that institutions shape development outcomes by structuring incentives and governing access to resources. The positive relationship between leadership politics and sustainability suggests that governance quality matters significantly for development outcomes. However, the qualitative findings also demonstrate that power dynamics, political incentives, and competing interests influence how governance systems function in practice. These findings reinforce arguments advanced by Khan (2022), who contends that institutional effectiveness depends not only on formal governance arrangements but also on underlying political settlements and power relations. The study therefore extends Political Economy Theory by demonstrating how governance and political processes influence sustainability within community-based development projects in rural Zimbabwe.
Leadership Politics within Zimbabwe's Layered Governance Context
One of the most significant contributions of this study is its contextualisation of leadership politics within Zimbabwe's unique governance environment. Community-based development projects in Masvingo Province operate within complex governance arrangements involving traditional leaders, Rural District Councils, project committees, community structures, non-governmental organisations, development partners, and political actors. These multiple centres of authority create both opportunities and challenges for project sustainability. The findings suggest that collaborative relationships among governance actors strengthen project implementation and sustainability. Traditional leaders often provide legitimacy and facilitate community mobilisation, while local authorities contribute administrative support and coordination. Development agencies provide technical expertise and financial resources. However, the findings also indicate that overlapping authority structures may generate tensions, conflicts, and competing claims to decision-making authority. Such governance complexities can undermine accountability and reduce institutional effectiveness. These findings support the work of Shava and Hofisi (2023), who argue that governance effectiveness in Zimbabwe depends largely on the ability of multiple institutions to coordinate their activities and manage competing interests. The study therefore contributes context-specific evidence regarding the interaction between governance structures and sustainability outcomes in rural development settings.
Theoretical Contribution of the Study
The study makes several important theoretical contributions. First, it extends Stakeholder Theory by demonstrating that stakeholder participation alone is insufficient to guarantee sustainability. Sustainability depends on the quality of governance processes through which participation occurs. Second, the study contributes to Political Economy Theory by illustrating how power relations and governance arrangements influence sustainability outcomes within community-based development projects. Third, the study introduces the concept of constructive and destructive leadership politics as a framework for understanding how political processes influence development outcomes. This distinction provides a more nuanced understanding of leadership politics than traditional governance approaches that treat politics as either inherently positive or inherently negative. Finally, the study identifies stakeholder trust, community ownership, institutional legitimacy, and collective action as critical mechanisms linking leadership politics and sustainability. These contributions advance understanding of the governance processes that influence sustainability and provide a foundation for future research in community development, governance, and sustainability studies.
CONCLUSION
This study examined the influence of leadership politics on the sustainability of community-based development projects in Masvingo Province, Zimbabwe. The study was motivated by the increasing recognition that despite substantial investments in community-based development initiatives, many projects struggle to sustain benefits beyond the period of external support. While previous studies have emphasised financial, technical, and institutional determinants of sustainability, limited attention has been given to the role of leadership politics as a governance mechanism influencing sustainability outcomes.
The findings established that leadership politics exerts a statistically significant positive influence on the sustainability of community-based development projects. Leadership politics explained a substantial proportion of variation in sustainability outcomes, demonstrating that governance processes play a critical role in determining the long-term viability of development interventions. Specifically, the study identified leadership accountability, governance transparency, political inclusivity, stakeholder representation, conflict management, and equitable resource allocation as important dimensions of leadership politics that contribute positively to sustainability.
The study further established that sustainability is not merely the continuation of project activities but encompasses broader outcomes such as community ownership, institutional resilience, long-term benefits, and reduced dependency on donor support. The findings indicate that projects characterised by accountable, transparent, inclusive, and participatory leadership structures are more likely to generate stakeholder trust, strengthen institutional legitimacy, promote collective action, and achieve sustainable outcomes.
At the same time, the study revealed that leadership politics possesses both constructive and destructive dimensions. While constructive leadership politics strengthens sustainability through collaboration, accountability, and stakeholder engagement, destructive leadership politics manifested through political interference, elite capture, exclusionary governance practices, leadership conflicts, and inequitable resource allocation can undermine project effectiveness and threaten sustainability.
The study also highlighted the significance of Zimbabwe's layered governance environment. Community-based development projects operate within complex governance arrangements involving traditional leaders, Rural District Councils, project committees, government agencies, non-governmental organisations, and political actors. The interaction among these institutions significantly influences project governance and sustainability outcomes. Effective coordination among governance actors emerged as an important factor for enhancing sustainability.
From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to the literature by integrating Stakeholder Theory and Political Economy Theory to explain the governance mechanisms through which leadership politics influences sustainability. Furthermore, the study advances the concept of constructive and destructive leadership politics as a framework for understanding how governance processes affect sustainability outcomes within community-based development projects.
Overall, the study concludes that leadership politics constitutes a critical but often overlooked determinant of sustainability. Sustainable community-based development requires not only financial resources, technical expertise, and institutional capacity but also governance systems that promote accountability, transparency, inclusivity, fairness, and stakeholder participation. 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Strengthen Leadership Accountability Mechanisms
The study established that leadership accountability is a key predictor of project sustainability. It is therefore recommended that community-based development projects institutionalise formal accountability mechanisms that promote responsible leadership and transparent decision-making. Project committees should be required to conduct regular stakeholder meetings, publicly disclose financial reports, provide progress updates, and establish mechanisms through which beneficiaries can seek clarification regarding project decisions and resource utilisation. Development partners and government agencies should support the establishment of accountability frameworks that enhance transparency and strengthen stakeholder confidence. Such measures will improve trust, reduce governance disputes, and increase stakeholder commitment to sustaining project outcomes.
Promote Participatory and Inclusive Governance Systems
The findings demonstrate that political inclusivity and stakeholder representation contribute significantly to sustainability. Community-based development projects should therefore adopt governance structures that ensure meaningful participation of all stakeholder groups, including women, youth, people with disabilities, traditional leaders, local authorities, and marginalised community members. Project governance committees should be constituted through transparent and participatory processes to ensure broad representation and legitimacy. Development agencies should establish participation guidelines that promote inclusivity throughout project planning, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. Inclusive governance enhances ownership, improves decision quality, and strengthens community support for project continuity.
Enhance Transparency in Project Governance
Transparency emerged as an important governance mechanism supporting sustainability. Development organisations, project committees, and local authorities should strengthen information-sharing practices by ensuring that project objectives, budgets, procurement processes, implementation plans, and performance reports are accessible to stakeholders. The use of community notice boards, public meetings, digital communication platforms, and stakeholder feedback sessions should be encouraged to improve transparency and information accessibility. Transparent governance reduces mistrust, strengthens legitimacy, and promotes stakeholder confidence in project leadership.
Establish Conflict Management and Dispute Resolution Mechanisms
The study identified conflict management as a critical factor influencing sustainability. Community-based development projects should establish formal dispute resolution mechanisms capable of addressing leadership disputes, stakeholder grievances, resource allocation disagreements, and governance conflicts. Traditional leaders, local authorities, and project committees should collaborate in creating mediation structures that promote constructive dialogue and timely resolution of disputes. Capacity-building programmes focusing on negotiation, mediation, and conflict management should be provided to project leaders and community representatives. Effective conflict management strengthens institutional stability and prevents governance challenges from undermining sustainability.
Strengthen Fair and Equitable Resource Allocation
The findings suggest that perceptions of fairness significantly influence stakeholder commitment and sustainability outcomes. Project leaders should therefore adopt transparent criteria for resource allocation and beneficiary selection. Development agencies and local authorities should implement monitoring systems that ensure equitable distribution of project resources and benefits. Special attention should be given to vulnerable and marginalised groups to prevent elite capture and exclusionary practices. Equitable resource allocation promotes trust, social cohesion, and long-term stakeholder support.
Improve Coordination among Governance Institutions
One of the key findings of the study is that sustainability is influenced by interactions among multiple governance actors operating within Zimbabwe's layered governance system. It is therefore recommended that stronger coordination mechanisms be established among traditional leaders, Rural District Councils, government departments, NGOs, development partners, and community structures. Regular multi-stakeholder coordination forums should be institutionalised to facilitate information sharing, joint planning, conflict resolution, and collaborative decision-making. Such platforms can minimise duplication, reduce governance conflicts, and improve project effectiveness. This recommendation is particularly relevant for Zimbabwe and other developing countries characterised by overlapping governance structures.
Develop Leadership Capacity for Sustainable Development
The study highlights the importance of leadership quality in determining sustainability outcomes. Government agencies, NGOs, development partners, and training institutions should invest in leadership development programmes focusing on governance, accountability, stakeholder engagement, conflict management, ethical leadership, and sustainable development. Capacity-building initiatives should target project committee members, traditional leaders, local government officials, youth leaders, and community representatives involved in project governance.  Strengthening leadership capacity will improve governance effectiveness and enhance sustainability across community-based development projects.
Mainstream Sustainability Planning from Project Inception
The findings indicate that sustainability should not be treated as a post-project consideration. Sustainability planning should be integrated into project design from the outset. Development agencies should require all community-based development projects to develop sustainability strategies that address governance structures, local resource mobilisation, institutional continuity, stakeholder ownership, and succession planning. Projects that incorporate sustainability considerations during planning are more likely to remain functional beyond external funding periods.
Policy Recommendations for Zimbabwe and Other Developing Countries
At the policy level, governments should recognise leadership politics as an important determinant of sustainability and incorporate governance indicators into national development frameworks. For Zimbabwe, relevant ministries responsible for local government, community development, and rural development should develop governance guidelines for community-based development projects that emphasise accountability, transparency, participation, inclusivity, and conflict management. Similarly, development partners operating across Africa and other developing regions should move beyond traditional project performance indicators and incorporate governance quality indicators into sustainability assessments. Such policy reforms would contribute to stronger governance systems capable of supporting sustainable development outcomes across diverse socio-economic contexts.
Contribution to Knowledge
This study contributes to knowledge in four significant ways.
First, it extends existing sustainability literature by identifying leadership politics as a critical determinant of sustainability within community-based development projects. Second, it introduces the distinction between constructive leadership politics and destructive leadership politics, providing a more nuanced understanding of how political processes influence sustainability outcomes. Third, it integrates Stakeholder Theory and Political Economy Theory to explain the governance mechanisms through which leadership politics affects sustainability. Fourth, the study provides empirical evidence from Zimbabwe, contributing context-specific insights regarding the influence of leadership politics within layered governance systems commonly found across developing countries. These contributions advance both theory and practice and provide a foundation for future research on governance and sustainability in community-based development contexts.
AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
Future research should further explore the relationship between leadership politics and sustainability by examining the separate effects of constructive and destructive leadership politics, as well as the mediating roles of stakeholder trust, community ownership, institutional legitimacy, and collective action. Longitudinal studies are recommended to assess how governance dynamics influence sustainability over time, while comparative studies across different provinces, countries, and development sectors could provide broader contextual insights. Additional research should investigate the roles of traditional leadership institutions, political interference, elite capture, and patronage networks in shaping sustainability outcomes, particularly within developing countries. Furthermore, emerging areas such as digital governance, technology-enabled accountability mechanisms, and their contribution to transparency and sustainable project management warrant further investigation. Such studies would deepen understanding of governance processes and contribute to the development of more effective and sustainable community-based development interventions.
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