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Social capital: a brief background

In the last two decades, the concept of social 
capital has ! ltered into the ! eld of development 
practice. No one single de! nition captures what 
is meant by social capital – some describe social 
capital as being about the resources (both actual 
and virtual) that are associated with individuals 
and groups. It can also however be viewed as the 
network of connections or processes that exist 
among individuals and communities that makes 
it possible for them to develop mutually bene! cial 
collective action. It is this notion of ‘connection’, 
and how important these connections are in lifting 
communities out of poverty and sparking public 
innovation, that is the focus of this learning brief.

The NAG Future Leaders Programme

In order to build social capital, the DG Murray Trust 
(DGMT) is challenged to ! nd interventions that 
deliberately focus on people who are treated as 
insigni! cant and attempt to facilitate and build 
their connections to society.  At the same time, we 
are mindful that we need to be able to demonstrate 
how these connections actually help the poor 
and the excluded, something which social capital 
theory is often criticized for being vague about.

The goal of the Network Action Group (NAG) 
has always been to build connections across its 
membership of community-based organisations 
(CBOs); all of whom are registered non-pro! t 
organisations (or in the process of registering) 
and provide vital social services through early 
childhood development sites, senior citizens 
clubs, the provision of home-based care and child 
protection facilities.

All NAG’s member organisations operate in the 

Ugu district, in southern KwaZulu-Natal. Ugu is a 
presidential development node, as it is among the 
poorest and most under-resourced areas in South 
Africa. It is widely acknowledged that signi! cant 
numbers of people in the district are systematically 
excluded from gainful participation in society. 
Based in Port Shepstone, NAG has been tasked 
with 

creating opportunities for its member CBOs 
to meet regularly, to share experience and 
knowledge of conditions a" ecting service 
delivery in the communities that they work;
creating (or connecting member CBOs to) 
training and mentoring opportunities, to build 
the human resource capacity within these 
organisations;
connecting member CBOs to resources and 
information, particularly with respect to 
funding opportunities; and
lobbying with civil society and government 
(primarily at a local level) on behalf of member 
organisations, to ensure improved service 
delivery in local communities.

NAG’s Future Leaders Programme, launched in 
early 2012, is an attempt to: a) facilitate connections 

Re! ecting on the Network Action Group Future Leaders Programme - a 
model for building social capital in poor communities
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between member organisations who work in close 
proximity to one another b) to identify potential 
for collaboration in these small cluster groups 
and c) build NAG’s capacity to demonstrate how 
the support that it provides to these cluster 
groups, positively impacts service delivery in local 
communities. With support from the DGMT, the 
programme was conceptualised on the basis of 
three strengths identi! ed within the network.

1. As a large network, NAG presented an 
opportunity to systemically document the 
extent and nature of services provided to local 
communities by its member CBOs, as well as 
generic conditions which enable or hinder their 
ability to deliver a quality service.

2. The human capital that exists within the network 
member organisations presented an opportunity 
to connect young people from surrounding 
communities to strong mentors, able to share 
important understanding of, and motivation for, 
the role that CBOs play in social service delivery.

3. NAG’s knowledge and experience of local 
government was seen a powerful basis for 
strengthening its advocacy voice (although its 

engagement with local government systems has 
largely been in the context of taking on issues 
experienced by one or two individual member 
organisations, at any given point in time).

Programme Strategy

In 2011, NAG recruited 25 young people – seen 
as future CBO leaders - from local communities 
and placed them, through a formal mentoring 
agreement, at a host site closest to where they live. 
In addition, they were each also connected with up 
to four additional CBOs, all within close proximity 
to the host site.  In e" ect, this has created a network 
of 80  CBOs - predominantly community-based ECD 
sites - who are connected to one another through 
their connection to a future leader.

Critical to the programme, is the role of the NAG 
co-ordinator to build the monitoring capacity of 
these young people to collect reliable data on the 
service being provided by their ! ve organisations, 
to provide on-going training and mentoring 
on e" ective CBO structure, management and 
governance, and to stimulate the group to think 

NAG o!  ce micro-level role: 
training & mentoring future 
leaders
provide  on-going support to 
all its member CBOs NAG  host sites provide personal 

mentoring to future leaders.
Future leaders  are also  connected 
to  4 organisations  to  collect data 
& monitor services

Future leaders  learn from mentors; 
collect data on service delivery;  
share skills acquired through 
training; think collectively to solve 
problems 

Connections between constituencies of 
the NAG Future Leaders Programme

NAG o!  ce macro level role: 
monitor data to elevate strucutral 
issues  hindering work of CBOs 
advocate for systemic change
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innovatively and creatively about how service 
delivery might be expanded or improved in the 
environment in which they work.

Currently, the monitoring data being gathered 
captures the status of CBOs with respect to 
registration status (NPO, PBO, type of facility, 
etc.); governance structures; human resource 
capacity; organizational monitoring systems; 
available resources and speci! c skills competence 
to provide the service o" ered by the organisation. 
With NAG, each host organisation has drawn 
up a development plan identifying one or two 
organisational priorities or goals. These plans 
determine the key roles and responsibilities of 

both the future leader and the mentor at host 
sites. Future leaders complete a detailed monthly 
report which highlights factors, both personal and 
organizational, which enable or hinder progress.  
This report forms a critical programme monitoring 
tool as information extracted from reports 
provide the basis for more in-depth follow-up 
investigation by the NAG coordinator. Over time, 
data from reports as well as evidence from follow-
up investigations, will provide a consolidated body 
of knowledge on the common problems which 
organisations face, and will potentially inform 
strategies for collective action and advocacy.

Implementation to date 

NAG’s membership is drawn from four of the six 
local municipalities which comprise the UGU 
district municipality, namely the Hibiscus Coast, 
Umzumbe, Ezinqoleni and Umuziwabantu. Prior to 
implementation of the future leaders’ programme, 
there were 86 member organisations scattered 
through the 4 municipalities. Having the future 
leaders full-time in their home communities has 
resulted in the growth of NAG’s membership to 
150 organisations. The map below shows the Ugu 
district; yellow and red pins represent NAG member 
organisations (yellow being those targeted in 2012 
by future leaders, and red pins representing those 
which will be targeted in 2013).

The on-going training provided to 
the future leaders via the NAG o#  ce 
has had signi! cant skills transfer 
bene! ts for cluster CBOs.  Nine 
newly identi! ed organisations have 
been assisted by NAG future leaders 
to apply for registration with the 
Department of Social Development 
thus far in 2012. This expanded 
reach also allows for more extensive 
mapping of the poverty of assets in 
the district.

Lessons learnt and important 
challenges

The fact that the future leaders are 
themselves a “connected” group has 
created a useful space for information 
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sharing and collective thinking. Future leaders are 
encouraged to take ideas back to their mentors 
and organisations as strategies for dealing with 
common problems they encounter in the ! eld. In 
this respect, future leaders are also ideally placed 
to motivate their cluster CBOs to share information 
and resources and to collectively ! nd strategies for 
dealing with common problems.

Building the monitoring capacity within the group 
is a challenge, and a huge responsibility rests with 
the NAG o#  ce to quality-check the data being 
collected. Host organisations have limited capacity 
to develop e" ective monitoring skills within the 
group.

The programme has social capital potential to 
connect organisations in a way that will build strong 
domestic constituencies willing to co-operate with 
one another and to build alliances that represent the 
interests of poor and marginalised communities. 
Long-term, the programme is attempting to help 
CBOs to integrate micro and macro-level action in 
their project and advocacy activities. How NAG, as 
an organisation, deals with actually creating a shift 
in its member organisations to take on civic action 
and to develop a research and policy-lobbying 
capacity, still needs to unfold.

Diane Laugksch is a Sociologist and also holds a 
Masters Degree in Social Science Research Methods, 
which includes training in Programme Monitoring 
and Evaluation. She is currently the Social Capital 
Development Manager at the DG Murray Trust 
and has a speci! c mandate to explore strategies 
for strengthening our partner organisations, 
and the programmes that they deliver, through 
network building, facilitating access to resources 
and developing agency. The NAG programme is 
an example of one of DGMT’s key social capital 
initiatives, and she re" ects on this process through 
this learning brief.

Tel:  +27 87 802 6360

Email:  info@nag.org.za
Web:  www.nag.org.za

This learning brief tells of the 
hands-on experience of:

Physical address:
26c Portston Centre
44 Aiken Str    
Port Shepstone

EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEVELOPMENT

EDUCATION TO 
READ AND WRITE

CONNECTION TO 
OPPORTUNITY

LEADERSHIP FOR A 
WINNING NATION
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The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to share their experiences 
and learning in the form of a Hands-on learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/.
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za

Postal address: 
PO Box 1132
Port Shepstone
4240
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