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Hands-on
Learning from our implementing partnersLEADERSHIP FOR A 

WINNING NATION

Often one of the most diffi  cult aspects of launching 
a new project is fi guring out how to measure its 
impact eff ectively. Having a solid theory of change 
is a good starting point, but actually getting to 
the right methodology and indicators can be 
intimidating, particularly for programmes working 
on the ‘softer’ side of human development. 
Unfortunately, once the pressure of programme 
implementation begins, measurements often 
fall down the priority list, and programmes 
resort to standard pre- and post-programme 
feedback surveys, relying on self-reported 
changes in behaviour from participants. For many 
programmes, a simple pre-/post- design will be as 
robust as measurement can get. But in launching 
the Activate! Leadership for Public Innovation 
programme we knew we had an extraordinary 
opportunity to do ground-breaking work on 
the real impact of this leadership development 
intervention, and the policy implications that it 
might hold. 

The ACTIVATE! Programme 
ACTIVATE! was launched in 2012, from the 
premise that a large enough network of young 
people, connected to each other and committed 
to innovating for the public good, can shift the 
structure of South African society. The rationale 
for the programme was drawn from an analysis 
that many of the most diffi  cult and enduring social 
challenges – HIV, crime, corruption, and gender-
based violence to name a few – are driven by a 
common root: a societal tolerance of negative risk. 

The work of Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky1

has shown that fatalistic societies (characterized by 
high risk tolerance) are often defi ned by two factors: 
social polarization and a sense of constrained and 
limited choice. If we are to reduce the aggregate 
risk tolerance of South African society, we will need 
to improve social cohesion and to build a sense of 
real and imminent possibility in life. We believe that 
young people can achieve these structural shifts. 

ACTIVATE! targets young people with existing 
leadership potential, between the ages of 20-
30 from across the demographic and socio-
economic divides of South Africa. Participants are 
characterised by their diversity, they represent 
diff erent disciplines and sectors, a variety of 
cultures, various political parties and types of 
organisations.  They come from the hamlet of Jan 
Kempdorp to the bustling hub of Johannesburg 
and despite their diff erences, through Activate! 
they are all committed to crafting a common 
identity - they link together to tackle social issues 
connecting through technology and in-person. 
Activate! seeks to enable the social networks and 
to enhance the social capital of its participants. 
Activate! is imbuing this network with the skills and 
capacity to innovate for the public good, to navigate 
and negotiate the socio-political environment and 
as such it is an important mechanism to improve 
public accountability. In many respects, Activate! 
is a most unlikely network because it crosses 

1  See Thompson M, Ellis R, Wildavsky A (1990). Cultural Theory. Westview Press, Boulder, 

Colorado and Douglas, M, and Wildavsky, A. Risk and Culture: an Essay on the Selection of 

Technical and Environmental Dangers. Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, 1983
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race, class and political divides. It has broken the 
unspoken ‘rules of engagement’ in South Africa. 
But therein lies its power and potential to be a real 
game-changer in South Africa.

‘Activators’ are part of a three-year process, 
including an intensive residential programme run 
across three modules. They are given platforms for 
continued network building, skills development, 
action support and help in building public 
infl uence. 

The three key objectives of the programme are to:

Build a strong sense of identity among the 
young leaders, focused on the common goal of 
public innovation; 
Build a mind-set of innovation – able to place 
problems in context and use ideas to solve 
them;
Create opportunity for personal growth and 
development for participants, which can serve 
as a precedent for other young people.

The programme is unique in its combination of 
the ‘soft’ sides of development – building identity, 
belonging, human connection, a sense of common 
purpose – and the ‘harder’ aspects like problem-
solving skills and access to opportunities that 
the programme off ers. Uniquely, Activators also 
learn and grow within the context of an ever-
growing network rather than through a once-
off  intervention.  The programme aims to build a 
‘critical mass’ of 5 000 Activators over fi ve years – a 
size that packs enough punch to see visible change 
at a societal level.

Why undertake a full external 
evaluation?
One of the critical reasons for undertaking a full 
impact evaluation of the Activate! programme, 
was to build the arsenal of policy tools available 
to leverage positive change at a societal level. At 
present policy often relies on measurable ‘skills 
transfer’ programmes – such as skills development 
training – or ‘informational transfers’ – such as HIV/
AIDS peer education programmes. But there is little 
evidence, and thus little policy support, for the 
eff ects of modifying people’s deep internal drivers 
and preferences. From the outset, the evaluation 

was thus not simply aiming to measure the quality 
of programme roll-out, but rather its deeper impact 
on participants, based on the theory of change. 

The challenge set to the external evaluators of the 
Activate! programme, was to devise mechanisms 
by which we could measure whether there are 
economic (or real world) outcomes that can 
be driven by non-economic interventions. Is it 
possible to eff ect change by tackling people’s 
deep internal drivers – their risk appetite, levels of 
social trust or tendency to discount future benefi ts 
for immediate gain? If the evaluation, led by 
Professors Malcolm Keswell and Justine Burns from 
the University of Cape Town’s Southern African 
Labour and Development Research Unit (SALDRU), 
shows positive outcomes, there will be proof that 
behaviour change is an important additional 
policy lever in development planning. 

Figuring out how to evaluate a behaviour 
change programme
Deciding what to measure, and how to measure it, 
was a major challenge to the external evaluation 
team. From the outset the programme aims to 
have an impact on multiple fronts, rather than a 
single easily defi nable indicator (such as the level 
of knowledge on a particular issue). Activators also 
cannot simply be compared to an ordinary young 
South African – they are, after all, being selected 
specifi cally because they already display leadership 
capacities. Another big problem was the danger 
of relying on traditional pre-/post- programme 
surveys which have an inherent possibility of bias: 
respondents will often try to give the ‘right’ answer. 
Or less deliberately, it requires people to be able 
to notice and identify changes within themselves 
at a particular moment in time and refl ect whether 
that has changed or not.  There were thus two 
major aspects of an evaluation to tackle: 1) How do 
we build a control group to measure impact?, and 
2) What indicators and methodology will help us 
overcome inherent biases in self-reporting?

Building a control group
In the pilot year of the study we faced an immense 
challenge: the evaluators were only brought on-
board after the fi rst cohort of Activators had been 
selected. So they would have to devise a plan to 
create a control group that would hold some 



3

Hands-on Learning Brief 51January 2014

scientifi c weight. The strategy adopted was to 
recruit a control group from the same organisations 
that the majority of Activators had come from, 
but who had not applied to the programme. 
Through then gathering detailed demographic 
information, the evaluators ‘matched’ these control 
group members with Activators, to increase the 
likelihood that they were measuring two similar 
groups of people. This ‘quasi-experimental’ design 
would give us some indication of the impact of 
the programme, however it would mean that we 
weren’t able to assign attribution of any shifts to 
the programme. It was thus decided that for 2014, 
we would embark on rolling out a full randomized 
controlled study (RCT).

In order to do an RCT it was decided that during the 
2014 cohort recruitment, the programme would 
select 1 200 eligible participants, who would then 
be randomly assigned to start the programme in 
either 2014 or 2015. By doing this ‘pipeline’ design 
we would be able to measure the diff erence in 
outcomes of two groups of people that are at 
an aggregate level exactly the same, over the 
period of a year. If there are signifi cant diff erences 
between the 2014 Activators (the treatment 
group) at the end of the programme, and the 2015 
Activators (the control group) before they start the 
programme, then we will be able to attribute those 

diff erences specifi cally to the programme.  

Deciding how to measure behaviour change

As mentioned earlier, a big challenge in starting the 
evaluation was fi guring out what indicators would 
actually reveal the behaviour changes that the 
programme was hoping to instill. These attributes 
include risk preferences and risk perceptions, social 
trust, identity, public mindedness, ‘spark’, and 
social capital. Ultimately, it was decided to pursue 
four methods to achieve the maximum insight.  

1. In-depth demographic information

Everyone in both treatment and control groups 
(across the quasi-experimental and the RCT 
designs) was interviewed by the evaluators using 
an in-depth baseline survey based on the National 
Income Dynamics Survey (NIDS) – a panel data 
set of the broader South African population. The 
survey goes into great detail about respondents, 
for example capturing not just whether someone 
is ‘employed’ or ‘unemployed’ but rather the 
number of hours worked, and the wages earned; 
education levels not just of the respondents, but 
also of their parents. Capturing so much detail on 
programme participants gives new light on the 
diff erent responses that emerge in the rest of the 
study (for instance is income a predictor of social 
capital? or how do people with diff erent education 
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levels respond diff erently?), and multiple lenses 
through which we can ‘cut’ the data. It also makes 
the ‘matching’ exercise mentioned above as part of 
the quasi-experimental design possible, and makes 
it possible to also see the diff erences between 
Activators and the ‘ordinary’ South Africans being 
tracked by the NIDS. 

2. Self-reported information on social capital 

and public-mindedness

Two of the critical factors we wanted to measure 
were the social capital and the public-mindedness 
of Activators. Part of the theory of change of the 
Activate! programme is that new connections to 
people, information and opportunities for young 
people that are committed to the public good can 
increase social capital and open precedent-setting 
connections that knock-on into their broader 
communities. It was thus crucial to measure levels of 
social capital and public mindedness in Activators 
over time, and in comparison to the control group. 
Some of the social capital indicators were drawn 
from the work of Van Der Gaag2, in the Netherlands, 
which explore the ‘social distance’ of individuals 
from resources and positions of infl uence in 
society. The evaluators also included measures on 
the perception of trust within communities, the 
level of community engagement such as running 
projects, involvement in clubs, meetings with 
government offi  cials, and participation in formal 
politics. 

3. Experimental games

The use of experimental games is the most ground-
breaking aspect of the Activate! evaluation. Games 
– where the ‘right’ answer is unknowable to the 
players – allow us to test the innate responses of 
participants, rather than just their self-reported 
changes. One of the most famous behavioural 
games was the well-known Stanford University 
experiment3 where marshmallows were used in 
a game to assess delayed gratifi cation patterns 
among young children. Children who opted to wait 
before eating a standard portion of marshmallows 
were then given more – the reward for waiting. It’s 
such a popular experiment that it’s currently on 
South African TV screens as an advert for a major 
retail bank’s savings products.

2  Van Der Gaag, M. Measurement of Individual Social Capital, http://gaag.home.xs4all.

nl/work/ 

3  Developed by Walter Mischel

In the same vein as this basic experiment on time 
discounting for small children, the evaluators 
are using a variety of games to understand 
the underlying calculations and decisions that 
are being made by Activators and the control 
group. Through this data, and with the in-
depth demographic and self-reported data in 
combination, we can begin to paint a much truer 
picture of behavior changes that have occurred. In 
order to maintain the integrity of the games being 
used, we are unable to give detailed explanations 
here. 

4. Network analysis

Another powerful tool used by the evaluators 
was to map the emerging Activate! network. As 
the programme is specifi cally about building 
this network of connections across the country 
being able to make this network visible became 
critically important. Below is the high-level set 
of connections for the 2012 cohort at the start of 
the second module of the programme. Although 
the three nodes (based out of Cape Town, 
Johannesburg, and Durban) are clearly visible, 
what is interesting is how many connections have 
already formed across intakes within each node,4

and are starting to form between nodes at this 
point, despite there being no physical meetings of 
the whole group yet. 

A thorough analysis of the methods of connecting, 
the critical ‘connectors’ between nodes, and the 
growth of the network over time allows a deeper 
insight into how the relationships between 
Activators are growing. Matching the ‘social 
distance’ between Activators and the ways in which 
they respond to the games also allows for a deeper 
insight into the impact of their connectedness on 
their behaviour. 

What are some of the emerging fi ndings?
At this point, we have received the fi nalized fi ndings 
of the 2012 pilot study but the evaluators are still 
working through the data collected in 2013. 

There are many exciting fi ndings emerging from 
the 2012 study, although they cannot be directly 
attributed to the programme because of the 

4  In 2012 each node facilitated the residential programme for three separate intakes of 

Activators. 
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non-experimental nature of the study. A second 
complicating factor is the small number of people 
in the study in 2012 (roughly 200 people each in 
the treatment and control groups), which meant 
that even if some fi ndings emerged they might not 
have been statistically signifi cant because of the 
small number of study participants. Being able to 
collect the same data over a few years with larger 
groups should give us far more power. 

Highlights of the pilot study include evidence that: 
The programme has fostered a strong national 
Activate! identity beyond the confi nes 
of individual training venues. This is very 
signifi cant to the programme as it speaks to one 
of the core objectives of building a purpose-
driven identity that can cross class, race, and 
geographic divides. 
Activators exhibited greater risk aversion at 
endline relative to baseline, however this was 
not statistically signifi cantly diff erent to the 
control group.  
Activators appear better equipped to maintain 
levels of community engagement, and to 
develop funding and business proposals for 
projects compared to the control group. 

Activators expand their resource and support 
networks more, relative to the control group.
Activators are signifi cantly more actively 
engaged in civic participation than control 
group youth.

Wh at does this mean for other 
programmes? 
Although we are still in the early stages of 
evaluation, and have only just started the RCT 
that will provide attributable evidence, there is 
much to take from the approach to the Activate! 
evaluation. Many organisations will not have the 
fi nancial means to do such a comprehensive study, 
but there is a huge opportunity to take some of 
the approaches used in the Activate! evaluation 
into consideration. Most programmes that work 
with ‘softer’ human dynamics such as leadership 
development, behaviour change, and risk tolerance 
often fall back on anecdotal and purely qualitative 
evidence to make the case for their impact. In its 
simplest form, the ACTIVATE! study shows us the 
power of using a range of tools in combination to 
assess real impact. Importantly, it also is breaking 
ground in trying to using scientifi c approaches 
such as a randomized controlled study to try and 

Fig. 1 Network development at day 1 of Module 2 (2012 cohort)

Numbers represent people and 

each line is a connection
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show that it is possible to change peoples’ internal 
preferences, and decision-making processes, in 
ways that have real-world outcomes. 

What we are able to show in this study is that 
it is possible to take a scientifi c view: that with a 
combination of carefully thought through and 
creative approaches, we can develop a robust 
measurement process that will make a massive 
policy contribution. Ideally, we would like to track 
Activators over time to explore whether there 
are long-term gains and compounding shifts in 
behaviour. 

Evaluating not the just the quality of delivery of 
the programme (something that is covered by 
the internal monitoring tools), but the shifts in 
outcomes for Activators, allows us to really unpack 
the validity of the theory of change behind the 
programme. This evaluation is not simply for 
the good of the programme, but aims to make a 
larger policy point: that it is a good investment to 
put money into programmes that work with the 
internal drivers shaping behaviour. Our hope is that 
while Activators transform their communities, we 
are also able to transform the policy environment 
through high-quality, ground-breaking evaluation. 

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
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