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Mamelani Projects, based in Cape Town, has 
developed a programme of support for young 
people transitioning out of state care. Recently, 
Mamelani has been engaging with key stakeholders 
in this sector, in an eff ort to articulate practice 
guidelines for a transitional care model that could 
be utilised by the sector more broadly. In this 
learning brief, the key components of Mamelani’s 
model – which is currently being tested in six Child 
and Youth Care Centres (CYCCs) in the Western 
Cape - are highlighted.

The problem
Currently, 13 250 children live in registered CYCCs 
in South Africa, previously called “places of safety” 
and children’s homes”. The South African Children’s 
Act No. 38 of 2005 defi nes a CYCC as a facility “for 
the provision of residential care to more than six 
children outside the child’s family environment 
in accordance with a residential care programme 
suited for the children in the facility”. While the 
Act regulates that placement is intended to be 
temporary (for up to two years), the reality is that 
a large number of children remain in placement 
until age 18, when they “age out” of care. For much 
of their lives, these children would have had a 
government agency making important decisions 
for them.

While the Act calls on CYCCs to provide transitional 
support to these young people as they disengage 
from institutions, it is not specifi c on the actual 
nature of this support, nor on the specifi c child 
and youth care practices to inform transitional 
support programmes. As a result, few young 

people leave the care system suffi  ciently equipped 
with the skills, resources and capacities to face the 
challenges of young adulthood.

Developing a common understanding of 
transitional support
In 2012, Mamelani investigated support structures 
available to young people in care at CYCCs in the 
Western Cape, as well as the obstacles and factors 
of risk and resilience they face when transitioning 
out of the care system. Two separate processes 
were undertaken to gather information. An online 
survey was set up. Registered and unregistered 
CYCCs were invited to participate, as were selected 
youth development organisations providing 
services to the target group (such as post-18 
residential facilities). Thirty four organisations, 
representing 87% of the sector working with this 
target group, completed the survey. Mamelani also 
facilitated a series of focus group interviews with 
staff  from 11 CYCCs, 5 partner organisations and 
39 young people currently/previously in care. An 
advisory group was established which included 
representatives from the Department of Social 
Development (Children and Families and Youth 
Development), the National Association of Child 
Care Workers (NACCW) and the Children’s Institute, 
to ensure that the investigation was informed by 
legislation and child and youth care practice more 
broadly.

What we learnt
Three common factors were highlighted as 
contributing to diffi  culties faced by people 
working in - and using - the system.
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Institutional Capacity to Support Family 
Engagement and Reunifi cation
Family reunifi cation is considered to be in the 
best interest of the child and is consistent with 
the tenet of the Act which regulates short-term 
placement. Currently, the Children’s Act regulates 
that family reunifi cation services can be provided 
by ‘any service provider who has the appropriate 
training’, although no guidelines are provided for 
what is meant by ‘appropriate training’.

Across the sector, stakeholders we engaged with 
argued that eff ective family engagement and 
reunifi cation requires that contact between the 
CYCC, the designated social worker, the child and 
the family is maintained, and communication 
facilitated. CYCCs reported that building 
relationships with designated social workers, and 
at times with family members, have been a real 
struggle. Furthermore, legally family reunifi cation 
work remains the responsibility of social 
workers appointed by the Department of Social 
Development and designated with the protection 
of the child placed in care, thereby making it 
structurally challenging for CYCCs to achieve this 
goal.

Inappropriate facilities for fostering independence
Without question, it is desirable that CYCCs try 
to ensure that the young people who leave their 
care have the knowledge and emotional capacity 
to live independently and interdependently (with 
suffi  cient healthy relationships and networks of 
support intact to enable young people to meet 
their various needs in diff erent ways). However, 
in some cases, daily life within a residential 
care facility seems to undermine this goal. 
Institutionalised living, which provides for central 
provision of services such as food, accommodation 
and schooling, leads to the creation of a context 
where everything is “done for” young people rather 
than “done with” them.

Only 35% of CYCCs surveyed reported that they 
were able to provide environments or supervised 
spaces where independent living skills and 
opportunities to practice taking responsibility of 
some tasks (e.g cooking, purchasing basic supplies) 
could be acquired.

Shortage of resources
The provision of support across the care system 
is hugely uneven. Much of this is attributed to 
resource shortages. However, even in an under-
resourced context, CYCCs are expected to provide 
therapeutic and developmental interventions to 
stabilise the child, reconnect the child with their 
family and eventually prepare them to become 
self-reliant as they disengage from the facility. 
While current legislation speaks of therapeutic and 
developmental services, few CYCCs are able to off er 
therapeutic services, per se. If a young person does 
require a professional therapeutic intervention, he/
she might be referred for professional counselling, 
but this often places an additional burden on 
available resources.

CYCCs also pointed out that diff erent types of 
interventions are needed for children of diff erent 
ages and at diff erent stages of development. This is 
sometimes diffi  cult and awkward to manage in one 
facility, especially if facilities are under-resourced.

How does this impact young people’s 
experience of transition out of care?
Young people who we engaged with expressed 
feeling uncertain about who would support 
them once they left care. They were especially 
concerned about whether the people they will live 
with would be able to support them emotionally 
(motivate them) and practically (continue to pay 
for the educational needs). Stories from those 
who had already left care, showed that they found 
it extremely diffi  cult to form and choose positive 
relationships. Some found belonging to peer 
groups and a community at large a diffi  cult space 
to navigate. They struggled to meet their fi nancial 
needs, and spoke about their need to talk to 
someone about the diffi  culties they faced as they 
adapted to their “new” environments.

How Mamelani’s approach addresses this
Mamelani’s approach to transitional care is based 
on the belief that young people transitioning from 
care benefi t from:

developing independent living skills while in 
care;
therapeutic and developmental support while 
in care, and thereafter;
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 establishing collaborative mentoring 
relationships with motivated adults 

 identifying opportunities to help with 
navigating a “new life” (managing relationships, 
resources, opportunities)

 having access to material support after 
disengagement.

In particular, post-placement transition relies on 
putting in place an eff ective independent living 
plan, which includes ensuring that the young 
person has:

access to essential documents;
support for education and career development;
guidance on the development of social skills;
support for acquiring the skills necessary to:

manage money;
take care of one’s health, including how to 
access health services;
access community resources;
fi nd and maintain employment.

How our model works
Mamelani off ers a developmental support 
programme aimed at providing space and 
infrastructure to develop independent living skills 
while in care, as well as the other skills needed to 
cope beyond care. Mamelani prioritises creative 
spaces for experiential learning, where young 
people can ‘learn by doing’. 

Access to increased developmental support: 

Mamelani promotes the personal development of 
young people by focusing on strengthening their 
identity, relationships and resilience. Development 
in these areas happens through individual one-
on-one support, experiential group work and 
wilderness-based rites of passage processes. 
The intervention is developmental in practice, 
enabling growth and development in the young 
person. Psycho-social assessments are provided 
and should therapeutic needs arise, young people 
are referred for professional counselling. Mamelani 
uses an Independent Living Skills Assessment 
Tool that assesses what practical skills the young 
people have, as well as on-going psycho-social 
assessments to explore their emotional and 
social capital – this becomes the tool that tracks 
their growth in terms of identity, resilience and 
relationships. The facilitation of the developmental 

process requires on-going refl ection and intensive 
inputs that are implemented by trained youth 
workers, able to be fl exible and tailor processes to 
meet the developmental needs of the particular 
group that they are working with.

Access to a collaborative mentor/positive 

adult relationship: Establishing positive and 
collaborative adult relationships - where the young 
people do not feel judged, and are able to work 
at their own pace - are very important. Mamelani 
believes that critical to this process is a relationship 
of accompaniment between mentor and the 
young person. The one-on-one work, over a period 
of two years, is the space where the relationship 
between the young person and the mentor is 
negotiated, developed and strengthened. An 
Individual Development Plan (IDP) is created in 
collaboration with each young person, to set goals 
for their journey upon exiting care. The mentor 
walks alongside the young person as they work 
towards their self-defi ned goals.

Support in navigating the reality that young 

people return to after care, both in terms of 

relationships and resources: Young people leaving 
care are often required to be resourceful and to 
access what they need from a network of support. 
Mamelani’s programme encourages young people 
to strengthen relationships and builds these skills 
through activities like community service and 
community resource mapping, ensuring that 
young people are able to identify and access 
resources from their community. The community 
mapping activities are coupled with experiential 
learning activities where young people visit 
locations (such as the bank or clinic) in their 
community and their city to explore how to access 
resources, so that they are able to return to these 
spaces on their own at a later stage. 

Access to material support after disengagement:

One of the major obstacles faced by young people 
once they have aged out of care is their limited 
access to basic resources. Many participants 
return to extended families or communities who 
cannot meet their basic needs, support their 
educational needs or at times, even provide them 
with accommodation. Mamelani’s programme 
therefore supports young people in meeting these 



Hands-on Learning Brief 49August 2013

needs for the duration of their participation in the 
programme. As the programme goes forward, 
youth are encouraged to identify ways in which 
they can begin to meet their own needs, so that 
they become steadily self-reliant. While some 
needs are covered within the scope of programme, 
not every need is covered. If young people do not 
manage the resources allocated to them, this is 
used as a learning opportunity in itself. Resource 
allocation and the accompanying refl ection can 
be used as a learning space where youth move 
from an identity of dependency to one of healthy 
interdependence, where they are resourceful and 
proactive about fi nding ways to meet their needs. 

Testing Mamelani’s approach and its 
potential for defi ning policy
Mamelani’s developmental support programme 
attempts to equip young people who transition 
from care to young adulthood with the skills and 
resources required to succeed in their adult lives. 
For this reason, Mamelani’s programme places 
the young people at the centre of the process 
allowing for the programme design to be driven 
by individual and collective development needs. 
Placing participants at the centre of the process 
challenges facilitators to remain actively present, 
intentional and creative and to work in a way that 
opens up opportunities and spaces for refl ection 
and learning as the needs arise. Creative tools are 
used to ensure maximum engagement from the 
young people. 

Mamelani utilises well-trained facilitators to run 
the programme, all of whom have experience 
working with vulnerable young people, and have 
been specially trained to deliver a transitional 
support programme that is in line with Mamelani’s 
youth practice.

With fi nancial support from the Department of 
Social Development, Mamelani is currently working 

with The Homestead, Lawrence House, Leliebloem 
House, SA Children’s Home, St George’s Home for 
Girls and Heatherdale Homes for Girls, to test the 
validity of its approach as well the potential for 
strengthening the capacity of CYCCs to implement 
such a model.

At a policy level, it is hoped that this testing 
phase will begin to shape a framework for clearly 
identifying the core elements of a programme 
of support for children in residential care, which 
could be effi  ciently costed and delivered by staff  at 
CYCCs in the future. 

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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