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The need is great in South Africa for more Early 
Childhood Development (ECD) centre- and non-
centre-based services.1 Many services operate in 
geographic isolation with limited reach and only 
a limited number of children have access to early 
childhood services2. Cost eff ective and innovative 
approaches are required to achieve much-needed 
expansion.

The development sector in general is faced with 
many challenges – in delivery and fi nancially 
– and therefore, there is a space for innovation and 
disruptive technologies that can aff ect cost-
eff ective scale solutions. For example, Lata 
Medical Research Foundation in India found a 
way to improve health outcomes using mobile 
phone technology. By counselling women via 
text messages, Lata was able to increase exclusive 
breastfeeding rates by 95% among pregnant 
women who took part3. Such behavioural changes 
can make a dramatic diff erence to infant morbidity, 
mortality and malnutrition rates.

Many programmes and organisations that are 
making the shift to scale and expanded reach are 
doing so with the support of technology. There are 
now more devices connected4 to the Internet than 
there are people on the planet and predictions 
are that by 2020, there will be 50 billion devices 

1  Berry L, Biersteker L, Dawes A, Lake L & Smith C (eds) (2013) South African Child Gauge 

2013. Cape Town: Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town, p 26-27. 

2  Berry L, Biersteker L, Dawes A, Lake L & Smith C (eds) (2013) South African Child Gauge 

2013. Cape Town: Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town, p 26-27.

3  http://www.socialinnovationexchange.org/ideas-and-inspiration/health-and-

wellbeing/articles/improving-health-through-mobile-phone-technology 

4  http://www.readwriteweb.com/archives/cisco_50_billion_things_on_the_internet_

by_2020.php 

connected. In Africa, it is estimated that internet 
use on cell phones will increase twentyfold in 
the next fi ve years – double the rate of growth 
in the rest of the world. By the end of 2014, it is 
forecast that there will be more than 635-million 
mobile subscriptions in sub-Saharan Africa, rising 
to about 930-million by late 2019. The growth is 
attributed to the rise of social media, content-
rich applications and video content accessed 
from a new range of cheap smartphones5. While 
some may feel overwhelmed by this proliferation 
of connectedness, others see opportunity. 
Connectivity and the possibilities inherent in 
technology (and its continuing advances) have the 
potential to be drivers of social change.

The implications of connectivity on business have 
been profound, and the same could be true for 
social change, but some new thinking will have 
to take place if the non-profi t sector is to become 
equally adept at leveraging new ways of working 
and learning.

This article discusses some of these possibilities 
that technology off ers, with particular focus on 
insights (from a South African case study) that 
Space 4 Development6 gained through design and 
implementation of technology solutions for ECD 
Non Profi t Organisations (NPOs) and the potential 
for this to improve delivery. 

5  http://mg.co.za/article/2014-06-12-cellphones-create-a-technology-leapfrog 

6  Space4Development (S4D) forms part of Space Commercial Services Holdings (Pty) 

Ltd (SCS) which provides advanced engineering services, decision making information and 

operational solutions using space and other advance technologies.” Source: http://www.

scshgroup.com/.

Developing potential: How technology can help to scale-up provisioning of early childhood development in South Africa
Technology
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Technology – the great enabler 

Technology can be defi ned as any mechanical or 
electronic means of recording, transmitting, or 
creating data, objects or processes. However, it is 
essentially about introducing something new - be 
it a product or a software program - as an enabler 
to improve the outcomes of initiatives or improve 
effi  ciency. Technology such as cell phones, laptop 
computers and more recently tablets, is becoming 
increasingly aff ordable and available and therefore 
provides a potential opportunity for enabling 
improved outcomes. 

Although the introduction of new technology (or 
new ways of using technology) is very rarely the 
entire solution to a problem; most often it is a way 
to optimise delivery of existing resources or services 
and a way of ensuring quality at scale. Technology 
can become powerful in terms of improving 
feedback loops, enabling the regular assessment 
and improvement of interventions, and it doesn’t 
have to be radically new either. People often think 
of innovation as futuristic, cutting-edge, fl ashy 
technology, but many nonprofi ts are successfully 
using existing technology to innovate in more 
subtle ways, implementing solutions that are often 
both low-cost and eff ective - using straightforward, 
inexpensive technology to provide higher quality 
services and create opportunities to do more with 
less. 

Many nonprofi ts feel innovation is a luxury they 
can’t aff ord – staff  time and budgets are limited, 
and improving the way they use technology seems 
out of reach. But more and more organisations are 
creating fairly simple solutions to improve their 
services and therefore, enable greater scale. For 

example, a staff  member in a small organisation 
in the United States observed that while all teens 
in their programmes carried cell phones, few 
would answer calls or emails. They moved to using 
text messages to communicate with teens who 
participated in their mentoring programme and 
substantially increased the number of teens who 
attended their programs. Programmes also have 
optimised cell phones for use in monitoring – 
South African NGO, LoveLife7 uses cell phones to 
eff ectively capture monitoring data at scale. 

Using technology to support the move to 
scale and increase the quality of services

Increasing reach of services by spreading content 
at scale

“Take a simple example like maternal health where 
there is plenty of great quality content available. 
The problem is how to deliver this content to 
women in all parts of the country. If you were to use 
a traditional approach like printing a booklet, you 
need to incur signifi cant costs in the printing, and 
then distribution, of these booklets. Furthermore, 
you still have little idea of how often these books 
are being read. By moving the same content onto a 
mobile application, you avoid the need for printing 
and quickly overcome issues around distribution. 
Introducing the ability for a reader of the content 
to then ask a question on the content, improves the 
quality of the service, making it far more interactive. 
Every time a pregnant woman accesses the service, 
data is being captured. This data can be used very 
eff ectively to assess issues like geographic reach, 
cultural diff erences etc.”8 

In South Africa there are still some limitations to 
the possibilities of these type of solutions, as data 
costs associated with cellphones are still very high 
(many countries that are successfully using these 
solutions have cheap mobile plans accessible 
to the poor). However the cell phone has had a 
unique impact on Africa because of the continent’s 
relative lack of physical connectivity and access 
to reliable electricity. A recent Erikson report 
indicated that many Africans use their phones for 
activities normally done on computers. They found 
that 70% of users in a selection of African countries 
browse the web on mobile devices, compared 
with just 6% who use desktop computers9.

7  www.lovelife.org.za

8  Andrew Ridge, Manager of MxitReach. Email interview: May 2014.

9  http://mg.co.za/article/2014-06-12-cellphones-create-a-technology-leapfrog
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In South Africa cellphone penetration is high - the 
2011 Census found that 89% of homes have at least 
one cellphone in working order, compared to 21% 
with access to computers and 15% with access to a 
landline. Although the high data costs are limiting 
the use of cellphones for content dissemination, 
there are organisations in South Africa who are 
fi nding their way around these high costs and 
to great eff ect. FunDza Literacy Trust aims to get 
young South Africans – between the ages of 13-
25 years – reading for pleasure and their main 
programme, Growing Communities of Readers, 
disseminates high-interest, locally-generated 
content that can be accessed via cellphones. 
FunDza’s ‘mobi network’ (found at http://fundza.
mobi) is accessible via any device with an internet 
connection, including cellphones, tablets and 
computers. Since FunDza launched their mobi 
network in 2011, their readership has grown 
from 3 000 to roughly 50 000 monthly readers.10

Additionally, using a technology platform as a 
delivery mechanism for a social project means that 
it generates large amounts of data that one can, 
within reason, measure and track. 

All FunDza’s content is also available via a Mxit 
app. Mxit is a South African social network that is 
used by approximately 7-million South Africans on 
a monthly basis. Importantly, Mxit is a free instant 
messaging application that works on 3 500+ phone 
types. It is an important technology innovation 
that has potential to support scaled initiatives in 
innovative ways (see the case study).

Improving service quality

Technology also improves scalability and service 
quality by automating and standardising processes. 
It can provide feedback mechanisms to monitor 
many issues. For example the health sector has 
developed a number of initiatives using mobile 
phones (mHealth technology) to facilitate the use 
of electronic tools in areas where more formal 
means, like computers, are not possible – i.e. where 
internet connectivity is reliant on cell phones, or 
individual patients with chronic conditions have 
limited access to health facilities. For example, 
allowing health workers to communicate with 
doctors at a distance, and for doctors to monitor 
patients from afar, so that potential crisis can be 
averted, has particular potential for improving 
service quality.

10  For more on FundZa see their Hands on Learning brief accessible at: http://www.dgmt.

co.za/category/what-weve-learned/hands-on-learning-briefs/

Large-scale mHealth interventions tend to work 
by taking a system that already works and putting 
it in mobile format to improve data accessibility, 
accuracy and distribution. Getting Community 
Health Workers (CHW) to collect data using cell 
phones is eff ective in many developing countries, 
however, scaled versions have relied on limited 
collection of key data rather than full conversion 
to technology. Despite the high cost of handsets, 
network unreliability, legislative hurdles and CHW 
capacity, attempts nevertheless continue to be 
made to fully convert CHW data collection to 
technological solutions.
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Case Study: Mxit Reach’s Baby Info 
Application

The BabyInfo maternal health app is a good example of how 

technology can be used to scale delivery of educational/

informational content. By utilising the fact that the vast 

majority of South Africans have cell phones, they are able 

to deliver customised daily maternal health messages to 

200 000 women on average per month.

There is little data to confi rm to what extent women from 

low-income communities were accessing maternal health 

information prior to 2012 when Mxit Reach launched their 

programme. However, in a survey conducted in May 2013 

amongst 4 000 subscribers to the BabyInfo service, over 

90% confi rmed they had no other access to maternal health 

advice. One could therefore infer that the BabyInfo service has 

had a signifi cant impact on access to good quality maternal 

health content.

Ignoring initial set-up costs, the BabyInfo service has a 

monthly cost of less than R10 000. Thus, at a basic cost of less 

than 20 cents per person per month, it is very hard to fi nd 

a more cost-eff ective way of disseminating quality health 

information.

Mxit is now expanding this service to older children through 

their Groovy adventurers App. The Groovy Adventures 

content was developed by two occupational therapists and 

involves a set of daily activities for children aged 6 months 

to 3 years.  Originally the therapists published a book, but the 

costs of printing and distribution were signifi cant and they 

struggled to get feedback from people who were using the 

book. Mxit Reach then collaborated with them to make their 

content accessible via mobile phones and within weeks, over 

10 000 parents accessed the service from all over the country. 

Furthermore, they were able to collect large amounts of data 

in terms of how the system was being used.
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Implementing a mobile based system 
to improve ECD quality at scale through 
tecnological solutions – a South African 
case study

Space for Development’s (S4D)11 mandate is to 
use the expertise of its larger technology group, 
Space Commercial Services Holdings Group (SCSH) 
and its partners, to empower the so-called “global 
active poor”12 and “new economy businesses”. As 
a development organisation, they have chosen 
specifi cally to focus on developing solutions for 
the ECD sector, as they recognise that quality 
ECD provides potentially the greatest impact on 
the development of human capital (based on 
economist James Heckman’s work)13. 

In the past year, S4D has worked intensively with 
two ECD sector leaders, Foundation for Community 
Work (FCW)14 and Training Resources for Early 
Education (TREE)15, to better understand their 
needs in order to develop technological solutions 
that can help with delivering early childhood 
services. They focussed on how technology can 
make a diff erence in the delivery of non-centre-
based early childhood services, specifi cally on 
Home Visits executed by Home Visitors or Family 
Facilitators and Structured Playgroups executed 
by Playgroup Facilitators (hereafter referred to as 
fi eldworkers). 

Implementation of these programmes16 produces 
the following challenges that have the potential to 
be addressed through technological solutions:

1. How can one provide constant support and 
mentoring to a large cadre of facilitators in the 
fi eld, at a distance and in a cost-eff ective way? 

2. How can one monitor: 
Whether services are rendered to the 
benefi ciaries (households, parents or 
children identifi ed).
How many times services are rendered to 

11  www.space4dev.com

12  Those people in the world that want to do something, but can’t help themselves due to 

their circumstances. 

13  http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1570677X09000045. 

14  FCW is a development organization, based in Athlone, who focuses primarily on Home 

Visits where Home Visitors each visit 40 families every two weeks all over the Western Cape.

15  TREE, Training and Resources in Early Education, established in 1984, a non-profi t, 

Early Childhood Development (ECD) Resource and Training Organisation, has worked towards 

a vision of assisting adults (mostly women) from disadvantaged communities, to provide 

their young children with access to qualifi ed ECD programs.

16  Home Visiting Programme, Structured Playgroup Programme, Parenting Programme – 

these just examples and many more variations of non-centre-based ECD programmes exists. 

Case Study: Cotlands’ Mobenzi 
platform

ECD non-profi t organisation, Cotlands has operations in fi ve 

provinces where a total of 30 staff  need to provide feedback 

on their work with early learning play groups. As staff  do not 

report to the offi  ce every day and go directly to the point of 

service delivery, Cotlands wanted to fi nd a way to collect 

information on programmatic indicators as well as monitor 

that the play groups were indeed being conducted.

Meetings were held with three service providers during which 

they explored issues such as the kind of device/technology and 

the functionality of the system. The prices quoted by service 

providers ranged from R300 000 to as high as R800 000. They 

decided to start the initiative with an entry level cellular 

phone (although now that the platform is built, these phones 

can be upgraded at a later stage) to prevent their staff  from 

being targets of crime and also because they wanted to pilot 

it for a year to see whether it yielded the expected results. 

Cost prohibited them from purchasing phones with GPRS 

functionality.

Their new electronic system enables staff  to register children 

on the system, capture attendance and write comments about 

children. Details around developmental assessments as well as 

input from the nurse and social worker can also be captured. 

All collected data is collated per province and then aggregated 

nationally. A variety of reports can be pulled from the system 

and are used to monitor performance, follow-up on children 

no longer attending, and to check overall attendance.

Staff  were trained on the devices and collection system, a 

process which led to a number of initial enhancements to 

improve its functionality. Although this platform is still in 

pilot phase, a number of lessons have already emerged. These 

are:

It would have been better to select phones with GPRS to 

enable tracking of staff . 

Adequate fi nancial provision must be made for 

enhancements once the programme becomes functional.

Staff  need someone who is available to assist them on a 

continuous basis. 

The platform is confi gured to be used on a cell phone 

so cannot simply be transferred to a laptop should staff  

prefer this option. 

There is an on-going licensing fee payable. Negotiating 

reduced rates from the onset is critical.

The provider’s turnaround time on queries logged to them 

has to be almost instantaneous otherwise uploading of 

information does not happen.

Start-off  with a simple system which you can grow.
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a specifi c benefi ciary.
 Which services are rendered to a specifi c 

benefi ciary. 
 How many benefi ciaries are referred to 

services that fall outside the scope of the 
local project or franchise. 

3. How can one use technology to give feedback 
to funders. 

The majority of ECD non-profi t organisations still 
have a paper based monitoring and reporting 
systems which leads to a one-way fl ow of 
communication. This creates a lag of information 
of one to three months from when a Home Visit or 
Playgroup takes place in the fi eld until it reaches 
the head offi  ce of the ECD organisation. There was 
therefore a great opportunity to use technology 
to replace/improve the paper based monitoring, 
mentoring and reporting processes. The aim was 
to design a solution that would not only speed 
up the fl ow of information from the household 
or playgroup to the relevant role player within/
outside the organisation, but also one that would 
assist with the delivery of early childhood services 
and communication amongst the service providers. 
The solution that S4D designed over the last year 
had two specifi c focus areas. The one involved 
the management of the fi eldworker on a daily 
basis17 and the other, the use of data captured 
by the fi eldworkers.18 These two solutions were 
co-designed and are in the early stages of 
implementation at TREE and FCW to support their 
day-to-day operations and to speed up of the fl ow 
of information. 

The S4D Fieldworker Management tool, developed 
to facilitate the eff ective management of 
fi eldworkers, allows organisations to remotely 
keep up to date with the movements and activities 
of fi eldworkers through a mobile application in real 
time. Every activity of the fi eldworker is recorded 
and displayed on a website to the management 
team – for example playgroups run, home visits 
done, referrals to other services and health 
education done.

The data is recorded by the fi eldworkers on a daily 
basis in real time as they are going from home visit 
to home visit and then sorted into a customised 
database which feeds into a reporting platform. 
One of the major benefi ts of an electronic database 

17  S4D Fieldworker Management

18  S4D Knowledge and Information Management.

is that data is stored in such a way that it can be 
used in multiple ways for reporting, monitoring 
and supporting services. This data is then collated 
into a comparison table where managers and 
supervisors are able to track progress of each team 
and practitioner and are alerted to issues that need 
addressing – as they arise.

The primary piece of technology used for these 
tools is a smartphone. The smartphone provides 
a simple platform for gathering data and is then 
able to connect relatively cheaply with the head 
offi  ce reporting platforms. As soon as one masters 
the basics, the use of an application on a mobile 
device becomes easy. Equipping a fi eldworker with 
a mobile phone with the fi eldworker application 
and mobile messaging application, enables 
the fi eldworker not only to capture data more 
eff ectively, but also to form their own support 
groups among the other fi eldworkers as well as the 
ability to receive continuous mentoring from the 
organisation. For example, where a fi eldworker sits 
with a traumatised primary caregiver she can ask 
her project coordinator for advice and guidance via 
the instant messaging application. Even in these 
early stages of implementation, an unexpected 
outcome is the sense of identity emerging among 
the fi eldworkers due to the fact that they are now 
connected to each other and can support and 
learn from a growing network of members. 

Lessons learnt and the limitations of 
technology

For all the benefi ts that technology can provide, 
there are also some potential limitations and 
concerns. For example S4D learnt that the initial 
implementation with community-based fi eld 
workers requires ample support and training. 
There is a need to build confi dence in the tool so 
as to reduce fear but also so that they value its 
role rather than seeing it as something that has 

S4D Fieldworker Management & S4D Knowledge 
and Information Management
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been forced on them. There is the risk that fi eld 
workers experience the monitoring function as 
a watch dog that undermines them, putting to 
question the organisations’ trust in them and their 
ability. Technological solutions need to not only be 
framed in effi  ciency terms but also in the ways it 
can support fi eldworkers’ passion for their work in 
the fi eld to further enhance delivery. 

Mxit Reach learnt not to expect to design the 
perfect solution from the get-go. They recommend 
instead to develop a component of a broader 
vision and then to test it and iterate. In other 
words, identify the basic components you need to 
develop a viable solution, build the basic product 
and then test it - rather than spending a lot of 
time on developing the complete solution. The 
data received from exposing the basic product to 
the target audience is extremely valuable and can 
quickly inform whether the programme is likely to 
be successful. 

Cell-life through their implementation of mHealth 
solutions also raised warnings around 

cost: specifi cally hidden costs around usability 
in terms of training, upkeep and future changes;
the acceptability of the technology to the users: 
safety is key – a fi eldworker would not want to 
carry an expensive phone in areas where crime 
is problematic; and 
equity: often using a specifi c form of technology 
can limit your target populations to those with 
some resources – reaching the poorest of the 
poor using technology is still a conceptual 
challenge.

Set-up costs can be high and need to be examined 
closely, but technology does provide the potential 
for far greater effi  ciency, as well as saving costs in 
the long run. It is important to note that technology 
does not replace the critical importance of people 
and relationships in developmental programmes 

Conclusion

How to fi nd and implement a technological 
solution? Lessons from the projects explored in this 
brief shows that the most important initial steps 
are to defi ne the problem and the target audience 
and then to ask if technology is the most eff ective 
means of addressing the problem for that target 
audience. For an innovation to be successful, it has 
to address a true need - technology is unlikely to 

innovate services, and may not even be helpful, 
if it’s implemented only for its own sake. All 
advice points to starting off  small. Developing a 
technological solution is an iterative process and 
often one can’t design the perfect solution from 
the start - instead, it will emerge. The big advantage 
of any technological solution is that it is highly 
fl exible. New ideas can be implemented almost 
instantaneously as you learn from observing the 
behaviour of people using the system.

From brainstorming tools to hosting online 
conferences, if you look (i.e. google), chances are 
that you will fi nd a useful online tool that can do 
exactly what you have in mind for little or no cost. If 
not, it can most probably be developed. However, 
even with all these exciting solutions on off er, it 
is important to remember that technology itself 
doesn’t solve the challenges and satisfy all needs. 
It is the eff ective and continuous use of technology 
by people that makes the diff erence.
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Some other innovative technological 
solutions 

So far this article has focused on custom developed 

technological solutions. There are however numerous others, 

many of which are now available free online. A few are 

discussed below. 

Dropbox is a fi le hosting service that lets you save 

your documents online. This allows users to access their 

information through any device that can access the internet. 

Users can also share folders to allow people to simultaneously 

contribute to the same fi les/folders. You do not need to be 

online to work on fi les saved in dropbox, it will automatically 

update and synchronise fi les as soon as the device comes 

online. Essentially dropbox fulfi lls the need for a data server 

that is accessible from anywhere, with the added benefi t that 

data it is not vulnerable to damage (to the server) or theft 

(which reduces the need for back-ups). Dropbox off ers free 

space up to 500 MB when you sign-up and additional space 

can be bought or earned by sharing the service. 

Salesforce is one of the most fl exible and powerful web-

based databases available on the market. More than 170,000 

companies and 17,000 nonprofi t organisations use Salesforce 

to collect key data. It basically off ers a highly adaptable 

system that allows organisations to manage relationships 

and the data and information associated with them. Although 
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originally developed for business, it has been successfully 

adapted by non-profi ts to add value to their work1. 

Google analytics generates detailed statistics about a 

website’s traffi  c and traffi  c sources. Organisations that rely on 

their websites to share information about their programmes 

and to track their impact through this, no longer need to 

employ expensive services to measure their website statistics. 

Add this will monitor the traction that your website articles 

get on social media by counting the number of shares, 

likes, tweets etc. Mailchimp helps you to create attractive 

electronic newsletters and to easily manage your email 

campaign (for free). 

If you need to collect once-off  information (or information 

that you need on a less regular basis), you can easily create an 

online survey using Survey Monkey. Survey Monkey is online 

software that allows you to create custom online surveys (or 

you can use some of their templates to get started) as well 

as a suite of back-end programs that include data analysis, 

sample selection, bias elimination and data representation 

tools. Simple and easy to use, it has revolutionised the survey 

process and is now used by organisations and individuals 

to gather the insights they need to make more informed 

decisions. You can start-off  with a free account and if you 

need additional functionality you can sign-up for a monthly 

subscription which you can terminate at any stage. 

Everyone knows YouTube as the world’s largest online video 

community, but did you know that there is a YouTube Branded 

Nonprofi t Channel? YouTube is a great way for a nonprofi t 

to share its story and to get found on the internet. YouTube 

for Nonprofi ts lets you customise the branding of your 

channel and gives you additional features and tools such as 

a fundraising option with integrated Google “Donate” button, 

the ability to post volunteering opportunities on the YouTube 

Video Volunteers platform etc.2

1  U-Turn homeless ministries in Cape Town, started using Salesforce to track 

their work and benefi ciaries, and now assist other organisations in harnessing the 

power of Salesforce for their organisations: http://www.homeless.org.za/what-

we-do/other services 

2 To learn more go to http://www.frogloop.com/care2blog/2010/5/17/top-

three-platforms-your-nonprofi t-should-use.html#ixzz34WlBC8Uz

And fi nally of course, all the social marketing tools– 

Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp –are essential tools 

for uniting benefi ciaries, raising awareness and even for 

supporting training and learning. 

www.nonprofi t-network.org is a website that provides 

South African non-profi t organisations with guidelines 

and resources to develop their social media strategy while 

Kwiksta.com is one of various online software options that 

provide organisations with the tools to take their training 

online. 

This piece was produced with the valuable and much 
appreciated input of Space for Development, Mxit 
Reach, and Cell-life, all organisations working to 
enable scale and social impact through the optimised 
use of tecnology. Cotlands, TREE and Foundation for 
Community Work are also thanked for sharing their 
ongoing learning around using mobile technology to 
support their programme monitoring and developing 
their programmes to scale.


