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“We are drowning in information, while starving for wisdom” reads a quote by E.O. Wilson, 
who wrote the book, ‘Consilience: The unity of knowledge’. With our Hands-on Learning publication, 
we hope to play a helpful role in synthesising information from innovators and implementers in 
civil society, supporting them to share what they have learned so that others are able to draw from 
and build on their experiences.

Dynamic networks are amplifier strategies that enable social innovators to achieve 
two vital objectives: scale and impact. DGMT supports a number of initiatives that use 
strategies to mobilise large, ever-growing networks of people.  Five of these initiatives 
share what they’ve learnt from social networking.

Violence against children has long-term effects that impact not just the development 
of our children, but the development of our nation. PATCH Helderberg Child Abuse 
Centre and Clowns Without Borders South Africa share their experience – and lessons 
learnt – implementing a community-level programme to address the drivers of violence 
against children in the Helderberg Basin in the Western Cape.

The majority of learners who start Grade 1 will not complete their schooling. The South 
African education system is failing our children.  To help stem the tide of school dropout, 
DGMT’s Zero Dropout Schools Initiative aims to mobilise society to halve the rate of 
dropout by 2030. The collaborating partners forming the initiative share key risk factors 
for school dropout, as well as five simple yet powerful strategies to keep our children 
in school.
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IN THIS ISSUE WE FEATURE THREE BRIEFS: 

On the cover:
This diagram shows a section of DGMT’s network, depicting some of our partners and collaborators. The network for 
innovation and social change in South Africa is large and dynamic, but there is still room to grow. Networks of trust 
must now transcend the persistent social, political and economic divides in South Africa. New economic forces are 
needed that break the racial patterns of capital ownership, yet counter narrow forms of financial empowerment and 
associated entitlements that worsen inequality. New social forces are needed that place a high value on life and personal 
achievement and promote social cohesion.  Don’t miss the learning brief on how organisations can use networking to 
amplify their social impact included in this issue of Hands-on Learning. 
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19 A social network is a connected group of people who 

interact in different ways to inform, influence and mutually 
benefit each other. According to the Harvard Business 
School, helpful networks are built on the concepts of trust, 
reciprocity, and value1. Trust, which usually stems from shared 
experience, gives rise to goodwill and therefore underpins a 
network. Reciprocity means there is an underlying, unspoken 
understanding that network members will take turns to assist 
each other. And lastly, because connections are valuable, 
members will generally act to preserve relationships.

Such networks can successfully be harnessed to aid social 
development initiatives because the ongoing exchange of 
knowledge, skills and goods within the network creates an 
ever-growing communication channel for messages or ideas, 
while members can motivate and support each other to take 
action towards certain outcomes. What is more, each new 
member of the network might add several more connection 
points to the network because they have their own 
contacts; as a result, the network can grow quickly and 
exponentially by adding new members. Each new connection 

point also brings various types of capital (e.g. resources, skills, 
knowledge, etc.) that can benefit the cause. 

Social networks may be loosely organised or more 
structured. Typically, national or international movements 
have an organised nerve centre, yet rely on the activation of 
thousands of people who don’t necessarily know each 
other but are united by a common cause. On the other end 
of the spectrum, social networks may be more restricted 
by membership enabling participation in a set of activities. 
Campaigns often try and draw on the ‘wave-power’ of social 
movements while channelling the energy of participants into 
structured programmatic activities.     

In this learning brief we first explore ways to think about 
how social networking can be used to bring about greater 
scale and impact for social development initiatives. We then 
share what five initiatives - Activate!, Embrace, Nal’ibali, 
SmartStart and Grow Great - drawing on social networking 
to enhance their impact have learnt from their effort 
thus far.      

Networks

1 Dynamic networks are amplifier strategies that enable social innovators to achieve two vital objectives: 
scale and impact. DGMT supports a number of initiatives that use strategies to mobilise large, 
ever-growing networks of people. In this learning brief, five of these initiatives share what they’ve learnt from 
social networking.
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DGMT believes that the fractal of social change through social 
networks is comprised of five elements: a powerful idea, a unit 
of replication, free movement of knowledge, a motivated and 
entrepreneurial person, and empathy (see Diagram 2).

Although the individual parts (fractals) of a network are important, 
the strength of the network is worth more than the sum of its 
parts. Fractals drive the network, and the way they interact often 
creates the large-scale phenomena required to bring about 
social transformation.

INFRASTRUCTURAL VERSUS NETWORKING 
APPROACHES TO SOCIAL CHANGE

The physicist Geoffrey West makes the distinction between 
infrastructural and network systems of service delivery4. Think about 
the circulatory system that brings oxygen and energy to the furthest 
cells in the body; the ability to deliver is constrained by the pressure 
needed to drive the blood right down to the capillaries. The bigger 
the animal, the harder it gets to get the vital nutrients to all the 
parts of the body. Eventually, demand outstrips supply – which is 
one of the reasons why animals can only get so big. West uses this 
metaphor to describe big organisational systems that rely heavily on 
central supply, which eventually run out of energy at the limits of 
their structures. Some people refer to this as the ‘last-mile problem’. 
In the language of physics, growth is sub-linear. 

We can illustrate the fractal concept by applying 
it to the national reading-for-enjoyment campaign, 
Nal’ibali (read more about Nal’ibali on page 3): 

POWERFUL IDEA = for children to learn, they need to be 
able to read. Early in life, children have the capacity to learn 
to read relatively easily and often through a fairly self-driven 
process, if they perceive reading to be a meaningful and 
enjoyable activity. 

UNIT OF REPLICATION = start a reading club or group 
for children.

FREE MOVEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE = Nal’ibali has 
made a collection of reading material and guidelines 
easily and freely available in all official languages.

MOTIVATED AND ENTREPRENEURIAL PERSON = 
any adult or teenager eager to share their storytelling and 
reading know-how with others, or to learn how it’s done.

EMPATHY = the motivated and entrepreneurial person 
is able to listen to and find ways to relate to those she 
or he hopes to support. 

DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

RECONCILING WAVE AND ATOMIC THEORIES 
OF SOCIAL CHANGE 

If we want to think big, we need to think small as well. We tend 
to think of human progress as occurring in wave surges – driven 
by technological breakthroughs or ideological movements – but 
often fail to understand the underlying incremental processes 
that give rise to that momentum.  Beneath the surface, ideas and 
opinions gradually coalesce until they create waves that sway the 
whole of society. Long-term social change is far more fractal than 
wholesale, more granular than sweeping, propelled by the invisible 
hand of constant adaptation at the individual level. This means 
that activists who want to change society need to understand 
both large-scale political and social dynamics as well as the 
‘unit of change’ that creates influence and allows replication. 
We can think of this unit as a fractal of social change – the same 
pattern or formula occurring again and again at different scales 
and sizes2. 

Fractals can be found everywhere around us, from the leaves of 
plants to the structure of the universe on the largest of scales. 
For example, as the image of a fern above shows, the same shape 
(fractal) is repeated in the branches, the fronds, the leaves, even 
the veins inside of each leaf. Even certain parts of our anatomy are 
fractal, like our lungs and our brains3. 

POWERFUL IDEA
UNIT OF REPLICAITON

FREE MOVEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE
MOTIVATED & ENTREPRENEURIAL

EMPATHY

POWERFUL IDEA
UNIT OF REPLICAITON

FREE MOVEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE
MOTIVATED & ENTREPRENEURIAL

EMPATHY

POWERFUL IDEA
UNIT OF REPLICAITON

FREE MOVEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE
MOTIVATED & ENTREPRENEURIAL 

EMPATHY

POWERFUL IDEA
UNIT OF REPLICAITON

FREE MOVEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE
MOTIVATED & ENTREPRENEURIAL 

EMPATHY

POWERFUL IDEA
UNIT OF REPLICAITON

FREE MOVEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE
MOTIVATED & ENTREPRENEURIAL 

EMPATHY

4 West, G. 2017. Scale: The universal laws of life, growth and death in organisms, 
cities and companies. Penguin Books, New York

2 Lucy, M. Fractals in nature. Cosmos. Available at: 
https://cosmosmagazine.com/mathematics/fractals-in-nature

3 Rose, M. 2012, Explainer: what are fractals? The Conversation, 11 December 
2012. Access at https://theconversation.com/explainer-what-are-fractals-10865

Diagram 2: Illustration of social network fractals

Diagram 1: The leaf of a fern is composed of fractals 
(similar patterns/formulas) repeated again and again in different sizes.  
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On the other hand, social networks resemble the structure of 
neurons, which spark together in a more horizontal and dynamic way. 
The source of energy is the free-flowing exchange of information, 
services or goods that happens at the periphery. This means that 
social networks amplify change. The more people actively engage 
in the network, the more energy and power it has, the more 
self-sustaining it is. Growth is super-linear.

WHAT ORGANISATIONS ARE LEARNING ABOUT SOCIAL 
NETWORKING FOR IMPACT

We interviewed five organisations that draw on social networking to 
enhance their impact. Our interviews illustrated how networks ebb 
and flow, and sometimes do not behave as anticipated. Each point in 
a social network is not connected to every other point – and this has 
some implications. Clusters (groupings of connection points) tend to 
form around specific issues. Some will be physical clusters based on 
geographical proximity, others will be electronic (WhatsApp groups, 
for example). Occasionally, a member from Cluster A connects with 
someone from Cluster B and that interconnectedness facilitates the 
desired free flow of information and greater mobilisation.

Below are seven key lessons learnt by DGMT-supported NGOs 
using networking to achieve their objectives. Read more about 
the organisations and how they use networking to enhance their 
impact on page 8:

1. Networking shares ideas and empowers individuals

2. Connecting is key

3. Communicate constantly

4. A network must have value

5. Measurement can be tricky

6. Let it go

7. Face-to-face is best

1) Networking shares ideas 
and empowers individuals 
All five NGOs agreed that a network’s wide reach is an effective 
way to disseminate a bold idea. Jade Jacobsohn, Nal’ibali managing 
director, explains: “Seventy-eight percent (78%) of Grade 4 learners 
cannot read for meaning, in any language. If the Department of 
Education, the biggest educational beast in the country, is unable 
to deal with this adequately, what hope do we as an organisation 
of 150 people have? We rely 100% on networking to run the 
campaign.” Each World Read Aloud Day, for example, Nal’ibali taps 
into its network to spread the idea of reading aloud and its benefits. 

On World Read Aloud Day 2019, it reached over a million 
children through its network, empowering people to read aloud 
in the process – one of the campaign’s main aims.  

From a social franchise perspective, both SmartStart and Grow 
Great’s Flourish initiative view networking as an effective way 
to quickly, affordably and flexibly scale up a programme – 
and to give ownership to the people implementing it. Grace 
Matlhape, CEO of SmartStart, believes that networking provides 
economic empowerment to its members. “We don’t require 
it of them, but usually franchisees form a stokvel group and 
save money together to invest in their micro-enterprises to 
enable themselves to grow. The economic power that they have 
collectively, they just wouldn’t have as individuals.” 

Networks can be lifelines for those in isolated communities, too. 
Chris Meintjes, CEO of Activate! shares: “A young person sitting 
in a deep rural community is isolated. The moment that young 
person is connected to other young people outside of that space, 
the opportunity horizon is completely different. The hopes and 
aspirations of the young person change. Through our network, 
I see a big change in the potential energy of young people who 
are stuck in their spaces, because they now have the potential 
to do a lot more.”

Julie Mentor, project leader for Embrace, believes that 
networking ensures a free flow of information and allows its 
Hub team to respond to the needs of the movement. “We are 
not the people at the top sending out the ‘be-all’ and ‘end-all’ 
of motherhood. Our model of networking allows us to stay in 
touch with moms and figure out what the consensus on our 
messaging is.” 

Embrace tries to keep their network as autonomous as possible, 
while encouraging a sense of community. They do this by 
working directly with individual women who are leaders in 
their community and allowing them, and the groups of mothers 
they work with, to tell them what their priorities are and how 
Embrace can best support them in addressing these. 

 “A young person sitting in a deep 
rural community is isolated, completely. 

The moment that young person is connected to 
other young people outside of that space, the 

opportunity horizon is completely different.” 

Chris Meintjes, CEO of Activate!
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7 Network Action Group. 2012. Reflecting on the Network Action Group Future 
Leaders Programme - a model for building social capital in poor communities. Published by 
DGMT. Available at:  https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/NAG-Learning-Brief-26.
pdf

1 2) Connecting is key
To keep their networks alive, the NGOs all ensure various 
opportunities for engagement throughout the year. Events, 
publications and conversations (face-to-face or virtual) are used 
to stimulate the networks. “You can’t just conjure a network out 
of nothing. You have to give it something to engage around,” 
explains Meintjes.

Nal’ibali learned an important lesson through their Story 
Powered Schools project5. When one is in an isolated  
community far away from the rest of the team, it is very hard to 
stay motivated, “even if you are receiving a salary”. Nal'ibali has 
therefore developed an app called FUNda Sonke (isiXhosa for 
"everyone read") that will be launched in 2019 to allow FUNda 
Leaders to connect to one another (see appendix for more 
about FUNda Leaders). Embrace agrees that peer support is 
essential in a network. Their Tuesday Check-ins6 inspire regular 
support for new mothers via WhatsApp chat groups.

Tapping into existing networks can also be extremely beneficial. 
Many small Embrace action groups consist of women who 
were already meeting up. They belong to the same church, 
gogos’ fitness club or stokvel. Rumbi Goredema Görgens, 
operations manager for Embrace, explains: “I’ve started to 
see the network like a lattice that is put onto existing things. 
These women already have something that they share. We 
are not manufacturing that connection. What we are doing is 
building Embrace’s message into those spaces and providing 
a motherhood focus within those spaces.” Grow Great’s 
Champions for Children clubs also utilise an existing network 
to effect change – community health workers are a skilled 
workforce already active in the community and the clubs take 
advantage of that. 

In the social franchise space, keeping network members 
engaged with the campaign – and with one another – is critical. 
SmartStart and Grow Great both use competitive leagues (clubs) 
to drive the behaviours they want to maintain in their networks. 
SmartStart, for instance, runs an annual competition among 
the clubs where they compete in five areas that SmartStarters 
themselves have defined as crucial ‘do-wells’ for success. 
Grow Great runs competitions based on the quality of classes.

5 Story Powered Schools is Nal’ibali’s project that – in partnership with the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) – is working to develop basic 
literacy among learners at select rural schools in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal that 
were identified as having the greatest need. Read more about the project here: http://
storypoweredschools.org

6 Through this initiative, mothers are sent a weekly affirmation and are 
encouraged to do the same for other moms. Read more here: https://www.embrace.org.za/
whatwedo/tuesdaycheckin/

WHAT IS SOCIAL CAPITAL?
There is no single definition for social capital. Some describe it as being about the resources (both tangible and intangible) that 
are associated with individuals and groups. Others think of social capital as the shared values in society that enable individuals 
and groups to trust each other and work together. It can also be viewed as “the network of connections or processes that exist 
among individuals and communities that makes it possible for them to develop mutually beneficial collective action”.7

 3) Communicate constantly
To keep a network healthy, constant feedback and open 
communication is key. NGOs have to be clear about what it is 
they are trying to do, how this can be achieved and what the 
limitations are. Dr Kopano Matlwa Mabaso, executive director 
of Grow Great, advises that one should be upfront about 
challenges and blockages from the start. “When our franchisees 
were trying to recruit moms but were unable to negotiate entry 
to clinics and wanted to know why, we were frank with them 
that it was taking us a while to get the Department of Health’s  
official support.” She stresses the importance, too, of bringing 
franchisees along on the journey to co-create curriculums, 
because they know what is culturally-appropriate in their 
communities and contexts. 

Listening is indeed an essential component to keeping a network 
alive. Mentor shares: “Embrace has got some of our best ideas from 
deep listening. I think sometimes you have to go slow to go fast. We 
are not a franchise, so having to rely on the depth of our messaging 
and beliefs to resonate with the right people is a longer, slower 
process. Our race is a slow one.”

An illustration of the power of deep listening happened in 2018, 
when Embrace ran the #IAmMother campaign. They listened to 
the stories of 50 mothers across the country. “This process helped 
us develop our approach to convening groups of mothers without 
facilitating or leading,” explains Görgens.

4) A network must have value
A person will leave a network if they do not derive value (social 
capital) from it. And when this happens, the network will also lose 
the intrinsic value of that person. Meintjes expands: “If you can 
present value to somebody, value that they will derive from being 
part of something, then you’ve got a winner. If you are creating value 
and can create replicable value, then you can create a very large 
network that is self-propelled, self-oxygenated, self-life-giving. If you 
can create value but it is not maintained, the network will fall away. 
That is our challenge now… We are finding it difficult adding value 
for a large network on an ongoing basis.”



M
A

Y
 2

0
19

5
DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

1
By working together, SmartStarters are finding numerous ways to 
gain value from their Club network. Matlhape cites the example of 
a SmartStarter Club from Orange Farm negotiating first-aid training 
for their members from a local fire station. “As an individual, the 
franchisee would likely have failed to capture the interest of 
whoever it was they were targeting; as a group, they succeeded.” 
 
The Club network also provides a platform for SmartStarters to 
collectively engage parents and jointly market themselves in their 
communities, so they are better able to grow their businesses 
through community recruitment drives, NPO registrations and fee 
benchmarking, etc.

5) Measurement can be tricky
The NGOs interviewed all agreed that while networking undoubtedly 
has a positive impact on their members, it is not always possible to 
measure the degree of success when it comes to behaviour change. 
For instance, NGOs can track numbers of clubs and numbers of 
people enrolled, etc.; recording evidence of behaviour change in the 
general public is far more difficult. One example of a measurable is 
World Read Aloud Day, when Nal’ibali calls upon the public to read 
aloud the same story to children on the same day. On 1 February 
2019, Nal’ibali networks read the same story, translated into 12 
different languages (sign language included), to 1.56 million children. 

This was up from 13 410 in 2013, when the campaign first took 
part in World Read Aloud Day. (See graph in Diagram 3, reflecting 
growth to 2018.)

Jacobsohn says: “I think we have achieved a lot, but I don’t think 
we have quite mastered it. We have a brand that is recognisable 
to a great extent, but not as much as it could be. We have an 
offering that people want and demand is high. As a consequence, 
we have had a lot of engagement with South Africa’s public, but it 
will be a while until we see the impact we are hoping for.”

As for Activate!, Meintjes thinks the network value of the Activate! 
journey means that Activators are operating at a much higher 
level than they would be if they had not joined the movement; 
they are “not stuck in the quagmire of hopelessness”. However, it 
is not always easy to measure what is happening on the ground, 
“particularly as it can mushroom so rapidly”. Positive indicators 
are that 87% of Activators are engaging with other youth, 44% are 
involved in HIV/Aids initiatives and 39% own businesses. 

Embrace gauges the impact of its campaign in several different 
ways – some easier to measure than others. The success of its 
Mother’s Day Connect initiative, for example, shows the growing 
strength of its network. This national celebration of Mother’s Day 
sees teams of women visiting their local hospital to honour and 
support new moms. Both the number of facilities and the number 
of mothers visited during Mother’s Day Connect nearly doubled 
between 2017 and 2018. In 2017, 400 women visited 27 facilities  

2013

13 410

47 902
(+257%)

166 360
(+247%)

365 849
(+120%)

719 627
(+97%)

1 295 449 
(+80%)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

1 582
2 124
+34%

6 317
(+197%)

6 517
(+3%)

Children reached on 
World Read Aloud Day

Diagram 3: 1 in 15 South African children were read to on 1 February 2018, up from little over 13 000 children in 20138.

Number of children read to

Number of adults reading to children

8 The estimate of 1 in 15 South African children assumes that 95% of those participating 
in World Read Aloud day were children ages 0 to 17. The calculation is based on South African 
population size of 56 million (Stats SA), and a child population (ages 0 to 17) of 18.576 million 
(Children Count 2015 data).
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and 1 520 moms in the Western Cape. In 2018, 774 volunteers 
visited 49 facilities and 3 000 new moms in eight provinces and 
12 new cities.

“The fact that we have been invited to policy meetings at the 
Departments of Health and Labour is another measure of 
success for us,” says Görgens. “We have had conversations about 
breastfeeding in the workplace. We are able to say ‘this’ is what 
mothers in our network are telling us. We count being invited to 
the table as a sign we are making inroads.”

Responding to individual issues raised by its network is just as 
important for Embrace, but not always easy to measure. For 
example, Embrace was able to get a private psychologist to 
see a mother who had just lost her baby. “The network alerted 
us to the situation of a woman who lost her baby. She was 
not allowed to see her baby and nobody had explained to her 
why. These kinds of things happen all the time. We organised 
a psychologist to go and visit her in Soweto the next day,” 
says Görgens. Obviously this action had an impact on the 
mother, but as Embrace concedes, its effect is less easy 
to quantify. 

6) Let it go
Imposing rigid control on a network can stifle it. SmartStart’s 
Matlhape believes their most important lesson in terms of growing 
the network has been to let the franchisees bring the brand to 
life in ways they deem most appropriate to and effective in their 
communities. “At the end of the day, the impact and visibility 
of our brand does not sit at national office, but in the areas 
where children and parents interact and engage with the brand,” 
she says. 

Dr Matlwa Mabaso from Grow Great says: “I think you choke a 
network if you try and micro-manage the minor details too much, 
so there can be a little bit of messiness sometimes. But, if you 
consider the trade-off, even though implementers don’t get every 
last letter of the message correct, 80% of the message is getting out 
there, and that is what is important… Getting the core messages of 
breastfeeding and complementary feeding right.”

Little control is imposed on the sharing of intellectual property (IP) 
in these networks, because NGOs want the message to be widely 
disseminated. Information is freely available from their websites; 
however, they do try to maintain control over the quality of 
the message.

To a certain extent, social franchises are easier to measure because the size of the network is reflected in the number of franchisees. 
SmartStart now has just under 4 000 franchisees from a starting point of 100. Useful measures in a franchise environment include 
retention rates and engagement within the network. SmartStart’s current SmartStarter retention rate is 70%.

Embrace mobilises its network of mothers to spoil and encourage new mothers in maternity wards 
in hospitals across the country on Mothers Day through a campaign called Mothers Day Connect. 



M
A

Y
 2

0
19

7
DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

17) Face-to-face is best
As mentioned, for a network to function effectively there has 
to be trust between the members – and this usually comes from 
a common experience. This is one of the reasons why NGOs 
host events, so that members can meet face-to-face and forge 
connections. “We try and build those relationships as much 
as possible, because where the network works best is in the 
face-to-face element of the Nal’ibali campaign,” explains 
Jacobsohn. “The majority of our team are fieldworkers. They are 
interacting in a personal way with people by training them, going to 
their reading clubs, supporting them; they build relationships that 
last. And that is the strongest way of building a network.” 

Undoubtedly WhatsApp is an important and useful tool for 
connecting people given its wide reach and affordability. But 
all interviewees agreed that while mobile technology is an 
important part of the strategy, it is not the strategy. WhatsApp 
(and other forms of digital platforms) need to be complemented by 
some degree of regular face-to-face engagement. “When you are 
messaging you can sometimes lose each other and tone also gets 
lost,” comments Dr Matlwa Mabaso. “I think WhatsApp allows you 
to follow the big ideas that you both bought into when you were 
together; it can keep that spark alive. There are programmes around 
the world that push mobile too much. It is a great supplement, 
but you do need that human contact.” 

Another point to consider is that although there is cellphone 
penetration in remote rural areas, few people have phones with 
the modern operating systems (smartphones) needed to run 
WhatsApp. In these areas, NGOs rely quite heavily on supervisors 
to share messages and content through WhatsApp. Having 
to go through a gatekeeper can mean the feeling of immediacy 
is lost. 

In conclusion, networks are constantly evolving, and trying to 
understand how they work is a trial-and-error process. Various 
factors influence the operation of a network and what worked 
for connection points today, may not work for them tomorrow. 
If NGOs are able to adapt to the organic nature of networks, 
they can effectively be employed as powerful amplifiers of 
social change.

Learning brief by Daniella Horwitz 
with theoretical introduction by David Harrison

This is the learning experience of:

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

Published by:



SmartStart

Grow Great

SmartStart’s objective is to expand access to quality early learning for children aged 3-4 years old. To achieve its goal of reaching 
one million children every year by 2026, SmartStart has adopted a social franchise model, which comprises three levels: the Hub 
(or national office), which runs the franchise; franchisors – NGOs that act as operational partners; and franchisees – candidates 
who are selected to become early learning practitioners in their communities. Otherwise known as SmartStarters, franchisees 
are provided with training, standardised materials, support and monitoring. They are also invited to join SmartStart Clubs – 
a local network of 10-16 SmartStarters, where members can share good practice and ask for support to ensure the continued 
growth and quality of their programmes. SmartStart therefore has two ways of networking: through its network of like-minded 
franchisors and through franchisees. By the end of its first year in 2015, SmartStart had approximately 100 franchisees. In the 
first quarter of 2019, it had trained just under 4 000 franchisees, reaching 57 000 children. [smartstart.org.za]

Launched in October 2018, Grow Great aims to galvanise a national commitment to zero stunting by 2030. Thirty-one percent 
(31%) of South African children under the age of two are affected by stunting – a condition that, as the campaign notes, 
“stunts the education of our children, stunts our economic growth, and is a social injustice”11. Grow Great uses networking 
most deliberately in its social franchise, Flourish – a network of mother and baby groups run by franchisees, who are trained 
to deliver a curriculum to inspire, encourage and support pregnant and new mothers in their communities. Like SmartStart, 
the franchisees are also connected to each other to offer mutual support. In addition, Grow Great runs clubs for community 
health workers, known as Champions for Children, to provide a community of practice and access to mentorship, incentives and 
resources (such as a dedicated national information line and training opportunities) to enable them to provide ongoing support 
to the families they care for. [growgreat.co.za]
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11
Activate!

Embrace

Appendix: Organisations interviewed 

Activate! believes if young people are supported to strengthen their abilities and skills, and are provided with a platform to meet, 
connect and be inspired, then they can be innovative and active citizens who drive positive social, economic and political change. 
As such, its model comprises of two strategic elements, both central to the development of young people as agents for change. 
The first element brings promising young people (Activators) from grassroots communities into a training programme that helps 
them to see themselves as change drivers. The second element is a wide range of platforms and formats geared to support 
Activators and catalyse connections to increase their influence and impact. Established in 2012, Activate! began by training 
182 young Activators; by the end of 2019, there will be around 4 250 Activators. [activateleadership.co.za]

Embrace is a movement growing a national support network for mothers. It celebrates the high points and shared experiences 
of motherhood, while acknowledging the diverse challenges that mothers face. Ultimately, it seeks to become a voice for all 
mothers in South Africa. Embrace’s core values and beliefs are summed up in its ‘Motherhood Manifesto’9, which serves as a 
foundation for all of its initiatives and activities, such as Embrace support groups at work and online book clubs. Given that 
Embrace’s objective is to bring moms together, networking is a crucial part of the movement. [embrace.org.za]

Nal’ibali

Nal’ibali (isiXhosa for “here’s the story”) was launched in 2012 with the aim of inspiring a reading nation. The campaign creates 
opportunities for children to have caring adults read stories to them in their mother tongues. Nal’ibali currently reaches 
approximately 140 000 children through its network of reading clubs. The campaign’s networking model is made up of two parts: 
the first is via the face-to-face training of partners who then either train others to run reading clubs or run children’s reading 
clubs themselves. The second is via other channels, such as social media, a call centre, a newspaper supplement, or face-to-
face events, through which adults are encouraged to join hands in growing a culture of reading, and are supported to carry out 
different literacy-related activities in their own spaces. These individuals are known as FUNda Leaders10, a network of literacy 
activists comprising some 17 000 members. [nalibali.org]

11 Stunting can negatively affect a child’s brain function, organ development, 
and immune system, which can result in poor achievement at school, decreased productivity 
and earnings in adult life, as well as greater risk of developing obesity and diabetes. This 
largely invisible condition starves our economy by preventing children from reaching their 
full potential.

9 Read Embrace’s full Motherhood Manifesto at: 
https://www.embrace.org.za/manifesto/

10 Nal’ibali describes FUNda Leaders as “everyday heroes” who work to make reading and 
activism a reality in South Africa. Anyone can sign up to be a FUNda Leader. Once signed up, they are 
registered as part of Nal’ibali’s network to receive online support, resources and access to events, 
competitions and training.
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1 Gould C, Hsiao C. 2017. Building an inclusive economy: why 
preventing violence and supporting families is essential. Joint Submission 
to the National Treasury by the Institute for Security Studies and Save the 
Children South Africa. 

2  This study provides the first-ever representative data in South 
Africa on both incidence and prevalence of different forms of violence and 
maltreatment (including sexual, physical and emotional abuse, and neglect) 
against children.

3 Optimus Study. 2015. Research Bulletin: The Optimus Study on 
Child Abuse, Violence and Neglect in South Africa. Centre for Justice and Crime 
Prevention & The University of Cape Town.

4 Gould C, Mufamadi D, Hsiao C and Amisi M. 2017. Reducing 
Violence in South Africa: From Policing to Prevention. Institute for Security 
Studies Policy Brief, October 2017.

Build simple, loving
connections for

every child
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Building communities free of violence: Lessons learnt 
about engaging parents to prevent violence against children
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Violence against children remains widespread in South 
Africa. According to the Optimus Study on Child Abuse, 
Violence and Neglect in South Africa2, one in five South 
African children (both boys and girls) had experienced 
sexual abuse in their lifetimes, and one in three 
respondents reported having experienced physical 
abuse – they had either been hit, beaten or kicked by 
an adult caregiver – in their lifetime3.  

The consequences of this violence are significant 
– to both the children themselves and to national 
development. Children who experience these forms 
of violence are “more likely to engage in risky sexual 
activity and substance misuse, and to develop 
mental and physical health problems. These, in 
turn, undermine their capacity to succeed at school, 
to work, and to maintain healthy relationships. These 
problems cost the country enormously, both in terms 
of the costs of treating these problems, and in lost 

economic productivity.”5 A costing study by Save the 
Children South Africa estimated that South Africans 
who were physically abused as children earned on 
average 11.7% less a month than people who were 
not physically abused, and 9.2% less if they were 
emotionally abused as children6. Furthermore, and 
one of the most “troubling challenges” of violence 
against children, is that those who experience violence 
in childhood are more likely to perpetrate violence 
later in life7.

Over the past two decades, civil society    –   in partnership 
with government and funding organisations – has 
sought to reduce the prevalence of violence against 
children in South Africa. We now have a significant 
understanding of, and growing body of research that 
identifies the drivers of violence against children, 
as well as preventative measures that can be 
implemented across the entire life course of an  

PATCH & CWBSA

7

Violence against children has long-term effects that impact not just the development of our children, but the 
development of our nation. A costing study commissioned by Save the Children South Africa estimated that early 
exposure to violence during childhood resulted in the loss of R238-billion in human capital – the equivalent to 6% 
of the GDP1. In this brief, PATCH Helderberg Child Abuse Centre and Clowns Without Borders South Africa share 
their experience – and lessons learnt – implementing a community-level programme to address the drivers of 
violence against children in the Helderberg Basin in the Western Cape.

5 Optimus Study. 2015. Research Bulletin: The Optimus Study on 
Child Abuse, Violence and Neglect in South Africa. Centre for Justice and Crime 
Prevention & The University of Cape Town, p.3.

6 Gould C, Hsiao C. 2017. Building an inclusive economy: why 
preventing violence and supporting families is essential. Joint Submission to 
the National Treasury by the Institute for Security Studies and Save the Children 
South Africa.

7 Willman AM, Puerto Gomez M, Gould C and Newham G. 2019. Crime 
Violence and Exclusion in South African Society: Background Note for the South 
Africa Systematic Country Diagnostic (English). Washington, D.C.: World Bank 
Group.

 “In order to improve human capital and earnings in South Africa, 
the root causes of violence need to be addressed early.”4

Institute for Security Studies
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8 Mathews S, Gould C. 2017. Preventing violence: From evidence to implementation. 
In: Jamieson L, Berry L & Lake L (eds) South African Child Gauge 2017. Cape Town, Children’s 
Institute, University of Cape Town.

9 Gould C. 2018 Glimmers of Light: Opportunities for Preventing Violence in South 
Africa. The Southern Voices Network for Peacebuilding. Wilson Centre Africa Programme, 
Research Paper No.21.

10 In 2014, the Sinovuyo Kids Programme was initially tested in a feasibility study with 
68 participants in Khayelitsha. This was followed by a larger randomised controlled trial (RCT) 
with 296 families in Khayelitsha and Nyanga between 2014 and 2016.

11 Meaning ‘we have joy’ in isiXhosa.

12 Parenting for Lifelong Health (PLH) is a suite of affordable parenting programmes 
to prevent violence in low-resource settings. These programmes have been developed and 
rigorously tested through a collaboration between WHO, Stellenbosch University in South Africa, 
the University of Cape Town in South Africa, Bangor University in Wales, the University of Oxford 
in England, and UNICEF. Training in the PLH programmes is led by Clowns Without Borders 
South Africa (South Africa), the Mikhulu Child Development Trust (South Africa), the Prevention 
Research for Community, Family and Child Health at Stellenbosch University (South Africa) and 
the Children’s Early Intervention Trust (Wales).

13 Knerr W, Gardner F and Cluver L. 2013. Improving Positive Parenting Skills and 
Reducing Harsh and Abusive Parenting in Low- and Middle-Income Countries: A Systematic 
Review. Prevention Science, 14(4): pp.352-363.

14 Clowns Without Borders South Africa. 2018. Sinovuyo Caring Families Programme for 
Young Children: Sinovuyo Kids – Brief Version. Final Report, December 2018, p.29 [unpublished].

individual8. Engaging caregivers and families is one such strategic 
entry point shown to be effective in preventing and responding to 
violence against children9.

In 2016, PATCH Helderberg Child Abuse Centre partnered with 
Clowns Without Borders South Africa (CWBSA) to demonstrate 
whether engaging caregivers through an evidence-based10  
parenting programme could support efforts to prevent child 
abuse in the Helderberg Basin. This learning brief outlines the 
steps taken to implement the Sinovuyo Kids-Brief Programme, as 
well as five key lessons learnt along the way to help build the case 
for implementing parenting programmes as a strategy to prevent 
violence against children. 

 “Reducing violence against South African 
children is both a moral imperative 

(to protect our children) and an 
imperative for national development. 

It can and must be achieved.”

The Optimus Study on Child Abuse, 
Violence and Neglect in South Africa

The PATCH Helderberg Child Abuse Centre provides response, 
care and support services to victims of child sexual abuse. It is the 
only organisation in the Helderberg Basin to exclusively provide 
assessment and therapy, court preparation and crisis services 
to victims of child abuse. In 2016, PATCH sought to expand the 
scope of its services by introducing a community-level parenting 
intervention intended to build community mechanisms to prevent 
and monitor child abuse. To this end, they teamed up with 
Clowns Without Borders South Africa (CWBSA), which is dedicated 
to improving the lives of children and families by providing 
technical capacity and support to non-profit organisations seeking 
to implement and scale up parenting programmes. Together they 
decided to implement the Sinovuyo11 Kids Programme that was 
developed by the Parenting for Lifelong Health (PLH) initiative12. 

Targeted to caregivers of children between two and nine years old, 
the Sinovuyo Kids Programme is a 12-week programme designed 
to prevent violence against children by supporting caregivers to 
improve their relationship with their children; introducing positive 
parenting techniques to reduce harsh parenting; and helping 
caregivers to improve their mental health. 

Unfortunately, parenting programmes are often expensive to 
implement and therefore challenging to scale-up in low- and 
middle-income countries13. Building on emerging evidence 
that brief interventions may be effective in resource-scarce 
communities, CWBSA and PATCH decided to test whether 
a shorter version of the programme could still be effectively 
implemented and brought to scale in South Africa. They therefore 
condensed the original programme to an eight-week programme 
consisting of six group sessions and two supplemental home visits.   

In order to participate, caregivers had to be older than 18 years old 
and be considered the primary caregiver of a child between the 

DESIGNING A PROGRAMME FOR PARENTS - AND FOR SCALE
ages of two and nine who lives in the same household as them at 
least four nights a week. Just over 70 participants from Macassar 
and Sir Lowry’s Pass Village were recruited to participate, as well 
as seven facilitators, who were either community members or 
employed by PATCH as social workers or social auxiliary workers. 
A five-day training helped facilitators to understand the content 
of the programme and taught them how to facilitate sessions and 
conduct structured home visits. 

Lasting about three hours per session, parent sessions were 
facilitated in English, Afrikaans, and isiXhosa using methods like 
group discussions, illustrated stories to help caregivers identify 
effective parenting skills, and role-plays to practice these skills 
during the session. Sessions explored topics such as one-on-one 
time with your child, emotional awareness, child-led play, using 
praise and rewards, instruction-giving, non-violent discipline, 
consequences for aggressive behaviour and problem-solving, 
and were followed up by home visits to reinforce the group 
session learning.  

Researchers from the Universities of Oxford and Cape Town 
conducted a feasibility pilot study during implementation of 
the programme. Mixed methods like focus group discussions, 
semi-structured interviews and questionnaires were used to 
examine the quality of delivery, programme adherence and 
the effect of the programme on parents, children, parenting 
behaviours and the relationship between the caregiver 
and child.    

The study results showed that children were less likely to 
experience maltreatment, emotional abuse and physical abuse 
after their parents participated in the programme14. Caregivers 
reported that the groups in which they participated had 
become a network of support even after the programme had 
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ended, and that the programme tools and activities enabled 
them to better respond to anger and stressful situations15. However, 
despite the results of the programme, the study concluded that 
the condensed programme did not yield optimal results for either 
caregivers or facilitators, compared to the full 12-week version. 
This was due to challenges linked to the condensed nature of the 
programme that placed a heavy workload on facilitators and not 
enough time to enable caregivers to connect with the content and 
practise the core parenting skills covered in the programme. 

In 2018, PATCH built on their parenting implementation experience 
to develop a programme design and strategy that aligned with  
their expertise in sexual abuse and trauma, in order to help parents 
identify signs and symptoms of abuse and enable them to respond 
effectively when their children confide such experiences to them. 
The programme was also delivered over eight weeks, fusing 
sexual abuse safety with positive parenting techniques to reduce 
harsh parenting. 

 
This round of implementation revealed that many of the caregiver 
participants had been adversely affected by trauma themselves, 
and that this situation needed to be addressed with the support 
of a professional. This was done by threading therapeutic 
components throughout the programme, and by providing 
counselling for parents, as needed, after each session. Because of 
the focus on caregivers’ trauma, most of the facilitators were social 
workers specialising in trauma. The programme allowed caregivers 
to address their own experiences of trauma, whilst gaining the 
positive parenting skills needed to transform their own parent-child 
relationships.   

“By focusing on the trauma of the parents
and allowing them to release the emotions
linked to their trauma in a professional and
supervised manner, the parents were more
open to understanding how their negative

parenting techniques may affect their
relationship(s) with their child/children. Once

the emotional blockage had been removed,
each parent was more motivated to adopt
new and effective parenting skills to build

relationships with their children and to lessen
the frustration and anger parents often feel

in addition to the many other struggles they
experience daily.”16

18 Martin M, Hall K and Lake L. 2018. Supporting families in South Africa: A policy map. 
Child Gauge 2018. Children’s Institute: University of Cape Town.

19 Clowns Without Borders South Africa, p.33.

15 Ibid, p.5

16 PATCH/Helderberg Centre for Abuse. 2018. Implementation Dashboard for the 
Parenting and Prevention Program. Additional Report to DGMT, December 2018. [unpublished].

17 Conger RD, Ge X, Elder GH, Lorenz FO, Simons RL. 1994. Economic Stress, 
Coercive Family Process, and Developmental Problems of Adolescents. Child Development 65(2): 
p.541-561.

If you want to change 
behaviour, invest in 
relationship building

Place caregivers at the 
centre of programme design

Families are often called the foundation of society, yet limited 
support is provided to caregivers when it comes to navigating 
the terrain of parenthood and/or guardianship. It is important 
for caregivers to be seen and invested in, but initiatives often 
only engage caregivers as a means to an end, without taking into 
account the stressors they face. In order to truly empower and 
support caregivers, we need to recognise their dreams, aspirations, 
needs, potential and trauma first. Including these factors through 
a human-centred approach to programme design in communities 
enables interventions to adequately support caregivers and 
mobilise them for violence prevention and children’s educational 
and health outcomes. 

The experiences of caregivers in the pilot, as well as in the results 
of the study, indicate that change is possible at a behavioural and 
relational level. The kinds of shifts influenced by positive parenting 
and family support programmes are said to have the potential to 
“buffer the effects of poverty on children”17 and equalise outcomes 
for vulnerable children18. One-on-one time between caregivers 
and their children was identified as a critical component of the 
programme that facilitated the improvement of the relationship 
between the caregiver and child. This is best demonstrated by 
the following statement recorded during the qualitative process 
of the study: 

“Before the one-on-one sessions my child 
was like a closed book. You had to open the 

book to see what was going on and with 
this course I have learnt how to do that. 

So, I understand her better and our 
relationship is not like one where I am the 

mother and she is the child; no, we are like 
sisters or like friends and she can speak 

openly to me about things.”19 

1
LESSONS LEARNT

2
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From the feasibility study, the programme teams realised that 
certain vulnerabilities perpetuating the multi-generational 
transmission of violence were present in the participating 
caregivers. Such vulnerabilities included economic stress, food 
insecurity, intimate partner violence, poor mental health, exposure 

Learning brief by Iris Nxumalo (DGMT Innovation Manager).

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

Published by:

20 Lachmann JM. 2019. DGMT Learning and Reflection Meeting with PATCH and 
CWBSA. Cape Town: South Africa.

21 Martin P et al.

When designing condensed 
interventions for scale, 
methods to incentivise 
attendance are critical

Integrated approaches that 
encourage collaborative design 
have the potential to be more 
cost-effective and impactful

Champion an agenda for 
family support programmes

CONCLUSION

Whilst there is an understanding that longer-term interventions 
increase impact in underserved communities20, brief interventions 
increase the likelihood of a programme being scaled. Due to the 
condensed nature of this intervention, the impact of missing a 
session was more detrimental than would be the case with the full 
version because each session covered two key topics. Incentivising 
attendance could be one way to ensure that caregivers do not 
miss critical sessions during the implementation of a brief version 
of an intervention.

Integrated approaches that tackle risk factors for a range of 
experiences of violence are instrumental, especially in contexts 
with resource constraints. Such approaches increase the likelihood 
of programmes being scaled for meaningful impact and reduce 
the likelihood of the intergenerational transmission of violence.
It is important to invest in both primary and secondary forms of 
prevention. The former (primary prevention) designs programmes 
that intervene before the perpetration of violence takes place 
and seeks to reduce the factors that lead to violence. The latter 
(secondary prevention) provides response, care and support 
services should an individual be exposed to violence, so as to 
prevent the reoccurrence of violence.

Violence prevention interventions are key to building an innovative 
and inclusive society where every individual can reach their full 
potential. PATCH and CWBSA’s implementation experience shows 
that parenting programmes are an effective strategy to reduce 
violence against children and improve children’s wellbeing. 
However, in order to increase the effectiveness and impact of such 
programmes, interventions need to be implemented over a longer 
period of time and within networks of support that can respond to, 
and ameliorate, the many stressors that caregivers and their families 
are exposed to. Programmes of this nature should simultaneously 
seek to improve the wellbeing of caregivers and their relationships 
with themselves and their children – not just their parenting skills. 
Furthermore, by integrating and embedding violence prevention 
initiatives within the broader structure of statutory services in 
South Africa, civil society, government and funding organisations 
can create the enabling conditions that support caregivers and 
families to create safe and supportive environments for their 
children whilst feeling better supported themselves.

This is the learning experience of:

3

4

5

of the caregiver to violence at a young age and substance abuse. 
The parenting programme, by design, was unable to address and 
ameliorate many of these vulnerabilities. However, by embedding 
parenting programmes within the broader ambit of social services, 
caregivers have access to statutory services that can reduce these 
vulnerabilities. This would enable caregivers and their families 
to benefit from a range of services provided by the Ministries 
of Basic Education, Social Development, Health, Justice, Home 
Affairs, police and local government – amongst others21. Through 
this embedding, which provides a range of family support services 
to vulnerable families, families receive the support that they 
need to reduce vulnerabilities that could help prevent possible 
future incidents of domestic violence and support diverse families 
to provide nurturing care to children.
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1 South Africa invests 15% of its total budget on education; 
proportionally this is a higher investment than the United States, United Kingdom 
and Germany. (Cohen, M. 2017. SA spends higher proportion of budget on education 
than US, UK. Fin24, 5 January 2017. Available at: https://www.fin24.com/Economy/
sa-spends-more-on-education-than-us-uk-and-germany-20170105)

2 Spaull, N. 2015. Schooling in South Africa: How low-quality education 
becomes a poverty trap. South African Child Gauge 2015. De Lannoy, A., Swartz, S., 
Lake, L. & Smith, C.  (eds). Cape Town: Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town.

3 Taylor, N. & Shindler, J. 2016. Education Sector Landscape Mapping. 
Jet Education Services.

Support young people 
to keep their grip 
on opportunity
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International Reading Literacy Study) 2016 results revealed 
that 78% of Grade 4 children in South Africa cannot read for 
meaning in any language. This is symptomatic of a far deeper 
malaise: South Africa invests extensively in basic education1 
and yet out of every 100 children who begin Grade 1, 60 will 
make it to Grade 12, and only 40 will actually matriculate from 
that cohort2.

While annual matric pass rates have been improving over time, 
this reflects only those learners who make it through school to 
write their final exams. The annual pass rate does not account 
for those who drop out before or during Grade 12, or the 
high percentage of grade repeaters – with more than half of 
learners (52%) in Grades 10-12 having repeated at least one 
grade in South Africa3.

While it is legal for learners to exit the school system at the 
end of Grade 9 or the age of 15, the reality remains there are 
few if any viable alternative pathways to opportunity for young 
people who leave school without a matric certificate. They 
cannot go to university. They are less likely to be invited to 
job interviews. And they will probably be excluded from youth 
development programmes, many of which have a matric as 
their minimum entry requirement. 

The Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
system is meant to provide these young people with 
opportunities to continue their schooling, and provide 
them with specific skills that lead to employment; however, 
enrolment levels at these colleges remain low and they 
continue to be viewed as second-choice education options 
by both young people and employers alike. In fact, only 1% 

Zero Dropout 
Schools Initiative

10 The majority of learners who start Grade 1 will not complete their schooling. The South African education system 
is failing our children because a lack of educational qualifications puts them at a disadvantage in the labour 
market, increasing the prospect of a life mired in unemployment, and in so doing, perpetuating cycles of poverty 
and inequality. To help stem the tide of school dropout, DGMT’s Zero Dropout Schools Initiative aims to mobilise 
society to halve the rate of dropout by 2030. In this learning brief, we look at the key risk factors for school 
dropout, as well as five strategies that local NGOs are putting to the test to keep our children in school.

KEEPING OUR CHILDREN IN SCHOOL: 
Steps to address South Africa’s dropout crisis

 “The rudest awakening emerged after we did our analysis and 
tried to put down a baseline for our interventions. We realised that students dropping 

out of school was no longer an exception to the rule. It was the norm.” 

Ilze Olivier, Community Action Partnership (CAP)
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10 PULL FACTORS
Pull factors are experiences and conditions outside of school that 
influence a learner’s decision to drop out. These include:

A) LAGGING BEHIND ACADEMICALLY

One of the most important predictors of school dropout is grade 
repetition6, and being past the typical age in a grade. Not only does 
being older than one’s classmates and repeating grades come 
with a certain stigma, but older learners are more susceptible 
to other pull factors, such as engaging in high-risk behaviours and 
the need to work7. Learners who are more than two years older 
than the recommended age for their grade are 24% more likely to 
drop out than those in the recommended age-for-grade8.

B) SOCIO-ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 

Parental education, particularly that of mothers, “is strongly 
related to their children’s education outcomes.”9 For marginalised 
communities in South Africa, with the multi-generation legacy 
of low-quality ‘bantu education’, low levels of education among 
older generations pose a clear risk relating to school dropout10. 
While parents generally care about their children’s education and 
want to help, many feel too intimidated, disempowered and/or 
unfamiliar with their children’s schooling and schoolwork, and so 
don’t get involved as a result11. 

C) LITTLE OR NO ADULT SUPPORT

Critical to a learner’s academic potential and ability to navigate 
day-to-day challenges that may affect their school performance 
is having at least one caring, supportive adult in their lives. The 
presence of someone “who is interested, willing and able to 
engage in the daily practicalities of school life has a direct bearing 
on the personal investment young people make in their school 
work and, therefore, shapes their attainment.”12 Homes where 
there is limited support and warmth create an environment in 
which school dropout becomes more of a risk13.

Another family-related risk for dropout involves learners who have 
excessive family responsibilities, taking on adult roles at home 
because parents are absent due to work or for other reasons. 

D) LOW EXPECTATIONS AND HIGH-RISK BEHAVIOURS

Young people can face a crisis of expectations, which can cause 
many to leave school early14. This happens when learners (and 
sometimes whole communities) lose faith in the value of school, 
and fail to envisage a healthy life and career path. It often leads to 
drug or alcohol use and provides fertile soil for gangs to exploit by 
offering youth an alternative source of belonging, self-esteem and 
livelihood.

6 Branson, N., Hofmeyr, C. & Lam, D. 2013. Progress through school and the 
determinants of school dropout in South Africa. A Southern Africa Labour and Development 
Research Unit Working Paper Number 100. Cape Town: SALDRU, University of Cape Town.

7 Hartnack, A. 2017. Background document and review of key South African and 
international literature on school dropout. Available at: http://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/
uploads/2017/08/School-Dropout-Background-Paper-Final.pdf

8 Branson, M., Hofmeyr, C. & Lam, D. 2013.

4 Gustafsson, M. 2011. The when and how of leaving school: The policy 
implications of new evidence on secondary schooling in South Africa. Working Papers 
09/2011, Stellenbosch University, Department of Economics.

5 Field, S., Musset, P. & Álvarez-Galván, J. 2014. A Skills beyond School Review of 
South Africa, OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing.

Figure 1: Numbers and % of 2018 matric cohort passing matric 
Adapted from source: Spaull, N. 2019. Some Thoughts on #Matric2018. nicspaull.com

of learners who drop out of school hold some other non-school 
certificate or diploma issued by, for instance, a TVET college4. 
Passing matric, therefore, remains the main gateway to further 
education and training – and access to the labour market.

Already about one-third of those aged 15-24, or 3.4 million 
people, do not participate in any type of education, employment 
or training opportunity (NEETs); two million of whom have not 
finished Grade 125. If we don’t act now, we are creating a society 
that won’t be able to support itself, let alone thrive. Besides the 
loss of human potential, this situation perpetuates the cycle of 
chronic unemployment, poverty and inequality in South Africa, 
which will in turn place greater burdens on the social safety net 
of the country, with higher dependency on social grants and 
community support structures to survive. Such levels of economic 
exclusion lead to crime and instability. Dropout is therefore not an 
individual problem, but a problem that affects us all.

WHAT IS DRIVING SCHOOL DROPOUT? 

Research shows there is no single factor that drives school 
dropout; rather, it is a long process of disengagement caused by a 
variety of factors that bear down on a learner over time – until one 
day they finally feel compelled to give up and leave school. Below 
we look at some of these factors that act to either ‘pull’ or ‘push’ 
a learner out of school, with learners living in poverty particularly 
vulnerable to multiple of these factors all at the same time.

1 002 500

2007 20182018 2018
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Matric pass rate: 
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Passed matric: 400 761 / 
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= 40% (i.e. lost potential= 60%)
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9 Moses, E., Van der Berg, S. & Rich, E. 2017. A Society Divided: How Unequal Education 
Quality Limits Social Mobility in South Africa. Synthesis report for the Programme to Support Pro-
poor Policy Development (PSPPD). RESEP: University of Stellenbosch.

10 Hartnack, A. 2017. 

11 Richter, L. with Dawes, A., Juan, A., Lake, L., Nkala-Dlamini, B., Reddy, V., Roberts, 
B., Spaull, N. & Theron, L. 2018. Interactions between the family and the state in children’s 
health, education and social development. South African Child Gauge 2018. Hall, K., Richter, L., 
Mokomane, Z. & Lake, L. (eds). Cape Town: Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town.

12 Bray, R., Gooskens, I., Kahn, L., Moses, S., & Seekings, J. 2010. Growing up in 
the new South Africa: Childhood and Adolescence in Post-Apartheid Cape Town. Cape 
Town: Human Sciences Research Council.

13 Hartnack, A. 2017.

14 Ibid.

Case study:
“WHY I DROPPED OUT”

Lance-Caleb van Eyslend, 17, of Bonteheuwel completed 
Grade 9 but no longer attends school. In his own words, 
he shares what drove him to drop out:

“I started at Belgravia High, which was a nice school for me, 
because I met different people there. I had sports that you 
wouldn’t normally get at your average Bonteheuwel school, like 
tennis, hockey and golf. That was really fun for me. My downfall 
was that I started selling drugs when I was 15 at my school. For 
some reason I thought it was cool to sell drugs, because I saw 
my friends doing it and it seemed like a good way to make some 
money. That’s how I got expelled.

A couple of months later, when the new year started, my mom 
enrolled me at Bonteheuwel High. I thought it was going to be 
better, but I was wrong. It was the worst decision of my life, 
because I wouldn’t call that a school. I would call it a zoo, because 

“We try to find a way to get out of this trap 
that we call home. We call this community 

‘The Trap’ because if you live here forever, you 
got caught in the trap. It got the best of you. 

You didn’t persevere or try to get out of it. 
You just became part of the system.” 
This quote comes from our interview with 

Lance-Caleb van Eysland (left) and two of his friends. 
Their story is captured in a short but hard-hitting 

video available here: https://dgmt.co.za/zero-
dropout-schools/   

people don’t pay attention in class. They run up and down 
the corridors, and bunk and smoke at school. There’s always 
trouble with gangsters at the school. Children stab each 
other and fight with the teachers especially. I dropped out 
when I got there, because I saw that it was not a learning 
environment.

My report card kept coming in and I was getting 1s and 0s and 
that’s not me, because I was usually a top student. But since 
there were so many things distracting me, I couldn’t learn, so 
I decided to drop out. I told my parents: ‘This school is not for 
me. I’m so sorry to do this to you guys again, but I’m going to 
have to drop out.’

I regret that decision every day of my life. Every day I wake 
up and it’s the same thing: rap, smoke, play soccer, repeat. 
I regret it because I won’t have that opportunity again.”
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Teacher absenteeism, late-coming and the inefficient use of time20  
are other prominent features of the South African schooling system 
that impact learning outcomes. High levels of absenteeism and 
late-coming is particularly widespread in the four lowest quintiles of 
the system, where 97%-100% of principals reported it as a problem, 
compared to only 26% of principals in the most affluent quintile21.

 
C) SCHOOL CULTURE AND ENVIRONMENT

In many schools, bullying, sexual violence, verbal abuse and 
corporal punishment, which is illegal, remain prevalent. This can 
affect the emotional health of a learner, leading to stress, anxiety 
and fear, which in turn decreases their ability to concentrate and 
learn. Feeling physically and emotionally unsafe in school can also 
lead to increased absences, which can accumulate and result in the 
permanent departure from school23. 

 
D) GOVERNMENT POLICIES DRIVING DISENGAGEMENT 

In order to reduce multiple grade repetitions, the Department of 
Basic Education introduced the Policy on Progression for the General 
Education and Training (GET) band in 2005, and for the Further 
Education and Training (FET) band in 2013. The policy states that a 
learner can only be retained once in each school phase (Foundation 
Phase, Intermediate Phase, Senior Phase, and FET) – even if they do 
not meet the achievement criteria for grade promotion24. Moving 
up a grade without grasping the curriculum can lead to feelings of 
demotivation, inadequacy and a sense of failure – all of which can 
contribute to disengagement and eventual dropout. For learners 
who do not meet the promotion criteria, additional support should 
be provided to help them catch up to their peers, but for most 
learners, this is not happening. Schools are simply giving up in the 
face of learners with multi-year learning gaps.

15 Spaull, N. 2013. South Africa’s Education Crisis: The quality of education in South 
Africa 1994-2011. Available at: https://nicspaull.files.wordpress.com/2011/04/spaull-2013-cde-
report-south-africas-education-crisis.pdf

16 Moses, E. & Van der Berg, S. 2017. Early learning = quality jobs. Mail & Guardian, 24 
March. Available at: https://mg.co.za/article/2017-03-24-00-early-learning-equality-and-jobs

17 Spaull, N. 2013.

18 Van der Berg, S. & Hofmeyer, H. An Incomplete Transition: Overcoming the Legacy 
of Exclusion in South Africa. World Bank Group. Available at: http://documents.worldbank.org/
curated/en/339291529320964248/pdf/127304-Education-in-South-Africa.pdf

19 Department of Basic Education. 2016. The health of educators in public schools 
in South Africa. Available at: https://www.nacosa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/the-
health-of-educators-in-public-schools.pdf

20 Inefficient use of time here refers to “getting to school, getting to class, and covering 
the curriculum efficiently when in class. (Taylor, N. 2011. Priorities for addressing South Africa’s 
education and training crisis: A review commissioned by the National Planning Commission. 
Jet Education Services.)

21 Taylor, N. 2011. Priorities for addressing South Africa’s education and training crisis: 
A review commissioned by the National Planning Commission. Jet Education Services.

22 Martin, P., Hall, K. & Lake, L. 2018. Supporting families in South Africa: A policy map. 
South African Child Gauge 2018. Hall, K., Richter, L., Mokomane, Z. & Lake, L. (eds). Cape Town: 
Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town.

23 Exposure to violence, which for many learners is at home, in their community, as well 
as at school, can result in stress, powerlessness and depression, which can affect their schooling 
and social adjustment. [Richter, L., Mathews, S., Kagura, J. & Engelbert, N. 2018. A longitudinal 
perspective on violence in the lives of South African children from the Birth to Twenty Plus cohort 
study in Johannesburg-Soweto. South African Medical Journal. Vol.8(3).]

24 Department of Basic Education. 2015. National Policy Pertaining to the Programme 
and Promotion Requirements of the National Curriculum Statement Grades R-12. 

What are school quintiles?
South African schools are divided into quintiles based on 
the socio-economic profile of the community in which they 
are located: Quintile 1 schools are located in the poorest 
communities, while Quintile 5 schools are in the wealthiest. 
Funding allocations differ across quintiles. Learners in Quintiles 
1-3 do not have to pay school fees. Over 70% of government 
schools do not charge fees in South Africa22.

PUSH FACTORS
Schools themselves play an important role in either increasing or 
decreasing the risk of dropout among learners. They may do this 
in passive ways, for example, by allowing teachers to be absent 
from class; or in more active ways, like intentionally holding back 
learners who are unlikely to pass the matric exams. Below we look 
at some of the key push factors working against our learners:

 
A) EARLY LEARNING DEFICITS

All available evidence suggests that many South African children 
are acquiring debilitating learning deficits early in their schooling 
careers – a root cause of underperformance in later years15. By 
Grade 4 – the year in which the language of instruction changes 
from mother tongue to English – fewer than half of the learners 
who started Grade 1 three years earlier have been found to 
be appropriately aged and performing at or above the low 
international benchmark for reading16. Without the basic literacy 
and numeracy skills they should be acquiring in the Foundation 
and Intermediate Phases, learners are precluded from further 
learning and engaging fully with the grade-appropriate 
curriculum17 – they simply do not understand what they are 
being taught. This situation is made worse as learners get pushed 
through grades (see more about the Government’s Progression 
Policy below) only to fail later grades.

B) POOR TEACHING QUALITY

Rather than reduce cognitive deficits, educators often exacerbate 
learners’ opportunities for meaningful learning and, as a result, 
contribute to high repetition rates. While most South African 
teachers are adequately qualified (in terms of certification), many 
still lack “the requisite content knowledge and pedagogical skill to 
teach effectively.”18 A shortage of staff may also result in teachers 
teaching subjects for which they have not trained. A 2016 study, 
for example, found that 66% of educators teaching Maths and 
Maths Literacy are not trained to teach this subject19. 

“Sometimes learners in Grade 10 can’t even read 
or write, but at the end of the day, we have to 

account for the results.” 

IsiXhosa and Technology teacher at a school in 
Mdantsane in the Eastern Cape
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25 As part of the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative, DGMT is supporting six organisations 
– whose learnings have been documented in this brief – to develop and implement local-level 
innovative models that seek to prevent school dropout. At the time of this brief, the organisations 
were working in 30 schools across the country.

5 WAYS TO KEEP LEARNERS IN SCHOOL

Tackling the underlying drivers of dropout – poverty and 
inequality – will require massive political commitment and 
policy change. This will take time. However, there are steps we 
can implement now to ensure learners are supported to stay in 
school. The below five strategies are by no means exhaustive and 
will require further monitoring over time to better understand 
their impact, but they provide a good foundation from which 
to pre-empt the challenges that may lead to disengagement 
and eventual dropout, as demonstrated by several NGOs 
using them in their work with schools around the country25.  

5 STRATEGIES TO AVOID DROPOUT:

   1. Build relationships

   2. Provide psycho-social support

   3. Re-imagine learning

   4. Improve school culture

   5. Help schools to use data

1. Build relationships
Schools are often reluctant to work with NGOs because they are 
disillusioned by the failure of previous interventions. They do not 
want “outsiders” to visit their schools and point out their defects. 
As such, it is essential that any organisation that wants to work with 
a school first develop a relationship of trust and understanding. 
Once a solid relationship is established, schools are more open 
to assistance. “Don’t make too many assumptions upfront and 
spend enough time with the schools to understand how dropout 
manifests in each school. Spend time with the school to know 
what factors make things better or worse,” advises Ashley Visagie 
from BottomUp.

Furthermore, as the relationship is developed, NGOs need to 
empower the people in the school to take on the interventions 
as there is no guarantee that they will be in that space forever. 
Merle Mansfield, programme director of DGMT’s Zero Dropout 
Schools Initiative, asks: “When you leave, does your intervention 
leave with you? It is about building the capacity of people in the 
school space to do things for themselves.”

2. Provide psycho-social support 
Dropout is typically the result of disengagement or falling behind 
at school, which can be caused by social, psychological, and family 
challenges that impact on a learner’s attendance and performance 
at school. Many learners in South Africa come from unstable home 
environments where they may receive little emotional support 
from a parent/caregiver. Creating meaningful connections with 

Dropout prevention strategies:
PREVENTING DISENGAGEMENT 
FROM BECOMING DROPOUT

Given that dropout is typically the final point in a long process 
of disengagement, early intervention means there is a greater 
chance of preventing eventual dropout. It is therefore imperative 
we establish systems that identify the signs of disengagement 
and demoralisation early on. The following observable 
behaviours are strongly linked to dropping out:

 
A) POOR ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE

A learner may be struggling academically because of a psycho-
social issue or because of an academic issue. This should be 
determined and addressed as soon as possible to ensure the 
learner does not disengage from school. As noted, research 
shows that learners who have repeated a grade or who have 
‘progressed’ to a higher grade are more at risk; these learners 
should be monitored and supported in order for them to move 
forward successfully.

 
B) CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM

Absenteeism is another sign of disengagement. According to the 
Policy on Learner Attendance, if a learner misses 10 consecutive 
days of school without valid reason, they are to be noted as 
having dropped out after a ‘Continuous Absence’. However, while 
the policy is meant to promote attendance, experience shows it 
is not being implemented with sufficient accuracy. Moreover, 
learners tend not to have a consecutive term of absence. For 
example, they could miss three days of school here and five days 
of school there. At the end of the year these sporadic absences 
can add up to as much as 50 days. Schools need to track the 
attendance of learners on a daily basis in real-time so they can 
see early on if there is cause for concern. 

Daleen Labuschagne from Khula Development Group advocates 
a fresh approach to school attendance: “At the end of last year, 
we decided that we would pay more attention to promoting 
school attendance than on the negative side of tracking 
absenteeism all the time. We want to impart the message 
that attending school is very good for you and encourage the 
community to see this, too. It’s a massive culture shift.”

 
C) BEHAVIOURAL ISSUES

Learners who exhibit low levels of attention or concentration, 
are withdrawn or who are disruptive should also be monitored. 
They may refuse to participate in class, not do homework, 
disobey school rules, act out or fight with other pupils. 
Behavioural issues may be linked to problems in the home 
environment, such as domestic violence or substance abuse, or 
the school environment, such as bullying or learning difficulties – 
either way, they pose a risk of disengagement.

Early warning signs:
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Schools’ current focus on assessments and curriculum coverage is 
happening at the expense of actual learning outcomes. Given that 
curriculum changes will take time, it is critical that teachers are able 
to make the existing curriculum engaging and relevant to learners’ 
contexts and daily lives. They need to be able to present content 
in a manner that nurtures a sense of wonder and imagination in 
learners; the ability to think critically, be curious, and to dream up 
and express their ideas. These are the skills that are needed for the 
21st century, and that will help to change the trajectory of children 
and young people’s lives.

In addition, learners should be supported and guided in their subject 
selection, which occurs in Grade 9, to align with their specific needs 
and interests. Even more importantly, we need to identify specific 
learning gaps in the Foundation Phase, and implement accelerated 
learning programmes, such as MathsUp26, to help catch up learners 
to where they need to be. Left unchecked, these gaps become so 
large that it becomes virtually impossible for the learner to catch up 
later on. 

4. Improve school cultures
What does the ideal school look like? For many, it is a place of safety, 
stimulation, curiosity, and learning. It is a place free from bullying 
and corporal punishment, where all learners are treated with respect 
and care – by their teachers as well as their peers. Teachers do not 
fear for their safety. They are free from the pressure to cover the 
curriculum, and from teaching in overcrowded or unruly classrooms, 
to focus on creating a culture of creativity and care in which children 
are primed to learn. It is a space that is clean, colourful, and 
adequately resourced with books, desks, chairs, and supplies. It is 
staffed by effective administrators; skilled, motivated and engaged 
teachers; as well as dedicated support staff. Interventions that help 
to make schools more learner-friendly, inviting, and safe can have a 
significant impact on keeping youth in school by increasing school 
attendance and facilitating learning.

even just one caring adult can make a significant difference in a 
young person’s life and their ability to deal with such challenges. 
Zeni Thumbadoo from the National Association of Child Care 
Workers (NACCW) says: “We learned that child and youth care 
workers can make a difference; that children need psycho-social 
support and care; and that we need to understand how to work 
effectively with educators according to the educational policies.”

Case study:
PROVIDING PSYCHO-SOCIAL SUPPORT

‘Dropout Catchers’ form part of Khula Development 
Group’s (KDG) referral system, which allows teachers to 
flag learners who’ve missed school for three days or more 
to community-based ‘Dropout Catchers’, who typically 
conduct home visits to identify why a child is missing school 
and to assist caregivers to ensure the child returns. Below 
we read how they identified what was keeping a learner 
and his brother from going to school: 

Sebastian* is a Grade 7 learner at a school in Paarl. His 
teacher asked the KDG ‘Dropout Catchers’ to check up 
on him as he was often absent. Their home visit revealed 
that Sebastian’s mother had gone to fetch a social grant 
two months earlier, but never returned. Sebastian and his 
teenage brother were living alone in a little shack where, for 
two months, nobody took care of them. Struggling to meet 
their basic needs, the boys dropped out of school. KDG got 
the Department of Social Welfare involved and persuaded 
the boys’ father to take care of them. Resultantly, Sebastian 
returned to school and has been referred to various state 
services to ensure his needs continue to be met.

* Name has been changed

26 MathsUp, an interactive Maths game, provides practitioners/teachers with 
bite-size Maths content that is delivered through message reminders via a mobile app. Read 
more at: https://innovationedge.org.za/project/mathsup

“Most of the time I think will we be stuck here forever… 
Society will draw us into the dangers of the world, like 

gangsterism. Will we be part of it or will we be the ones 
that get away? That’s the question we all ask ourselves. 

What will we be in 10 years from now? Will we still all be 
together? Or will we lose one to the system?” 

Lance-Caleb van Eyslend 
(pictured with his friends Aiden and Preston

who also dropped out of school before completing Grade 11). 
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105. Help schools to use data
All government schools have school management systems that 
collect learner data27. The data is sent to national or provincial 
offices each term, but many schools do not get to use the data 
themselves. Moreover, the data collected at this level falls short 
of the detail required to track indicators at the learner level so 
as to flag which learners are struggling or disengaging at school, 
and therefore in danger of dropping out.

There needs to be more dual analysis of data with schools. 
Currently analysis is done at district level, with schools getting 
schedules which often show aggregate academic performance 
only. It would be useful for them to have a comprehensive view 
of their school’s performance and even a comparative view of 
how they fare against other schools.

As Jenni Rist from SAILI believes, while there are lots of 
people working in schools using psychological and pedagogical 
perspectives, systems change is also needed with regards to how 
schools are administered and how decisions are made. “This 
refers to changing the system based on the data. Through our 
TARGET programme, for example, we create a database from the 
data to make it more easily understandable for the school and 
circuit to see the overall picture… We need to make sure that 
the people running the school have the information to make 
informed decisions.”

Data collection is important, but it can be challenging. NGOs 
need to understand how to get the data and who has the 
mandate to provide it. They also need to understand where 
and how data is held, as well as the limitations of the systems 
that capture it, and take these limitations into account when 
analysing the data. Mobilising already over-stretched schools to 
collect the data themselves can be difficult.

Case study:
CHANGING A SCHOOL’S CULTURE

Action Research Committees (ARC) are a key component of 
BottomUp’s programme. Voluntary in nature, they consist of 
about 15 learners from any grade who are interested in being 
part of the ARC. During term time, BottomUp facilitators are 
stationed at participating schools to meet with ARC members 
to help them learn, plan and strategise on whatever issue they 
wish to explore.

BottomUp’s Action Research Committees (ARC) run in three 
schools in Grassy Park on the Cape Flats. They have influenced 
the schools’ culture by not only offering, for the first time, a 
chance to think about, research and explore various factors 
that lead to disengagement, but by also giving the school 
community the chance to come up with solutions of their own. 
At one of these schools, the principal and Senior Management 
Team are becoming more accommodating of learners’ 
individual contexts and problems, so that even detention as 
a policy has been revised. At another, ARC members decided 
to recognise teachers who’d started to enquire why learners 
were arriving late, as a way to positively entrench a culture 
of sensitivity to learners’ problems, through acts as simple as 
writing them thank-you notes. ARC groups have highlighted 
and raised questions about serious matters such as language 
exclusion, corporal punishment, gender bias in uniform 
policies and school lockout policies that prevent learners 
from entering school grounds after a certain time.

“A teacher is trained to teach. But we are asking 
them to diagnose, to assess, to council, 

to refer… and those are specialised skills. I think 
the collaborative approach allows the specialised 

skills to be strengthened and so teachers feel 
more supported. The difficulty is, if there isn’t 

someone who is championing that, collaboration 
doesn’t happen.” 

Merle Mansfield, programme director of DGMT’s 
Zero Dropout Schools Initiative

“Schools lack both objective performance 
data and insight into this data.”

SAILI

27 The Western Cape uses CEMIS (Centralised Educational Management Information 
System); the rest of the country uses SA-SAMS (SA School Administration and Management 
System).
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WE CAN ALTER THE TRAJECTORY 
OF LEARNERS BY 2030

Every day millions of children go to school, many cannot 
read for meaning or do basic Maths, but they show up, eager 
to learn and change their lives. The Zero Schools Dropout 
Initiative seeks to show that South Africa’s schooling issues 
can be addressed.

In fact, DGMT CEO, David Harrison believes that if we act now, 
it will be possible in 10 years’ time to have 80% of children 

CONCLUSION:

complete matric: “It would be naive to think we will have everything 
right in 10 years, however, we can be a long way down the path. 
But we have to start now by showing how it can be done; by 
showing that far fewer children fail and consequently drop out. That 
will have a knock-on effect. It will free up some money to create an 
incentive for government to keep more children in school.”

Learning brief by Daniella Horwitz



DGMT is a South African foundation built on endowments from Douglas George Murray 
and his wife, Eleanor. DGMT is committed to developing South Africa’s potential through 
public innovation and strategic investment. Our goal for South Africa is a flourishing 
people, economy and society. Towards this end DGMT currently distributes about 
R160-million per year and leverages and manages a similar amount of funding through 
joint ventures with other investors.
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