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Online communication is a powerful tool that can speak to all South Africans and 
generate social change. Yet, many non-profit organisations (NPOs) don’t realise its 
potential as a critical driver that can significantly increase the scale and impact of their 
work. The Amplify: Mobilise: Change (AMC) pilot programme gives NGOs the opportunity 
to engage with and upskill digital communications practitioners. Seven of the 
most important lessons that underpin the AMC programme’s teaching are outlined in 
this brief.  

Stunting is a silent epidemic that affects a quarter of South African children under 
the age of five. Caused by persistent under-nutrition, it hampers children’s cognitive 
and physical development, preventing them from reaching their full potential. 
A national campaign called Grow Great hopes to significantly reduce the occurrence 
of this preventable condition. This brief explores the challenges involved and 
lessons learned through the campaign’s drive to bring South Africa closer to a 
stunting-free future.

The media is a powerful platform available to civil society. Through the media NPOs 
can speak directly to those with influence, put pressure on decision-makers to make 
positive policy changes, and inspire people to advocate for transformation in their own 
communities. We share some of our stories and lessons learnt by DGMT when it comes 
to dealing with the media around advocacy. 
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IN THIS ISSUE WE FEATURE THREE BRIEFS: 

Stunting, which results from poor nutrition and disease, is a condition that prevents children from reaching 
their full growth potential. Typically defined as being short for one’s age – stunting is associated with lifelong 
cognitive defects, educational and employment challenges, increased risk of chronic diseases in adulthood 
and ongoing cycles of intergenerational poverty.  

Approximately 27% of children under five in South Africa are stunted – far higher than many of South Africa’s 
developing country counterparts. In this issue, Grow Great, a new campaign aiming to drive a national 
commitment to a stunting-free generation by 2030, shares its insights. 

On the cover:
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DGMT’s five-year strategy (2017-2021) identifies innovation 
within civil society organisations (CSOs) as a key opportunity 
for nurturing a more innovative and inclusive society. 
Digital communications have been identified as significant 
enablers of innovation, but non-profits tend to view digital 
communications as a support function or add-on, as 
evidenced by the fact that funding in this area often lags 
behind programme development. 

In 2017 DGMT’s Innovative and Inclusive society (IIS) team 
began developing a support package to shift perceptions 
and educate NGOs about the potentially transformative and 
strategic role of online communications. A needs analysis 
survey was conducted on Facebook and Twitter, and the 
overwhelming response revealed that most organisations in 
the not-for-profit sector need help in developing their social 
media strategy. 

Digital Communications

1
Online communication is a powerful tool that can speak to all South Africans and generate social change. Yet most 
non-government organisations (NGOs) do not regard it as a critical driver that can significantly increase the scale and impact 
of their work. DGMT believes digital communications is an essential innovation strategy, which is why in 2019 it launched the 
Amplify: Mobilise: Change (AMC) pilot programme to engage with and upskill digital communications practitioners in the hope 
of creating a community of digital champions. This learning brief explores how organisations can benefit from this intervention.

Sample responses from the digital needs analysis survey:

“We can actively reach more people through social media and drive different types of content/campaigns.”

“Our NGO is youth focused and does youth advocacy work so social media typically works best for us to reach our 
audience and beneficiaries.”

“We are a community-based organisation, and most people in our locations use Facebook simply because it is cheaper; 
even the unemployed that we work with are able to access it.”
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Digital communications specialist Emma O’Shaughnessy is the 
AMC online content and course developer, as well as the project 
lead. She says: “We really wanted to understand in a granular 
way what the main digital communications needs are for 
NGOs. In some ways there exists a terror around technology. 
But the programme is not actually about technology. It’s about 
harnessing digital communications for engagement and change. 
Technology is the means to this end, but the real learnings are 
around how to get the most out of your communications. There 
is a realisation that participants can actually do this with what 
they have already. They can run surveys, get information and 
fundamentally change the way they communicate online by 
creating a strong baseline from which to work. Technology then 
becomes an organic part of that journey.”

Unique to Africa, the AMC digital pilot programme was designed 
with a clear vision: to help participating organisations build 
operational efficiency around their digital communications; 
to enhance organisations’ ability to set up and implement online 
campaigns that are goal-driven and impact-focused; and to assist 
in the development of a new wave of digital practitioners in the 
sector who could lead the charge in creating high-performing, 
well-produced online content for local audiences to help drive 
social change in South Africa. On the practical side, in its first year, 
the programme tested variables such as the balance between 
online and offline learning, the strength and value of the content 
modules, the online learning environment experience, cohort 
size, as well as the pacing of the programme. Learnings from 
the programme’s first year enabled the refinement of the model 
for year two and have paved the way to making the programme 
available to increasingly more practitioners.

DEVELOPING 
DIGITAL CHAMPIONS
The IIS team, in partnership with Livity Africa1, developed a 
two-day workshop and curriculum aimed at developing capacity 
in digital communications skills, focusing largely on social media. 
They ran five workshops with 86 participants from 70 NGOs 
in Cape Town, East London, Johannesburg, Durban and Port 
Shepstone. The major finding from these workshops was that few 
people are dedicated to social media or online communications. 
NGOs need digital champions to improve the standard of their 
digital communications and extend their impact and influence. 

Thus, a more in-depth digital communications learning 
programme, Amplify: Mobilise: Change (AMC), was born. 
Two select groups of participants from DGMT’s currently-funded 
implementing partners, all with an intermediate to advanced 
level of digital focus and outputs, were selected to form the 
first two cohorts. Before making the programme more widely 
available, it was important to work with smaller groups affiliated 
with DGMT to test variables such as course content, participation 
rates, impact and so on. The ultimate objective is to expand the 
course and offer it to past and future partners and the sector 
at large.

Extracts from the cohort nomination forms:

What are the main benefits your organisations would 
like to gain from this type of programme?

To learn ways to increase our applications 
(for the right target market) in order to start a waiting list. 
- Mieke Rautenbach, Little Angels Home(a home for 
disabled children).

To learn how to maximise our digital footprint in order 
to increase traffic to our online mobile pocket library. 
- Zilungile Zimela, FunDza Literacy Trust. 

The programme has been designed primarily around online 
learning, supported by a three-day face-to-face workshop at the 
end of each cohort cycle of six months. 

The programme works with participants to help them:

› build and amplify their messages and brand;

› mobilise action or initiate more engagement with 
beneficiaries and donors; and

› create integrated campaigns and messages for positive 
social change.

Below are seven of the most important lessons 
that underpin the programme’s teachings: 

1. Get to know your target audiences: 
your communications online must be inclusive.  

2. Engage in the right way to encourage behaviour change.

3. Data and connectivity restraints require adaptability.

4. Performance tracking demonstrates impact: 
work to targets and benchmarks.

5. Digital communications are well-suited to external 
advocacy: your digital communications creates 
a support journey. 

6. Social media and websites should be symbiotic: 
your content and communications exist in an ecosystem.

7. Support digital champions in organisations: 
this can create change from within.

1 Livity Africa has trained over 85 000 people in digital skills and content 
development since its launch in 2011, and recently rebranded to become Digify Africa.
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 “The thing that has probably most shifted 
people’s perceptions is not about how well 

you can run a dashboard, or whether you are 
up to date on the latest technology, which is 

obviously important, but understanding what 
specific audiences need to hear, see and read 

to engage online, which can then lead to more 
immediate online actions, and longer term 

behavioural change.” 

Emma O’Shaughnessy, 
Digital Communications Specialist 

and AMC Project Lead

 GET TO KNOW YOUR 
 TARGET AUDIENCES

It’s important to establish the needs of the communities you 
are engaging before even considering content or software 
development. AMC itself followed this approach: it did not 
prescribe what participants should know, rather it used focus 
groups to discover their digital needs. This led to its blended 
approach – an online learning course combined with a face-to-
face workshop. This online strategy ensures practical application 
of knowledge and is accessible to participants around the 
country. It also allows an archive of learning materials to be 
created. The human component delivers personal engagement 
and support. O’Shaughnessy shares: “It is clear that there is 
as much of a need for human interaction around this kind 
of learning as there is for self-propelled online learning in your 
own time, even if it is quite siloed. There is also a very strong 
need for an online peer environment where people can share 
and keep connected.”

1

2 3
 ENGAGE IN THE RIGHT WAY 
 TO STIMULATE BEHAVIOUR CHANGE

There are two interlinking online behaviours that organisations 
need to understand in order to produce communications that 
can really influence positive social action and behaviour change:

The first is how people use technology to consume information 
online, what the limitations of their devices are, but also 
what kinds of habits they engage in as they view, select and 
share information. For example, an organisation participating 
in the course has an audience that only uses WhatsApp, 
so there is no point in using any other digital platform to 
communicate with them. If one fails to understand people’s 
digital behaviour, no amount of investment can yield results. 

The second is how people use their own perceptual frames 
(cultural, personal, social and political) to make sense of 
online messaging. For example, it is worth knowing what 
other metaphors or phrases could be used to talk about 
sexual violence, literacy or early childhood development 
in the public terrain and how we can engage with people’s 
value systems to better position messaging around these 
issues for positive social action. The way that information 
is presented can either push people away or bring them 
closer. For example, using familiar, inclusive language rather 
than abstract, formal language helps to build trust and 
makes it easier for people to engage with the ideas being 
communicated online. Writing like a ‘human’ rather than an 
‘organisation’ can also make a difference when it comes to 
building a connection to your audiences and encouraging 
them to be more curious and open-minded about an 
important topic.  

 DATA AND CONNECTIVITY   
 RESTRAINTS REQUIRE ADAPTABILITY

In South Africa, people’s online habits are selective because of 
high data costs and/or limited connectivity. If a product doesn’t 
resonate with them, they are not going to ‘spend’ data on it. 
This requires a certain level of adaptability from the content 
provider. For example, the AMC course originally aimed to hold 
a bi-weekly webinar to interact with participants. However, 
connectivity issues meant that several attempts to do so 
failed. O’Shaughnessy feels that the human support element is 
essential, so she conducted individual bi-weekly check-in calls 
instead, which is better for mobile and participants who are in 
the field. 
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 DIGITAL COMMUNICATION IS 
	 WELL-SUITED	TO	EXTERNAL	ADVOCACY

Digital communication is well-suited to organisations who work 
with external audiences either to advocate for change or garner 
public support and funding. Once the target audience has been 
identified, the appropriate framing and technology should be 
used to ensure that the message achieves its objectives. Diverse 
audiences may mean a message needs reframing. For example, 
messages targeted to beneficiaries and funders will typically not 
be framed in the same way. And if the audience is not online, 
then digital communications is not the most appropriate tool for 
reaching that particular group of people, and you would need to 
strategise accordingly.

 SOCIAL MEDIA AND WEBSITES 
 SHOULD BE SYMBIOTIC

Social media offers the opportunity for a human conversation, 
whereas websites tend to offer a more formal source of 
content. Nowadays, social media giants such as Facebook are 
also publishers and replete with organisations and businesses; 
equally, websites are also increasingly conversational with 
integrated social media feeds and comment sections on posts. 
Thus, organisations with unique content can harness the power 
of social media to push people to their websites, but they can 
also harness the power of social media to keep people on their 
websites for longer. 

In the not-for-profit sector, digital media should not be designed 
for the desktop experience with unlimited WiFi because the 
target audience predominantly has access to mobile phones. 
Effective digital communications require content that is 
attention-grabbing, sharp and easy to scroll through. Examples 
include photo stories instead of heavy videos and infographics 
instead of large image galleries. 

4

6

5

 PERFORMANCE TRACKING 
 DEMONSTRATES IMPACT

Metrics are measurable online indicators that show to what 
extent the goal of a campaign or piece of content has been 
achieved; they provide clear evidence of the success or failure of 
a campaign. Metrics are crucial because they give organisations 
the capacity to track their digital communications performance 
and ultimately, their approach. However, for most NGOs, metrics 
are unchartered territory.

O’Shaughnessy explains: “If 25 000 people have seen a post 
on a website, that is good, right? But how do you know if it is 
having an effect? Many complexities go into tracking. The main 
objective may be that people read or subscribe. These kinds 
of metrics are trackable immediately. If organisations do not 
measure their digital communications, they tend to be operating 
in the dark. Their digital efforts are missing a component that 
maps the potentially groundbreaking connections with people 
across space and time. So, the door is standing open, but the 
tools may not be utilised in the most effective way.” 
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This is the learning experience of DGMT.
WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

CONCLUSION: 
MAKE A HUMAN CONNECTION 
AND CHANGE THE STATUS QUO
Technology is made to cater to human need and improved digital 
communications are aimed at creating better relationships. 
Ultimately, the AMC programme seeks to ask: are you engaging 
with communities and individuals in the right way online? 
If NGOs commit to using online communications as part of their 
strategy and fully utilise their tools and capabilities, they can propel 
their outputs and mission. O’Shaughnessy advises NGOs to take 
a page out of the for-profit sector in terms of competitiveness: 
“You have to challenge yourself to do your communications 
competitively, push yourself to achieve the best results. It is 
the only way you will drive yourself to design experiences and 
content online that have the capacity to actually change things.” 

Brief developed by Daniella Horwitz

 SUPPORT DIGITAL CHAMPIONS 
 IN ORGANISATIONS

Successful digital communications utilise targeted research to 
create specific content in order to achieve a strong end goal. 
Thus, it is crucial that a digital communications strategy has the 
support of management and is integrated into an organisation’s 
overarching theory of change. Digital champions need to be 
supported to constantly learn and evolve as technology evolves. 

A challenge for AMC is to ensure that it helps organisations 
sustain the impetus of the course learnings. One option is to 
maintain the online peer environment. Another is for the AMC 
coordinator to track the cohorts to see if various hurdles prevent 
them from carrying on learning and acting as digital champions, 
and to take these factors into account for the next cohort.

In the pilot, digital champions were supported by bi-weekly 
check-ins, but this is obviously not scalable. The human factor 
is important in keeping participants motivated; the conundrum 
is that making the content available more broadly may result in 
lower completion rates or not take into account the nuances of 
different organisation’s experiences or individual breakthroughs. 
However, the benefit is that more people would have access 
to good quality digital learning. The ideal objective would be a 
solution that could meet both the need to scale and the need to 
stay engaged with participants.

7

 “We actually had a chat post the workshop 
and it felt so good to be ‘understood’; to be in 

the company of people who understand our 
specific language... not English or whatever 

else, but the language we use as digital 
comms people when we communicate. 

Also, one of the spaces we work in quite 
frequently is social media, and we do 

campaigns that need to be backed up i.e. 
retweets, shares, comments, etc. and those 
things increase engagement online; having 
the guys from the programme helps a lot in 

this regard. We cheer one another on online 
and we support each other’s campaigns to 

increase awareness about our organisations 
and what we offer.”  

AMC programme participant

Additionally, NGOs need to find out where their target audience 
spends most of their time online and develop their products 
and content offerings to meet them in these spaces. Some 
organisations, for example, do not have websites at all because 
their audiences are only active on social media. Social media and 
websites should work together, with one driving traffic towards 
the other and vice versa, but integrating them needs to be done 
well - it’s important to use the products in an ecosystem with 
purpose and with clear goals in mind. As O’Shaughnessy points 
out: “If someone is on your website and you have an uninspiring 
social media feed embedded on it, they are probably not going 
to bother clicking through to your social media posts nor will it 
keep them on your site for longer.” 

An added advantage of social media is that it has propelled the 
world of micro-donations into the NGO funding space. Online 
users can easily use their mobile phones to donate R5 here, 
or R20 there. This speaks to the ability of an NGO to become 
self-sufficient in terms of funding. But the online funding 
journey is also one that must be tailored to audiences’ tech and 
behavioural needs. 
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The World Bank's Human Capital Index estimates how 
economically productive a child can expect to be by age 18 
based on the health and education context of the country in 
which she grows up2. For example, a child born in Chile today 
will be 67% productive compared to if she received full health 
and education. The percentage for Kenya is 52%. And for a 
child born in South Africa, she will only be 41% productive 
as an adult, less than half as much as she would be if she 
completed her education and had full health, and placing 
us 126th out of 157 countries.  So while we do well on child 
survival and access to schooling, we remain locked in a vicious 
cycle of poor nutrition and poor learning outcomes that drag 
down our human capital ratings.     

In South Africa, just over a one-quarter (27%) of children 
under five are stunted or too short for their age, yet stunting 
is not widely recognised as a national issue. Perhaps because, 
unlike wasting or starvation, which present the obvious 

physical signifiers of thinness, stunting does not have easily 
identifiable characteristics. We cannot afford to remain blind 
to this preventable condition, particularly because stunting 
can negatively affect a child’s brain and organ development 
and immune system, leading to poor achievement at school, 
decreased productivity and earnings in adult life, greater 
risk of developing obesity and diabetes, and ultimately, less 
chance of escaping the cycle of poverty3. Nutritional stunting 
is, therefore, a problem that affects us all.

Grow Great

5
Stunting is a silent epidemic that affects a quarter of South African children under the age of five1. Caused by persistent under-
nutrition, it hampers children’s cognitive and physical development, preventing them from reaching their full potential. A national 
campaign called Grow Great hopes to significantly reduce the occurrence of this preventable condition. This learning brief explores 
the challenges involved and lessons learned through the campaign’s effort to bring South Africa closer to a stunting-free future.

1  The South Africa Demographic and Health Survey (SADHS) 2016 measures 
children’s nutritional status by comparing height and weight measurements against 
an international reference standard. Just over one-quarter (27%) of children under five 
are stunted, or too short for their age. Stunting is an indication of chronic undernutrition 
(Stats SA. 2017. South Africa Demographic and Health Survey 2016: Key Indicator Report. 
Available at: https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report%2003-00-09/Report%2003-
00-092016.pdf).

2   The Human Capital Index is made up of five indicators: the probability 
of survival to age five, a child’s expected years of schooling, harmonised test scores 
as a measure of quality of learning, adult survival rate (fraction of 15-year olds that will 
survive to age 60), and the proportion of children who are not stunted.

3  Mqadi, S. 2017. Stunting – the silent killer of South Africa’s potential. The Star 
and The Mercury, 20 November 2017. Available at: https://dgmt.co.za/stunting-the-silent-
killer-of-south-africas-potential/

Stunting is defined as shortness in height for 
age as compared to standardised growth charts. 
These charts can be found in the Department of 
Health’s Road to Health booklet, which is given to 
moms when their babies are born in state health 
facilities.
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“If a quarter of our children are stunted, we 

are really failing the next generation of South 
Africans and that is something that needs to 

be alarming more people.”

Dr Kopano Matlwa Mabaso, 
executive director of Grow Great

Because stunting has not been recognised as a national issue, 
very little has been done to address the problem in South Africa, 
which is why the DG Murray Trust, together with other funders4, 
launched the Grow Great (GG) campaign in October 2018. 
Its objective is to reach a third of pregnant mothers and children 
under two, affordably and at scale. GG is unique because it is the 
first and only campaign in South Africa that aims to:

galvanise a national commitment to zero stunting;   

place community health workers (CHWs) at the centre of its 
response; and 

make high-quality and affordable ante- and postnatal classes 
available to all.

Stunting is not just about nutritious food for baby; it is a multi-
faceted problem with social, cultural and economic dimensions 
that need to be addressed. Consequently, prior to GG’s launch, 
much time was spent trying to understand the stunting landscape, 
both nationally and abroad, as an important foundational 
step. It looked at existing programmes and research; reviewed 
international projects and considered the South African context; 
met with various policymakers and civil society leaders to try and 
understand why various child health and nutrition programmes 
are not having the desired impact.

WHAT WILL REDUCE STUNTING 
IN SOUTH AFRICA?

Many factors contribute to stunting, but there are a few critical 
interventions that could make a big difference over the next five 
years:

Ensure that pregnant mothers receive both nutritional and 
psychological support when needed.

Identify babies at risk (especially low birth weight babies and 
respond immediately with nutritional support to the mother, 
and baby when required).

Encourage breastfeeding, while recognising that it is not 
always easy or possible for women to sustain it for six months.

Ensure that complementary (weaning foods) are protein-rich.  
Eggs are a very nutritious food for young children and should 
be promoted as part of a balanced diet.

Monitor child growth and ensure effective responses when 
they fail to thrive. These may include micronutrient or food 
supplementation, and intensive and responsive management 
of acute respiratory and intestinal infections.  

Ultimately, GG has focused its approach on four priority areas, 
known as the four Ps: Parents, the Public, Practitioners (CHWs) 
and Policymakers.

PARENTS 

Flourish is an ante- and post-natal social franchise aimed at 
educating and supporting parents. This network of mom-and-
baby groups is run by franchisees, trained to deliver a curriculum 
to inspire, encourage and support pregnant and new mothers 
in their communities through the critical first 1 000 days of 
life5. Its curriculum takes into account various cultural contexts, 
while aiming to be universally available and affordable. To date, 
Flourish has trained over 100 franchisees who have collectively 
reached over 3 500 new and expectant moms across six of South 
Africa’s provinces.

>

>

>

>

>

>

>

>

5  The first 1 000 days – from conception until a child is two years old – offers 
a unique and invaluable window of opportunity to secure the optimal development of the 
child, and by extension, the positive development trajectory of a country. 

4   The other funders are: Allan & Gill Gray Philanthropy Africa, ELMA 
Philanthropies Services (Africa), First Rand Foundation.
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“Many CHWs are poor black women 
themselves, grappling with the same 

challenges that their clients face. We started 
with a sensitivity to those real-life issues 

and to first see them as people – as the 
courageous community heroes that they are, 

not just a means to our own ends.”

Dr Mabaso

PUBLIC

Grow Great has also introduced a mass media campaign to 
challenge social norms and change early childhood feeding 
practices. One of its key messages is that the public should 
help the next generation ‘grow great’ by supporting moms to 
exclusively breastfeed their children up to the age of six months 
(or as long as possible). GG has over 300 billboards around the 
country and a formal agreement with the City of Johannesburg 
to market Flourish through posters in health facilities. Dr Kopano 
Matlwa Mabaso, executive director of GG, shares: “People are 
engaging, people are talking, people are tweeting. And this 
may be the first step towards behaviour change, altering early 
childhood feeding practices and achieving zero stunting.”

PRACTITIONERS

If moms are at the forefront of the battle against stunting, 
CHWs provide them with essential weaponry. The Champions 
for Children programme seeks to affirm, support and celebrate 
CHWs for being community leaders and for the important work 
they do in homes. It is a network of learning clubs, providing a 
community of practice and access to mentorship, incentives and 
resources to empower CHWs and help them to provide ongoing 
family support. About 400 CHWs in Limpopo and Mpumalanga 
are currently participating in the programme. Previously the 
height of children was only monitored at clinics, but now 
Champions for Children support CHWs to check on children at 
home. Collectively they have been routinely growth monitoring 
over 13 500 children under the age of two. POLICYMAKERS

Countries that have demonstrated significant reductions in 
stunting have done so by prioritising interventions targeting 
women of reproductive age and children under five; adopting 
a multi-sector approach; garnering high-level government 
prioritisation of stunting; and driving community-level 
interventions based on quality data.

Crucially, Grow Great engaged with the national Department of 
Health (NDoH) from the conceptualisation of the campaign, as 
they are a critical stakeholder. Dr Mabaso explains: “We asked 
them for their support of Flourish to enable our Flourish hosts to 
recruit moms from their health facilities. They agreed and sent 
letters of support to HODs in all provinces where Flourish has a 
presence.” 

The Grow Great campaign is little over a year old now, and during 
this time, it has faced tough challenges and learned powerful 
lessons. These are identified below: 
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The importance 
of mental health
Opening up about one’s mental health challenges can be among 
one of the hardest things to do in life, but Sarah Mashaba (34), 
a CHW based at Thomo Clinic in Giyani, Limpopo, believes that the 
simple act of talking can not only improve one’s mental health, but 
can save lives. 

She is proud of the fact that discussing mental health is not taboo 
where she lives. “The people in my community discuss their mental 
health problems freely. This is because we teach them about mental 
health whenever we visit them in their homes. We tell them that 
not speaking about things can result in depression and, ultimately, 

CHALLENGES

MANY PEOPLE CAN’T AFFORD 
NUTRITIOUS FOOD

The affordability of nutritious food is a major hurdle. Dr Mabaso 
points out that the Child Support Grant (CSG), South Africa’s 
nutrition intervention, is not set at the actual level of income 
needed to purchase nutritious food. In addition, South Africa 
does not make provision for any form of income support for poor 
women in pregnancy, a time of increased financial vulnerability. 
GG advocates extending the CSG into pregnancy as this would 
help reduce the risk of stunting by enabling women to access 
the right nutrition.

WEAK FOOD VALUE CHAINS 
FOR CHILDREN

The problem is not only one of affordability, it is also one of 
weak demand and supply chains for nutritional food for children. 
Visit a spaza shop and witness the demand for cold-drinks and 
empty calorie foods, ahead of protein- and micronutrient-rich 
foods like eggs and vegetables. 

THE VULNERABILITY 
OF PREGNANT MOTHERS

Moms are at the forefront of the battle against stunting as the 
greatest risk happens in pregnancy and the first two years of life. 
The health of the mother is a major indicator both before and 
during pregnancy: if she receives inadequate nutrition, this could 
lead to stunting in the baby.

Grow Great acknowledges that moms have a lot to deal with and 
that they may experience ante- and postnatal depression, which 
in turn means they may struggle with breastfeeding, bonding 
and attachment. “Even if they do have food, the better the love 
and connection the babies feel, the better they grow,” explains 
Dr Mabaso. Flourish and Champions for Children seek to provide 
a network of care and support for moms. Both antenatal and 
postnatal depression, as well as anxiety, are very common in 
South Africa, affecting about one-third of mothers6. 

SOCIAL NORMS & CULTURAL 
PRACTICES 

Across the country, there is a dearth of knowledge about 
stunting. GG seeks to change this, but social norms and cultural 
practices need to be considered, too. In many South African 
cultures, mothers and babies are discouraged from leaving the 
home before the child is three months old. At this time moms 
may still be breastfeeding and/or struggling with postnatal 
depression; they need support. A postnatal programme could 
help, but can we design programmes that align with people’s 
cultures and belief systems? And will there be sufficient demand? 
Another challenge is the affordability of a postnatal programme. 
Dr Mabaso admits that this is still a learning curve. 

There is no doubt that structural systems have contributed 
to the prevalence of stunting in South Africa. For example, 
in many spaces, public breastfeeding is still not considered 
socially acceptable. As such, GG aims to educate the public on 
the importance of breastfeeding. One such route is to show that 
breastfeeding in the workplace is not just good for mom and baby, 
it is good for business too. In fact, employees who breastfeed 
miss work less often because their babies are healthier. They are 
also more productive because they feel more supported7.

WE DON’T KNOW WHAT DRIVES STUNTING 
IN DIFFERENT COMMUNITIES

South Africa has good data at the national level – we know that 
one in four children is stunted. But we do not know why. Different 
communities experience malnutrition for various reasons. 
For example, a child may qualify for a CSG, but the caregiver may 
not have all the necessary documentation to access it. Or the 
region grows sufficient food, but there are inadequate hygiene 
and sanitation. Currently, we do not have adequately detailed 
and disaggregated data to help us understand what is driving 
stunting in different communities. 

With these challenges in mind, let’s focus on the important 
lessons that GG has learned so far.

1

2

3

4

5

death. So people here understand the importance of speaking 
about their mental health. Our [Champions for Children] clubs at 
the clinics also discuss mental health regularly,” says Mashaba. 

The advice is not reserved for her clients only; Mashaba lives 
by her words. Getting things off her chest has always been her 
preferred way of dealing with work stress or problems at home. 
“Whenever I’m stressed about something, I share it with my 
colleagues. I often feel stress-free after doing that.

"I do the same at home with my husband and children. 
Talking helps, we need to tell our partners and children about 
the problems we have,” says the mother of a girl and two boys. 

Extract from C4C magazine, Issue 2

7   Many employers do not realise that breastfeeding can save them money. 
Read more at:  http://www.usbreastfeeding.org/p/cm/ld/fid=234

6   Hall, K., Richter, L. Mokomane, Z. & Lake, L. (eds). 2018. South African Child 
Gauge 2018. Cape Town: Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town.



12
KEEP ALL CHILDREN ON TRACK BY GRADE 4

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 2
0

19

5

EVALUATE 
IMPACT

An internal evaluation of the programme six months into 
implementation suggests that participation in the Champion for 
Children’s learning clubs significantly improves CHWs confidence 
in their own understanding of issues related to maternal mental 
health, and in conducting screenings for perinatal depression. 
Grow Great also does baseline and endline surveys with their 
Flourish clients that assess whether Flourish has been effective in 
nudging the kind of behaviours they are promoting, and whether 
Flourish moms feel they have a community of support.

 “Being able to drill down to community-level 
drivers of stunting is important if we are going 

to shift the needle on stunting. We may not 
ourselves be able to deliver toilets, but we can 

at least share the data with the public and 
hold our leaders accountable.”  

Dr Mabaso 

“My understanding has grown a lot. I have 
gained a lot of knowledge about raising a 

healthy newborn baby, or baby still yet to be 
born. For example, at 1 year 6 months, a child 

must get vitamin A.’’ 

Sindi Nobuhle Mnisi, Champions for Children

“They [Flourish] more than met my 
expectations. I was very down when I started 
attend[ing] and Flourish lifted my spirits and 

gave me something to look forward to and 
made me accept what I was going through.”

A Flourish client

LESSONS

USE DATA TO DRIVE 
POLICY CHANGE

The National Food and Nutrition Security task team has identified 
communities that are most vulnerable to nutrition insecurity. 
Building on the work of this inter-departmental task team, 
GG will draw up surveys aimed at finding out what is causing 
stunting in various communities across all nine provinces. 
To date, surveys have been carried out in Worcester and in 
Mqanduli in the Eastern Cape. An independent partner will 
conduct the remainder of the surveys, with the aim of having 
results available in April 2020. 

The surveys will provide a map of the country and a dashboard 
of how different regions are faring. Results will enable GG to 
focus the programmatic response and advocacy appropriately. 
Grow Great aims to present the findings back to the communities 
so they can chart a way forward together.

1

2

3

BUILD 
PARTNERSHIPS

Grow Great did not want to parachute into the stunting space 
without learning from others. Partnerships have been an 
important contributor to how far the campaign has come. 
GG looked at existing actors in government, civil society and 
academia working towards the same goal and tried to learn from 
and support them. 

The campaign has established a strong partnership with the 
Limpopo Provincial Department of Health, which helped it build 
relationships with the community, provided introductions to 
traditional leaders and local NGOs and supported Grow Great 
in recruiting CHWs into the Champions for Children clubs. 
In Mpumalanga, it has partnered with the Leave No Young 
Child Behind initiative, which aims to drive a significant 
improvement in the wellbeing of young children in Nkomazi. 

In terms of providing emotional and mental support for mothers, 
Grow Great has tapped into Embrace, a national support 
network for moms. This is a safe space, where moms are not 
didactically told what they should and shouldn’t do. Embrace 
organises events to celebrate moms, such as Mother’s Day 
Connect, with some of the Flourish franchisees active in the 
Embrace community. 

Common Good, the NPO of Common Ground Church, 
is an example of Grow Great partnering with a faith-based 
organisation. A Common Good staff member has been trained 
to run Flourish groups and to activate Flourish in Christian 
communities. This provides important feedback as to how the 
ante-/postnatal programme functions in churches. 

Grow Great is also active in the business environment. 
It is currently working with First Rand Group to roll out 
Flourish to the bank’s call centre staff. The pilot will operate in 
five of the bank’s Johannesburg branches. Offering Flourish as 
part of corporate wellness programmes is an exciting avenue 
for the franchisees to grow their business. The pilot is also 
advantageous for the brand as it allows for testing in a new 
setting. 
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RECOGNISE 
EVERYDAY HEROES

From the start, Grow Great realised the important role of 
community health works in impoverished communities and so 
commissioned a landscape review situation analysis of their 
activities. This gave an objective view of what they are struggling 
with and how stigmatising their work can be8. Their jobs are 
neither safe nor easy; as women, they often enter homes on 
their own and have the difficult role of trying to drive behaviour 
change. 

Grow Great celebrated these women at the first CHW Day in April 
2019 during CHW Week. Dr Mabaso explains: “This is the soft 
stuff that really helps to bring up the morale of a critical workforce 
that, for the longest time, hasn’t received the recognition they 
deserve.” The campaign has empowered CHWs to feel more 
confident, more resourced and able to monitor growth more 
effectively. As part of this objective, it now publishes a quarterly 
magazine called C4C (short for Champions for Children), 
aimed at motivating them by sharing inspiring stories and other 
useful information. 

4

“Working with Champions for Children 
makes me feel proud because I see the work 

that Champions for Children is doing in the 
community in ensuring that the children grow 

well, without stunting.’’

Grace Nomthandazo Gaza, 
Champions for Children

HOW YOU CAN BE PART 
OF THE GROW GREAT CAMPAIGN

Champion zero-stunting in your organisation and on public 
platforms.

Become a Flourish franchisee.

If your organisation provides care or support to young children, 
ensure that both their weight and height are measured. And 
have a clear plan when you detect that a child is failing to 
thrive.

Encourage breastfeeding for as long as possible – 
but understand the realities of women’s lives and ensure that 
you speak to their circumstances, and not what you think is 
universally ‘best for babies’.

Encourage parents to use the limited money they have on 
the most nutritious foods they can buy, or grow themselves.   

Promote eggs as part of the diet of young children from 
six months of age.

>

>

>

>

>

>

This learning experience is shared by:

8   In the early 1990s, in the pre-ARV era, CHWs were often responsible for 
home-based care for chronically ill patients, particularly those who were HIV positive. 
A CHW entering a home sometimes signalled that a person was infected with HIV/Aids. 
The person would then be rejected by the community, which led to negative associations 
with CHWs.  
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The media provides a space for people to tell their stories 
to the nation. For community organisations and mobilisers, it 
can be a significant tool in shifting the public eye toward the 
meaningful work they do, and creating awareness of critical 
societal issues. Media advocacy, or the strategic use of the 
media to advance a social or public policy initiative1, has been 
proven to be an effective instrument for educating the public 
and policy-makers as well as winning support for policies 
designed to better communities2.

Op-eds – or opinion pieces that appear in newspapers but 
also on digital news platforms and which represent a range 
of voices and perspectives – and their follow-up interviews 
are powerful mechanisms for community organisations to 

engage with the public. What becomes a major challenge 
for these organisations, however, is how, with limited 
resources, to convince the press that the issues concerning 
them are important and deserve coverage. Marketing and 
communication are far from priorities for many community 
organisations who dedicate their resources to doing work on 
the ground, occupied with preventing issues like stunting or 
ensuring children can go to school. For these reasons, the 
power of the media remains underutilised in civil society. 

In this brief, notes from various training workshops and 
interviews with DGMT staff members inform five lessons 
around effectively using the media as a tool to amplify the 
voice of civil society, in order to promote social change.  

Amplify Your Activism

1
The media frames and shapes public discussion. It is a powerful platform available to civil society that can speak directly to 
those with influence, put pressure on decision-makers to make positive policy changes, and inspire people to advocate for 
transformation in their communities. However, the voice of community organisations on the issues concerning them is often not 
heard – pitching stories to the media and speaking in interviews can be difficult and intimidating, especially for those with limited 
resources. This learning brief shares some of DGMT's learnings from our dealings with the media, spotlighting how op-eds and 
interviews can be a powerful advocacy tool that other civil society organisations – big and small  – can be using too.

1   Wallack, L., 1994. Media advocacy: a strategy for empowering people and 
communities. Journal of Public Health Policy, 15(4), pp.42

2   Jernigan, D.H. and Wright, P.A., 1996. Media advocacy: lessons from 
community experiences. Journal of Public Health Policy, 17(3), pp.306
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“What made the difference for me was 
doing a practice run at home with my 

mother-in-law. At times she would tell me 
‘I don’t understand what you are saying’ – 

then I tried to explain myself a little bit better 
and not use so many jargon words. That really 

prepared me for going into the interview.”

Kristal Duncan, Project Lead of Youth Capital

“Ask yourself what is the absolute point you 
want people to walk away with? And then, 

what is the angle that brings it to life in a 
different way? If someone reads a complex 

op-ed and walks away with just a few more 
facts but no real sense of what to do with 

them, that’s probably a missed opportunity.”

Janet Jobson, Deputy CEO of DGMT

Kristal Duncan being interviewed on SABC 3's Afternoon Express 
show in May 2019.

SPEAK TO YOUR AUDIENCE 
– CUT THE JARGON

A key concern for many engaging with the media is whether their 
audience will be able to understand them and the message they 
are trying to put across. Successful engagement, therefore, is not 
only about the topic but also about the audience. In any piece 
of writing, like an op-ed, people are more likely to understand if 
you tailor your message to your audience, ensure your language 
is accessible, and avoid unnecessary jargon. 

Similarly, in an interview, you are more likely to keep your listener 
or audience engaged by ensuring that what you say is accessible 
and understandable. In her preparation for an interview on 
a television talk show, Kristal Duncan, Project Lead of Youth 
Capital, did practice runs with her colleagues but also with family 
members and people who did not have the same background 
knowledge about the Youth Capital campaign. This practice 
helped Duncan to ensure that listeners from a variety of contexts 
were able to understand the crux of the points she made.

HAVE A “GOLDEN THREAD” 
TO GUIDE YOUR NARRATIVE

In any piece of writing, it is crucial to frame your narrative clearly. 
The difficulty arising from writing about an issue you are deeply 
passionate and knowledgeable about, is that you run the risk of 
overcomplicating it. Sometimes people who write op-eds try to 
share everything they know, which ultimately leads to readers 
drowning in information, and taking very little away from the 
piece. While writing, it is more effective to identify the key 
takeaway or point you want people to remember after reading 
your piece. Use that point as a narrative guide to inform your 
writing piece, like a “golden thread” tying all aspects of your 
narrative together. After you have found your “golden thread”, 
discover your angle that brings the topic to life – like putting 
a metaphor in people’s minds or taking a different approach 
or lens distinguishing your op-ed from other pieces on the 
same issue.

1 2

Janet Jobson, Deputy CEO of DGMT, further advises that one 
of the best ways to develop a feel for how to structure arguments 
to flow logically and to be convincing is to read other people’s 
op-eds regularly. When you read an op-ed that you find 
particularly engaging and convincing, ask yourself what made 
it so.   

Interviews also require you to guide your narrative around the 
central issue you hope to address. Identify the key message you 
want to get across before the interview and keep this message 
clear throughout. You know the depth of your work better than 
the interviewer so it is important that you guide the interview 
in the direction it needs to go, rather than going in with an 
expectation that the interviewer will do more of the work for 
you. How much an interviewer prepares for an interview will 
vary and, if left to its own devices, an interview can go off on its 
own direction, taking away from your message. 
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“The stories you choose are very important – 
they need to be stories that don’t create 

a sense of pity and also not an overly 
optimistic story […] I think it is important to 

frame real people, people who are relatable, 
so that a greater group can feel drawn to the 

story and understand it.” 

Merle Mansfield, Programme Director 
for the Zero Dropout Campaign

“It doesn’t help to curse the dark. 
We need to light the candle.” 

Kwanda Ndoda, Innovation Manager at DGMT

“Find what you really connect with on an issue, 
so you can use that to connect with others.” 

Janet Jobson, Deputy CEO of DGMT

 

The digital age has brought with it a sea of information; this 
information can either amplify or drown out your message so 
pick your moment well. For instance, talking about a particular 
issue can be even more powerful when the media and public are 
already talking about that issue. The Zero Dropout Campaign, 
for example, prepared op-eds, press releases and a publication 
on school dropout several weeks before the release of the 
2019 matric results. So, when the results were announced in 
January 2020, the campaign was ready to tap into the national 
conversation and use it to shine a light on an issue related to 
the public's deep concern about education and grades, and the 
media's interest in new or interesting angles about the results 
their audiences might not know about. All the buzz about the 
results gave the campaign far more traction and context than if 
it had released an op-ed and its publication on school dropout at 
another time of the year.  

The op-ed on men in caregiving roles in the ECD sector was faced 
with a public moment of an entirely different kind, however. 
After months of preparation, transcribing interviews and writing, 
the op-ed was ready to be published at the same time when 
people in South Africa were outraged by the continued violence 
perpetrated by men against women in the country. Ndoda and 
van den Berg were understandably apprehensive about releasing 
their work in this context, and debated the timing. Ultimately, 
they decided it was an opportune time to have a conversation 
about men in caring positions because, rather than negate what 
was being discussed about violence against women, it provided 
a piece of hope in what felt like the darkest of times; it offered 
readers alternative examples of men that other men could look 
up to.

 

Members of civil society do tremendous work that usually does 
not make its way into the press. Admittedly, it is difficult for 
people in civil society to find time to write op-eds and prepare 
for interviews. Stints in the media, however, are essential to gain 
traction for campaigns and problematise issues.

For instance, up until a few years ago the concept of school 
dropout was not talked about often. Issues like dropout 
happen so consistently that they become normalised. 
To problematise this issue, the Zero Dropout Campaign began 

CULTIVATE EMPATHY 
TO CREATE CONNECTION3

An op-ed co-authored by David Harrison, CEO of DGMT, and 
Shakira Maharaj, Innovation Director at DGMT, around the lead 
programmes related to education and employment in South 
Africa began with reference to a Dr Seuss story. Another op-ed 
written by Kwanda Ndoda, Innovation Manager at DGMT, and 
Wessel van den Berg of the Sonke Gender Justice Network, 
about men in Early Childhood Development (ECD) started with 
a story of van den Berg’s own experience as an ECD provider, 
followed by the experiences of other male  ECD practitioners in 
caring roles. Sharing anecdotes or telling personal stories like 
these are a powerful tool in any engagement with the media. 
They help to humanise an issue and connect you to your audience 
– they help to make you and what you are writing or speaking 
about more relatable. And the more relatable something is, the 
more likely people are to care about – and therefore act on – the 
issues you are addressing.

Statistics also become more effective when they are made 
personal, especially in interviews. Large numbers and percentages 
are difficult to conceptualise but other metrics can be used to 
make numbers come alive for people, and have a strong impact. 
For example, in her interview on Afternoon Express, Duncan, 
instead of merely stating the large number of people not in 
education, employment and training (NEET), opted to tell her 
audience how many times this number of people could fill the 
FNB stadium. Ratios – like the statistic that almost half of all 
children entering Grade 1 will not make it to Matric – are also 
more accessible to people and are more likely to sit powerfully 
with the person hearing or reading about them.

4

5

TIME IT RIGHT

BE BRAVE
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Once a piece has been published online or in print, a further 
pitch is sent about the op-ed to radio and TV producers asking 
for time to talk about the topic on air.  

Corné Kritzinger, Communications Specialist at DGMT, advises 
that a media pitch should be short, and illustrate as quickly and 
convincingly as possible why the piece is relevant or important to 
share with the public. Be sure to follow-up on the communication 
you sent with a telephone call and/or an email after a day or so. 
For those who have never pitched to the media before, he says 
not to be intimidated by speaking to the media. Ultimately, the 
press is made up of people who are trying to share stories like 
yours to the public. For those whose pieces have not yet been 
picked up, don’t be discouraged. Often pieces do not get picked 
up only because of the volume of work that publications receive. 
It is important to keep crafting the skill of writing and wait for the 
moment that your insight will carry the biggest impact.

“I think civil society often does not realise 
what useful insight it is sitting on. […] 

For these organisations to put themselves 
out there more often is part of how we 

build a powerful constituency. Be brave.”

Janet Jobson, Deputy CEO of DGMT

Often pieces do not get picked up only 
because of the volume of work that 

publications receive. It is important to keep 
crafting the skill of writing and wait 

for the moment that your insight will 
carry the biggest impact." 

Corné Kritzinger, 
Communication Specialist at DGMT

to develop opinion pieces around dropout a few years ago, 
in conjunction with a moment where the problem was becoming 
politicised. Instead of joining the flurry of political pieces, 
the Zero Dropout Campaign began by issuing a human story 
about what it is like for a child to go to school in South Africa, 
and the obstacles children face.

This more relatable angle was then followed by many more 
technical pieces from others about the dropout rate, creating the 
language for ordinary South Africans to engage with the concept. 

Pitching stories to the media can feel daunting. One of the 
biggest challenges when trying to get the media’s attention is 
competing with the volume of content out there – often a piece 
has to surface through hundreds of emails received by publishers. 
Typically DGMT follows a specific process in order to bring its 
media pitches to the forefront. Firstly, the Innovation Manager 
or Director writes an op-ed. The op-ed undergoes an extensive 
editing process, initially sense-checked by colleagues, then 
copy-checked until it is finalised. A media pitch is then written 
and sent to opinion editors. For important publications press 
releases are written and DGMT sends a hard copy to various 
media houses. Since opinion editors receive many emails, media 
pitches are sent to about three first choice publications based 
on the appropriateness of the content for the publication's 
profile of readers. After about two days – depending on the 
time-sensitivity of the article – some follow-up is done, and if 
there is no offer of publication, the pitch is then sent to the next 
three appropriate publications and so forth.

The media can amplify the advocacy of community organisations. 
If tapped into more by civil society, it can be used to speak 
directly to those with influence, put pressure on decision-
makers to make positive policy changes and even spark national 
consciousness around certain issues. After all, the stories coming 
out of civil society are an important part of our national narrative 
– they need to be shared and heard. 

ADVICE ON PITCHING 
TO THE MEDIA

CONCLUSION

This is the learning experience of DGMT.
WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

Brief developed by Claire McCann
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TIP SHEET3

Avoid academic jargon or technical terms. When writing, keep your audience in mind. Just because a concept is clear 
to you does not mean it is clear to others.

Be careful not to overuse words.

Do not turn your op-ed into a backgrounder. A backgrounder provides background information on an organisation  
place or product while an op-ed is too short for so much detail.

WAYS TO START AN OP-ED:
Contradiction: a contradiction has the strongest news value, and need not always be sensational.

Link to an event or a newsworthy topic. An event or newsworthy topic is not a special day like ‘World Health Day’. 
A special day is fleeting and does not last long in a news cycle.

Use a quote or case study description: this creates a narrative environment from which an op-ed grows. 

WAYS TO END AN OP-ED:
Leave the reader with a question, something to think about or that causes them to do further research 
or start a discussion.

End with a powerful quote from the case study/referenced work or individual. End with a question 
or statement after the quote as part of the closing paragraph.

Be concise. Op-eds are brief, around 500-800 words, so arguments must be made concisely.

A well-crafted op-ed will spark more interest when it’s tied to something that readers are already talking about.

Bring a fresh perspective to the table. Published op-eds offer something new to an ongoing conversation – 
a point that hasn’t been argued ad nauseam.

Your op-ed should do more than offer an opinion. It must include evidence to back up your argument 
and must have considered that there’s more than one way to think about what you’re advocating.

Stagger information in each paragraph. Each paragraph must leave a question that leads to the next, 
or leaves a reader wanting to read more. 

Do not overuse statistics. In the first five paragraphs use a maximum of two statistics.

Preparing for an interview is essential as, even though you know your information from writing an op-ed, if you feel 
unprepared you may become flustered, answer questions badly, and leave the audience doubting your knowledge. 

Here are some ways you can prepare:
Become familiar with the interviewer and their show by watching/listening to their past shows if possible. 
This will allow you to pre-empt the style of questions you will be asked. 

Find out if the interviewer will be using prepared questions and if they are available to view, if they are available, but 
be wary of preparing exact responses as you might sound scripted or rehearsed.

Discuss your op-ed with friends, family and colleagues. 

Practice answering questions in a mock interview.

Bear in mind that some interviewers are more prepared than others – but that if you are prepared in an unorganised 
interview you can take a leading role in the discussion.

THINGS TO AVOID IN AN OP-ED 

WAYS TO BEGIN AND END AN OP-ED

WRITING A GOOD OP-ED

PREPARING FOR AN INTERVIEW BASED ON YOUR OP-ED

3 We would like to acknowledge Bhekisisa: The Centre for Health Journalism and journalist and radio personality, 
Chris Gibbons, who ran excellent workshops with our staff in which they shared their wealth of knowledge and experience on 
writing op-eds and doing radio interviews.  
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