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IN THIS ISSUE WE FEATURE THREE BRIEFS:
In these extraordinary times, we start this issue of Hands-on Learning
with an article by our CEO, Dr David Harrison, in which he reflects on what
we have learned from responding to the COVID-19 pandemic over the past
few months.
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LEARNING BRIEF 1:
Messages for Mothers: Cutting through the red tape to help moms during
COVID-19.
In a unique response to the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa, Messages for Mothers
(M4M) aims to provide answers to mothers’ pressing questions about the coronavirus
– and its impact on their families. In this learning brief, we look at the factors that
contributed to M4M’s rapid formation, as well as the lessons learnt when a crisis
prompts mission-aligned organisations to come together to keep moms informed,
connected and encouraged.
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LEARNING BRIEF 2:
Can community-level interventions help to reduce the harmful effects
of binge drinking?
The COVID-19 lockdown with its repeated alcohol sales bans, has made it painfully
clear that South Africans have a complex relationship with alcohol. While many
South Africans do not drink at all, alcohol continues to permeate and threaten our
families and communities. This is because those who do drink tend to do so often and
in ways that are harmful both to themselves and to others. Trying to reduce the harms
of excessive drinking is no easy task – particularly given the underlying structural
drivers of poverty and inequality. This learning brief shows that interventions at the
community level have an important role to play and warrant further development
in the national effort to curb binge drinking.
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LEARNING BRIEF 3:
Exploring leadership transitions in nonprofit organisations:
Challenges and lessons learned
Leadership transitions are a particularly risky time for nonprofit organisations (NPOs).
Transitions can be intimidating, but they also provide the opportunity for renewal
and growth when key management and leadership strategies are employed.
While leadership transitions are inevitable, the anticipation thereof is frequently
neglected, leaving NPOs vulnerable to crisis and possible demise when the time
for transition comes. This learning brief explores the challenges experienced and
lessons learned during the transition of founder leaders in NPOs in the Western Cape,
identified through research in 2019.
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Learning quickly from COVID-19
By David Harrison

It was a bit like waiting for a hurricane, except
that we knew that it would definitely make
landfall. So we battened down the hatches
and waited in the eerie calm until the COVID-19
storm hit.
As a South African foundation, the DG Murray Trust
(DGMT) quickly pivoted its work to key areas which
we felt might be neglected in the national response,
and approached the Solidarity Fund, other donors and
NGOs and commercial companies to support these
efforts. They included providing personal protective
equipment (PPE) and support for communitylevel workers, whom we suspected might be at
the back of the line when rationing really kicked in;
producing daily Sikhaba iCOVID-19 radio inserts in
12 languages on behalf of the Department of Health;
and appealing to mobile network operators to
expedite the zero-rating of digital content of public
benefit organisations (PBOs) so that poorer families
would have access to some reading and educational
content during lockdown. Little did we realise then
that hunger would fast become the biggest issue
for communities. Now, even many community care
workers we support ask for food ahead of PPE.
We’re still in the thick of things and it would foolish
to predict too much too soon. However, many of the
scenes playing out across South Africa are not novel,
unlike COVID-19. Instead they’ve been with us for a
very long time and the pandemic has just brought
things to a head. These we must now address
urgently. In the same way that Finance Minister
Tito Mboweni has touted zero-based budgeting as a
way to prioritise spending, so we need to get back to
the basics of human development.
The starkest insight is that a substantial number of
South Africans teeter on the edge of food insecurity.
One proxy of that number is the proportion of
children under five who are nutritionally stunted.

That’s just over a quarter. When a crisis hits, they’re
hit hardest as their families substitute maize meal
products for the little protein they used to buy.
Food and nutrition security must be pushed to the
top of the national agenda, and the starting point
is to use public money already allocated to it more
efficiently. Currently, it costs the state over R1000
for every R700 food parcel delivered to a family in
distress, because of the costs of logistics and the
overheads of service providers. Together with the
technology companies Flash and Kazang, DGMT has
pioneered the distribution of digital vouchers, sent
via cellphone and redeemable at 220,000 spaza
shops across the country. This method reduces
transaction costs to almost nothing. If this system
were implemented for Social Relief of Distress,
it would stretch the R407 million allocated to the
programme in this financial year about 60% further.
That alone won’t solve the immediate hunger crisis,
let alone long-term nutritional insecurity, which will
require all sectors of society to step up to the plate.
It has been disheartening to see the manufacturing
and retail food sectors push up prices by 11% since
March 2020, resist pleas to waive the mark-ups on
an essential basket of nutritious foods, and hurriedly
introduce their own branded digital vouchers to
capitalise on the goodwill of ordinary South Africans
who bought food for others in greater need.
However it’s not only food that our youngest children
miss out on, but early learning opportunities as
well. Children from impoverished circumstances
would benefit the most from out-of-home ECD
programmes, yet we have become so obsessed with
administrative compliance and overly restrictive
municipal bylaws that the system leaves the
poorest children out. The onerous conditions for
re-opening ECD facilities just exacerbate exclusion.
Non-government organisations in South Africa have
shown that good quality early learning can take
place in the most rudimentary of settings, provided

the children are safe and are fed. We must turn our
national system of ECD on its head – focused on the
substance of early programmes and not the structures
in which they take place. If we don’t, children in informal
settlements and rural areas will remain outside of the
system for the next twenty years. If that happens, our
education system will continue to fail half our children
and rates of unemployment won’t budge.
Of course, parents are their children’s first educators,
a fact reinforced by the COVID-19 crisis, especially in
the development of language and basic numerical
concepts. Imagine if, at the start of the lockdown,
South Africa had prioritized access to stories and
other reading material for children and helped parents
access them on mobile phones. Inevitably wealthier
children just clicked on their web browsers, while
the poorest children sat at home for four months
without a single book. It was only at the end of
July 2020 that all mobile operators acceded to
demands to prioritise zero-rating of websites like
Nal’ibali, FunDza and SmartStart. DGMT had facilitated
submissions for approval for zero-rating of public
benefit organisations (PBOs) in terms of the disaster
regulations, but universities and TVET colleges were
prioritised. We disagreed with that, but understood the
need to get higher education students learning again.
The last straw was when public benefit organisations
were pushed to the back of the queue in favour of
schools with access to online learner management
systems, and we applied for a court order against MTN.
It had argued that it was just following government’s
orders. MTN then complied within a week.
These experiences highlight some of the sticky
institutional problems in South Africa today:
a government that struggles to recognise, let alone
deliver the basics that would start to unlock more of
the country’s huge potential; a corporate sector that
is willing to help in times of crisis, but not quite enough
to affect their bottom line in the short-term, even if it

would assist long-term economic growth; and a civil
society that is marginalised in national forums such
as NEDLAC.
We will get beyond COVID-19, but it will leave our
society even more brittle. The President is politically
embattled, but behind the scenes he has been
working on a new set of smart partnerships to bring
together the public, commercial and civil society
sectors. We must get behind his efforts. If they fail, it
is difficult to see a way forward. The corporate sector
must now get to grips with what inclusive growth
means; making money and paying taxes is simply not
enough. Civil society needs to get more organized and
position itself as an equal player at the national table.
While politicians made rules and pronouncements
during lockdown, non-government organisations
provided at least some safety net until and beyond
the government’s augmentation of social security.
Yet high-ranking officials saw fit to attack and attempt
to close down these efforts.
This is the conundrum we face today. ‘Government’
is not a monolith. It is made up of many people,
competent and inept, friendly and bristly – and
everything in between. There is huge goodwill
from most of the public and assurances of a better
life for all from the governing party, yet powerful
influences within that same party pulling in the
opposite direction. In this tug-of-war, foundations
such as DGMT cannot be neutral. The stakes are too
high. We, together with the rest of civil society, must
get behind the efforts of those parts of government
that are trying to make things work, while reserving our
rights to challenge government when it persistently
fails its people and ensure a politically literate society
able to make informed choices in the next elections.
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MESSAGES FOR MOTHERS:
CUTTING THROUGH THE RED TAPE
TO HELP MOMS DURING COVID-19
In a unique response to the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa, Messages for Mothers (M4M) was conceived
to provide answers to mothers’ pressing questions about coronavirus – and its impact on their families. In this
learning brief, we look at the factors that contributed to M4M’s rapid formation, as well as the lessons learnt
when a crisis prompts mission-aligned organisations to come together to keep moms informed, connected
and encouraged.
In early March 2020, as COVID-19 emerged in
South Africa, Julie Mentor, leader of Embrace,
a national movement for supported and celebrated
motherhood, recognised a dearth of reliable
information for worried mothers. She shares: “We
started getting messages on our different platforms,
asking: ‘Does Embrace know anything about
COVID-19 and babies? I am pregnant, will my partner
be allowed into the delivery room?’ And we didn’t have
the answers to these questions.” Mentor was eager
to confront the pandemic and continue supporting
moms at the same time; she was, however, not sure
what form this should take.
About a week before the country’s nationwide
lockdown began on 27 March 2020, during a
scheduled meeting with Dr Simone Honikman,
director of the Perinatal Mental Health Project
1

The Perinatal Mental Health Project (PMHP) is an independent,
non-profit initiative based at the University of Cape Town. It has been
operating since 2002 and partners with the Departments of Health and Social
Development, providing mental health services to pregnant and postnatal
women, training those who work with mothers to improve the quality of their
care, forming partnerships to promote the scale-up of services and informing
global interventions through robust research and advocacy.
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(PMHP)1, Mentor asked what could be done.
From this single conversation evolved a series of
conversations, with Mentor roping in Dr Kopano
Matlwa Mabaso, Executive Director of Grow Great,
a campaign that aims to galvanize South Africa towards
a national commitment to zero stunting by 20302,
as well as Buhle Mabaso, campaign manager for
Side-by-Side3, a National Department of Health
(NDOH) campaign for pregnant women and caregivers
aimed at ensuring children under five receive
nurturing care. All agreed there was an urgent need
for a dedicated maternal response and so Messages
for Mothers was born. The four women became
the executive team, giving strategic direction to the
initiative and pouring their complementary skills,
available capacity and resources into the project.

2

Stunting is caused by prolonged under-nutrition. The
preventable condition hampers cognitive and physical development, stops
children from reaching their full potential and, as a result, starves economic
growth.

3

Ilifa Labantwana, a DGMT early childhood development initiative,
supports the National Department of Health in the design and implementation
of the Side-by-Side programme.
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In South Africa, many women and children were vulnerable in
terms of income, food security and health even before COVID-19.
The consequences of the pandemic have exacerbated these
issues, with pregnant and postnatal women particularly at risk5.
There are also inter-generational consequences because the
health of the mother affects that of her children. “It becomes
really important, both from a health and ethics point of view, but
also from an economic point of view to protect these subsequent
generations. The cost of inaction is high,” explains Dr Matlwa
Mabaso of Grow Great.
A household survey released on 15 July 2020 revealed
there was an almost immediate net loss of three million
jobs between February and April 2020; women accounted
for two million of the people who lost their livelihoods as
the economy was shut down⁶.

Julie Mentor,
Embrace Movement Leader
The speed at which M4M started acting is unprecedented in
the development sector. Usually, coalitions take months to
set up, with multiple meetings, the taking of minutes and the
drawing up of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) to assign
responsibilities, resources and accountability, etc. The pressing
nature of the pandemic meant this did not happen. In April
2020, less than two weeks after Mentor’s conversation with
Dr Honikman, M4M hit the ground running. This was largely
due to the high level of trust and adaptability demonstrated
by the partners, who bypassed time-consuming administrative
tasks and worked remotely to keep the momentum going once
lockdown came into effect. Mentor says the fact that it was NOT
business as usual was an incredible opportunity, giving M4M the
space to operate in an atypical fashion.

3

“Social and economic adversity is so intimately
linked to mental health status that we realised we
needed to step up. We thought that if we could
support the mental health of women and mothers
at this time, we may also have a better chance of
them using health services and negotiating the
difficulties of lockdown more effectively.
When someone is well mentally and able to
tap into their own resilience and resources, they are
more likely to make a plan to go to the ante-natal
clinic to get their kids immunised. They are more
likely to be assertive in a very overwhelming clinic
situation and articulate their needs.”

The lack of accurate
and helpful information

The executive team’s experience recognised that moms have
particular messaging needs, and that these would not be
adequately met by the generic, sometimes contradictory4
COVID-19 information available to the public at the time. At the
early stages of the pandemic, there was also limited information
as to whether or not mothers, children and pregnant women
would be at increased risk physically.
4

There was mixed advice on various subjects, such as whether to wear masks or
not, as described in this article: https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-01-thegreat-mask-debate-policy-shifts-towards-masks-in-sa-and-elsewhere/#gsc.tab=0

A looming
mental health crisis

The executive team of M4M anticipated a large mental health
crisis not only in response to the pandemic itself, but also in
response to the social and economic fallout. The hypothesis
was that if M4M could connect with mothers and support their
mental health, they would be more likely to better navigate the
difficulties of the pandemic and lockdown.

M4M’S RAPID START WAS FIRED BY THE NEED
TO URGENTLY ADDRESS THREE MAIN ISSUES:

1

Dire economic
and social consequences
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“It was very interesting in the beginning to
see how quickly we got going. At times it was
destabilising with us working from the office
for the first two days and then moving home
and adapting to that. We were working
16-hour days. It was bananas! But there
was a lot of fake news about how the virus
impacted people, no dedicated maternal
health response yet, and nothing from
Government either. We knew straight away
that we wanted to create content that was
factual and that moms could trust.”

2
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Dr Simone Honikman,
Director, Perinatal Mental Health Project
5

Dr Honikman says women in the perinatal period are at a higher risk for
experiencing poor mental health than the general population. This is due, in part, to
escalation of social determinants that typically occur at this time in low-resource settings,
e.g. increased food insecurity, loss of income generating potential and increased domestic
violence. The socio-economic consequences of the pandemic have further increased these
social adversities and thus it follows that women, especially women in the perinatal period,
are disproportionately affected.
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New data from the NIDS-CRAM report indicate that the socio-economic
impact on women has been high. To read the full survey visit: https://cramsurvey.
o rg /re p o r t s / ? f b c l i d = I wA R 0 t s I cZf kG o U Vx 0 r U u u b _ T 5 j V E D Fm 49 k n 2 N g m F E 5 d _
QNW3355rzdn1DBjI
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WHAT WE CAN LEARN FROM ACTING IN A CRISIS:

JULY 2020

Four months on since its rapid inception, the M4M founding
team has had some time to reflect on the key lessons learned
from acting in a crisis:
1. Identify a need and act on it.
2. Let go of ‘perfect’.
3. It is possible to speedily leverage existing
resources and relationships.
4. Acting NOW makes a difference.

As of the end of July 2020, M4M content was being distributed
across the following channels:

1

Identify a need
and act on it

M4M saw an urgent need to provide moms with information
they could use to empower themselves. They acted on this need
by providing messaging that was highly accessible, adaptable
and as comprehensive as possible, given the time constraints.
The content was developed under four pillars: physical health,
mental health, mindfulness (relaxation techniques) and
parenting in the pandemic. The information was adapted to
the local setting in language designed to be factual, kind and
supportive, not didactic or preachy in tone.
M4M’s strategy is to disseminate the information as widely
as possible across a variety of channels. Thus, content is opensource and available in printables and plain text, free for any
individual or organisation to use with their own branding.
The coalition is highly aware of South Africa’s digital divide and so
concentrated on creating messages that could also be taken up
on radio and zero-rated websites as well as on mobile platforms
such as WhatsApp.

“We established very quickly that it did not have
to have the M4M brand on it, so long as the right
message was going out. It has helped us to move
really easily. We have shared this information with
others very widely. We have social media influencers
who are sharing the content on their platforms –
not necessarily crediting it, but at least we know
they have an audience of millions getting the right
information… That is what is most important to us.”
Dr Kopano Matlwa Mabaso,
Executive Director, Grow Great

› M4M messages can be found on various NDOH platforms,
including the COVID-19 WhatsApp line7.
› Community Health Workers and Flourish8 antenatal and
postnatal class hosts are using specially adapted M4M
messaging so they are equipped with the right information to
share with their clients.
› The M4M newsletter is being sent to 2 700 organisations
working with caregivers and mothers.
› M4M provides content to the radio show Sikhaba iCovid-199,
which began broadcasting on 23 April 2020 on 15 SABC radio
stations. Through Grow Great, messages were also shared on
community radio stations.
› The M4M website acts as a repository of information10.
Each of the four coalition partners has backlinks to this from
their respective websites.
› M4M mental health messages have been translated into
English, Afrikaans and IsiXhosa and printed in brochures.
These were distributed in Cape Town through Ikamva Labantu,
a non-governmental organisation empowering impoverished
communities.

2

Let go of
‘perfect’

M4M had to rapidly adapt and respond to an ever-changing
situation. There was no time for developing a perfect plan. Each
partner contributed what they could, when they could, while
working from home. The team recognised the stress this placed
on personal lives. Mentor explains: “We had to move quickly and
trust each other. There was empathy and understanding with
regards to childcare and the demand of work-life balance. A lot
of initial decisions were made during WhatsApp conversations.”

7
8

Users can access this line by sending HI to 0600 123 456 on WhatsApp.

Flourish is a social franchise that offers universal access to mom and baby
groups that support, celebrate and empower pregnant and new moms through the critical
first 1000 days of their child’s life.

9

Together with Innovation Edge, DGMT supported the National Department of
Health and SABC Education to produce an 8-10 minute radio insert around COVID-19 that is
being broadcast every day during prime time on all SABC radio stations.

10

This is a holding space mainly for other organisations to access information
rather than for individual users given the data needed to access websites.

8
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It is possible to speedily mobilise
resources and relationships

different online events around various maternal and child health
topics, was adapted to using the same group of influencers, but
to spread M4M messaging.
By combining the knowledge and networks of each of the
collaborators, M4M has been able to reach a larger audience
and support more caregivers and parents than if the individual
partners had attempted to do so on their own. As Embrace’s
Mentor states: “If Embrace had to attempt this type of initiative
without partners, it would be a shell of what it is now… It is in
the power of coming together that we are able to create content
that really is world-class.”

4
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The evolving landscape demanded a fluid response. As new
evidence came to light, the team had to be quick on their
feet, constantly update messaging – sometimes there were
several revisions a day. Another example of adaptability came
to translations. The original plan was to translate information
into all 11 official languages, but cost proved to be a significant
barrier. The information is currently available in several of South
Africa’s most commonly used languages, and while translations
are now being outsourced, the partners initially carried out
translations on their own to expedite the distribution of content
in languages other than English.

4
5
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Acting NOW
makes a difference

To ensure information was up-to-date, relevant to the South
African context and easy to understand, the partners harnessed
their particular areas of expertise, relationships and resources.
For instance, Dr Honikman was on the task team for the National
Department of Health’s Framework and Guidelines for Maternal
and Neonatal Care during a Crisis: COVID-19 response. The
messages developed for this framework form the basis of the
M4M physical and mental health content. Material was also
drawn from evidenced-based portals such as the World Health
Organisation (WHO). However, the evolution of the pandemic
means that new information and misinformation is constantly
flooding the media. Thus, M4M has a strict revision strategy;
their messages are checked regularly against the latest evidence
corroborated by a pool of experts aligned to the NDOH. Explains
Dr Honikman: “It can sometimes get pretty intense to make
sure that we are not disseminating outdated information – that
key changes are ratified by experts and then that the process
for translation, layout and dissemination happens as quickly
as possible.”

M4M’s networks reveal there is a real hunger for messages with
a human empathetic quality that engenders connection and
care, rather than panic and fear. Nomalizo Jaxa, a mother from
Dunoon in the Western Cape receives M4M messages through
a WhatsApp support group. She says the messages have been
“building her up” and helping her emotionally. The alliance
has also contributed to numerous radio and TV interviews,
newspaper articles and opinion pieces11. In April, Dr Honikman
was invited to present a talk on M4M in an international
webinar focusing on the mental health response to COVID-19
in Africa12.

Existing partnerships with government departments proved
pivotal for the speed and scale at which M4M was able to
galvanise. For example, M4M has a crucial relationship with
the NDOH, facilitated by the role of Side-by-Side’s Campaign
Manager, Buhle Mabaso. She explains: “I act as a link to the NDOH
and ensure that the messages and content that come out from
M4M are in line with the Department of Health’s Maternal and
Child Health (MCH) interventions. I also ensure that the content
that comes from M4M reaches mothers and caregivers through
the various NDOH and Side-by-Side platforms.” Being aligned
with the NDOH not only allows for consistency of messaging but
also bolsters M4M’s efforts to gain credibility with mothers.

“My sense is these messages offer emotional
support for mothers and address some of their
real concerns. They spark ideas and thinking
about how things could be different.
Hopefully they empower them to make
decisions that are best for themselves.”

Dr Matlwa Mabaso shares: “Something about M4M has appealed
to moms of different races and lots of different economic
backgrounds, which as a national programme, you always hope
for, but don’t always get quite right.”

Dr Simone Honikman,
Director, Perinatal Mental Health Project

Finally, the alliance leveraged existing content and strategies,
reshaping them where necessary to make them relevant to
COVID-19. For example, Grow Great’s social media strategy,
working with celebrity influencers and getting them to host

11

For a full list of radio and press interviews, visit: https://messagesformothers.
co.za/about-us/m4m-in-the-news/

12

Webinar available here: http://www.cpmh.org.za/mental-health-aspects-ofthe-covid-19-crisis-in-africa/
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THE WAY FORWARD
South Africa is currently in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic
(July 2020). Even if the pandemic starts to wind down
from a biomedical point of view, from September as predicted,
the knock-on social and economic consequences will be with
us for a long time to come.

JULY 2020

Thus, the alliance is now taking steps to sustain the project,
by building structures to continue supporting moms
post-lockdown. This includes hiring a coordinator tasked with
ensuring the work doesn’t stop when the coalition members’
projects have adapted to operating in a C-19 world. A formal
assessment of processes is also in the pipeline, in particular to
evaluate if the messaging is reaching the right people in the
right form so as to make it more effective.
M4M also has the challenge of anticipating what could happen
in the next six months and what role the alliance can play
in supporting mothers during that time. This nature of the
pandemic means the long-term plan is likely to be developed in
an organic fashion, similar to start of the initiative, with M4M
responding to needs as they arise.
Unfortunately, at time of writing, none of the Messages for
Mothers partner websites have been approved for zero-rating
under the Disaster Management Act. Access to these websites
will be crucial in providing support over the next year,
and therefore their websites have been resubmitted to the
National Department of Health for approval.

“We have learnt a lot – done some great
things, fumbled a bit, and built some
very valuable connections with our new
coalition teammates. As a team solely
comprised of women, most who have families,
we’ve managed to juggle many balls in the
air to get this special project up and running.
As the executive team continues to meet each
week, we are eager to reflect on the lessons
learnt and plot a sustainable and helpful way
forward for our coalition.”
Julie Mentor,
Embrace Movement Leader

Learning brief developed by Daniella Horwitz

This is the learning experience of:

Messages for Mothers are:

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA
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CAN COMMUNITY-LEVEL INTERVENTIONS
HELP TO REDUCE THE HARMFUL EFFECTS
OF BINGE DRINKING?

South Africans have a complex relationship with alcohol. Historically, it has been a tool for propagating inequality through
repressive labour systems in the alcohol industry, and the unregulated supply of alcohol in vulnerable communities through the
‘dop’ system¹. Today, while many South Africans do not drink at all², alcohol continues to permeate and threaten our families
and communities. This is because those who do drink tend to do so often and in ways that are harmful both to themselves and
to others. Trying to reduce the harms of excessive drinking is no easy task – particularly given the underlying structural drivers of
poverty and inequality. But, as this learning brief shows, interventions at the community level have an important role to play and
warrant further development in the national effort to curb binge drinking.
The World Health Organisation (WHO) places South Africa
among the countries with the highest per capita alcohol
consumption in the world3. We are especially prone to binge
drinking4: the South African Demographic and Health Survey
2016 found that 22.8% of men and 9% of women drank more
than five drinks or more on at least one occasion in the past
30 days. Among 20-30 year-olds, that percentage increased to
one-third of men5.

associated with alcohol-related harms comprise about 12% of
South Africa’s GDP6. As of July 2020, we have seen a two-third
decline in hospital trauma admissions since the alcohol ban
that was implemented during levels 5 and 4 of the COVID-19
national lockdown7.

The cost of alcohol-related harms is a burden that adds to
an already unmanageable load on the public health system;
it is estimated that the economic, social and health costs

Alcohol contributes to South Africa’s burden of diseases as
alcohol abuse is an underlying cause of both interpersonal
violence and unsafe sex. Alcohol harm (7%) is third only
to unsafe sex (32%) and interpersonal violence (8%) in
contributing to the national risk profile (expressed as
disability-adjusted life years or DALYs).

1

5

Larkin, A. 2014. Ramifications of South Africa’s Dop System.
Available
at:
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/ramifications-south-africas-dopsystem-alexandra-larkin

2

Vellios, N.G. and Van Walbeek, C.P. 2018. Self-reported alcohol use and binge
drinking in South Africa: Evidence from the National Income Dynamics Study, 2014-2015.
South African Medical Journal, 108(1), pp.33-39.

3

World Health Organisation (WHO). 2014. Global status report on alcohol
and health 2014. Available at: https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/
112736/9789240692763_eng.pdf?sequence=1

4

Binge drinking = five drinks or more for men and four drinks or more for
women per occasion, at least monthly.

DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

National Dept of Health, Statistics South Africa, SA Medical Research
Council and ICF. 2017. South African Demographic and Health Survey 2016. Key indicators
report. Pretoria South Africa and Rockville USA. Available at: https://www.statssa.gov.za/
publications/Report%2003-00-09/Report%20 03-00-092016.pdf

6

Matzopoulos, R.G. et al. 2014. The cost of harmful alcohol use in South Africa.
South African Medical Journal, Vol. 104(2): 127-132.

7

Maliba. A. Covid-19: Ban on alcohol sees trauma unit numbers significantly
lowered, say healthworkers. Sunday Independent, 21 April 2020. Available at: https://
www.iol.co.za/sundayindependent/news/covid-19-ban-on-alcohol-sees-trauma-unitnumbers-significantly-lowered-say-healthworkers-46980267
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Changing systems to reduce alcohol harm by reducing excessive
drinking is difficult in a context where decision-makers and
policy-makers are reluctant to concede that the economic costs
outweigh the benefits. Against this backdrop, interventions
at a community level have an important role to play. This brief
looks at two such interventions by the Philani Maternal Child
Health and Nutrition Trust and the South African Catholic
Bishops Conference (SACBC), highlighting both the difficulties in
implementing these programmes as well as promising findings
that warrant further development of these programmes.

PHILANI’S MENTOR MOTHERS:
Pioneering home visits
Philani9 has a long history of implementing a community health
worker programme, known as the Mentor Mothers (MMs)
programme. Mentor Mothers conduct home visits to monitor
children’s nutrition, growth and health, as well as to monitor
mother’s nutrition and health.

“People are shocked when they are rated
as binge drinkers and high-risk drinkers.
We try to make them understand
that alcohol results in many losses and
that there are many gains to be made
by reducing their drinking. Then we set goals
towards achieving that reduction.”
Nokwanele Mbewu,
Philani Senior Programme Manager
and Mentor Mother Trainer

Philani’s alcohol harms reduction programme started in 2019
when groups of 25 Mentor Mothers from Khayelitsha were
trained to conduct a short alcohol intervention in the home.
Dr Ingrid le Roux, Philani’s Director, points out that as far as she
knows, this is the first time a home-based alcohol intervention
has been attempted in South Africa.
When Mentor Mothers conduct maternal and child health visits,
they share information about alcohol abuse with adults in the
home. An assessment tool allows them to rate low, medium or
high-risk drinkers and the associated risks are then discussed. If
the client wishes to take steps towards changing their drinking
patterns, the Mentor Mother will help them to set goals and
methods to achieve them. The Mentor Mother checks up
on these goals in subsequent visits, and facilitates access to
counselling and health services.
The strength of Philani’s intervention is in the relationships
that Mentor Mothers build with the families and individuals
in the community. This creates a well-primed opportunity for
the intervention to have an impact by providing support at
an interpersonal level and identify referral pathways that can
address some of the underlying drivers of alcohol abuse.

Boniwe Faith Soteshe is a Philani Mentor Mother at a clinic in
Blikkiesdorp. As part of her health assessment of children she
engages with parents on the dangers of alcohol abuse and
refers them to counseling and health services.

For more information on alcohol harm in South Africa and systemic changes that can reduce it, read the learning brief:
“One step forward, two steps back: How alcohol abuse diminishes the work of civil society and what we can do about it” 8.

8

To read the full learning brief, visit: https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/
uploads/2019/11/Alcohol-Harms-Reduction-September-Opp1-single-FinalDigital.pdf

9

“The Philani Maternal, Child Health and Nutrition Trust has been addressing
family, maternal, child health and nutrition problems in the informal settlements
outside Cape Town since 1979. Philani is committed to providing a caring and supportive
community-based service where families’ and mothers’ health are protected and they are
empowered to raise healthy, well-nourished children.” http://www.philani.org.za/
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›

›

Philani Mentor Mothers have visited 27 250 households
and evaluated 54 500 people on their patterns
of consumption in Khayelitsha, with 710 people
participating in the intervention programme. While this
is 1.3% of the people evaluated, it is progress worth
noting. This correlates with the rate at which we aim to
reduce binge drinking over 10 years (13%) through our
interventions as DGMT.
Philani has established strong relationships with Rape
Crisis, local clinics and social workers in order to build
a responsive referral system. It has also incorporated
counselling training into the Mentor Mothers
programme and trained close to 125 Mentor Mothers
on the alcohol harms intervention method.

THE SOUTH AFRICAN
CATHOLIC BISHOPS
CONFERENCE:
Reaching out in taverns
The South African Catholic Bishops Conference (SACBC)10
implements its intervention in taverns by fostering relationships
between tavern owners and law enforcement officers in
order to reduce violence and encourage responsible trading.
The organisation also conducts brief interventions by facilitating
discussions and information sessions on alcohol abuse and
harmful patterns of consumption with patrons in taverns.
To reach students, it works in university residences, providing
education on alcohol harms and psychosocial support for
students participating in their discussions through referrals to
SANCA (South African National Council for Alcohol Abuse and
Drug Dependence) and university counselling services.
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Milestones

1

But this way, we can engage with both patrons and tavern
owners.” They provide psychosocial support to the participants
by facilitating a dialogue to create awareness about alcohol
harms, and providing patrons and students with a safe space to
talk about their patterns of consumption as well as the drivers
behind their harmful relationships with alcohol. If necessary,
they refer the client for counselling with their partner, SANCA.
The SACBC mobilises a community-level response to alcohol
abuse through local community radio platforms and law
enforcement. In Klerksdorp, SACBC works with Life FM and
Star FM11 to get listeners to open up about their issues with
alcohol abuse and to spread the message of responsible drinking.
It also works with Community Policing Forums (CPFs) and sector
patrols to monitor tavern opening and closing times, and with
the surrounding neighbourhood to track alcohol-based violence.
“We think we have managed to influence the CPF agenda and
make the streets safer,” comments Mafinyori. Churches are
another community focus for SACBC. Representatives from the
organisation present 15-minute talks to different congregations
about the dangers of alcohol. Congregants are invited to speak
to them afterwards and if necessary, are referred to SANCA.
Working with municipalities, the police and tavern owners, the
SACBC seeks to see the enforcement of local bylaws created
specifically to reduce alcohol harms in the area i.e. the opening
and closing times of taverns, and the selling of alcohol to pregnant
women12 and minors. Mafinyori says tavern owners have agreed
to cooperate because they feel this will make their taverns safer,
and because their licenses can be revoked for operating outside
legal opening hours, or for serving minors.

The SACBC’s intervention has a three-pronged approach:

›
›
›

individual;
community; and
municipal.

At the individual level, it has trained 8 ambassadors (coordinators)
and 60 change-makers (facilitators) who engage tavern patrons
and university students in dialogues about alcohol abuse. Robert
Mafinyori, SACBC Project Manager, explains: “The heart of our
method is to say: ‘How do we promote responsible drinking?’
If we say: ‘Stop drinking’ we would end up fighting with the
tavern owner, who would regard us as a threat to their business.
10

The Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference (which is comprised
of the Catholic Bishops of Botswana, South Africa and Swaziland) is an organisation,
approved by the Holy See, of diocesan Bishops and others equivalent in Canon Law,
serving in the ecclesiastical Provinces of Cape Town, Durban, Pretoria, Johannesburg and
Bloemfontein.
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Tavern owners meet with the SACBC and Law Enforcement
to discuss the progress and success of their interventions.
11
12

Local radio stations with a combined coverage of over 200 000.

This is not effected by the national liquor act, but SACBC aims to bring this into
local municipal bylaws through their advocacy work
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Milestones
›

164 taverns are participating in the SACBC programme
and 60 young people have been recruited as change
agents. All of the taverns are consistently adhering to
the agreed trading times: 10:00-22:30 during the week
and 10:00-23:30 on weekends. The taverns have all
also stopped selling to minors and intoxicated patrons.
They report decreased violence in and around their
taverns as a result.

›

Between July 2019 and 15 March 2020, the SACBC
referred 584 of the 13 824 patrons who participated
in the dialogues in Klerksdorp to SANCA. They referred
334 of 4 671 patrons who participated in the dialogues
in Port Elizabeth to SANCA and Alcoholics Anonymous.

SACBC has supported better relationships between the liquor
authority, the South African Police Service, Community Policing
Forums (CPFs) and tavern owners in Port Elizabeth (Eastern Cape)
and Klerksdorp (North West province).

THESE TWO DIFFERENT
APPROACHES HAVE YIELDED
IMPORTANT LEARNINGS:

1

Building trust is key;
knowing someone cares is healing.

The SACBC says building trust has been the key ingredient
to gaining traction in their recent expansion of the project in
Port Elizabeth.

“The tavern owners are still studying us and
saying: ‘Are you guys for real? Are you here to
fight my business?’ Some of the patrons are
saying: ‘Aren’t you using our stories for your
own benefit?’ It takes time to build up trust”.
Robert Mafinyori, SACBC Project Manager
In both their student and patron discussions, the majority
of people are unwilling to be referred for further assistance.
Often individuals are meeting and experiencing the SACBC
team for the first time. It sometimes takes multiple sessions

before individuals start to engage and share. It takes even longer
for individuals to request or agree to be referred for further
assistance.
Although the Philani Mentor Mothers have been working in
their communities for years, even they experience distrust from
their clients when it comes to their alcohol harms reduction
intervention. Little more than 1% of the people visited and
evaluated in their intervention have agreed to participate in the
intervention process. Philani Mentor Mothers have also noted a
lack of trust in institutions that can help people with alcoholism.
“We’ve had great difficulty in referring people to that kind of
help. There is a big distrust there, which we need to explore
further to understand better,” shares Dr Le Roux.
Community interventions should focus on developing a personal
relationship. As both the Philani Mentor Mothers and SACBC
team members have experienced, giving support to someone
who engages in harmful patterns of consumption, being present
and consistent, can allow for a healing effect to take place.
They are then able to unearth underlying issues from this place
of trust that has been established. “I think having someone who
cares is a big first step,” says Nokwanele Mbewu, Philani Senior
Programme Manager and Mentor Mother Trainer.
Reducing the number of drinks consumed by a person in
one sitting13 is difficult to bring about through a once-off
exchange. It requires sustained engagement with consistent
discussions that provide psychological and emotional support.
To get an individual to change their relationship to alcohol
is a long and challenging process that requires this type of
interpersonal intervention over time.

2

Debt is intricately linked with alcohol abuse in South Africa.
Socio-economic inequality and systemic impoverishment forces
many families into debt, which has emerged as one of the major
stressors that leads to heavy and binge drinking in SACBC’s
programme. To make matters worse, debt and alcohol abuse
form a vicious circle: debt is one of the main drivers of alcohol
abuse, while alcohol abuse pushes people further into debt.
SACBC has learnt from its partnership with SANCA that many
people prefer to identify themselves as needing debt counselling,
rather than alcohol counselling. However, debt counselling can
still illustrate the negative financial effects of alcohol abuse.
“We have added debt counselling to our provision of alcohol
counselling. We are very encouraged by this intervention.
Through our partnership, people who need debt counselling are
able to get it and can now meet their debts or at least try to
budget,” shares Mafinyori.
For Philani Mentor Mothers, repressed trauma, unemployment
and aspirational images of alcohol consumption have proved
13

14

Responding to the drivers and effects
of alcohol abuse is a complex task

The definition of binge drinking is having more than five drinks in one sitting.
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Knowledge of the damaging
effects of alcohol is persuasive

Mentor Mothers have long recognised the impact of alcohol in
their client’s lives. In fact, the Mentor Mothers often struggled
to achieve maternal and child outcomes in the field because
of the risky consumption of alcohol in the client’s home.
Dr Le Roux explains that the programme has raised a lot of
interest in communities.

“There was a curiousness about the
pamphlets, booklets and videos that
Mentor Mothers had to share. I think there
is a widespread lack of understanding and
knowledge about what alcohol is really doing
to a person, their health, mind and body.”
Dr Ingrid le Roux, Philani Director
Once people were educated about the negative effects of alcohol,
many of them demonstrated a willingness to change. Mbewu
stresses that they would not agree to stop drinking completely,
but to cut down. That is a positive step, but the challenge is
that alcohol is an addiction and it is very difficult to break an
addictive habit.
Mbewu suggests that more local leaders (such as street
committees) need to be taught about the negative effects of
alcohol because they are close to the community. Dr Le Roux
says an encouraging sign is that the Department of Health has
shown an interest in extending the training to all community
health workers. This would certainly contribute to widespread
education.

THERE HAVE ALSO
BEEN SOME CHALLENGES:

1

Finding alternative options for stress relief
in resource-strapped communities is difficult

People give a variety of reasons for drinking such as debt, peer
pressure and unemployment, which are frequently cited in
SACBC and Philani’s interventions. The availability of alternative
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forms of recreation and stress relief is therefore crucial in the
fight against alcohol abuse. However, the country’s spatial
inequality, coupled with its material inequality, means that
vulnerable communities live in abject conditions not conducive
to good, mental and physical health. Sport is a form of recreation
that many civil society organisations use as a tool to change the
trajectories of young people, but sport facilities are not widely
available in poverty-stricken areas.

2
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to be key drivers of alcohol abuse in their communities.
The socio-economic situation of many clients in both programmes
also means they experience great hopelessness and despair.
As Dr Le Roux explains: “When you ask them why they drink,
they often say it gives them relief from the hopelessness and
depression for a little while – even if they know that the next day
things will be even worse.”

1

Illegal shebeens are widespread
and don’t play by the rules

The majority of tavern owners regard opening early and closing
late as the best way to maximise profits. The SACBC has managed
to get many partner taverns to observe legal operating hours.
However, illegal shebeens are open at any time of the day or
night. The challenge for the SACBC is how to encourage tavern
owners to continue cooperating when they see illegal shebeens
making more profit. One option is to report illegal shebeens
to the police, but this has limited success as the number in
operation is not widely known and reporters fear violent reprisal
from shebeen owners.
According to mapping work done by Philani, there are
18 500 households and 69 shebeens, but only 43 educares,
and nine schools in Tembani, IKwezi Park and Site C in
Khayelitsha. This illustrates a severe lack of regulation and
oversupply of alcohol.

HOW DO WE MOVE FORWARD?
Alcohol is a complex and challenging issue to tackle. In a society
that is riddled with trauma and poverty caused by systemic
inequality, the prevalence of alcohol abuse and related violence
is a symptom of its condition. The failure of public institutions
to provide basic services, psycho-social support and resources
to communities further compounds the problem. Alcohol is
therefore simultaneously a systemic and interpersonal issue that
needs to be tackled at both levels.
Community-led interventions are well-positioned to intervene
on both fronts. Philani’s Mentor Mothers and SACBC’s tavern
interventions offer promising examples of the critical support
and information that can influence individuals to change
their patterns of consumption, which in turn can have ripple
effects to the broader community. At the same time, working
within and together with community stakeholders, challenges
communities to be proactive about reducing alcohol harms and
take responsibility for broader changes. This is difficult work that
takes time, patience and resources, but it is work that can be
done effectively and strategically if the right interventions are
in place.
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“I don’t think that we have an alternative. We cannot avoid taking up this issue because
it is enormous. The only way to eat an elephant is one bite at a time. It is an individual decision,
so you have to reach the individual. That is the way we have to go, even if it is challenging…
One individual at a time.”
Dr Ingrid le Roux, Philani Director

Brief developed by Daniella Horwitz and Onesisa Mtwa.

This is the learning experience of DGMT.

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

FIVE URGENT MEASURES TO CURB THE ABUSE OF ALCOHOL
LINKED TO GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE:
1. A ban on advertising of alcohol (except on the site of sale, where it should not be visible to those
under 18 years).
2. Increase the price of alcohol, both through excise taxes and by introducing a minimum price
per unit of pure alcohol in liquor products.
3. Reduce the legal limit for drinking and driving to a blood alcohol content of 0.02% or below.
4. Reduce the availability of alcohol, especially in residential areas (by limiting the density of liquor
outlets, shorter trading hours, and ending the sale of alcohol in larger containers like 1-litre bottles
of beer).
5. Intensify the availability of counselling and medically assisted treatment for persons struggling
with dependence.
From a public appeal to Government compiled by DGMT, the South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC), and the Public Health Association of South Africa (PHASA).
Submitted on 24 June 2020. Signed by 164 medical and academic researchers/practitioners and members of civil society. Find the appeal and read updates on the outcome here:
https://dgmt.co.za/public-appeal-to-government-urgent-measures-to-curb-the-abuse-of-alcohol-linked-to-gender-based-violence/
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Drive public
innovation by reigniting
civil society

EXPLORING LEADERSHIP TRANSITIONS
IN NONPROFIT ORGANISATIONS:
CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED

Leadership transitions are a particularly risky time for nonprofit organisations (NPOs). They can be intimidating, but they also
provide the opportunity for renewal and growth when key management and leadership strategies are employed. While leadership
transitions are inevitable, the anticipation thereof is frequently neglected, leaving NPOs vulnerable to crisis and possible demise
when the time for transition comes. This learning brief explores the challenges experienced and lessons learned during the
transition of founder leaders in NPOs in the Western Cape, identified through research in 2019.

Leadership transition in an NPO can be defined as the process
required to help an executive leader move on to their new
level of success, and involves both leadership succession
and the transfer of loyalty of staff, board and donors to the
new executive leadership. Executive transition and founder
transition are terms frequently used interchangeably for this
transition.
The way in which an NPO plans and implements the transition
of a key leader has a significant impact on its sustainability,
and is therefore of critical concern to the sector. The cost of
a poorly conducted leadership transition can be high, not
only for the organisation but for the communities it serves.
The level of complexity and stress during this change process
requires diligent preparation, management and leadership.
But are NPOs adequately equipped or supported in doing
so? There is increasing interest amongst South African NPO
leaders to harness the learning and experience from their
peers in order to make leadership transitions work.

DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

Motivated by my experience of founder transitions in NPOs
and the dearth of local research on the topic, I conducted a
study in 2019 towards a Master’s Degree in Social Policy and
Management at the University of Cape Town (UCT), entitled,
“Leading for sustainability: an exploratory study of founder
transitions in nonprofit organisations in the Western Cape”.
The study consisted of 17 participants comprising seven
founders, four successors to founders, three board members,
two CEOs and one consultant, representing eight NPOs in
the Western Cape. Each NPO had experienced a founder
transition between 2004 and 2018, and some of them were
still in their transition period at the time of the study. The
main objectives were to examine the knowledge, skills, and
management processes used during a founder transition,
as well as to explore the challenges to and practices that
promote a successful founder transition.
For the purpose of this brief, I will outline key findings in the
areas of preparation, management and challenges of the
founder transition.
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Preparation for
a founder transition
“I don’t think we think too deliberately
about what the preparation period needs to
look like, when that starts, and how we know
when we get there and then what happens
afterwards.”
Participant 17
It emerged that most participants had little or no knowledge of
the nature of the founder transition process and underestimated
its complexity. They therefore felt poorly equipped and
insufficiently prepared to manage the process, both in a personal
and organisational capacity. Knowledge of the basic stages of a
leadership transition, organisational readiness and transition
tools and strategies can have a significant impact on the success
of a transition.

“The moment the founder says, ‘I think that I
need to hand over’, don’t talk them out of it –
take it seriously, and take them at their word,
and when they say it, immediately say, ‘Okay,
let’s have the conversation about succession’.”
Participant 16

All but one founder initiated the transition, which was commonly
avoided by the board when initially raised by the founder, missing
a golden opportunity for the organisation to plan constructively.
The board should proactively respond to any communication
made by the founder about transition, and actively lead the
transition process when the time comes.

Succession planning is recognised as a good risk management
practice. In this study, there was little consistency amongst
participants as to what succession planning actually meant.
Most organisations tended to plan for succession only when they
knew the founder was leaving, neglecting to document any type
of leadership succession plans before the transition.

Managing a founder transition

“When you’re managing transition, you’re not
managing the change process as much as you
are the emotions of the people involved.”
Participant 16

This study clearly highlighted the emotional intensity of the
founder transition as experienced by staff and board alike,
but particularly by the founders themselves. While founders
commonly struggled with letting go, particularly since the
organisation had played such a prominent role in their lives,
staff expressed fears about job security and anxiety over the loss
of relationship. Addressing and working through staff’s emotional
response to the transition is a crucial aspect to managing the
transition effectively.

“Main challenges for organisations are keeping
a level head and presenting a united front.
I think it’s very important but also challenging
to present a united front even when
there isn’t necessarily one.”
Participant 10

“I think there was no thinking towards the
future; that the day would maybe come,
where anything could happen to
[the founder], or she may resign, or she might
move on, or she had great opportunities;
there was no preparation for that.”
Participant 7
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The study confirmed that the founder transition produces new
pressures for the board, including additional responsibilities,
complex decision-making and/or conflict with the founder.
The transition process typically pivots the board and founder
into roles that they are not accustomed to, as the board must
take on a more proactive and even executive leadership role.
If unanticipated or unprepared, the board can experience
significant strain. The board therefore need to assess their
readiness to take on the role of leading the transition.
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“It’s very obvious that it’s difficult
for a new leader... to actually go and say,
‘this is what we want to do’ when the
co-founder is still involved; although it can
be a huge advantage, staff will default to
them or still ask for their advice.”
Participant 13

The debate over whether a founder should make a ‘clean
break’ from the organisation post succession, continues. While
conventional wisdom suggests a clean break, recent research
shows that, under certain conditions, a post-succession role
for the founder can work. Founders from six NPOs in this
study maintained a post-succession role for the founder, as
consultants, board members or employees. The challenge faced
by organisations was to balance various needs:

›
›
›
›
›

the need to retain the institutional knowledge;
reliance on skills or donor relationships of the founder;
the need to allow for new leadership to flourish;

JULY 2020

Challenges of
a founder transition
Common challenges were identified among the NPOs in this
study that can serve as risk indicators for any organisation
preparing for a leadership transition.
The most significant challenge for founders was letting go ‒
largely due to the meaning they attached to the organisation
(often using the analogy of family). The burden of responsibility
and emotional connection they felt for the staff and beneficiaries
of the organisation also weighed heavily on them. Different
strategies helped founders to let go, such as a knowing that it
was in the best interest of the organisation, their desire to move
on, lessons from their personal growth journeys, or walking
the journey with professionals such as a coach or therapist.
Letting go was more difficult for founders who had not initiated
the transition.

“Founder transitions costs money,
that’s the other thing, is that founder
transitions cost money. I mean, if I look
at what this… the two years […]
are expensive years.”
Participant 10

the need for staff to make the emotional transition, and
the need for the organisation to thrive independently
of the founder.

While it was acknowledged that founders needed to be less
prominent, the practical outworking of the changed relationship
with the founder in a post-succession role was somewhat
difficult and messy. On reflection, some participants raised
concerns about the effect of the influence of the founders
who retained a post-succession role, suggesting that it requires
careful management in order to work successfully.

“There is a need for an external facilitator
to help facilitate the process and lower the
emotional temperature.”
Participant 16
Some NPOs recognised the founder transition as a profound
transition and acquired the support of experts, such as
consultants or coaches, to intentionally manage the change
process and support staff. Most of the NPOs in the study only
recognised this as a need in hindsight.
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While sustaining financial resources is an obvious and continuous
challenge in the NPO sector, founder transitions can place an
additional burden on resources � either to cover the transitionrelated costs and/or to maintain consistent fundraising efforts
during the transition process. Most organisations failed to
engage with donors about transition-related funding timeously.
Since most founders are the primary fundraisers, and that
fundraising success is built on relationships, participants
highlighted the need for time and face-to-face meetings with
donors before the handover process.
Some organisations had anticipated this challenge by
expanding the fundraising role amongst a broader staff team,
contracting the founder to continue in a fundraising role
post-succession, or building up reserves to cover any loss
of donors. Two organisations in the study experienced
a significant reduction in income because the handover of donor
relationships was not managed well or the crisis of transition
affected the organisation’s ability to fundraise. This can have
a devastating effect on an organisation.
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“Allow yourself sufficient time
for recruitment... It’s really tricky to find
that right person; they’re one of the core
ingredients in determining the success
of the process.”
Participant 9

Finding a successor to the founder was considered a great
challenge to the NPOs in this study, and a successful find was
frequently attributed to luck. Finding ‘the right fit’ meant fulfilling
a seemingly impossible number of criteria, such as:

It is important to note that the desire for and the necessity of
transformation in NPO leadership was referred to frequently
by participants to express their desire for NPOs to be led by
people from the communities they serve, or for greater diversity
in leadership.
It is interesting to note that the NPOs in this study appointed
both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ equally. Of the eight successors,
six remained in their position for only two years or less. While
an analysis of the causes for their short-term tenure was
beyond the scope of this study, it is possible to identify possible
contributing factors:

›

compromising on necessary skills or experience
for other criteria;

›

making a quick appointment under pressure before
the founder leaves;

fitting in with the ethos of the organisation;

›

poor management of the post-succession period; or

having high-level management and leadership skills;

›

failing to intentionally transfer authority and loyalty
of the board and/or staff to the successor.

›
›
›

being trustworthy;

›

contributing to diversity;

›

willing to accept an NPO market-related salary; and

›

acceptable to stakeholders like the founder,
staff and funders.

It is important to consider the management of the transition
phase post-succession as equally critical to a successful transition.

Co-founders of Cape Town-based NPO, Home From Home,
Jane Payne (left) and Pippa Shaper (second from right)
successfully handed over the reins to new Executive Director,
Peter Marx (second from left) and Programme Manager,
Vicky Smith (right) in 2019. It took several years of planning
behind the scenes to prepare the organisation for transition.
Both the founders and the board found it invaluable to get in
outside expertise to help guide them through this potentially
difficult time. Both Jane and Pippa continue to work alongside
the organisation in consultant roles.
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Seven recommendations for NPO boards on leadership transitions

1

Set aside sufficient time to plan the steps
of the leadership transition.

Embrace the change; don’t be tempted to ignore it. When it is
apparent that a leader is even thinking of leaving, the board should
begin planning, making every effort to give the organisation enough
time to work through the psychological, emotional and practical
steps of the leadership transition. The time period will depend on the
circumstances of the organisation, but planning ahead gives you the
opportunity to map out the necessary steps and identify pitfalls you
may be unaware of.

2

Engage the services of an expert to guide
and support the leadership transition

The board should seek assistance from an expert/s external to the
organisation to provide guidance and support in managing the
different aspects of the transition process in order to mitigate the risk
posed by the challenges of the process, especially considering the
tendency to underestimate these challenges. They should ideally have
specialist knowledge and skills in the areas of change management,
NPO leadership, organisational development and/or coaching. Because
of the diversity of guidance and support needed, the organisation may
require more than one person, at different times, with differing skill
sets. At minimum, boards are encouraged to reach out to their peers in
other NPOs who have experience in leadership transitions in order to
learn from them and to gain support for the organisation. Leadership
transition has actually become a specialised field in the USA.

3

Build a strong board prior
to the leadership transition

Since the board plays the most significant leadership role in the
transition, it is critical they are ready. You will be required to withstand
the pressure and overcome the challenges that leadership transition
brings. The board therefore needs to be in a position of strength to
execute its role skillfully. Board members should preferably not be too
recently recruited (up to two years) or nearing the end of their tenure,
as the transition may last a few years and will require significant time
and energy. In a founder transition, board members are most effective
if they have not been recruited primarily by the founder.

4

Engage in integrated leadership
succession planning

From the initial growth stage of an NPO, the organisation should
develop planning processes for the continuity of information,
processes and relationships � before and when staff move on. NPOs
should engage with issues of leadership development, continuity and
transition by integrating succession planning into the organisation’s
processes (e.g. strategic planning) and systems (e.g. performance
appraisals). The issue of succession planning, particularly of key
positions, should be a regular feature on board meeting agendas, to
be discussed at least annually. Succession plans, for planned exits in
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Leadership transitions in NPOs are complex. Consistent with international research, organisations in the Western Cape have struggled
through them, while at the same time offering valuable insights on how to make it through the highs and lows of this critical process. Based
on the information gathered, the following seven recommendations are made for NPO boards on leadership transitions:
particular roles or emergencies, should also be documented as part
of the organisation’s policies and procedures. The board should
ensure that staff are given opportunities to develop leadership skills
by leading, and not only attend leadership training. NPOs should
focus on developing strong diverse teams, reducing dependency
on any one leader, and in so doing increasing the resilience of the
organisation that can respond well during a time of leadership
transition.

5

Budget for the
leadership transition

NPOs should budget for leadership transition-related costs early on.
This will help them to manage the transition more effectively and
leverage the transition as an opportunity for growth. The board should
demonstrate the value of staff and the organisation by allocating
a budget for the transition, such as consultant services, a recruitment
process, a market-related salary, or a retirement package for a
long-term leader/founder. Raise this early with your donors when it is
still a principle rather than about a specific person.

6

Plan any post-succession role of the
founder leader with specific boundaries

The power and influence of a founder cannot be underestimated.
NPOs should therefore plan post-succession roles carefully to
ensure a smooth transition. Once the founder has handed over to
the successor, it is important to give the successor and staff the
opportunity to consolidate the new leadership structure, even
restricting a founder’s presence at the organisation for some time.
While this may seem unwarranted, having the outgoing founder
present could inadvertently undermine the leadership of the
successor and sabotage the transition.

7

Appointing and supporting
a successor

It is critical for the board to consider what the organisation needs
in a successor/s, considering the organisation’s life stage, strategy
as well as leadership transformation. Particularly in the case of a
founder, it is not simply a task of replacing a person, and may require
a restructuring of roles to position the organisation for growth. It is
of particular importance for a founder’s successor to be a confident
and strong leader, with healthy relationship boundaries and the
courage to be themselves. They will inevitably be compared with
the founder and possibly be confronted with staff reaching out to
the founder for support during the stress of transition. The board in
turn should support the successor by reinforcing the new leadership
structure and boundaries with the founder. Should you struggle
to find the right long-term successor before the founder leaves,
consider appointing an interim leader. This may be just what the
organisation needs, and if clearly communicated and anticipated,
will not be considered a failure when they leave.
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Leadership transition is inevitable. Rather than being avoided, it can be successfully embraced through considered planning, skilled
management and mature leadership. While there is certainly no ‘one-size-fits-all’ transition approach, consider the points addressed
in this brief that are relevant to the context of your organisation, and get creative. Enquire of your networks and meet with your
peers. With some well-guided and intentional steps, you can support your organisation to move to its next developmental level,
and ensure that it not only continues to provide its essential services, but that it increases its effectiveness in doing so.
The full research study can be accessed on the website: https://open.uct.ac.za.

This brief was developed by Michelle Kempster who supports nonprofits in the field of organisational development.
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