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Flourish is an ante- and post-natal social franchise aimed 
at empowering and supporting parents. This network of 
mom-and-baby groups are 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 life2. An initiative of Grow Great – 
a campaign seeking to mobilise South Africa towards a 
national commitment to zero stunting3 by 2030 – Flourish is an 
innovative intervention aimed at changing women’s futures. 
Its purpose is two-fold: to provide women with skills, training 
and support to earn additional income as social franchisees, 
while they in turn support other women through their journeys 
of pregnancy and caring for a newborn baby. 

The first cohort of Flourish franchisees graduated in July 2018. 
In March 2021, despite the challenges of COVID-19, the ninth 
cohort completed training. Currently, almost 200 franchisees 
are operating in the Western Cape, Gauteng, Limpopo and 
Mpumalanga. Flourish has lofty targets: aiming to reach a third 
of all pregnant women at scale. To date they have connected 
with approximately 10 000 mothers. 

Although it is not yet operating at scale, in just under three 
years of operation, Flourish has certainly fulfilled a need in the 
community, with significant milestones achieved and lessons 
learnt. 

Grow Great: Flourish

5
Women have been particularly hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic – nearly two-thirds of the three million people who lost 
their jobs during South Africa’s early lockdown in April-May 2020 were women1. Increasing unemployment as a result of the 
coronavirus pandemic is likely to be felt for generations and could plunge more women and their families further into inequity 
and poverty. This learning brief looks at how Flourish, a social franchise, aims to halt and even reverse this downward trajectory 
by providing women with the skills to secure an additional income and simultaneously support other women during their 
motherhood journeys.

1  Galal, S. (2021). Unemployment rate in South Africa 2016-2020, by gender. 
Available at: https://www.statista.com/statistics/1129142/unemployment-rate-by-gender-
in-south-africa/

2   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. 

3  Stunting is a preventable condition caused by persistent under-nutrition, 
which hampers children’s cognitive and physical development, and prevents them from 
reaching their full potential.
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MILESTONES
1) Moms gain new knowledge and skills

2) Furthering entrepreneurship and financial independence 

3) Creating supportive networks

1 MOMS GAIN NEW KNOWLEDGE 
AND SKILLS

Ruth Mathys, Flourish Curriculum Developer and Master Trainer, 
acknowledges that  their targets are ambitious, but says: “The 
qualitative impact is indisputable and shows we are ‘hitting 
the right spot’. Moms love the groups for the information they 
gain and the sense of belonging and sisterhood they feel.” In a 
survey of ante-natal classes, all respondents said they enjoyed 
the Flourish experience. The most frequently listed reason for 
their enjoyment was that they learned something new – they 
constantly gained new knowledge and skills. The journey was 
also fun and exciting; they got to interact with other moms-
to-be; made friends; and had something to look forward to as 
shown in Figure 1.

The two elements of the Flourish journey that respondents 
enjoyed most during the post-natal journey were the educational 
component and being part of a group as shown in Figure 2. The 
latter was deeply appreciated during lockdown. Mathys observes 
that being part of Flourish improves maternal mental health, 
which can go a long way towards addressing stunting.

 Figure 1: Why did you enjoy your Flourish experience? (n=34) [ante-natal classes]

WHY DID YOU ENJOY YOUR FLOURISH EXPERIENCE? 

Source:  Qualitative Analysis of Responses to the Flourish 2020 Journey 2
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Figure 2: What did you like most about the Flourish classes that you joined? (n=20) [post-natal classes]

2 3FURTHERING ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
AND FINANCIAL INDEPENDENCE

FLOURISH CREATES SUPPORTIVE 
NETWORKS

Johannesburg-based Rea Dikeledi Makua has three children and 
initially joined Flourish to pay off her debts. In 2020 she won the 
Franchisee of the Year award and is using the additional income 
she earns to further her academic studies towards becoming 
a Montessori Director and starting up her own school. She 
attributes her success to the fact that Flourish taught her to be 
organised and to respect her clientele.

“I always have to make sure they are happy because then they 
will refer someone else, and if they are ante-natal, they will come 
back for post-natal. I make sure I am friendly and providing a   
quality service so they want to come back. It has really closed 
a financial gap. I am studying this year and the money I am 
earning from Flourish is paying for my fees. Even the course that 
I am doing has been inspired by the work that I am doing with 
Flourish,” says Makua.

Maggie Mogale lives in Limpopo with her five grandchildren. She 
joined Flourish to supplement her chicken and eggs business. 
Today she is a franchisee coach. She believes every woman should 
have the right to her own income while making a difference to 
the community. She says: “Women should feel supported in their 
motherhood journey in order for them to raise babies who are 
fully developed mentally and physically. I advise women to go for 
the opportunity because it is not only about money; it is about 
the impact that Flourish is having in our communities – providing 
the social support platform to ensure moms make informed 
decisions about their children's futures while taking care of 
themselves mentally, emotionally and physically too. I believe a 
community that raises a child together has the potential for zero 
stunting among children.”

An important feature of Flourish is that it is a network that can 
grow itself in communities. Flourish moms often refer moms-to-
be to the classes; many ex-Flourish moms become franchisees 
and currently four franchisees have trained as coaches. In other 
words, the system is designed to propagate itself.

Next, we look at the major lessons learnt when launching a social 
franchise of this nature. 

Money Matters
Flourish is not free – it is an affordable service with the aim of 
providing access to ante-natal and post-natal support classes 
that all expectant and new moms can enjoy. The minimum fee 
is R210 per journey and Flourish will pay the franchisee R21 per 
mom, per class attended. This subsidy allows franchisees to offer a 
voucher to moms who can’t afford to pay for their service. Flourish 
franchisees are then able to set their own price over and above 
the R210, which they collect directly from their clients who can 
afford to pay.
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WHAT DID YOU LIKE MOST ABOUT THE FLOURISH CLASSES THAT YOU JOINED?

Source:  Qualitative Analysis of Responses to the Flourish 2020 Journey 2
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4   SmartSmart’s franchised programme is delivered through playgroups, day 
mothers and Early Childhood Development (ECD) centres to improve children’s readiness for 
learning, school performance and overall life success. To find out more visit: https://www.
smartstart.org.za/about/

5 National Department of Health (2013). What you should know about 
breastfeeding: a questions and answers guide (updated 2018). Available at: https://www.
growgreat.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/breastfeeding-qa-booklet.pdf

LESSONS LEARNT
1) Be clear about the entrepreneurial aspect 
 of the social franchise

2) Knowledge can improve nutrition

3) Online classes are a double-edged sword

1

2

BE CLEAR ABOUT THE 
ENTREPRENEURIAL ASPECT 
OF THE SOCIAL FRANCHISE

KNOWLEDGE CAN 
IMPROVE NUTRITION

Mathys says that when Flourish started, the team hit the 
ground running – in just under nine months they developed 
a programme, conducted training and launched the classes. 
Flourish modelled itself on SmartStart4, but as SmartStart is an 
early learning initiative, there are significant differences – an 
important one being that there is already an existing culture 
of sending children to crèches in lower socio-economic groups 
in South Africa, whereas there is not necessarily a culture of 
attending ante- and post-natal classes. 

Initially, many franchisees were unfamiliar with the concept of a 
social franchise; they thought they were committing to charity 
work and did not see the financial benefits they could accrue. 
Some franchisees struggled to ask for a fee. Mathys advises 
that a clear distinction be made between a social franchise (fee 
required by attendants), primary health care programme (no fee) 
and a charity (no fee). To remedy this, Flourish has introduced a 
series of entrepreneurial and business training courses to help 
franchisees develop the necessary skills to keep their micro-
enterprises sustainable.

A Flourish priority is to engage in discussions with moms about 
affordable nutritious food and to deconstruct myths. Breastmilk 
plays a crucial role in reducing child mortality, yet in South 
Africa, breastfeeding rates, particularly exclusive breastfeeding 
(EBF) rates, have remained low. One of the reasons is a lack of 
understanding and information on the benefits of breastfeeding 
for mom and baby5. Another is that some women consider 
breastmilk to be of lower quality than formula because it costs 
nothing. 

Flourish presents breastfeeding as the “smart choice” by 
illustrating the many positive impacts it has on a baby’s 
development. Sebenzile Mangana, a Flourish mom from 

Mpumalanga with two children, says: “I didn’t know that 
breastmilk is more powerful than formula. For the first child I was 
mixing with formula; I think formula was 70% and the breastmilk 
was 30%. Our host, Zinhle Ngwenya, made it very clear that for 
the brain of the child to develop, we need the breastmilk for at 
least for the first six months. We need to breastfeed the child 
exclusively, meaning no other solid food. And I didn’t know that! 
Yes. On my mind I had already planned that I need to buy these 
fancy bottles and this milk.” 

Flourish maintains that 72% of clients who completed both ante-
natal and post-natal journeys are still exclusively breastfeeding at 
14 weeks, almost 25% more than that reported in national stats.  

In addition to a focus on breastfeeding, Flourish classes support 
moms in introducing solid foods that are age-appropriate and 
provide balanced nutrition. Visit 4 of the ante-natal journey is a 
cook-off, where each mom prepares a different kind of food. Eggs 
are highly nutritious, but there is a myth that girl children should 
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6   Rocklage, M. and Luttrell, A. (2019).  "Attitudes Based on Feelings: Fixed Or 
Fleeting?", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 47, eds. Bagchi, R. Block, L. and 
Lee, L. Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 117-122.

7 Mtshali, S. (2021). Health Department Unclear On When Third Wave Will Hit SA, 
Warns It Remains A Big Risk. IOL, 10 April 2021. Available at: https://www.iol.co.za/news/
politics/health-department-unclear-on-when-third-wave-will-hit-sa-warns-it-remains-a-
big-risk-91452cf8-0a77-43be-b68e-0aaedd5eb679

3 ONLINE CLASSES ARE 
A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD

During lockdown Flourish switched to online classes using the 
data-free platform Veedo, so that costs were back-billed to 
Flourish and there were no data costs incurred by the franchisees 
or clients. The data may be free, but network challenges in South 
Africa mean connection can suddenly be lost, particularly for 
those living in rural areas. “It was a real mood killer,” reports 
one mom. The Qualitative Analysis shows that the unstable 
or weak network in their respective areas gave moms endless 
difficulties and roughly half (47%) of respondents listed it as an 
element they least liked about the Flourish online experience. 
The majority (58%) of moms-to-be dropped out of the ante-natal 
classes because of technology and network difficulties. 

A related issue was one of insufficient technical know-how, with 
some moms not knowing how to give their phones access to the 
microphone or video. Mathys says the Veedo tech support team 
tried to assist where they could, calling moms and explaining 
the process. Some moms simply do not have phones. Flourish 
has a big presence in Worcester in the Western Cape, but due 
to drugs, crime and gangsterism, mobile phones are stolen on a 
daily basis. 

However, for those clients who had access, the online classes 
were successful. Franchisee Makua shares: “At first I was not 
convinced they were learning. You are not sure they are taking 

FLOURISH IS LIGHTENING 
THE LOAD
Flourish has taken the first crucial steps towards easing the 
burden on women’s shoulders. There’s no doubt that COVID-19 
had a negative impact, but the programme pivoted to adapt to 
circumstances. The next challenge is to recruit franchisees in all 
of South Africa’s nine provinces so that female entrepreneurship 
can burgeon, more moms are supported on their motherhood 
journey, and that more kids can grow great.
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This brief was developed by Daniella Horwitz

This learning experience is shared by:

in the information because you can’t see how they are seated. 
However, I realised that they were taking it in, especially with 
my first group when they wanted to come back for post-natal 
classes.” Internal M&E surveys found the same; that there 
were statistically significant shifts from baseline to endline in a 
number of key behaviour changes Flourish seeks to influence 
after clients attended virtual Flourish classes.

Network issues are not likely to go away anytime soon, so how 
to get around the problem? There is no easy answer. The central 
premise of Flourish is for moms to get together, share ideas, 
celebrate together, cry together and empower each other. 
Of course, the maternal  and child health information can be 
disseminated by other means, such as pamphlets, but it is not 
likely to have the same impact. Moms are more likely to form 
a lasting opinion in a loving, communal environment6. Now 
that COVID-19 regulations have eased, Flourish is offering both 
online and face-to-face classes. However, due to the possibility 
of a third C-19 wave in South Africa7, franchisees may have to 
revert to online classes only.

not eat eggs because it makes them promiscuous or develop 
faster. Similarly there is a myth that taking supplements will 
lead to a larger baby, making labour more painful and difficult. 
There can also be a lot of family pressure to start feeding the 
baby solid food before six months of age. Through interactive 
conversations, Flourish classes seek to deconstruct these myths 
and engage with moms as to the right time to start solids (six 
months) and the most nutritious types of food to introduce. 




