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LEARNING BRIEF 1 
Sowing the seeds of change: 
How to create a more inclusive, fair and sustainable food system
The coronavirus threw South Africa’s fractured and unequal food system into stark 
relief.  How can we create a more sustainable, inclusive and resilient food system that 
gives greater power to those who still have little influence over how the system works? 
Some solutions emerged during the 2020 Food Dialogues – we summarise them for 
you in this learning brief.

LEARNING BRIEF 2 
#DataFree: 
Building on digital gains made during the COVID pandemic
While the COVID-19 pandemic further cemented South Africa’s wide socio-economic 
disparity, it also demonstrated the power of mobile technology to jump the gap. 
This learning brief explores how and why public benefit organisations (PB0s) fought 
to achieve zero-rating during the country’s national lockdown, and the next essential 
steps and challenges that lie ahead to ensure sites remain data free for those who 
need them most.

LEARNING BRIEF 3 
Flourish: 
Empowering women and helping babies to grow great
Women have been particularly hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. Increasing 
unemployment is likely to be felt for generations and could plunge more women and 
their families further into 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.

3

page

9

13

IN THIS ISSUE WE FEATURE:



3
DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

Drive public 
innovation by reigniting 

civil society

OPPORTUNITY

HANDS-ON
Experience Learning

SOWING THE SEEDS OF CHANGE:  
How to create a more inclusive, 
fair and sustainable food system

A
P

R
IL

 2
0

2
1

At midnight on 26 March 2020, the South African government 
imposed a hard ‘lockdown’ in an effort to contain the 
domestic spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. Hunger was 
the first shockwave to hit as millions could no longer earn 
an income to buy food, school feeding schemes shut, and 
informal food trading was banned. The hunger crisis that hit 
during lockdown was not due to a shortage of food, but rather 
the result of a lack of access to food. 

During the first four months of lockdown, citizens waited 
for national government to release emergency aid in the 
form of extended social grants, and for provincial and local 
governments to get food aid to the ground. Yet it was clear 
from early on that government alone could not address 
this emergency. Civil society, the private sector, and well-

resourced citizens began working together in different ways to 
find sources of food, identify the communities most in need, 
and put in place the logistics needed to mobilise food aid1. 

However, food aid at this level is difficult to maintain. South 
Africa must create a more sustainable system to ease the 
country’s historic food poverty. There needs to be a transition 
to a position of long-term food and nutrition security so that 
each citizen’s constitutional right to food is upheld2.

The 2020 Food Dialogues, organised by the SA Urban Food 
and Farming Trust, happened at a most opportune time – May 
2020. This all-virtual event facilitated an exchange of ideas 
that sowed the seeds of change, sharing ways to create a 
more inclusive, fair, and sustainable food system.  

SA Urban Food 
and Farming Trust

1
The coronavirus threw South Africa’s fractured and unequal food system into stark relief – making visible the lived reality of 
millions, who were burdened with hunger and diseases linked with food poverty well before the pandemic struck. How can we 
create a more sustainable, inclusive and resilient food system that gives greater power to those who still have little influence over 
how the system works? Some solutions emerged during the 2020 Food Dialogues.

1 Food aid took various forms: food parcels; community kitchens providing hot 
meals or sandwiches; schemes that allowed recipients to use smartphones to exchange 
digital vouchers for food hampers from participating retailers; and food aid to school 
feeding programmes. 

2 Funmilola Adeniyi, researcher at the Dullah Omar Institute, explains that a 
citizen’s right to food is enshrined in the South African Constitution, which states that 
everyone has a right to access sufficient food; that every child has the right to basic 
nutrition; and that every detained person and prisoner has a right to nutrition. The law 
places the responsibility on the government to ensure that there is enough food nationally, 
but also that the food is safe and meets dietary requirements. 
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 “The shock of the COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the shortcomings in the food system. It has 
also showed up the level of urgency, resources, opportunities and risks as never before. There 
is cause for concern as well as for hope, but even more cause for deeper engagement, greater 

persistence, and continued dialogue.”

Kurt Ackermann, 
Executive Manager and Trustee, SA Urban Food and Farming Trust

As far back as the 1600s, when the Cape Peninsula was settled 
by the Dutch and used as a refreshment station for passing ships, 
the food system has been exclusionary in South Africa. It was 
deliberately made so in order to perpetuate inequality, since 
control of food is a way to assert power. 

The industrialisation of the economy in the 1800s further 
cemented an economic system designed to create a poorly-
paid and perpetually under-nourished labour class that was 
increasingly living in urban slums around industrial hubs. As 
South Africans were forced to move away from the countryside 
and into cities with an ever more industrialised food system, 
diets became less diverse, and people became dependent on 
and conditioned to bulk up on refined staples such as maize-
based foods. 

Since the end of apartheid, policies have loosened regulations 
governing the food system, helping to consolidate power in 
the hands of a few powerful actors. This has limited how much 
power and choice consumers have within the system; made it 
harder for new agents to enter the system; and arguably made 
the whole system more vulnerable. 

Food poverty existed well before the arrival of COVID. A recent 
survey by the African Centre for Cities at the University of Cape 
Town (UCT) found that before the pandemic, 60 per cent of 
people living in Cape Town were already unable to afford a diet 
with adequate nutrition. Nationally, hunger was heightened 
during the lockdown. 

1

WHAT IS THE FOOD SYSTEM?
According to the High-Level Panel of Experts (HLPE), appointed 
by the UN’s Committee on World Food Security, the food 
system ‘gathers all the elements (environment, people, input, 
processes, infrastructure, institutions, etc.) and activities that 
relate to the production, processing, distribution, preparation 
and consumption of food, and the outputs of these activities, 
including socio-economic and environmental outcomes.

WHERE DOES FOOD FLOW?
The retail sector in South Africa has changed rapidly in the past 
25 years, most notably with the expansion of supermarkets such 
as the ‘Big Five’ – Pick n Pay, Shoprite, Woolworths, Spar, and, 
more recently, Food Lover’s Market. 

South Africa has also adopted a shopping mall culture, with 
the fifth-highest number of shopping centres in the world. Mall 
developers often partner up with big supermarket or fast food 
chains, allowing them to become ‘anchor tenants’. 

The powerful formal food retail sector runs parallel to the 
marginalised, but no less important, informal food sector. 
Sometimes these two systems have a parasitic relationship, 
sometimes a mutual relationship. These are important dynamics 
within the food system which, if better understood, can help the 
country address historic food poverty. 

This learning brief explores key learnings from the 
2020 Food Dialogues, by concentrating on three focus areas: 

1.  How the food system works

2.  The impact of COVID-19 on the food system 
 and the implications of this on food security, 
 health and nutrition

3. What we can do to create a better food system

HOW THE FOOD SYSTEM WORKS

At the same time, the health effects of food poverty – obesity, 
diabetes, heart diseases, and certain cancers – also left many 
South Africans at higher risk of contracting more serious, or even 
fatal COVID-19, the disease brought on by the coronavirus. The 
root of these so-called ‘lifestyle-related diseases’ – a problematic 
term that needs revisiting – lies in a lifetime of dependence 
on a diet of cheap, ultra-processed food-like products. These 
illnesses are the direct outcome of an unequal food system, with 
the poor carrying the greater burden of hunger, as well as the 
diseases brought on by food poverty. 

The pandemic has demonstrated how deeply unequal the food 
system is, as a result of this history. Through the crisis, some 
parts of the food system have become more robust, while other 
parts have become more precarious.
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Lockdown was felt most acutely by smaller businesses and 
the informal sector. For instance, many in the taxi, hospitality, 
and domestic cleaning sectors found themselves immediately 
unemployed. Meanwhile, small parts of the food system were 
shut down temporarily. Small-scale farmers were unable to 
move their produce or earn the income they needed to keep 
their operations afloat. Informal traders and other independent 
suppliers, who initially were not regarded as ‘essential services’, 
could not trade through the early weeks of the lockdown. Even 
when those policy restrictions were eased, many found it difficult 
to work through the bureaucratic steps set by municipalities in 
order to get permits to trade.

It is important to note that during lockdown there were pockets 
of plenty, such as export stock in supply houses, or restaurants 
and hotels sitting with stock that they could not use as tourism 
closed temporarily. One of the immediate challenges was finding 
logistical solutions to get this food to families most in need, 
rather than have it go to waste. 

2

THE IMPORTANCE OF A HEALTHY DIET
A healthy diet is one that is rich and diverse, with foods that are 
as close to their natural state as possible: the right balance of 
fresh vegetables and fruit, seeds, nuts, healthy fats, and protein 
from plants or animals. Many of these real foods are beyond 
the reach of most South Africans. They are often too expensive, 
or they aren’t sold within walking distance of people’s homes. 
Some real foods are financially risky to buy, because they perish 
easily, get damaged through handling, or people may not have 
refrigeration at home. Cooking these foods may also take more 
time or electricity than people have to spare. 

During the lockdown, the City of Cape Town did try to support 
informal traders by distributing COVID-19 Informal Traders’ 
Toolkits, aimed at helping them continue to trade safely and 
in line with COVID-19 protocols.

CASE STUDY: 
How lockdown affected small farmers

The sheer delight of growing things is what makes Veronica 
Baleni, first and foremost, a farmer. Although, over time, 
this meant she had to become a business person, too. In 
2006, she started growing vegetables for her family on their 
1m2 stoep in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. Within a few years, 
these vegetable gardens had spread across 400m2 around 
their home, and she had bought another 1-hectare plot 
nearby. She loved the farming process and that it kept her 
family well nourished. But, as the operation grew, she saw 
the need for an organised business and so she registered 
the Bhukula Farming Co-op in 2016. 

Baleni was at the coalface of the small-scale farmer 
experience during the coronavirus economic slowdown, 
where she saw first-hand how the disruptions to food flows 
cut off farmers’ access to markets, and with it their income 
streams. “The shutdown hit us hard,” she says. “We lost 
sales because of the closure of markets and restaurants, 
and the restriction of people’s movement. Vendors couldn’t 
come to the farm to buy vegetables as they had before. 
Small farming businesses were forced to lay off some of 

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE FOOD 
SYSTEM AND THE IMPLICATIONS FOR 
FOOD SECURITY, HEALTH AND NUTRITION

Creating a more resilient food system means fostering and 
maintaining greater diversity across the entire value chain and 
includes alternative food flows, so that food can reach every 
household in the country.

their helpers, so they saw a drop in production.” Small 
businesses are less able to survive this kind of short-term 
loss in income. 

Baleni weathered the worst of the lockdown by tending 
her crops, feeding the unsold produce to the farm 
animals, and showing people in her community how to 
plant their own food gardens. “But beyond this, it’s all 
about markets, markets, markets,” she says. From the 
perspective of small-scale farmers, having secure and 
reliable access to markets is central to their own survival 
as businesses, as well as to creating a more resilient food 
system. This means building a food supply chain that 
includes informal and small-scale producers in a food 
system that otherwise favours the big ‘visible’ corporate 
enterprises that dominate production, manufacture, 
distribution, marketing, and food retail. 
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People may also have lost a taste for them, after years of 
exposure to highly flavoured processed foods, and aggressive 
marketing that has created a cultural norm that branded and 
packaged foods are aspirational. Much of people’s daily diet is 
made up of ultra-processed food-like products, or bulked up with 
starchy, highly refined staples such as maize-based products and 
bread. Ultra-processed foods are often packed with energy but 
nutritionally empty, and are high in fats, with added salt, sugar, 
and flavouring. They are usually cheap, convenient, and widely 
available.

“The amount of shelf-space these processed foods take up in 
a supermarket shows how accessible and pervasive they are,” 
says Thandi Puoane, Emeritus Professor at the University of the 
Western Cape’s (UWC) School of Public Health (SoPH). Long-
term exposure to a diet made up mostly of these foods results 
in a host of health complications, the burden of which is largely 
felt by the poor, whose food choices are often limited to these 
products. 

The question is: why are these food-like products so cheap and 
available, while healthy foods aren’t? The answer lies in the 
economics of the industrial food system that is dominated by 
big, often international producers, and enabled by government 
policies. 

“When times are hard, the one area that people cut back on is 
food,” Puone says. When a packet of chips or a take-away burger 
is cheaper than cooking a diverse meal of vegetables and fish, 
and someone’s weekly budget has to be split between food and 
other essential household costs, it’s easy to see where people 
might cut corners. 

This is why public health experts argue that society should 
look beyond the food choices that people make, and focus on 
changing the food system that shapes those choices. 

“The high levels of diabetes, hypertension 
and obesity – deadly in the context of 

COVID-19 – were not ‘diseases of lifestyle’ as 
they are framed in policy documents, but the 

outworking of unjust and inequitable food 
systems intersecting with multidimensional 
poverty. COVID-19 caused an amplification 

of existing food insecurity and revealed more 
of the structural problems within our food 

systems, but these problems are deeply rooted 
in our economic, political, social and 

spatial fabric.”

Assoc. Prof. Jane Battersby, 
African Centre for Cities, UCT

IT STARTS IN THE WOMB
The seeds of many health impacts linked with food poverty are 
planted in the womb. This is why public health efforts to address 
these impacts need to prioritise nutrition for pregnant and 
breastfeeding mothers, and their infants. 

The nutrition that a person gets in the First 1 000 Days of life, 
from the moment of conception until their second birthday, 
is critical. It shapes a person’s health, metabolic blueprint, 
and brain function for the rest of their life, explains nutrition 
professor Lisanne du Plessis from Stellenbosch University. Most 
of a person’s brain development – the brain tissue itself, and how 
well the brain works – happens during this 1 000-day window. 
Not getting the right nutrients during this time results in a child 
not reaching their full cognitive potential. 

Poor nutrition during this time can leave a person facing lifelong 
cognitive and physical deficits, and chronic health problems. 
Much of this damage is hard to reverse, and in some instances 
impossible to reverse, even with good nutrition later in life. 
“Improving nutrition during this critical First 1 000 Days is one 
of the best investments we can make to achieve lasting progress 
in global health and development,” says Du Plessis. “Research 
shows that for every dollar spent on nutrition during this time, 
there is a $16 return. There are very few investments that can 
boast this kind of return.” 

Power in the South African food system lies with big businesses 
at different points in the value chain. Smaller businesses are 
under-represented. The informal sector is largely unrecognised 
in its importance for food security, as well as for providing jobs 
and livelihoods that allow people to earn the money needed 
to access food. Various approaches can smooth out the power 
imbalance within a profit-driven food system, address the 
dominance of large corporations, and allow smaller businesses 
and the informal sector to participate. 

3
WHAT WE CAN DO TO IMPROVE 
THE FOOD SYSTEM
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“The only way to have a more equitable 
system is to make a conscious effort to 

redesign one. How we understand the problem 
determines where we look for a solution.”

Dr Tracy Ledger, 
Researcher at the 

Public Affairs Research Institute (PARI)

Here are six ways to improve the food system:

A) Diversify the food system

B) Tech can open the door

C) Support farmers’ markets

D) Municipalities can play a key role

E) Address food waste

F) Good nutrition for pregnant and breastfeeding 
 mothers and infants

A) Diversify the food system

A more resilient food system is one that is more diverse, 
argues Dr Reena das Nair, a senior researcher at the Centre for 
Competition, Regulation and Economic Development (CCRED)  
at the University of Johannesburg (UJ). Outside of supermarkets 
as retail hubs within the formal supply chain, there are many 
alternative market opportunities across the value chain that 
SMEs could tap into, and these alternatives need the be 
strengthened and supported. This must be through supporting 
infrastructure, building networks and relationships, giving 
contractual security to suppliers, and through enabling policies. 

Government and regulatory bodies must ensure a level playing 
field, with equal and fair access to lucrative retail spaces and 
improved infrastructure for traders. An important step forward 
is creating secure and well-supported places within the city for 
informal traders to operate, including providing market spaces 
with services such as electricity, secure storage, refrigeration, 
and good sanitation.

B) Tech can open the door

Digitalisation has advanced services such as food e-commerce, 
logistics, food management, and nutrition. More and more 
retailers are selling online, particularly in the larger retail sector, 
and new models of sales and delivery are emerging, such as 
e-vouchers, and click-and-collect options. 

“The problem is that e-commerce doesn’t serve rural and peri-
urban and poor urban communities,” says Das Nair of CCRED. 
“Many of these technologies and platforms are too expensive 
for SMEs. For instance, membership fees can be up to 30 per 
cent of the cost, which is too high for businesses who are already 
making slim margins.” 

But these platforms can be valuable for small players in 
processing and retail, and can help improve their participation 
in the value chain. Some of the opportunities lie in improved 
business-to-business operations, such as collating orders, 
building credit profiles, lowering transport costs, and connecting 
SMEs directly with consumers.

C) Support farmers’ markets

Farmers’ markets are an alternative way to keep food flowing, 
without the system being dependent on the buying power, 
infrastructure, or geographical reach of big corporate businesses. 
They can offer smarter and healthier alternatives to the 
traditional supermarket model, connecting consumers directly 
with small farms and reinstating small-scale farmers as the food 
source for the community, maintains Sheryl Ozinsky, Managing 
Director of Oranjezicht City Farm Market, which operates out of 
Granger Bay in Cape Town. 

Community-supported agriculture is another grassroots 
approach that connects producers with consumers through 
consumer subscriptions. Consumers sign up directly with a 
specific farm or collective of farmers, to get their harvest directly. 
 
 
 

 

D) Municipalities can play a key role

Municipalities in particular have a role to play in creating spaces 
for smaller and informal operators to do business, and reducing 
barriers to accessing certain spaces. Some of the alternative 
markets include independent or specialist stores such as 
butcheries, bakeries, spaza shops, feeding scheme markets, 
the catering and restaurant industries, hospitals, prisons and 
farmers’ markets. 
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CONCLUSION: 
LET’S BUILD ON GAINS MADE 
DURING THE COVID PANDEMIC
The response to the COVID-linked hunger emergency shows how 
responsive wider society can be – including citizens, civil society, 
and the private sector. South Africa now needs to build on the 
relationships, collaborations, and networks formed during this 
time, in order to create a longer-term, systemic response to the 
country’s ongoing hunger crisis. 

“We must not squander the mass mobilisation we started 
during this crisis,” says Andrew Boraine, CEO of the Western 
Cape Economic Development Partnership (EDP), a public 
benefit organisation that specialises in partnership-building and 
systems-change thinking. “We can build on the new solidarity 
created during this crisis to mobilise, network, and educate.”

This learning brief summarises some of the key focus areas of the 
2020 Food Dialogues Report

SOURCE:
The Food Dialogues Cape Town 2020 event by rapporteur Leonie Joubert. Published 16 October 2020, 
Cape Town, South Africa. Read the full report here: https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/
Food-Dialogues-Report-2020-LR.pdf  

To move beyond food aid to create sustained food security, 
citizens and civil society organisations need access to resources, 
many of which are locked up at a local municipality level. This 
includes urban land that could be used for community gardens 
and small-scale production; under-utilised municipal buildings 
that could give community organisations a safe hub from which 
to operate; and libraries that provide internet connectivity. 
These all fall within the jurisdiction of municipal administrations.

E) Address food waste

Nationally, South Africa produces 12.6 million tonnes of food 
waste each year. About 10.5 million tonnes of this waste is edible, 
and half of it occurs at the farm level. This raises questions of: 
How to salvage this food and how to prevent it from rotting or 
going into landfills? The Ubuntu Surplus Food Donations Bill may 
help provide for this. Municipalities are central to resolving food 
waste at a city scale, where a large amount of this waste occurs. 
 

F) Good nutrition for pregnant and 

 breastfeeding mothers and infants

Supporting good nutrition for pregnant and breastfeeding mothers 
and young infants can save more than a million lives every year. 
This gives one of the best returns on public-health investment, 
and is an opportunity to break the cycle of society-wide poverty. It 
calls for a willingness to act at scale, which must reflect in budget 
support and consolidated action from all stakeholders, including 
government, NGOs, community organisations, and the private 
sector. This includes having the right type of people positioned 
at the right place: having adequate numbers of people trained in 
the field of nutrition; enough health workers to ensure quality 
nutrition services; and evidence-informed stakeholders across 
the ‘rings of responsibilities’ landscape. 

https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Food-Dialogues-Report-2020-LR.pdf
https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Food-Dialogues-Report-2020-LR.pdf
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The coronavirus pandemic cut off normal avenues of 
communication for many PBOs, forcing them to step up 
their online activities as an alternative means of connecting 
with and supporting beneficiaries. However, in South Africa, 
there remain significant barriers to the widescale take-up of 
support through digital means, with the high cost of data 
chief among them.  

Even prior to lockdown, a number of PBOs have made 
it a priority to provide quality content at no cost to 
their beneficiaries. For example, FunDza Literacy Trust 
partnered with the Moya Messenger2 app in June 2019 
to make its content available data free through Moya’s 
chat service; others – such as Acorn Education, Harambee 
Youth Employment Accelerator and Wordworks – created 
reverse-billed sites that were data-free to their users3.

Despite the government’s promise to approve an initial list of 
websites offering educational and health resources following 
the outbreak of coronavirus, achieving zero-rating proved 
to be an onerous task. An application for zero-rating had to 

be approved either by the Department of Basic Education, 
or the Department of Higher Education and Training, or the 
Department of Health – each of which had their own criteria 
for who fitted the bill4. Priority was given to university and 
school websites, and so PBOs had to wait in line. DGMT 
saw this as an opportunity to escalate its long-running zero-
rating campaign5. By seizing on the government disaster 
regulations6, it managed to facilitate ‘data-free’ access to 
many PBO sites.

Zero-rating 
Mobile Services

2

1 Typically, zero-rating is the process of providing subsidised digital content 
and/or access to the Internet at no charge to the user. One of its key objectives is to 
increase access to online information and resources for users who cannot afford the cost 
of data.  For more about zero-rating in South Africa, visit: https://dgmt.co.za/zero-rating-
mobile-services/.

2 Datafree’s Moya Messenger app provides free access to a suite of websites 
and messenger services, aimed mainly at young people.

3 Zero-rated sites are data-free to the end user and the cost is covered by the 
MNO. Reverse-billed means the site is also data free, but the cost is covered by a third 
party, usually the PBO responsible for the website.

4 McKane, J. (2020). Here is the full list of zero-rated websites in South 
Africa. Mybroadband, 17 June 2020. Available at: https://mybroadband.co.za/news/
internet/356371-here-is-the-full-list-of-zero-rated-websites-in-south-africa.html

5 In 2013, to contribute to socio-economic development, DGMT 
commissioned a study to look at ways to reduce the cost of mobile data in South Africa. 
Based on the findings, DGMT pursued a strategy to zero-rate the cost of mobile services 
provided by PBOs, with costs offset by the statutory obligations of mobile network 
operators (MNOs). Prior to 2020, attempts to achieve this goal had not been successful.

6 The Department of Communications and Digital Technologies (DCDT) 
issued a directive in terms of the disaster regulations requiring network operators to 
zero-rate the local educational and COVID-related health content of websites, to be 
approved by a project management office. This meant that all South Africans were able 
to access these websites over fixed or mobile data as long as the country remains in a 
coronavirus-related State of National Disaster.

Acorn Education, in partnership with Apex High School in 
Eerste Rivier, Cape Town, was able to push data to each 
pupil every morning to ensure learning did not stop during 
lockdown. By June 2020 they were able to dramatically 
reduce data usage to just 3MB per lesson, educating 
learners for a week with the same amount of data that 
would typically be used for a one-hour Zoom meeting.

While the COVID-19 pandemic further cemented South Africa’s wide socio-economic disparity, it also 
demonstrated the power of mobile technology to jump the gap. This learning brief explores how and why public 
benefit organisations (PB0s) fought to achieve zero-rating1 during the country’s national lockdown, and the next 
essential steps and challenges that lie ahead to ensure sites remain data-free for those who need them most.

https://dgmt.co.za/zero-rating-mobile-services/
https://dgmt.co.za/zero-rating-mobile-services/
https://mybroadband.co.za/news/internet/356371-here-is-the-full-list-of-zero-rated-websites-in-south
https://mybroadband.co.za/news/internet/356371-here-is-the-full-list-of-zero-rated-websites-in-south
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Beneficiaries can’t take advantage of free data if they do not know 
about it, and so marketing is essential. Many zero-rated sites were 
added to Moya in order to achieve increased visibility: being listed 
on the app allows them to form part of other communities and in 
so doing, access a wider audience. PBOs also advertised their zero-
rated websites on their original websites. Importantly, PBOs had 
to tell users HOW to access the new zero-rated sites – specifically 
highlighting that the exact domain name had to be entered, 
otherwise data could be used navigating to the correct URL. It was 
important that users learnt what would cost them data and what 
would not.

Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator implemented reverse 
billing on their sites at the start of April 2020. Marzanne Collins, 
Chief Information Officer at Harambee, explains: “We introduced 
a redirect on sayouth.mobi and harambee.mobi, which is great 
because it redirects you to data-free links9. But the issue is that you 
still need some form of data to access that [original] URL and then it 
redirects to the free URL. It might be minuscule, it might charge you 
a cent, but you still need some data to get redirected.”

 “This website is  datafree with 
no mobile phone data costs please explore, 

download & share”

From Wordworks’ home literacy page

 “Access to a market is really important. 
And if you have zero-rating and marketing 

together, than that is a powerful thing. 
It is almost like you need that 

magic combination in order to see 
significant growth. Moya gives you 

double the reach.”

Mignon Hardie, FunDza CEO

On 5 May 2020, a list of 39 of the domains for which DGMT 
and its partners had applied for, were included on the official 
list of about 1 000 approved websites7. Yet, two months after 
lockdown, the approved sites had still not been zero-rated 
by all mobile network operators (MNOs). It eventually took 
a court application to compel MNOs to finally comply by 
23 July 20208. This was a crucial victory for PBOs because it 
meant that marginalised South Africans now had greater 
access to vital information – information that serves not only 
to improve health outcomes, but also to support education 
and learning outcomes, as well as safety, early childhood 
development and job prospects. 

8 In July 2020, DGMT launched a court application to compel mobile network operator 
MTN to zero-rate the local educational websites of public benefit organisations that had been 
officially approved, but still not actioned. This application followed three months of engagement 
with the three largest network operators (Vodacom, MTN and Telkom Mobile) urging them to zero-
rate these sites as a matter of urgency to ensure that the poorest 50% of children had some 
access to educational resources during the lockdown and over the next few months. 

9 https://sayouth.datafree.co and https://harambee.datafree.co

Any phone that has a browser 
can access these sites. That said, 
the smarter the phone, the better 
the user experience will be. 
Fortunately, basic smartphones 
are becoming cheaper and there 
is a large market for second-hand 
smartphones, which are more 
affordable. For example, 80% of 
FunDza’s users have an android 
or equivalent phone. The Steppa, 
a low-end android phone, is one of 
the biggest on the market, costing 
R500-R600.

WHAT TYPE OF PHONE CAN ACCESS 
ZERO-RATED SITES?

1

A DGMT-led needs analysis identified three key areas that 
PBOs want to improve to effectively reach their target 
audiences through zero-rated content/service offerings 
moving forward. These are: 

1) Marketing: Get the message out there!

2) Technical improvement: Consider the needs of the user

3) Create valuable content: Keep pulling ‘em back

MARKETING: 
GET THE MESSAGE OUT THERE!

7 The Internet Service Providers’ Association of South Africa (ISPA) has 
committed to maintaining SA’s list of zero-rated websites, which is updated every Monday 
and available here: https://tinyurl.com/zero-rated

WHAT NEXT? 
Building on lessons learnt during lockdown 

When the COVID pandemic struck, some PBOs – such as FunDza 
– were more easily able to adapt as digital content and outreach 
has always formed a core part of their work. Others, especially 
those that had to pivot to support their beneficiaries primarily 
online for the first time, faced a steep learning curve as they did 
not necessarily have strong digital strategies in place.

https://sayouth.datafree.co
https://harambee.datafree.co
https://tinyurl.com/zero-rated
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10 On some phones, it is possible to add different zero-rated websites to the home 
screen in the form of icons (which look like apps)  that take the user straight to the relevant home 
page, without incurring data costs.

It is important that the PBO carefully consider the identity of its 
target audience, what sort of content they need, and how it can be 
delivered in the most efficient way. The site might be zero-rated, but 
if it is a data-heavy and takes a long time to load, people are likely 
to become frustrated and leave. Sites must therefore be technically 
improved to be as data-light as possible. Digital media should not be 
designed for the desktop experience either as the target audience 
predominantly has access to mobile phones. Effective digital 
communication requires 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. 

“Most of our users do not have high digital literacy skills,” shares 
FunDza’s Hardie. WhatsApp or any messaging tool that is easy to 
use is trusted because it is popular. Websites can be overwhelming 
and difficult to use for first-time users, particularly if each site has its 
own style of navigation, meaning the user is not really sure what is 
on offer. Zero-rated websites should therefore be easily navigable so 
that users understand what they need to do in order to access the 
content available to them10.

Once PBOs achieve zero-rating, the trick is to keep pulling users 
back in order to initiate more engagement and/or mobilise 
action/behaviour change. One proven method is to incentivise 
content use. For example, FunDza is able to report on the top 50 
logged-in readers. In September 2020, they launched the Fantastic 
FunDza Fanz competition, taking the top 50 readers per day, and 
putting them into four weekly random draws, and then one final 
random draw. The competition incentivised: 1) having a profile (so 
that one’s reading was measured) and 2) reading on a daily basis.

FunDza noticed a surge in reading, but also in the number of 
people creating a profile (so they could enter the competition). 
But the biggest change was in the number of comments, because 
commenting is not possible unless a user is logged in. By incentivising 
log-ins, people were more easily able to comment. Engagement 
sky-rocketed ‒ normally FunDza gets about 2 000 comments per 
month; in September, they received 18 000. Even more significant 
was that this impact was felt through October, when the promotion 
was no longer happening. 

2

3

TECHNICAL IMPROVEMENT: 
CONSIDER THE NEEDS OF YOUR USER

CREATE VALUABLE CONTENT: 
KEEP PULLING ‘EM BACK

WORDWORKS: 
CONNECTING WITH A WIDER AUDIENCE

During lockdown, Wordworks launched a home 
literacy website (www.wwhomeliteracy.org.za) 
that was separate from its main website 
(www.wordworks.org.za). The site was designed 
to provide information, resources, programmes 
and advice to parents and caregivers who didn’t 
know how to support their children’s learning at 
home. Andrea George, Wordworks Communications 
Officer, believes that the combination of the pandemic 
and zero-rating allowed them to reach a much 
larger audience than would have been possible with 
a normal campaign. 

In September 2020 both Wordworks’ main website 
and the home literacy website were zero-rated. 
Shortly thereafter, the home literacy site was also 
listed on the Moya app. George says the organisation 
has now become more widely known and the 
website is used by many parents and caregivers. 
“Thousands of more people feel they can do this. 
They don’t have to wait for others to develop their 
children’s literacy skills. They can do it themselves.”

Image: A screen shot of the Wordworks Mobile App
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11 Telkom was the first MNO to activate zero-rating of the approved sites, followed by 
Vodacom and Cell C and finally MTN. From: (Harrison, D. (2020). Harnessing the Thunder: Civil 
society’s care and creativity in South Africa’s COVID storm. Porcupine Press, Johannesburg. 
In press.

There is currently no standard set of regulations governing 
the technical requirements for zero-rating, nor is there a 
coordinated, industry-wide approach. Furthermore, the only 
way for PBOs to find out if they have been zero-rated is to keep 
testing the use of data; they are also not informed as to why they 
have been accepted or rejected for zero-rated status, unless they 
make follow-up enquiries to the relevant authorities. Nal’ibali, 

As noted, to be zero-rated, a site must first be assessed and approved 
by one of three different government departments (depending on 
the nature of the content/service being offered). Approved sites 
are then listed on a database maintained by the Internet Service 
Providers Association (ISPA). The mobile operators then need to 
conduct the zero-rating. Here the process gets less transparent as 
it is now up to individual MNOs to orchestrate the zero-rating of 
the site on their network. Each MNO does this separately and zero-
rating by one does not guarantee the other MNOs will follow suit11. 
This has significant repercussions because it means that a person’s 
ability to access online content depends on their choice of service 

1

2

THE PROCESS OF ZERO-RATING 
IS NOT TRANSPARENT

RESTRICTED ACCESS

On one front, the battle for zero-rating has been won by 
various PBOs, but the war for equal digital access is far 
from over. Three pressing challenges remain: 

1) The process of zero-rating is not transparent

2) Restricted access

3) Different URL addresses can confuse the user

WHAT CHALLENGES LIE AHEAD? the national reading-for-enjoyment campaign, was zero-rated as 
early as May 2020; whereas FunDza was zero-rated in July 2020,  
Wordworks in September 2020, Acorn Education in October 2020 
and Harambee in February 2021. “The problem is that the process is 
not transparent. It would help if there was a standardisation saying 
something along the lines of: ‘These are the 12 things that you have 
to do to be zero-rated’,” says Harambee’s Collins. “The final decision 
for zero-rating ultimately sits with the telco providers and it is a 
fragmented process as well as unclear.” 

Apr-20
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Diagram: As the Wordworks home literacy site was new, it did not have a big following. Thanks to the combination of the need (children at home) 
and the opportunity (achieving zero-rating) and new platforms (e.g. Moya), the site experienced a surge in visitors. 

Website 
Launch Binu Data-Free Moya Data-Free and Various Media Promotions
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14 Howie, S.J., Combrinck, C., Roux, K., Tshele, M., Mokoena, G.M., & McLeod Palane, 
N. (2017). PIRLS Literacy 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 2016: South 
African Children’s Reading Literacy Achievement. Pretoria: Centre for Evaluation and Assessment.

12 https://sayouth.datafree.co

13 The new conditions of licences for telecommunications companies bidding for more 
broadband represent a major breakthrough. The conditions, gazetted on 2 October 2020, state that 
a “licensee assigned spectrum through this process shall zero-rate all the mobile content provided 
by public benefit organisations including .gov.za websites”.  The auction for new spectrum is set to 
begin on 31 March 2021. But has been delayed again. For more, see: https://www.engineeringnews.
co.za/article/icasa-appeals-spectrum-court-judgment-2021-03-17/rep_id:4136

Due to the fact that zero-rating took time and some PBOs pursued 
alternative paths to lower data usage, it can be confusing for the 
user to access the site they want, data-free. For example, prior to 
February 2021, if you tried to access Harambee’s sayouth.mobi on 
mainstream mobile operators (Vodacom, Cell C, etc.), it would use 

3 DIFFERENT URL ADDRESSES CAN 
CONFUSE THE USER

provider, not on the value of the content. As David Harrison, DGMT 
CEO says: “The fundamental problem remains: a user’s choice of 
website is limited to those zero-rated by their specific cellphone 
company, making the user experience more a maze of dead ends 
than a seamless pathway for personal growth and development.” 

A related issue is that connectivity remains an issue in SA. Despite 
zero-rating, in some  parts of rural South Africa, the network is ‘dead’, 
meaning that even if they have a mobile phone, the user cannot gain 
access to a cell phone network. Ben Rycroft, Chief Communications 
and Content for Nal’ibali, comments: “Many of our end users lack 
basic access to connectivity and are therefore unable to benefit 
from our freely accessible multilingual children’s stories, activities 
and guides.”

up some of your data; whereas if you accessed the site through 
the datafree.co link12, it would be reverse-billed to Harambee and 
incur no data costs to the user. Since zero-rating, the original  URL 
(sayouth.mobi) can be used at no cost. “Ideally in the future, we 
would actually just want sayouth.mobi to be zero-rated versus 
having separate data-free links and a redirect to the data-free 
link,” says Collins. 

There is also the concern that once the country’s disaster 
regulations are no longer in place, the zero-rating of PBO sites 
will cease. However, South Africa’s long-awaited spectrum 
auction13 could ensure the longevity of zero-rating. It represents 
a major breakthrough because it will enable all cellphone users 
to access digital content for early learning, education, health and 
work preparation, among other services, in their own homes. 
Arguably, it is the most significant move towards bridging South 
Africa’s digital divide since the introduction of mobile technology. 
Unfortunately, there is no clarity as to when the spectrum auction 
will go ahead.

The education system in South Africa is crumbling ‒ we know 
that 78% of Grade Four learners can’t read for meaning14. 
As Nal’ibali’s Rycroft states: “All education-based web portals 
should be accessible at no charge for South Africans. It shouldn’t 
take a pandemic like COVID to have ‘forced’ MNOs to zero-rate 
sites, and it will take collective group action to make it permanent.”  

https://sayouth.datafree.co
https://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/icasa-appeals-spectrum-court-judgment-2021-03-17/rep_id:4136
https://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/icasa-appeals-spectrum-court-judgment-2021-03-17/rep_id:4136
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Brief developed by Daniella Horwitz 

About the organisations featured in this learning brief 

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

Published by:

Acorn Education is a non-profit organisation focused on helping schools to unlock 
their full potential by supporting schools to deliver high-quality education in previously 
disadvantaged communities. Acorn education serves over 3 000 learners across three no-
fee public schools (Apex High School, Apex Primary School and Forest Village Leadership 
Academy) in the Eerste River area of the Western Cape.

FunDza Literacy Trust uses mobile technology to get teens and young adults reading, 
writing and learning. The Trust’s zero-rated site – www.fundza.mobi – provides access to 
a growing library of local reading materials. Original content is added daily and readers can 
send in their work to be edited and published on the site.

Wordworks is a South African non-profit that focuses on early language and literacy 
development in the first eight years of children’s lives. Since 2005 it has worked in 
under-resourced communities with those adults best positioned to impact on young 
children’s language and literacy development, namely parents and caregivers, family 
and community members, home-visitors, early childhood development practitioners and 
Grade R to Grade 3 teachers.

Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator is a not-for-profit social enterprise building 
African solutions for the global challenge of youth unemployment. South Africa has the 
highest youth unemployment rate in the world. Annually, approximately one million young 
people exit the schooling system and enter the labour market. Within a year, nearly two-
thirds are unemployed and discouraged, meaning only one-third find any kind of work or 
continue to further education.

Nal’ibali (isiXhosa for ‘here’s the story’) is a national reading-for-enjoyment campaign. 
Through its network of reading clubs, training partnerships and media campaigns – as 
well as the development of children’s stories and other literacy resources in all 11 official 
languages – Nal’ibali is working to support parents, teachers, caregivers and communities 
to root a culture of reading and writing habits in children’s daily lives.

THE BURDEN OF DATA COSTS

Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator has learnt through its various research initiatives and by connecting with 
young people that they spend on average around R160 per month on data. To put this into context, if a household is 
dependent on a child-support grant of R440, this can mean up to 34% of income is spent on data.

The cost of data in South Africa is one of the highest in Africa. If we look at a 1GB bundle, data costs in SA are three 
times that of Nigeria.

During lockdown, young people in particular pointed to data costs as a significant challenge: 
 44% of young people said they had no money for data during lockdown, 
 while 46% said they had less money than usual.

The top uses for data are job hunting and online applications, followed by social media use and reading 
articles/doing schoolwork.

>

>

>

>

>>
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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.

https://www.growgreat.co.za/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1129142/unemployment-rate-by-gender-in-south-africa/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1129142/unemployment-rate-by-gender-in-south-africa/
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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.

Gaining new 
knowledge 
and skills

Being part 
of a group

Support Instructional 
approach

Caring host Making things 
for the baby
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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.

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

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. 
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