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LEARNING BRIEF 1 
How to grow and sustain an active alumni network
Alumni networks are traditionally associated with universities and private schools, 
but have grown into effective tools for social impact far beyond academia. 
The relationships built among alumni can contribute to their success by providing a 
mix of access to networks, resources, ideas and social capital. Even though growing 
and sustaining an active alumni network requires constant innovation and adaption, 
the rewards can be significant – for the alumni, their community and the country. 
In this brief we look at why and how public benefit organisations (PBOs) have established 
alumni networks and what they’ve learnt along the way.

LEARNING BRIEF 2 
How did civil society organisations respond to COVID-19:
A snapshot from a recent survey
Civil society – already existing within a context of poverty, hunger and violence – have 
had to respond in unprecedented ways since COVID-19 hit South Africa in March 
2020. The scale and the speed of the response to the pandemic, where thousands 
of individuals banded together, working across communities and interest groups, has 
been inspirational. It is vital that we acknowledge the work of civil society, and learn 
from our collective experience. In this brief, we present an overview of the findings 
from the COVID-19 Response Survey, which was conducted between May and June 
2021.

LEARNING BRIEF 3 
Availability and advertising – twin drivers of youth binge drinking 
in South Africa
South Africa’s heavy drinking culture is intrinsically linked to how alcohol is marketed 
and sold. Glamourous marketing campaigns and the wide availability of alcohol mean 
that young people are susceptible targets. This learning brief explores ways of reducing 
the negative impact of alcohol on our youth.
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Why do fellowship programmes have alumni networks? 
“Our alumni network and programming is how we ensure 
regular interaction amongst the fellows across cohorts and 
that the work they do is sustained through the various alumni 
opportunities,” explains Patronella Nqaba, Associate Director 
of Atlantic Fellows for Racial Equity (AFRE), a network 
of changemakers from South Africa and the United States 
building solidarity and working towards a more equitable 
future. Trevor Langat, Alumni Engagement Associate at 
African Leadership Academy (ALA), which seeks to transform 
Africa by developing a powerful network of young leaders, 
says alumni serve as important role models for current 
students. 

Alumni Networks are also a way of maximising impact. Abi Nokes, 
CEO of inHive, a UK-based PBO that serves as an advisor and 
technical partner for school networks, leadership programmes, 
fellowship programmes and scholarship programmes around 
their alumni networks, explains: “You can only achieve a limited 
amount in a one- to two-year programme, and the impact of 

a fellowship may only really take place in the long term and 
the years after. An alumni network becomes a way to fuel that, 
but also to embed a longer-term feedback mechanism for the 
foundation/organisation.”

The Kellogg Fellows Alumni Network is a global network 
representing different Kellogg leadership programmes that 
ran over nine decades in countries across Latin America and 
the Caribbean, the United States (US) and Southern Africa. 
Currently, fellowships are only running in the US, but the 
Kellogg Foundation has an active alumni network. Mary Hlalele, 
a Kellogg International Leadership Programme 1 fellow, 
currently serving as the Southern Africa Alumni Liaison, says 
the alumni network allows fellows to use their collective 
leadership skills and values to affect a positive change in 
society. “The goal of the network has, over the years, been 
about identifying ways to keep the network of fellows alive; 
to facilitate collaborative action in the communities where 
fellows live and serve, creating a space for learning, leading, 
and promoting positive action.”

Alumni Networks 

1
Alumni networks are effective tools for social impact that are traditionally associated with universities and private schools. 
However, alumni networks have grown into effective tools for social impact far beyond academia. The relationships built among 
alumni can contribute to their success by providing a mix of access to networks, resources, ideas and social capital. Growing 
and sustaining an active alumni network requires constant innovation and adaption, but the rewards can be significant – for 
the alumni, their community and the country. In this brief, we look at why and how public benefit organisations (PBOs) have 
established alumni networks and what they’ve learnt along the way.

This learning brief was developed by Daniella Horwitz and draws on Evaluating leadership fellowship programmes: 
Report on challenges and lessons shared among South Africa-based initiatives, by Barbara Klugman, published by Tekano: Atlantic Fellows for 

Health Equity, Cape Town, September 2021, as well as direct interviews conducted by Daniella.

https://tekano.org.za/2021/09/06/evaluating-leadership-fellowship-programmes-by-barbara-klugman/
https://tekano.org.za/2021/09/06/evaluating-leadership-fellowship-programmes-by-barbara-klugman/
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Perhaps one of the most difficult challenges when it comes 
to keeping an alumni network alive is how to keep fellows 
constantly engaged post the fellowship period. As time passes, 
fellows often disconnect from the network. According to Kellogg 
Fellows, those who remain active in the network tend to do so 
for the following reasons:

to continue to learn and grow, especially as leaders; 

to “give back” for the transformational experience of the 
fellowship; 

to “relive” the fellowship experience; 

to take advantage of the talent, experience and connections 
within the network; 

to reconnect with other fellows with whom they bonded 
during the fellowship and since; and/or 

to stay connected to the Kellogg Foundation.

AFRE faces the further challenge of building deep bonds within 
the fellowship, given that the fellowship experience is non-
residential and fellows have limited contact time with each 
other and programme staff. To keep Senior Fellows connected 
to the programme and their network, AFRE offers a number of 
resources and support or capacity-building incentives, such as 
access to auditing academic classes at Columbia University (New 
York), dialogues, travel vouchers to enable knowledge exchange 
visits and funds to collaborate on projects. 

Langat of ALA cites the diversity of the alumni as a major 
challenge. This is not only with regard to nationality, with close 
to 50 countries represented at ALA, but also in terms of age, as 
alumni range from 18 to 32 years old. The diversity of fellows 
requires a degree of flexibility and adaptability. Hlalele, of the 
Kellogg Fellows Alumni Network, says that while they celebrate 
longevity and diversity, there are inherent challenges posed 
by these factors. She explains: “Over the several decades, 
the network of alumni has been made up of people not only 
from different academic backgrounds and orientations, but a 
multiplicity of cultures, generations, race groups, continents, etc. 
We note that while others are just starting out in their careers, 
some are already retired, or getting ready to retire; while some 
are dealing with excesses of the riches enjoyed by the first 
world, others are faced with extreme levels of poverty in their 

1

2

ACTIVATE! Change Drivers was initiated in 2012, and has 
since provided young South Africans with the training to 
change their lives, and the world they inhabit. Change 
Drivers programmes seek to impart skills and knowledge to 
young people through a comprehensive package of social 
economic programmes. The goal is to equip Activators to 
be innovative active citizens, influencing and provoking 
positive change for the global good. 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS 
OF AN ALUMNI NETWORK?
Active alumni networks have a number of benefits at the 
individual, community and national levels. For example:

Members of the ACTIVATE! Network – known as Activators – 
are more likely than the average young person in South Africa 
to participate in elections, petitions and activism.1 They also 
run programmes tailored specifically to address challenges in 
their communities.

AFRE is based at Columbia University in New York and at the 
Nelson Mandela Foundation in Johannesburg. Alumni have 
access to support, resources and networks available from 
both these institutions.

ALA communicates the success/progress of alumni to inspire 
current or potential students and connect them to the 
expertise and know-how of alumni in different fields.

As fellows typically seek to make meaningful contributions to 
society, some Kellogg programmes have offered opportunities 
for them to 'give back' to the communities they visited as a 
means of expressing thanks. Over the years, the network has 
successfully expanded the number and types of occasions 
for fellows to participate in activities designed to utilise the 
network for good. One example is Mink’a Talent Exchange. 
This is a programme in which fellows volunteer their time 
and talent toward another’s initiative, with the Alumni 
Network underwriting the volunteers’ travel to the targeted 
community.

Growing and operating an effective alumni network 
is no easy task. We examine four particular challenges 
identified by the alumni networks interviewed:

1) Keeping alumni engaged

2) Diversity of alumni

3) Lack of financial resources

4) Evaluating alumni impact

KEEPING ALUMNI ENGAGED

CHALLENGES OF GROWING 
AN ALUMNI NETWORK

DIVERSITY OF ALUMNI

1 Read more about ACTIVATE! Change Drivers here: https://issuu.com/
activatechangedrivers/docs/activate__change_drivers_network_su and here: 
https://issuu.com/activatechangedrivers/docs/2nd_tier_evaluation_final

https://issuu.com/activatechangedrivers/docs/activate__change_drivers_network_su
https://issuu.com/activatechangedrivers/docs/activate__change_drivers_network_su
https://issuu.com/activatechangedrivers/docs/2nd_tier_evaluation_final
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According to the Evaluating leadership fellowship programmes 
report, an alumni network was almost impossible to sustain 
without staffing to support both the alumni programme and 
evaluation.3 The report's author, Klugman notes: “(I)n every case 
where there is a large alumni, the programmes that have been 
successful in sustaining contact and engagement with alumni 
have had staff employed for this purpose. Programmes with 
this full staff complement could keep track of shifts in alumni’s 
contact details more easily and could ensure the ongoing 
working relationships.”4 

The Kellogg Fellows Alumni Network is managed and supported 
through the Kellogg Foundation’s leadership team, with on-
the-ground support offered by a team of regional liaisons, who 
themselves are alumni. While the network received significant 
funding from the Kellogg Foundation, it also generated revenue 
sources of its own – some more successful than others.5 The 
Mink’a Talent Exchange6 was an exchange programme fully 
funded and supported by fellows: the host fellow took care 
of all the needs of the visiting fellow for the duration of the 
visit; the visiting fellow brought their talent and skills to the 
community development initiative being run by the host fellow. 
Other fellows pooled private funds together to cover the visiting 
fellow's transport costs.

The AFRE alumni programme has been running for two years and 
has a budget set aside for its operating costs as well as funding 
opportunities to contribute towards the work that alumni do 
in their respective communities. Nqaba says: “A full-time staff 
person is assigned to work with the alumni community because 
the role requires intensive pastoral care and administration.”

ALA has a dedicated Alumni Engagement Team responsible for the 
execution of events and activities that keep alumni engaged and 
connected to the community, such as the annual community call 
and regional meet-ups. Regional connectors (alumni volunteers) 
get people together for meet-ups quarterly in different regions 
with a high concentration of alumni (e.g. Dakar, Nairobi, London, 
Johannesburg and New York). 

From its inception, ACTIVATE! Change Drivers has had a fully-
fledged alumni programme with staff and budgets for events 
and activities. Most activities and events are coordinated by staff 
although Activators run community programmes and events on 
their own.

Nokes of inHive says they have seen a strong correlation 
between alumni networks that thrive and support at a senior 
leadership level. “Alumni networks do require backbone support 
from some staff to coordinate and manage, but where they work 
best is where they are integrated into the wider strategy of the 
organisation, and not siloed.”

Lack of sustained financial resources is a pressing issue for many 
alumni networks. Mutami of ACTIVATE! says lack of sustained 
resources means they sometimes struggle to ensure visibility 
of network members in communities. “To date there have 
been several budget cuts which have seriously curtailed the 
sustainability of the network.”

Another common issue is keeping track of alumni and the impact 
they have over time. Gillian Attwood, Southern Africa Manager 
at the Canon Collins Educational and Legal Assistance Trust, 
which offers postgraduate scholarships, explains: “While 
scholars are studying, they have a closer relationship with the 
programme staff, and it is easier to engage with them through 
progress reports they are required to submit for continued 
funding. However, once scholars graduate and return to their 
various life and work contexts and related demands, it is harder 
for staff to retain close contact with them and keep up with what 
they are doing, particularly in the absence of a financial incentive. 
This is when a strong self-sustained network characterised by 
collaborative relationships becomes so valuable.”2

1

3

4

As suggested above, there are ways to overcome the 
various challenges identified. Here are four key lessons 
to building a robust and connected community: 

1) Invest in dedicated staffing and allocate resources

2) Have alumni shape and drive the network

3) Offer varied and flexible engagement

4) Trace alumni

INVEST IN DEDICATED STAFFING 
AND ALLOCATE RESOURCES

LACK OF FINANCIAL RESOURCES

EVALUATING ALUMNI IMPACT

2 Correspondence with Gillian Attwood 3 Klugman, B. 2021. Evaluating leadership fellowship programmes: Report on 
challenges and lessons shared among South Africa-based initiatives, Tekano: Atlantic 
Fellows for Health Equity, Cape Town, p. 31

4 Ibid.

5 In recognition of differing resources available, no monetary contributions were 
solicited from fellows from Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean. 

6 Read more here: https://www.kfla.org/en/minka

communities – priorities are at different ends of the pole and 
these sometimes cause challenges in priorities or focus areas 
during dialogues and debates. In their efforts to connect alumni, 
the Alumni Office must constantly balance needs and activities 
with the realities of individuals.”

https://www.kfla.org/en/minka


7
DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

O
C

TO
B

E
R

 2
0

2
1

1

“A successful alumni community must be 
bound together by a shared purpose, 

driven by the community itself and not 
dictated to from above.”

Abi Nokes, 
CEO of inHive

The more alumni are involved in programme activities and shape 
programme priorities, the more active an alumni network is likely 
to be. Nokes adds that this increases the likelihood of alumni 
being willing and able to offer longer-term leadership support 
for the network. For instance, ACTIVATE! network support staff 
run a consultation process with the network to generate areas of 
common interest, which they then research to produce facts and 

2 HAVE ALUMNI SHAPE 
AND DRIVE THE NETWORK

statistics about selected issues. These are published in the form 
of visualised data (infographics) to the network members who 
then discuss and decide on their own courses of action to take in 
their communities.

While some alumni networks have experienced difficulty in 
integrating the various cohorts, research by inHive has shown 
that having a common vision is more important than having 
a common experience. Nokes observes: “Connections to the 
specific programmes in which young people had taken part 
were found to be less important than the values and vision that 
programme participants had in common. A successful alumni 
community must be bound together by a shared purpose, driven 
by the community itself and not dictated to from above.”

If alumni are involved in programming, they are also more 
likely to respond to requests for information honestly. Kellogg's 
Hlalele notes that if alumni are not experiencing value from the 
programme, they are less likely to put in the time to respond. 
“Unless people are committed to the programme, they won’t 
respond truthfully... activities keep people connected and 
interested, so when you send out an evaluation question they 
respond from the core of the being. They will only respond if 
you’re relevant to how their lives are shaping out.”7 

Siphelele Chirwa: From Activator to CEO
Siphelele Chirwa was in the first ACTIVATE! Change Drivers cohort (2012) and joined the alumni network in 2013. 
She is now the CEO of ACTIVATE! Change Drivers.

 

How did being part of the ACTIVATE! alumni network impact your trajectory? 
I have created life-long connections on a personal level and got a lot of learning from 
different Activators in my career and brought common solutions to community 
challenges. My knowledge base grew from just being an Activator. 

Do the alumni help to shape ACTIVATE! policies or contribute to the 
Activate operations?  
Yes, and we can do more to include the network. We have started shifting 
our organisational strategy to be driven by the network for the network. 
Our operations are to give support to the network and to maximise the 
impact of the network in different communities and South Africa. 

How could the ACTIVATE! alumni network be strengthened?  
In the last few years, we have needed to articulate the role of the network 
and the mandate of the organisation. This is a continuous process that 
helps the network to see itself as a force of agency with the support 
from the organisation. The network needs to trust itself and learn 
to self-organise and be able to be sustainable. We have a lot of 
different skills and capacity in the network that we have not 
yet been able to fully realise. There is great potential in 
the network.  

7 Klugman (2021), p. 30

1

2

3
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8 An activity whereby a group of fellows come together (to form a brain trust) 
to grapple with a challenge brought forth by one of their peers. The aim is to brainstorm 
solutions and offer advice on the subject matter.

9 Correspondence with Gillian Attwood

10 Klugman (2021), p. 27

11 Ibid.

A balanced mix of face-to-face and online engagement and 
activities is important to develop the breadth and depth of 
relationships. However, the COVID pandemic has meant that 
over the past year or so, most engagement has moved online. 
Webinars are an important online component because they 
offer opportunities for engagement and further learning 
opportunities. Langat observes: “As much as we have sustained 
activities such as webinars and the annual virtual community 
call, we try to give alumni the opportunity to autonomously run 
and participate in activities. This is done through the regional 
connectors programme as well as the ALA Alumni Association 
where alumni can elect their representatives.” 

Hlalele maintains that effective engagement and making 
connections are central to maintaining high levels of interest in all 
alumni activities. Kellogg has tested various approaches; initially, 
the emphasis was on building and maintaining a comprehensive 
database of the fellows and sharing that information within the 
network. Lately, considerable resources have been directed at 
communicating with fellows about past and upcoming events, 
as well as ensuring that fellows know who is in the network, 
i.e. who the fellows are, what programmes and classes they 
represented, where they reside, and what their interests are. 
These communications are accomplished primarily through 
paper, although the use of electronic means, newsletters, blogs, 
and outreach events in the communities where fellows live are 
increasingly used. 

Newsletters are a popular form of communication. For example, 
AFRE’s Senior Fellow Newsletter provides updates on different 
members in the network and AFRE, as well as informing alumni 
about the various opportunities available to them from AFRE and 
their various partners. The annual Senior Fellow Survey is used to 
update fellows’ information and elicit feedback on programming, 
while peer-exchange via “Wise Counsels”8 allows members of 
the alumni community to provide each other support on a real-
life challenge that one of their peers is facing.

3

4

OFFER VARIED AND 
ADAPTABLE ENGAGEMENT

TRACING ALUMNI

Tracing alumni allows for the assessment of alumni impact, 
although it can be difficult to evaluate the contribution or 
influence of the programme over the long term. Klugman notes 
that when a fellowship programme’s theory of change is that 
the programme experience and relationships built will enhance 
fellows’ abilities to influence social change over time, then 
keeping track of fellows and their influence is important to allow 
programmes to understand if, and how well, the programme has 
contributed towards fellows’ ability to influence social change.

For Canon Collins Trust, keeping in touch with alumni and knowing 
what they go on to do, enables them to understand what kind of 
change alumni influence or bring about. Attwood explains: “Our 
assumption is that our support contributes directly or indirectly 
to scholars’ and alumni’ ability to influence change in their 
various locations. We want to know this in order to determine 
whether our programmes are effectively contributing to what we 
want to achieve. This tells us whether we are being successful in 
what we do.”9

Keeping in touch with alumni can be challenging, partly because 
of the difficulties alumni have in accessing mobile or internet 
data. One programme  incentivises participants to respond by 
offering data in return for them responding; another offers a 
book on the topic of the fellowship.10 Another challenge can 
be language, familiarity with computers and survey tools. 
Some programmes address this by inviting participants to use 
WhatsApp voice or video to share feedback.11

Programmes have various ways of tracing alumni. ALA has 
a database of all alumni and tries to keep track of them by 
conducting an annual alumni survey inviting them to self-report 
on where they currently are and the type of work/studies 
they are pursuing. ALA also keeps track of all the alumni who 
attend their events and webinars. For ACTIVATE! network-wide 
indicators are done through the annual YouCount Survey and 
programme specific impact studies. However, for the past two 
years, this has not happened due to lack of budget. AFRE traces 
their alumni in the following ways: through funding reports 
submitted to the programme, individual check-in calls with staff, 
annual senior fellow survey data, fellows’ notifications on our 
various communications platforms, social media mentions and 
news search engines (made possible by publications that identify 
people as AFRE fellows).  

Key insights used by the Kellogg team to improve their alumni 
programme and keep alumni engaged include:

Skills development workshops to address youth 
unemployment and under-employment among fellows.

Alumni engagement conversations across Southern Africa.

Connecting with fellows in Southern Africa and globally 
via virtual means such as Slack or Zoom.
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Some fellowships have used social network analysis to track fellows’ connectedness over time. Norma Kok, former Monitoring, 
Evaluation and Learning (MEL) Officer at Tekano, which runs the Atlantic Fellows For Health Equity Fellowship in South Africa, 
describes Social Network Analysis (SNA) as a method and set of metrics to measure, visualise and draw inferences on the 
characteristics of a group or a group of individuals. It is useful when the objective is to evaluate changes in connectivity among 
the fellows, quantifying relationships among people, and how they change over time as the result of interventions (such as a 
fellowship programme).

One question Tekano used for their SNA was: ‘Are the fellows developing as a network that supports each other’s activities in 
social determinants of health equity?’ Tekano surveyed fellows asking who they a) shared information with and b) collaborated 
with at three moments: before joining the fellowship, at six months into the fellowship, and a year later, that is six months after 
the fellowship ended and they had become alumni. The below visual maps illustrate how the method identified shifts among the 
first cohort of fellows over time.

Figure1: Shifts in fellows’ connections over time

Each dot in Figure 1 represents a fellow. Larger circles indicate a fellow having more linkages. The darkest pink indicates fewest 
linkages; the darkest green indicates the most. What the figures, and the data underlying them, show is that at start there were 
54 information-sharing connections in total among 34 fellows, 255 during the fellowship and 298 a year later. As the image 
reflects, almost all fellows were sharing information by the end of the fellowship.  

While SNA offers a formal evaluation approach, a number of other programmes informally monitor connectedness through 
fellowship online platforms, WhatsApp groups and e-lists. These provide critical information to programmes about what kinds of 
support fellows or alumni need, and the levels of engagement of different fellows. 

CONCLUSION:
While the COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly impacted on 
the ability of alumni to connect in person, online components 
have facilitated interaction in different and innovative ways. 
It is hoped that the eventual easing of restrictions will allow  
for more face-to-face interaction and direct relationship 
building, although it is likely that online interaction will continue, 

Case Study: Social Network Analysis12

and we should explore the associated benefits of this mode 
of interaction for network building. By utilising the learnings 
shared, more alumni networks may flourish, ensuring that the 
potential seen in the fellows is realised over the long-term, 
significantly improving the  influence of young South Africans.

12 Klugman (2021), p. 33-35
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This is the learning experience of:

ACTIVATE! Change Drivers was initiated in 2012 with the mission to build the capacity of young people 
to become leaders for public innovation and catalyse connection points, growing a network of change 
drivers as a new political, social and economic force. There are currently 4 254 Activators, who are 
network members or alumni.

African Leadership Academy (ALA) is a pre-university located in the outskirts of Johannesburg. It is 
dedicated to 16- to 19-year-olds from Africa and the rest of the world, with alumni from 46 different 
countries. ALA's selective, two-year pre-university programme develops and connects Africa’s future 
leaders. ALA currently has 1 126 alumni around the globe.

Atlantic Fellows for Racial Equity (AFRE) aims to bring diverse change makers from South Africa 
and the US into sustained learning and exchange, to enhance their capacity to collaborate, so they 
are better equipped to change the structures that maintain racial inequality and build the policies, 
institutions and narratives that can lead to greater equity. Currently, there are 47 alumni; in November 
2021, this will increase to 67.  

Canon Collins Educational and Legal Assistance Trust offers postgraduate scholarships as a strategy 
to strengthen the skills and capacity of carefully-selected individuals committed to social, economic 
and environmental justice. Scholars and alumni build relationships and engage with each through their 
participation in the Canon Collins Network. 

The Kellogg Fellows Alumni Network is a global network of 1 700 individuals, representing 15 different 
Kellogg leadership programmes in 53 countries. Kellogg fellows represent an array of individuals who 
have participated in leadership and academic programmes funded by the Kellogg Foundation over the 
span of 40+ years. Fellows were drawn from the three regions of Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Southern Africa, and the United States of America.  

inHive is a specialist team of network builders, working with partners across the world to strengthen 
young people’s access to strong networks and relatable role models; inHive has served a range of 
partners, from school networks such as EducAid in Sierra Leone, youth leadership programmes such as 
Akazi Kanoze Access in Rwanda and Columba Leadership in South Africa, scholarship programmes such 
as the Mastercard Foundation (pan-Africa) and Windle International (East Africa) and professional 
leadership programmes.

Tekano, Health Equity in South Africa, is growing health equity leadership to tackle the deep social 
and economic inequities that characterise South Africa; contributing to building leaders and engaging 
communities across sectors and disciplines to address barriers that prevent people from leading 
healthy and productive lives. At the time of the Evaluating leadership fellowship programmes report, 
the Programme lasted 12 months with four modules with strong inter-modular activities such as 
coaching and mentoring support. Twenty-five fellows were selected annually. 
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South Africa is particularly attractive to the alcohol industry 
because of its growing market of young people who make up 
almost a third of the population (17.84 million young people 
are between 18- and 34-years-old)1. What is more, in South 
Africa the alcohol industry has excessive freedom to promote 
alcohol because the industry is expected to self-regulate its 
advertising practices.    

The Control of Marketing of Alcoholic Beverages Bill, placed 
before Cabinet in 2013, restricts the advertising/marketing of 
alcoholic beverages except at the point of sale, sponsorship 
and promotion of alcoholic beverages. The Bill was however 
stalled indefinitely after the industry “denied evidence of a 
link between alcohol advertising and consumption, argued 
that an advertising ban was anti-competitive, that it would 

impact the economy, promote trade in illicit liquor, erode 
personal freedoms, and that the loss of sponsorships would 
damage the development of arts and sports.”2 The Bill has had 
two regulatory-impact assessments and one socio-economic 
assessment, none of which have been made public and it has 
still not been passed.

The ban on tobacco advertising serves as a good point of 
reference. Both alcohol and tobacco have associative harms – 
and both appeal to the youth through advertising. The tobacco 
advertising ban coincided with other policy interventions, 
such as tax increases and public restrictions on smoking in 
public. As a result, smoking has declined most notably with a 
26% reduction in 15- to 16-year olds. The advertising industry 
and sports sponsorships survived the ban.3 

1
South Africa’s heavy drinking culture is intrinsically linked to how alcohol is marketed and sold. Glamourous marketing campaigns 
and the wide availability of alcohol mean that young people are susceptible targets. This learning brief explores ways of reducing 
the negative impact of alcohol on our youth. 

1 Stats SA. (2019). SA Population reaches 58.5 million. Access at:  http://www.
statssa.gov.za/?p=12362

2 Matzopoulos. R. (2020). In: Policy Options to Reduce Binge Drinking in South 
Africa, 37. DG Murray Trust. Access at:  https://dgmt.co.za/alcohol-harms-reduction/

3 Ibid

Alcohol Harms 
Reduction

http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=12362
http://www.statssa.gov.za/?p=12362
https://dgmt.co.za/alcohol-harms-reduction/
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Above: In a recent advertising campaign Johnnie Walker ties the achievement of successful young South Africans to their brand. 

ALCOHOL ADVERTISING TARGETING YOUNG 
PEOPLE IS ESPECIALLY PROBLEMATIC

Advertising requires sophisticated decoding or critical reasoning 
skills to “read” beyond the message being presented by the 
marketer.7 Unfortunately, the prefrontal cortex – the part of the 
brain responsible for critical judgements, planning, controlling 
impulses, decision-making and regulating emotions – is not yet 
fully developed in children and young people; in fact, it is still 
under construction until the mid-twenties.8 That is why young 
people can become muddled in their perception of the negative 
impacts of alcohol. After watching alcohol ads, young people 
expect – consciously or unconsciously – that what they just 
observed will happen to them after consuming alcohol.

Adolescence is characterised by change and uncertainty. Young 
people are developing their sense of identity, a key psychological 
task for this period of development, and they often use symbols 
as an external expression of their identity. Consuming alcohol 
might be used as a symbol of rebellion, of their freedom to 
make choices, of being a risk-taker. The alcohol industry takes 
advantage of the vulnerabilities of the adolescent period.

WHY ALCOHOL ADVERTISING 
IN SOUTH AFRICA NEEDS 
BETTER REGULATION
Exposure to alcohol advertising leads to positive attitudes about 
alcohol use. It works so well that the alcohol industry invests 
R1.7 billion to R2 billion annually, making up about 4.4% of all 
advertising in South Africa.4  Significant research has found  that 
alcohol advertising is a predictor of binge drinking; the more 
adverts that young people watch, the more likely they are to 
binge drink.5 

Marketers often try to associate positive emotions or a particular 
lifestyle with their brands, hoping that this will be reinforced 
when people think about/use their product. This  leads people to 
adopt a favourite brand which can become an extension of their 
self-identity, whereby the meanings and values of the brand are 
adopted by the individual who consumes the brand.6 

4 Kalideen, S. (2018). Outdoor alcohol advertising in Johannesburg residential 
areas (Doctoral dissertation).

5 Austin, E. W., Chen, M. J., & Grube, J. W. (2006). How does alcohol advertising 
influence underage drinking? The role of desirability, identification and scepticism. Journal 
of adolescent health, 38(4), 376-384.

6 Casswell, S. (2004). Alcohol Brands in young people’s everyday lives: New 
developments in the market. Alcohol and Alcoholism, 39(6), 471-476

7 Lapierre, M. A., Fleming-Milici, F., Rozendaal, E., McAlister, A. R. & 
Castonguay, J. (2017). The effect of advertising on children and adolescents. Pediatrics, 
140(Supplement 2), 152-156
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WHAT CAN YOUTH ORGANISATIONS DO TO HELP 
YOUNG PEOPLE CHALLENGE WHAT THEY HEAR 
ABOUT ALCOHOL IN THE MEDIA?

SAHARA (Smoking & Alcohol Harms Alleviation & Rehabilitation 
Association) is an organisation that works in communities in 
George on the Garden Route, helping people to reduce or stop 
alcohol or substance abuse, and in so doing limit the harm they 
are doing to themselves, their families and their communities. 

SAHARA is pioneering a project aimed at teenagers called 
Planet Youth. Initiated in 2020, it is working with the Western 
Cape government to provide local youngsters with recreational 
activities. Inspired by the success of Planet Youth which was first 
rolled out in Iceland, it aims to reduce alcohol abuse among 
teenagers by offering a yearly science-based questionnaire 
at schools and a variety of after-school activities, as well as 
psychosocial support and community education. It follows a 
systemic approach with the encouragement of joint family 
dinners, organised leisure time activities and parental supervision.

The advertising of alcohol to youth is compounded by 
its widespread availability. According to a South African 
study (2018), the availability and affordability of alcohol in 
communities and close to schools and tertiary institutions, is 
driving alcohol consumption and binge drinking among young 
people. The study found that an increasing number of children 
are having their first drink before turning 13.13 

Alcohol is commonly sold in unlicensed venues, such as shebeens. 
These informal venues facilitate availability because they are 
widely spread and generally disregard legal opening times. For 
example, there are approximately 25,000 known shebeens 
in the Western Cape alone, which service every corner in the 
townships.14 More than a third (66%) of South Africans drink 
in shebeens.15 Another way of making alcohol more accessible 
is to make it cheaper and selling it in large containers. A 2017 
study16 found that beer is most associated with high rates of 
binge drinking because it is sold in larger containers and heavily 
advertised.  

The illicit market, which is mostly driven by the smuggling of 
alcohol, also contributes to cheaply available alcohol. “Illicit 
alcohol includes counterfeit products, where empty bottles of 
legitimate brands are refilled with cheaper alcohol, as well as 
unbranded alcohol, smuggled products and illegal homebrewed 
alcohol which are sold without paying tax”.17 The total illicit 
alcohol market is 14.5% and is valued at about R12.9-billion.18 

The Planet Youth process in Iceland reduced the percentage of  
teenagers getting drunk from 42% to 5% in 17 years.

MEDIA RESILIENCE SKILLS

A  three-year study  of inner-city students by Weill Cornell 
Medical College in, New York City in the US found that teens 
“who can recognise and resist the persuasive tactics used in 
alcohol ads are less likely to succumb to alcohol advertising 
and peer pressure to drink”. 12 The study found that seventh 
graders taught to be more critically aware of advertising, 
through media resilience skills, were significantly less likely 
to drink alcohol as ninth graders.

8 Youth Health Resource Kit. Access at: https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/
kidsfamilies/youth/Documents/youth-health-resource-kit/youth-health-resource-kit-
sect-1-chap-1.pdf

9 DGMT. (2020). Young people open mind. The Human factor, Issue 3. Access at: 
https://the-human-factor3.dgmt.co.za/

10 Teen drinking patterns and how they contribute to addiction. (2020). Fort 
Behavioural Health. Access at: https://www.fortbehavioral.com/addiction-recovery-blog/
how-teens-become-addicted-to-alcohol/

11 DGMT. (2020).

12 Weill Cornell Medical College (2008). Learning How To Say ‘No’ To Alcohol 
Advertising And Peer Pressure Works For Inner-city Adolescents. Access at: https://www.
sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/02/080229141801.htm

13 Trangenstein, P. J., Morojele, N. K., Lombard, C., Jernigan, D. H. & Parry, C. D. 
(2018). Heavy drinking and contextual risk factors among adults in South Africa: findings 
from the International Alcohol Control study. Substance abuse treatment, prevention, and 
policy, 13(1), 1-11.

14 Peters, N. C. (2016). Smokkel for the pot: the politics of liquor retail in the 
Western Cape, a case study of Atlantis (Doctoral dissertation, University of the Western 
Cape).

15 Trangenstein, P. J., Morojele, N. K., Lombard, C., Jernigan, D. H. & Parry, C. D. 
(2018). Heavy drinking and contextual risk factors among adults in South Africa: findings 
from the International Alcohol Control study. Substance abuse treatment, prevention, and 
policy, 13(1), 1-11.

16 Lategan, B. W.,du Preez, R. & Pentz, C. D. (2017). Socio –demographic insights 
into South African student drinking behaviour. South African Journal of Higher Education, 
31(5), 90

17 Mashego, P. (2016). SA’s illegal booze market now worth more than R20 billion, 
study claims. News24. Access at: https://www.news24.com/fin24/companies/retail/sas-
illegal-booze-market-now-worth-more-than-r20-billion-study-claims-20210528

18 Liedtke, S. (2020). South Africa losing R250m a day because of illicit trade – 
BLSA. Retrieved from: South Africa losing R250m a day because of illicit trade – BLSA

Binge and heavy drinking are particularly harmful to adolescent 
brain development because it affects normal developmental 
trajectories. As a result, alcohol can have a long-term impact 
on teenagers’ memory and cognitive function.9 The impacts on 
the brain can also make drinking in teens more likely to become 
an addiction, particularly if the drinking starts before 15 years 
old.10 The adolescent brain has a higher physical tolerance and 
stronger reward response to addictive substances. It is highly 
sensitive to rewards (such as sugar) and to stimulating activities, 
far more than the adult brain. As mentioned, the ability to inhibit 
impulses is not yet fully matured, and thus adolescents are more 
vulnerable to developing a problem with alcohol.11

The four pillars of the Planet Youth Process are: 

Evidence-based practice

Community-based approach

Integrating research, policy and practice

Schools form the hub of interventions 
and extra-curricular activities.

HOW THE EASY AVAILABILITY 
OF ALCOHOL HELPS TO GET 
YOUNG PEOPLE HOOKED

https://www.childsociety.org/sahara-george.html
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/kidsfamilies/youth/Documents/youth-health-resource-kit/youth-health-resource-kit-sect-1-chap-1.pdf
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/kidsfamilies/youth/Documents/youth-health-resource-kit/youth-health-resource-kit-sect-1-chap-1.pdf
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/kidsfamilies/youth/Documents/youth-health-resource-kit/youth-health-resource-kit-sect-1-chap-1.pdf
https://the-human-factor3.dgmt.co.za/
https://www.fortbehavioral.com/addiction-recovery-blog/how-teens-become-addicted-to-alcohol/
https://www.fortbehavioral.com/addiction-recovery-blog/how-teens-become-addicted-to-alcohol/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/02/080229141801.htm 
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/02/080229141801.htm 
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“We are not calling for the industry to be 
closed entirely. But we are saying let’s fight 

the drinking culture which is causing so many 
social ills in our communities. This has nothing 

to do with COVID-19. This has nothing to do 
with a particular period. This has something 

to do with what we have experienced before, 
what we are experiencing now and will be 

experiencing in the future. Our problem is not 
a problem that is time bound. It’s a problem 
that has been there for a long time. We are 

saying let’s fight it together”

Robert Mafinyori, 
SACBC

WHAT PROTECTS YOUNG PEOPLE 
FROM ABUSING ALCOHOL?

And what can youth organisations do to 
support young people and communities 
where there is high group pressure to drink 
and alcohol is always available? 

THE ON-THE-GROUND IMPACT OF ALCOHOL 
SALES BANS 

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, South Africa 
has had four complete alcohol sales bans, implemented to 
relieve pressure on hospitals brought about by alcohol-related 
emergency incidents. During these periods, there was a dramatic 
drop in trauma-related incidents. For example, murder fell by 
47% in the first four weeks of lockdown compared to the 
same period in 2019 and by 38% in the second four weeks.19 
Of particular note are the periods during which alcohol sales 
for home consumption were restricted – Monday to Thursday 
from 9am-5pm. Maurice Smithers from Southern African Alcohol 
Policy Alliance (SAAPA) attributes the reduction in incidents 
to the early closure of consumption sites, because much of 
the violence and trauma associated with alcohol is linked to 
drinking late into the night, especially over weekends. This 
decline in alcohol-related incidents highlights how the increased 
availability of alcohol through longer trading hours contributes 
to binge drinking. 

Robert Mafinyori is a project manager at the South African 
Catholic Bishops Conference (SACBC), an organisation aiming to 
reduce alcohol-related harms by having honest, non-judgemental 
dialogues with individuals, alcohol establishment owners and 
communities in order to create awareness of alcohol harm, and 
also to increase awareness of the negative behaviours driven by 
alcohol consumption, such as gender-based violence. He says 
another positive outcome from the lockdowns and associated 
alcohol sale bans were that people could see for the first time 
that a world without alcohol is possible; that “they can go for 
days or weeks without alcohol and that they can invest their 
time well.” 

19 Faull, A., Kelly, J., Diesel, A. (2020). Lockdown lessons: Violence and policing in 
a pandemic. Access at: https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/sar44.pdf

20 Beck, K.H., Boyle, J.R. & Boekeloo, B.O. (2003). Parental monitoring and 
adolescent alcohol risk in a clinic population. American Journal of Health Behavior 
Vol. 27: 108-115.
21 Hoque, M. & Ghuman, S. (2012). 
22, 23, 24 Smuts, S. L. (2009).

Constructive communication 
and monitoring by parents.20,21

Adolescents with positive family 
communication and support, 
good health practices and future 
aspirations are 1.5 to 2.5 times 
less likely to use alcohol than 
those who don’t.21

Positive adult and 
peer role models 
in their lives.22

Leisure activities that reduce 
boredom, motivate and help 
develop autonomy, self-identity 
and self-regulating behaviour.24

Religion or feeling connected 
to a sense of meaning in life.23

https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/sar44.pdf
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BUILDING ON 
LOCKDOWN LESSONS
About 67% of South Africans won’t drink alcohol throughout 
their entire lives. In contrast, only 12% of adults in the UK will 
abstain for life.25 South Africa’s COVID-19 lockdowns have 
offered a number of lessons and opportunities we would 
be remiss not to build on moving forward. As Smithers from 
SAAPA argues, “through evidence-based policy options, which 
include regulating alcohol’s availability, reducing alcohol’s 

Learning brief by Gugulethu Cebekhulu

This learning brief is based on a literature review
done by Gugulethu Cebekhulu and learning by: 

affordability, restricting alcohol marketing, having drink-driving 
countermeasures further tightened up and facilitating access to 
screening, brief interventions and treatment, the legislation can 
create a climate where people can say no, we don’t want this to 
go on.” Ultimately, we want to end up in a place where people 
can drink but not in a manner that is a threat to society at large.  
Restrictions on alcohol are therefore a matter of urgency. 

25 Vellios, N. G. & 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), 33-39.
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This learning brief is the first in a series of briefs investigating 
civil society’s response to the pandemic, with a particular focus 
on civil society organisations (herein referred to as CSOs1). 
This work stems from the DG Murray Trust’s contribution to 
the government-led South African COVID-19 Country Report 
that sought to document the scale of the work done during 
the hard lockdowns of 2020, and lessons that could be 
learnt from this experience. 

In this brief, we present an overview of the findings from the 
COVID-19 Response Survey, which went live at the end of May 
2021 and ran until mid-June 2021. The survey focused on four 
specific areas of interest to the researchers, who felt they 
lacked information in this regard:

Reducing the spread of COVID-19,

Distributing food to vulnerable groups, 

Assisting children and learners to continue to learn and 
catch up on lost time, and

Preventing and addressing Gender Based Violence (GBV).

The survey was distributed to all organisations on the DG 
Murray Trust’s current and previous list of grantees and 
applicants. It was then sent onwards to other funders for 
distribution to their databases. A cascade approach was 
adopted, where participating CSOs were encouraged to send 
the survey onto other organisations they knew would be 
interested in participating. The survey was also advertised 
and boosted via social media.2

So, what did we find? More evidence of the extraordinary work 
of civil society who have had to pivot from prior mandates 
to COVID-19 relief efforts, working at a speed rarely seen 
before, while scaling to levels that were still not able to meet 
the bottomless pit of need. This was all done under the most 
challenging conditions, of permits, social distancing, school 
closures, and government shutdowns. The final section of this 
learning brief provides a look at some of their views on how 
civil society needs to proceed.

1
Civil society – already existing within a context of poverty, hunger and violence – have had to respond in unprecedented ways 
since COVID-19 hit South Africa in March 2020. The scale and the speed of the response to the pandemic, where thousands of 
individuals banded together, working across communities and interest groups, has been inspirational to say the least. It is vital 
that we acknowledge the work of civil society, and learn from our collective experience.

1 For the purpose of brevity, CSOs in this learning brief include any of the 
following; Community-based Organisations (CBOs), Non-profit Organisations (NPOs), 
Public Benefit Organisations (PBOs) and Faith-based Organisations (FBOs).

2 All those who are quoted in this Learning Brief gave express permission to 
attribute their quotes to their represented organisation.

Civil Society’s Response 
to Covid-19



17
DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

O
C

TO
B

E
R

 2
0

2
1

1

Figure 1: CSO presence across South Africa’s provinces 
(*The denominator of the % is the no. of CSOs 
participating in the survey)

CSO PRESENCE ACROSS PROVINCES

There was a large diversity of focus areas amongst the CSOs prior 
to COVID-19. Supporting youth was the number-one issue (about 
a third). Nutrition support, welfare services, and education (ECD 
and Basic Education) were also frequently prioritised. 

As might be expected, civil society organised at more local levels, 
where towns or neighbourhoods came together to assist the 
most vulnerable. Only between 20-40% of operations (depending 
on the type of assistance) were in an area larger than a town or 
city, with most CSOs focussing on one or more neighbourhoods.

However, local doesn’t necessarily mean small. Many of these 
organisations were working at scale through the collective efforts 
of thousands of volunteers on the ground. Others scaled through 
their already established national networks, or their ability to 
use mass media or virtual platforms. Even the largest of CSOs 
was benefitting from the donations of everyday people.

EXAMPLES OF SCALE AT THE  
LOCAL AND NATIONAL LEVEL

Hout Bay United Football Community (HBUFC) 
provided approximately 25 000 food packs or 3 million 
meals in total. 

Rotary District 9350 spent approximately R25 million on 
food, food vouchers and community kitchen donations 
and support, which it collected from individual clubs.

South African Council of Churches, operating nationally, 
provided over R20 million worth of food vouchers, and 
millions of food parcels and meals provided directly by 
local member churches. 

SmartStart reached 34 000 ECD learners with home 
learning packs for parents and caregivers for continued 
learning during the pandemic.

Children’s Radio Foundation reached 1 100 000 listeners 
across their partner radio stations with educational 
material.

Thol’ulwazi Thol’impilo HIV & AIDS Education reached 
approximately 5 000 women and children on a monthly 
basis through six mobile clinics with information 
tailored for women in domestic violence situations.

Kolisi Foundation: Reached 2 500 women with 
Power2You packs (for the prevention of GBV) and 
engaged 27 000 viewers through their Instagram 
series on Our Men in Conversation, addressing GBV in 
conversation with men.

Living Hope visited every household in Masiphumelele 
and completed assessments of home situations. 

WHO PARTICIPATED 
IN THE SURVEY?
The operations of the 222 CSOs that participated in the COVID-19 
Response Survey were spread across all of South Africa’s 
provinces, with the largest presence being in the Western Cape. 
There was also close to an even distribution of work happening 
in urban and rural areas, with most CSOs operating in both 
contexts.

REDUCING THE SPREAD 
OF COVID-19
Civil society played an important role in preventing COVID-19 
transmission. At the time of the survey, the national vaccination 
campaign had only just begun for the general population 
of South Africa, and only for those older than 60. Everyday 
preventive measures were therefore vital to slow the spread 
of infection, reduce the strain on healthcare services, and 
prevent more deaths. CSOs played a pivotal role in getting up-
to-date scientific information on COVID-19 and vaccines out to 
the public, distributing PPE, and encouraging behaviour change 
within communities.
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Figure 2: Type of COVID-19 Prevention Support 
(*The denominator of the % is the no. of CSOs who 
provided any COVID-19 prevention support, 160)

(Left) Figure 3: Challenges and Successes in COVID-19 
Prevention (*Frequency of reports by CSOs)

CSOs experienced firsthand that it wasn’t enough to provide 
people with support for COVID-19 prevention. Success 
depended on receptiveness to scientific information, 
counteracting misinformation, addressing fears and anxieties 
and the willingness of people to wear masks, use sanitiser and 
socially distance. It is therefore no surprise that the second most 
reported challenge were beneficiary related. 

On the flip side, CSOs were enthusiastic about a host of successful 
COVID-19 interventions that were frequently implemented at 
scale and through partnerships. Information about COVID-19 or 
providing masks were often integrated into existing programmes 
or were distributed alongside other relief efforts. 

TYPE OF COVID-19 PREVENTION SUPPORT

CHALLENGES AND SUCCESSES 
IN COVID-19 PREVENTION

COVID-19 placed a completely new set of requirements on 
CSOs. A lack of funding and resources, a lack of transport, and 
a scarcity of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) were the most 
common concerns for CSOs, many of whom were attempting 
to supplement their existing services with new COVID-19 
prevention interventions.
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Challenges

Success

“Abject poverty, poor food security and 
unemployment were forcing people to ignore 
COVID-19 regulations. Our support with food 
parcels succeeded in keeping those desperate 

for food at home.”

Isidima Somnt’omdala Service Centre

INCREASING ACCESS 
TO FOOD
COVID-19 critically affected the many South Africans who live on 
the edge of food insecurity. Large numbers of people live from 
month to month and rely on piece jobs to make ends meet. 
Many lost their income due to sudden unemployment, business 
closures, or salary cuts. With government unable to fill this gap, 
civil society stepped in.

Almost three-quarters of CSOs that participated in the survey 
indicated that they sought to increase access to food to needy 
communities during the pandemic. This was a new offering for 
most CSOs, who pivoted away from their existing programmes. 
However, they were well-placed to distribute food quickly and 
to the right people because they were already operating within 
food-insecure communities before the lockdown began. 



19
DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

O
C

TO
B

E
R

 2
0

2
1

1
TYPE OF FOOD SUPPORT PROVIDED
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Figure 4: Type of Food Support Provided (*The denominator 
of the % is the no. of CSOs who provided any food relief, 162)

Figure 5: Challenges and Successes in Providing Food 
Assistance (*Frequency of reports by CSOs)

However, the newness of these offerings was inevitably 
accompanied by challenges. At the top of the list was the lack of 
resources, support and funding to meet the extensive demand 
for food from communities. When the need for affordable food 
was never more dire, CSOs also noted how food prices were 
concurrently rising. 

The required speed and scale of the food emergency also posed 
logistical challenges for CSOs. Accessing beneficiaries in need 
and problems attaining transport to deliver food assistance were 
most frequently reported.

CSOs also reported a number of notable successes, especially 
improved food and nutrition outcomes. However, food was also 
viewed as a tool more broadly. It enabled existing programme 
offerings and created loyalty. 

CSOs also mentioned the important partnerships they were able 
to make within communities and with other CSOs. About half 
of CSOs that provided food support said they had formed some 
kind of partnership to enable their work.

“The biggest challenge for us at Side by 
Side is that the need is neverending but this 

programme is not sustainable. Eventually we 
will not be able to continue.”

Side by Side South Africa

“The feeding of children from unregistered 
preschools was a means to reinforce a 

supportive bond between the principals/
preschools and parents and children.”

Knysna Education Trust

CHALLENGES AND SUCCESSES 
IN PROVIDING FOOD ASSISTANCE
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Even after schools were reopened, the large majority of CSOs 
continued to deliver these same services to learners, caregivers 
and schools. Even home visits mostly continued. Once schools 
were reopened, in-person tutoring resumed as well.  

Learning without physically being in a classroom has been 
challenging to say the least. CSOs struggled to reach beneficiaries 
in their home environments, noted a lack of parental engagement, 
found learners struggled with their homework and were 
often disengaged, and in some cases individual teachers were 
notably absent. 

Learners from high socio-economic groups could simply 
continue their education online, but this was not an option for 
many learners from lower-income groups. CSOs pointed out that 
the biggest resource barrier they faced was related to not having 
data and technology as well as problematic internet/cellphone 
reception networks. 

“The major challenge in our community is 
that people didn’t have money for food let 

alone data. Children couldn’t continue with 
schoolwork virtually. We tried to help and 

support by printing homework and delivering it 
to individual homes.”

The Seven Passes Initiative

ASSISTING CHILDREN AND 
LEARNERS TO CONTINUE TO 
LEARN AND CATCH UP ON LOST 
LEARNING TIME
The COVID-19 pandemic brought with it the closure of schools, 
and once opened, a rotational system for learners whose schools 
were unable to accommodate adequate social distancing 
standards. The impact: lost learning time, increasing dropout 
rates, child hunger and poor mental health. The final wave of 
the NIDS-CRAM study estimated that “between March 2020 and 
June 2021 most primary school learners in South Africa have lost 
70% to a full year of learning”.ii

In a bid to limit these losses, half of all surveyed CSOs said that 
they provided some form of learning support while schools were 
closed during the lockdowns. This was in the form of printed 
resources, one-on-one support via direct messaging, home visits, 
online support via social media and online interactive classes. 

Figure 6: Type of Learning Support Provided 
(*The denominator of the % is the no. of CSOs 
who provided learning support services, 108)

Figure 7: Challenges and Successes in Providing Learning 
Support (*Frequency of reports by CSOs)

TYPE OF LEARNING SUPPORT PROVIDED
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PREVENTING AND ADDRESSING 
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE (GBV)
It is a statistical fact that women have been disproportionally 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. NIDS-CRAM found that 
women lost more jobs, took on greater burdens of child-rearing 
while schools and ECD centres were closed, and received less 
income support from government.  Having been made even 
more economically vulnerable and being confined to their 
homes during lockdowns, women and children were placed at 
even greater risk for abuse – what some have called the “shadow 
pandemic”.

Just under 40% of the surveyed CSOs sought to prevent or 
address GBV during the pandemic and its lockdowns. This 
assistance was primarily in the form of information for women 
living in these situations, counselling, public advocacy work, 
financial assistance and safe spaces or shelters.

Repeatedly, CSOs highlighted the challenge of underreporting 
amongst women who are too fearful to report their cases of 
GBV. CSOs described the fear of further violence, the financial 
vulnerability of women and their (not unfounded) perceptions 

On the other hand, many organisations reported the real 
and genuine forms of participation that took place as a result 
of GBV interventions. A representative from the Children’s 
Radio Foundation noted, “We were able to get youth speaking 
about the increase of GBV during lockdown through personal 
experiences, and to share information on how people can 
get help.”

TYPES OF PREVENTION AND ASSISTANCE 
MEASURES TO ADDRESS GBV
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Figure 8: Types of Prevention and Assistance Measures to 
Address GBV (*The denominator of the % is the no. of CSOs 
who provided GBV support services, 85)

Figure 9: Challenges and Successes to Preventing and 
Addressing GBV (*Frequency of reports by CSOs)

“Women did not feel that they could approach 
police stations during the hard lockdowns, 

and even if they could, police did little 
or nothing to assist them.”

Sophiatown Community Psychological Services

CHALLENGES AND SUCCESSES IN 
PREVENTING AND ADDRESSING GBV
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that authorities such as the police are unhelpful. The fact that 
families were all at home made it more difficult for women to 
discuss their issues in front of a male partner and children. It 
was frequently mentioned that these problems were particularly 
pervasive in rural areas. 
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Learning brief developed by Rebecca Metz 

i This learning brief draws on the language used in the COVID-19 report provided 
to government: Jobson, J., Zembe-Mkabile, W., Zembe, Y., Roman, N., Alexander, K., Idahosa, 
G. E., van Noordwyk, J-M., Horwitz, D. & Kritzinger, C. (2021). Civil society responses. South 
Africa Covid-19 Country Report [Interim draft]. DPME (Department of Planning, Monitoring 
and Evaluation), GTAC (Government Technical Advisory Centre) & NRF (National Research 
Foundation), Pretoria: May.

ii Shepherd, D, & Mohohlwane, N. (2021). Changes in education: A reflection on 
COVID-19 effects over a year

iii Casale, D. & Shepherd, D. (2021) The Gendered Effects of the Covid-19 Crisis 
and Ongoing Lockdown in South Africa: Evidence from NIDS-CRAM Waves 1 – 3.

RECOMMENDATIONS FROM CSOs
Towards the end of the survey, every CSO was asked the question:

Going forward, what recommendations would you make to civil 
society and government to benefit your sector, sustain gains that 
have been made and address the gaps it is experiencing?

Amongst the array of responses given, a number of core themes 
stood out:

RECOGNISE THE IMPORTANT WORK OF CIVIL SOCIETY
CSOs felt strongly that the sacrifices and efforts of civil society 
needed to be acknowledged, particularly by government. 
A common perspective was that government undervalues 
the work of civil society. This in turn creates a less equal 
and less productive working relationship. A representative 
from the Newlands Community Action Network (CAN) 
stated: “Government needs to recognise its limitations and 
ask, ‘How can we support civil society to do the things we 
cannot do?’” 

CAPITALISING AND SUSTAINING NETWORKS CREATED 
DURING THE PANDEMIC
A number of CSOs held the view that collaboration with 
communities, other CSOs, funders and, to a lesser extent, 
government had been a key contributor to their success. 
Preserving and building on these relationships was seen 
as important for sustaining the gains that had been made. 
A representative from Kids Haven responded that it was 
important to “maintain the various forums that were very 
active in bringing like organisations together.” Another 
representative from the Ikhala Trust noted: “Partnerships 
that we have made need to be sustained beyond the crisis 
as they have provided access to a range of resources.”

MORE INTEGRATED SERVICE PROVISION 
THAT AVOIDS DUPLICATION
CSOs also advocated for a more integrated way of distributing 
relief efforts and a more coordinated approach to targeting 
vulnerable beneficiaries. This is particularly necessary in 
emergencies where resources are distributed amongst 
many more actors working on the ground. A representative 
from Lerato’s Hope proposed mapping community providers 

as one approach to avoiding duplications. Another from 
Fertile Ground wrote of the vulnerabilities that exist when 
stakeholder relationships are not maintained before a crisis 
hits: “Instead of asking for the names of community-based 
organisations, the Department of Social Development (DSD) 
could have benefitted from a functional, updated database 
of NGOs and CBOs whom they could have reached easily”.

IMPROVE ACCESS TO FUNDING, PARTICULARLY FOR 
GRASSROOTS ORGANISATIONS
More funding and resources was the most frequently 
mentioned need amongst CSOs. Whilst funding may be 
a challenge across the board, some felt that sectors such 
as unregistered ECD centres, mother and child services, 
GBV, ICT or rural programmes, were particularly under 
resourced. While funding may be a challenge across the 
board, grassroots organisations were viewed as excluded 
from most formal funding processes, especially from 
government pots of money. In response to this challenge, a 
representative from Jika Uluntu says: “I believe this requires 
‘out-the-box’ solutions, so credible, reliable, effective and 
efficient grassroots organisations can have better access to 
funding and are able to continue their work in equipping 
communities to help themselves.”

As put by a representative from the Socio-Economic Rights 
Institute of South Africa (SERI): “The implications of COVID are 
ongoing, especially for the poor and marginalised.” The full extent 
of COVID-19’s impact on the economy, poverty, educational 
outcomes and joblessness are still unknown, because we are still 
living through it. Let’s take the time to reflect on our collective 
experience, and we’ll see you again soon with our next learning 
brief using more in-depth qualitative approaches to investigate 
how CSOs responded to the COVID-19 pandemic.

1

2

3

4



DGMT is a South African public innovator through strategic investment. 
Our goal for South Africa is a flourishing people, economy and society. 
Towards this end DGMT currently distributes about R160-million per year and 
leverages and manages a similar amount of funding through joint ventures with 
other investors.



Douglas Murray House    1 Wodin Rd     Claremont    7700

PO Box 23893    Claremont    7735

+27 (0)21 670 9840

www.dgmt.co.za


