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EDITOR‘S 
NOTEBy Antoinette Oosthuizen

Devices powered by artificial intelligence have entered 
households to educate and entertain children, 
and to lighten household burdens. Given that 

neurodevelopment is crucial in the first years of a child’s 
life, what do we know about the benefits and dangers of 
this technology? Shaped by commercial interests, many 
of these devices are gathering data from users to improve 
algorithms to serve up ever more personalised results, 
but they are developed without sufficient input from early-
childhood experts, regulators or ethics committees. In this 
edition of the HSRC Review, we report back on workshops 
where the HSRC’s Alastair van Heerden and his international 
counterparts discussed a way forward.

Recently, the HSRC co-hosted the 1st International 
Conference on Risk and Disaster Management in Victoria 
Falls, Zimbabwe. Key to effective disaster risk reduction 
is driving down prevailing vulnerability conditions through 
ongoing development programmes rather than mounting 
a major response only once a crisis has struck. Thanyani 
Madzivhandila outlines lessons from the KwaZulu-Natal 
floods that can inform future disaster reduction strategies. 
Many disasters also happen at the nexus of human and 
planetary well-being, and researchers have called for 
alternative conservation models and finding ways for 
humans to live alongside nature rather than in opposition 
to it. Andrea Teagle reports on an HSRC team’s visit to 
communities around Victoria Falls where people come 
into frequent contact with elephants. The experiences of 
these communities offer lessons for the mutually beneficial 
coexistence of wildlife and people.

Thierry Luescher spoke to us about a photovoice research 
project that culminated in an exhibition of 34 photographs 
through which student leaders represent their experiences 
of violence and their search for well-being after the 2015/16 
university protests. Reporting back on the Women 20 

Summit, which took place in July at Lake Toba in North 
Sumatra, Indonesia, Narnia Bohler-Muller spoke to us about 
the importance of high-level advocacy for women’s rights at 
such international forums.

In another article, we examine the social and cultural factors 
that motivate people to help refugees settle and adapt 
in South African communities. The findings could help 
practitioners in the non-profit sector and others to promote 
pro-refugee philanthropy and inform interventions that can 
increase public participation in actions that help refugees.

The Centre for Science, Technology and Innovation Indicators 
shares the successes of digitalising the HSRC’s National 
Survey of Research and Experimental Development Inputs, 
which is vital for measuring research and development 
progress in South Africa across the main sectors of 
government, business, non-profit, science councils and 
higher education.

Commemorating World Aids Day on 1 December, we also 
feature articles on the uptake of HIV self-testing, the role 
of mental health in antiretroviral treatment adherence, and 
the different forms of stigma that undermine the health 
and quality of life of people living with HIV. Another article 
that relates to HIV care looks at the hostile attitudes of 
health workers towards young people and adolescents. 
Researchers say the hostility constitutes ‘structural violence’ 
when it discourages young people from seeking healthcare 
that can protect them from harm, such as that caused by 
unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections, 
including HIV.

The Review team would like to wish you a safe and restful 
festive season. For more information about the HSRC’s 
work, please feel free to contact us at the email addresses 
provided below the articles.
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Healthcare workers’ 
treatment of adolescents: 
The danger of structural violence
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Navigating a sensitive developmental stage, adolescents and young people must learn about the 
biological and social aspects of safe and meaningful intimate relations. For many, access to confidential 
sexual and reproductive healthcare services is a crucial part of this process. Based on the findings of 
a qualitative study, Mokhantšo Makoae, Tholang Mokhele, Tsidiso Tolla and Zitha Mokomane describe 
how the unsupportive and hostile attitudes of healthcare workers might discourage help seeking, 
constituting ‘structural violence’ towards young people.

South Africa has a comprehensive framework of laws 
and policies for the provision of sexual and reproductive 
health services to adolescents and young people. 

These typically include contraception, pregnancy testing and 
care, and treatment for sexually transmitted infections.

Studies have, however, documented healthcare workers’ 
unsupportive and hostile treatment of young people at 
these points of care. Much of the hostility seems to be 
driven by stigma related to people’s age of sexual debut, 
but it discourages them from accessing care, which may 
lead to negative outcomes such as teenage and unwanted 
pregnancies, unsafe abortions, and infections.

Research
Drawing on the findings of a large qualitative study, HSRC 
researchers and their colleagues explored the extent to 
which healthcare workers’ behaviour constitutes a form of 
‘structural violence’.

The HSRC’s Dr Mokhantšo Makoae and Dr Tholang Mokhele, 
Tsidiso Tolla from the University of Cape Town, and Prof 
Zitha Mokomane from the University of Pretoria describe 
this work in a paper published in the International Journal of 
Qualitative Studies on Health and Well-being.

They looked at data from a 2014 in-depth analysis 
of programmes for adolescent and youth sexual and 
reproductive health services at South Africa’s public 
primary healthcare facilities, including clinics, hospitals and 
community health centres. The researchers focused on data 
from group discussions with young people aged 15–24 years 
who had sought these services in eight of the country’s nine 
provinces.

The focus group discussions revealed a scenario of 
condescending attitudes and inappropriate questions; the 
‘delegitimising’ of adolescents’ and young people’s use 
of certain sexual and reproductive health services; and a 
disregard for their confidentiality.

Condescending attitudes
The following excerpts from the focus group discussions 
show how healthcare workers’ unfriendly, unhelpful and 
disrespectful conduct discouraged help-seeking behaviour: 

… it is very difficult because of the attitude that we 
get from the [nursing] sisters … if I come here and 
I am not well received or they don’t speak well with 
me, the next time I can’t come to the place where I 
know I will not be treated good. (Male, 15–19 years) 

… they refuse to help with family planning; it is also 
just the manner in which they address us. (Female, 
20–24 years). 

The nurses should learn to communicate well with 
people because we end up getting angry and not 
coming to the clinic or losing our respect for them  ... 
(Female, 20–24 years)

Instead of providing relevant information, healthcare workers 
tended to ask ‘embarrassing and inappropriate’ questions 
that the young people described as ‘being lectured to’, 
‘interrogated’ and being ‘asked ridiculous questions’.

We are sometimes asked questions that make us 
feel ashamed, like whether we had sex when we go 
for pregnancy testing and HIV testing. I was once 
asked that question and that made me feel upset. 
(Female, 15–19 years)

When you come to get condoms, you are asked: 
“What you are going to do with them?” That 
question is embarrassing, and it makes it difficult 
for shy people to go and get condoms. (Male, 15–19 
years)

I wanted to test for pregnancy. They asked me why 
I’m testing for pregnancy; am I sleeping with guys? 
I said I’m not sleeping with guys, and they told me 
to go home and why do I want to test for pregnancy 
if I’m not sleeping with guys. I felt very ashamed ... 
(Female, 15–19 years)

The politics of age 
Many healthcare workers seemed to believe that young 
people were ‘too young to be accessing such services’. 

… some of the girls, when they come for 
contraceptives, the clinic staff ask them funny 
questions like “At your age are you having sex?” 
That makes it difficult for us to come to the clinic 
now. (Male, 20–24 years)

The young people felt they were framed ‘as undeserving 
users of sexual and reproductive health services’ and that 
healthcare workers underestimated their ability to assess 
their own needs and adopt help-seeking behaviour.

I am old enough and I know what I am doing. 
Whether or not I am using a condom is not her 
business. (Female, 20–24 years) 
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Disregard for confidentiality
Needing services such as contraception, HIV and pregnancy 
testing, or treatment for sexually transmitted infections 
implies intimate sexual activities. Therefore, young people 
preferred to access these services in strict confidence. Fear 
of disclosure discouraged them from approaching these 
facilities.

Now the problem is that the clinic staff takes 
confidential information and shares it with parents 
and that makes us not want to come to the clinic. 
(Male, 20–24 years)

The perceived breach of confidentiality was deemed to be 
more prevalent in smaller communities.

The worst thing is when they know you or your 
relatives. They will be like “You are so young: does 
so-and-so know that you are here?” The result is 
that the next time you feel like coming to the clinic, 
you feel that there is no use because sometimes 
you don’t want your parents to know that you are 
coming to the clinic. So, what’s the use if they end 
up knowing and asking you why you went to the 
clinic? (Female, 20–24 years)

Those who had the financial and time resources to travel 
often sought services from health facilities outside their 
communities.

There is no privacy here – you can come here for 
testing [HIV] and the nurse will talk about you to the 
clinic staff, and the news spread[s], and everyone 
will know. It’s better to go to [a] clinic where you are 
unknown. (Female, 20–24 years)

‘Delegitimising’ needs
Unlike physical violence, structural violence is not a crime-
related form of violence; it is ethics related and can take 
the form of psychological, physical and social harm. When 
healthcare workers use their power and authority to deny 
young people access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, the resultant emotional discomfort or distress, 
including feelings of shame, embarrassment or feeling 
disrespected, constrains young people’s agency to be 
responsible for their safe sexuality, the researchers write.

There was little reassurance or information provision and 
some healthcare workers complained in a hostile manner 
that the young people’s needs were taking up their time.

I was there for family planning and that nurse … she 
told me that all the girls she had been testing were 
for pregnancy and HIV ... she said she was doing 
the same task for the whole day and that she was 
tired of testing pregnant girls, and she was going on 
about why we were not using condoms. (Female, 
focus group)

Contestations about which sexual and reproductive health 
services were legitimate and deserving of healthcare 
workers’ time, and about the validity of young people’s 
needs, undermine collaboration between healthcare 
workers and patients. Even if these actions were not 
intended, they could have placed young people in harm’s 
way, the researchers write.

An implicit form of discrimination
In South Africa, people have battled a legacy of discrimination 
based on class, race and gender – issues that public health 
researchers have considered.

This study underscores that, in addition to these, young 
people and adolescents also face an implicit form of 
discrimination—such as on account of age, morality and 
culture —that some healthcare workers use under the guise 
of moral guidance to discourage sexual activity.

The importance of recognising structural violence
A new contribution by this paper is the finding that healthcare 
workers in public facilities commonly used their power to 
create a system of invisible obstacles that discouraged 
young people from using sexual and reproductive health 
services and put them in harm’s way.

According to the researchers, these obstacles and the 
mechanisms through which they were presented neatly 
fit the description of structural violence, as described by 
the Norwegian sociologist Johan Galtung (1969) as the 
‘avoidable impairment of fundamental human needs or 
… the impairment of human life, which lowers the actual 
degree to which someone is able to meet their needs below 
that which would otherwise be possible’.

According to Galtung, the harm to people does not have to 
be direct and interpersonal: ‘The violence is built into the 
structure and shows up as unequal power and consequently 
as unequal life chances’.

Framing these experiences as ‘structural violence’ helps us 
to see the abnormalities inherent in healthcare practices.

Photo: RODNAE 
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Recommendations
The array of discriminatory and hostile attitudes of public 
healthcare providers towards young people seeking sexual 
and reproductive health services mirrors previous research 
and may be attributed to a lack of youth-friendly health 
services training among staff.

This paper, therefore, underscores previous recommen-
dations calling for attitudinal training of, and sensitisation 
among, healthcare workers aimed at breaking down 
prejudices based on age and cultural norms about young 
people’s sexuality.

This treatment oppresses and dehumanises young 
people and violates their rights to sexual and reproductive 
healthcare. Young people must be recognised as sexual 
beings, and sexual and reproductive healthcare service 
provision must be aligned with national and international 
legislative and policy guidelines.

The researchers also recommend that future research 
explore the direct and indirect sexual and reproductive 
health outcomes of young people, given that structural 
violence produces social inequalities through social control 
and oppression of those who are less powerful.

This includes exploring the various mechanisms used by 
healthcare providers to delegitimise young people’s use 
of sexual and reproductive health services and how to 
enhance reporting and accountability at all levels.

Edited by: Antoinette Oosthuizen, a science writer 
in the HSRC’s Impact Centre

Research contacts:
Dr Mokhantšo Makoae, a research director in the 
HSRC’s Developmental, Capable and Ethical State 
research division; Dr Tholang Mokhele, a senior 
research specialist in the HSRC’s eResearch 
Knowledge Centre; Tsidiso Tolla, a PhD student in 
the School of Public Health and Family Medicine 
at the University of Cape Town; and Prof Zitha 
Mokomane, professor and head of department in 
the Department of Sociology at the University of 
Pretoria

mmakoae@hsrc.ac.za

zitha.mokomane@up.ac.za
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Study finds HIV self-kits 
distributed by people on HIV 
treatment reach first-time testers
The South African government has supported HIV self-tests since 2016. Six years on, however, the 
public sector is still reliant on rapid tests administered by healthcare professionals. A group of HSRC 
researchers set out to find out how distributing free self-tests via people already on treatment affected 
the uptake of testing among hard-to-reach populations. Their results suggested that the strategy 
reaches first-time testers – but not the sexual partners of the distributors. 
By Andrea Teagle 

An estimated 92% of people in South Africa know 
their HIV status, according to 2019 estimates from 
the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 

(UNAIDS). However, small reservoirs of people remain who 
do not, including some men, sex workers, and people living 
in rural communities with limited access to healthcare. 
Helping these individuals access testing and treatment is 
critical to ensuring they enjoy long and healthy lives. It is also 
necessary if South Africa is to reach its 95-95-95 goals by 
2030: 95% of people living with HIV (PLHIV) knowing their 
status, 95% of those being on treatment, and 95% of people 
on treatment achieving and sustaining viral suppression 
(where the amount of the virus in the bloodstream is too 
low for that person to be able to transmit it to someone 
else). One of the initially under-accounted-for difficulties in 
curbing the epidemic is the disproportionate transmission 
impact of high-risk individuals soon after infection – and so 
helping people to initiate treatment quickly is key. 

Barriers to testing and initiating treatment include stigma 
around HIV, and the financial and time costs associated with 
travelling to a healthcare clinic. Self-testing kits are a neat 
way of overcoming some of these obstacles, by providing 
individuals with a means to test themselves at a convenient 
time in a private space. But self-testing kits are not freely 
available through the public healthcare system. Instead, 
would-be testers must purchase the kits from pharmacies. 
At the time of writing, prices for available tests ranged from 
R35 (RightSign HIV rapid test) to R210 (Clicks).

“R35 may sound cheap, but considering that almost half 
of South Africa’s population lives below the poverty line, 
this is significant,” says Nsika Sithole of the Africa Health 
Research Institute.

What if free self-kits were distributed in hard-to-reach 
areas? Led by Sithole, a team of researchers from South 
Africa (including from the HSRC), the United Kingdom and 
the United States set out to explore the role that free HIV 
self-kits could play in reaching individuals who might not 
know their HIV status. Between July and November 2018, 

the team distributed kits to people already on antiretroviral 
treatment (ART) to give out to sexual partners and friends. 

The study took place in the peri-urban district of 
uMgungundlovu and the rural district of uMkhanyakude in 
KwaZulu-Natal. The province has the highest rate of new 
infections across the country, at around 27%, compared 
with a national prevalence of 19.5%. uMkhanyakude is one 
of the most deprived districts in the country, marked by 
high unemployment and limited infrastructure and access 
to healthcare.

Finding first-time testers 
The distributors were participants in an ART trial. Sixty-three 
participants – 33 women and 30 men – accepted 218 kits 
between them to distribute in their social networks. A total 
of 66% of recipients reported their results telephonically to 
the study team. Reporting was voluntary and incentivised by 
a conditional airtime voucher of $2. Of those who called in, 
92% reported negative results. 

While the prevalence was comparatively low, the team 
notes that self-reported results and linkage data are subject 
to some bias. ‘If kit recipients already knew their status but 
had not disclosed it to the distributor, this could have led to 
[their] accepting a test but not using it or not reporting their 
results,’ they write.

Encouragingly, close to half (42%) of the recipients were 
first-time testers. By comparison, in a parallel study that 
Sithole led – also in uMkhanyakude, just 14% of individuals 
reached through the primary distribution strategy were first-
time testers. In that second study, the researchers were 
particularly concerned with reaching men, and distributed 
free self-test kits through workplaces, social venues, 
taxi ranks, and homesteads. Of the 2,634 kits that were 
distributed, 98% were to men. 

The differing results of the two studies show that secondary 
and primary distribution could play complementary roles in 
increasing HIV testing, Sithole said. 
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“The strength of primary distribution is that one is able 
to target certain areas where the targeted population 
congregates, meaning that the distribution of kits can be 
large in number … The strength of secondary distribution, 
especially using PLHIV as index distributors, is that the 
chances of finding first-time users are higher.”

Other studies, such as those in a systematic review 
published in Nature, have found that HIV prevention 
campaigns promoting self-testing in schools and 
communities in Tanzania, Uganda, Malawi and Kenya 
were effective in increasing the acceptance and uptake of 
HIV testing via self-test kits. 

Not reaching partners 
The sexual partners of people with HIV have an elevated 
probability of also being HIV positive, and so reaching 
partners is important for managing new infections. 
Although 84% of the distributors in this study reported 
having a sexual partner – and three-quarters (76%) did not 
know their partner’s HIV status – just 13 (6%) of the tests 
were intended for sexual partners. This finding contrasts 
with similar studies elsewhere: for example, a clinical trial 
in Kenya found that distributing self-test kits to women 
was an effective means of reaching male partners and 
linking them to treatment.

The participants’ reluctance to distribute to partners 
might be the result of unequal gendered power relations 
within couples, and reflect the high prevalence of intimate 
partner violence (IPV) in South Africa. The researchers 
recommend that additional components be added to 
reduce the risk of IPV. For example, the Kenya study team 
set up an IPV hotline for participants in case of violence, 
and counselled participants on how to use discretion in 
introducing the tests to partners. 

“Secondary distribution of HIV self-test kits to partners is 
an important strategy for reaching men who are less likely 
to use public health facility services,” said the HSRC’s Prof 
Alastair van Heerden, a co-investigator on the study. “We 
need to find ways of supporting and empowering women 
to provide these kits to their male partners without putting 
them at risk and reducing the fear they may have of the 
potentially negative consequences of doing so.” 

Linking to treatment
Test recipients who called in with their results received 
appropriate counselling. Those who tested positive were 
counselled to go to their nearest clinic for a confirmatory 
test and to be linked to care. However, of the 11 test 
recipients (8%) who tested positive, just one person 
reported initiating treatment. By comparison, the linkage 
rate in the primary distribution study – which also included 
community sensitisation campaigns – was 78% (102 of 
130 participants who tested positive). 

Sithole and his colleagues suggest that future research 
explores the reasons that people testing positive through 
secondary HIV self-testing kit distribution, particularly, do 
not seek treatment at clinics.

Because of its effectiveness in reaching first-time 
testers, the study teams recommend scaling up 
secondary distribution. However, programmes should 
include additional efforts to make linking to care easier. 
For example, Sithole told the Review, clinics could be 
supported to offer ART initiation services at weekends or 
in the evenings, to cater for those who work long hours or 
weekend shifts. Community ART programmes would also 
facilitate easier access to ART, he added.

Author: Andrea Teagle, a science writer in the 
HSRC’s Impact Centre

ateagle@hsrc.ac.za 

Researcher: Alastair van Heerden, a research 
director in the HSRC’s Human and Social 
Capabilities research division

avanheerden@hsrc.ac.za
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Mental  i l lness remains a 
barr ier  to HIV  t reatment 
adherence in South Africa

Antiretroviral treatment, when taken 
consistently, can ensure that a person 
living with HIV can live a long and 
healthy life. Yet treatment adherence 
remains a challenge. Research has 
shown that mental health struggles can 
make taking medication challenging. 
How big a problem is this in South 
Africa? A team of HSRC researchers 
explored the extent of mental distress 
among people living with HIV and its 
impact on treatment adherence using 
the latest national data. 

By Andrea Teagle

Almost a third (31%) of people living 
with HIV (PLHIV) in South Africa are 
experiencing mild to severe mental 

distress, data from the 2017 national HIV 
survey SABSSM V show. This is likely to be 
significantly higher than rates of mental illness 
in the general population. 

The link between mental health and HIV is 
well documented. According to the HSRC’s Dr 
Edmore Marinda, who led the study, HIV can 
affect mental health directly and indirectly: HIV 
and associated opportunistic infections can 
directly affect the brain and nervous system; 
additionally, PLHIV may experience isolation 
and lack of support, as well as challenges 
accessing mental health services. HIV-related 
stigma, abuse and discrimination can also 
result in trauma.

“Mental illness levels have remained relatively 
high among PLHIV despite more widespread 
availability of antiretroviral treatment (ART) and 
possible reductions in stigma,” Marinda says. 
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“More recently, the mental health burden has increased 
due to COVID-19, and the impact may be worse for some 
population groups such as PLHIV.”

What are the implications of mental health struggles for 
the treatment outcomes of PLHIV? Some studies have 
shown that mental illness can adversely affect adherence to 
treatment. However, in South Africa, the evidence for this 
association has not been so clear cut. 

Using data from SABSSM V (2017), Marinda and his 
colleagues sought to tease out the relationship between 
mental health and adherence in South Africa. Included in 
the study were a total of 2155 participants aged 15 years or 
older (79% female) who were on ART. 

Widespread distress 
Their study measured mental health issues using the Kessler 
scale, which asks respondents to respond to statements 
related to mood in the past month – such as, ‘how often 
have you felt hopeless?’ – with a scale of possible answers 
(‘often’ to ‘not at all’). 

The team looked at the mental health scores across various 
demographics – for example, for men and women, for those 
with primary education as compared with secondary and 
tertiary education, people in rural areas and those in cities, 
and so on. Interestingly, they found that levels of mental 
health were comparable across different demographic 
groups. Approximately 8% of participants were found to 
be experiencing moderate mental distress and 10% severe 
distress. A further 13% were presenting with mild mental 
distress, according to the scale. 

Then, Marinda and his team looked at which variables might 
be affecting adherence. For adherence to be measured, 
participants were asked if they had missed taking any of 
their antiretroviral pills in the past 30 days. They were also 
asked about how many they had missed. 

They found that participants with severe mental distress 
were significantly more likely to have missed treatments. 
Alcohol use, geographic location and education were 
all independently associated with non-adherence, with 
people living in rural areas and people who drink heavily 
or hazardously more likely to report missing treatments. 
Reported non-adherence in the Western Cape was highest 
at 40%, and lowest in Limpopo (9%).

Accounting for other factors
The study needed to account for the possibility that the 
impact of mental distress was due, or partly due, to other 
factors: For example, if alcohol disorders and mental 
distress occur together, it might seem that depression is 
driving treatment non-adherence when in fact it is alcohol 
consumption, or vice versa. So, they created an adjusted, 
multivariate model that included education, province, urban 
or rural location, and alcohol use. 

Finally, they created a reduced model that excluded the 
factors that were no longer significant in the multivariate 
model, such as a rural or urban location. This reduced model 
found that severe mental distress still predicted treatment 
non-adherence, with individuals presenting with severe 
mental distress more than twice (2.19 times) as likely to miss 
treatments. There was no link between mild or moderate 
mental distress and treatment non-adherence. 

People who drink heavily or hazardously comprised 8% 
of the participants. In the adjusted model, the team found 
that alcohol abuse also significantly affected treatment 
adherence, with high and hazardous drinkers four times 
and ten times more likely to default on treatment than non-
drinkers, respectively. Viral suppression was significantly 
lower among heavy alcohol drinkers, a finding that the 
authors say points to sustained levels of poor adherence. 

Surprisingly, having post-matric education also increased 
the likelihood of non-adherence. This finding is likely 
contextual: Marinda and colleagues write that individuals 
with higher education levels were likely to be employed and 
reported being busy, and thus often forgot to take their ART 
medication. A study in the Eastern Cape found, in contrast, 
that individuals with lower education levels were more likely 
to miss treatments – the underlying reason in that context 
was a lack of money to travel to treatment clinics.

The multivariate model also retained the link between 
province and adherence, with participants living in the 
Western Cape significantly more likely to report missing 
treatment. 

The extent of mental distress, and the link between severe 
mental distress and missing treatment, points to the 
need for proper integration of HIV and mental healthcare 
services, the authors conclude. In addition to bettering the 
health outcomes for PLHIV, mental health screening and 
management are also critical for achieving higher rates of 
viral suppression and reducing the number of new infections. 

Researcher: Edmore Marinda, a director in 
the HSRC’s Impact Centre 

emarinda@hsrc.ac.za

Author: Andrea Teagle, a science writer in 
the HSRC’s Impact Centre 

ateagle@hsrc.ac.za
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Almost a quarter (23%) of people living with 
HIV in South Africa, and a third (33%) in 
Zambia have experienced some kind of HIV 

stigma, according to a recent study led by James 
Hargreaves of the London School of Hygiene and 
Tropical Medicine, using data from 2013 to 2018.

Although HIV-related stigma is less widespread than 
it once was, it continues to undermine well-being, 
particularly when it intersects with other kinds of 
prejudice – for example, relating to gender, sexual 
preferences or particular health conditions. An article 
in a 2022 supplement – a collection of papers on 
‘Getting to the Heart of Stigma’ in the Journal of 
the International AIDS Society – found that women 
in Canada who faced food and housing insecurity 
experienced greater HIV stigma. Another study, in 
Kenya, found that people with Kaposi’s sarcoma, 
an often-visible HIV-associated cancer, experienced 
stigma associated with HIV, skin disease and cancer 
simultaneously. 

In the editorial of the supplement, the HSRC’s Allanise 
Cloete and Finn Reygan write with co-authors Lucy 
Stackpool‐Moore and Carmen Logie that considering 
context, human rights, intersectionality and agency 
can help to inform efforts to address stigma. They 
note that a partnership model between researchers 
and marginalised groups that facilitates the co-
creation of knowledge is gaining traction in stigma 
research. ‘A dual focus on stigma’s harms and the 
ways in which people and communities navigate 
stigma can avoid perpetrating binary or simplistic 
notions of powerlessness, vulnerability and passivity 
…’ they write. 

The impact of stigma
Stigma is often cited as a potential barrier to HIV 
prevention efforts. In the South Africa–Zambia 
study, which also appeared in the HIV supplement, 
Hargreaves’s team investigated whether HIV-related 
stigma impacts the probability of infection in sub-
Saharan Africa. The study was part of the PopART 
trial, which took place in 21 communities in the two 
countries. 

The researchers outline various mechanisms 
through which stigma might affect the number of 
new infections. If individuals fear stigmatisation, 
they might put off accessing HIV testing – an entry 
point for HIV prevention services. Those who hold 
stigmatising beliefs about HIV might underestimate 
their own risk of infection. (Arguably, it is also 
plausible that that same fear and judgement might 
lead people to take greater precautions against 
contracting HIV, rather than fewer.) For some, 
stigma might be a barrier to remaining on treatment 
(for example if they do not wish others to see them 
taking medication), which makes transmission to 
others more likely.

Despite these plausible pathways, the study did not 
find an association between incidence and stigma. 
They conclude that if future research confirms the 
same finding in other contexts, then the harmful 
effects of stigma might not extend to increasing 
the number of new infections. In the editorial, 
Stackpool‐Moore and her co-authors write that 
efforts to address HIV stigma should be part of a 
holistic approach to reducing new HIV infections and 
improving treatment programmes.

The shifting shadow 
of HIV-related stigma
The health impacts of HIV have lessened with the advent of antiretroviral treatment and other 
interventions. However, stigma still casts a shadow over people living with HIV, undermining their health 
and quality of life. How far does this shadow extend? Four decades into the epidemic, researchers 
from the HSRC and elsewhere grapple with the different forms stigma takes on in various contexts, 
and how to address it. 

By Andrea Teagle

Photo: Freepik 
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The authors of the South Africa–Zambia study 
write that the analysis did not extend to measuring 
the impacts of broader, overlapping prejudices 
and discrimination experienced by a range of 
marginalised and vulnerable groups, such as 
adolescent girls and young women, transgender 
people and men who have sex with men. In 
the People Living with HIV Stigma Index 2.0 in 
Six Districts of South Africa 2020–2021 study, a 
research team led by the HSRC’s Allanise Cloete 
explored stigma experiences of people living 
with HIV. Conducted in partnership with SANAC, 
people living with HIV, and the LGBTQI and sex 
worker sectors, the study found that experiences 
of HIV-related stigma in healthcare settings were 
low overall, in line with findings from the PopART 
trial.

However, in the qualitative study ‘Getting to the 
Heart of Stigma’, funded by the International AIDS 
Society, experiences of healthcare stigma were 
more commonly reported among marginalised 
groups, like LGBTQI individuals and sex workers.

Internalised stigma
Hargreaves and his team emphasise that 
addressing stigma remains critical for those 
already living with HIV. Findings from another 
study using the PopART dataset found, in line 
with other research, that adherence to treatment 
is significantly less likely among people with 
internalised HIV stigma. 

In the People Living with HIV Stigma Index 2.0 
study, internalised stigma was widespread among 
the participants, even as experiences of external 
stigma were low to moderate across the study 
districts. Half (49.7%) of participants endorsed 
measures of internalised stigma, which included 
statements such as ‘It is difficult to tell people that 
I am HIV positive’ and ‘I feel guilty that I am HIV 
positive’. Internalised stigma was higher among 
men, and among young people between 15 and 
24 years old. Rates of internalised stigma also 
ranged substantially across the provinces, peaking 
in eThekwini at 77%. This was surprising, given 
how widespread HIV is in KwaZulu-Natal. 

The report also found among people with HIV low 
levels of resilience, measured by reported effects 
of HIV status on self-confidence, ability to cope 
with stress, ability to have close relationships, etc. 

Disclosure of positive HIV status to family 
members, where it is appropriate to do so, has 
been shown to mitigate the harmful effects of 
stigma for people living with HIV, and to reduce 
stigma at a societal level. Higher disclosure rates 
also point to a reduction in external stigma. In 
the 2020–2021 study, six out of ten participants 
(62.8%) reported that disclosing their HIV 
status to people to whom they were close had 
been a positive experience. However, Cloete 
emphasises, “HIV disclosure should only be done 
in an environment that is supportive, and where 
people feel safe.”

Cloete and her co-authors recommend the 
implementation of district-specific anti-
stigma campaigns, and psychological support 
interventions specifically targeting young adults 
living with HIV in South Africa. Psychosocial 
support interventions should also be considered 
for vulnerable and key populations to reduce 
internalised stigma and increase resilience. 

Author: Andrea Teagle, a science writer in 
the HSRC’s Impact Centre

ateagle@hsrc.ac.za

Researcher: Allanise Cloete, a chief research 
specialist in the HSRC’s Human and Social 
Capabilities research division

 acloete@hsrc.ac.za
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In early October, the rains have not yet arrived in northern 
Zimbabwe. In this area, Zambezi National Park, as well 
as in the nearby Hwange National Park, free-roaming 
elephants like this one frequent artificial waterholes 
supplied by pumped water.

Photo: Still from video footage by Antonio Erasmus, HSRC

14    |    HSRC REVIEW VOL.20 |  NO. 4 |  DECEMBER 202214    |    HSRC REVIEW VOL.20 |  NO. 4 |  DECEMBER 2022



The world is facing a biodiversity crisis. In some countries, however, communities have adapted 
to coexisting with wildlife. With the advent of the first international conference on disaster risk 
management, co-hosted by the HSRC, the HSRC Review team visited the town of Victoria Falls in 
Zimbabwe, where people come into frequent contact with elephants. The experiences of these 
communities offer lessons for mutually beneficial coexistence. But the situation is more complex than 
it appears. By Andrea Teagle

Human-elephant coexistence in Zimbabwe: 
“We are part of them; 
they are part of us”

In 1928, Hwange National Park’s first warden, Ted Davison, 
first had the idea to build water pumps so the newly 
declared reserve could support a year-round elephant 

population. At the time, it seemed a good idea: a constant 
and park-bound elephant presence would boost tourism and 
reduce human-animal conflict. A century later, the situation 
looks very different. 

Before the pumps were built, an estimated 2 000 elephants 
roamed the area in the rainy season, undertaking a great 
migration at the start of the dry season. Now, bolstered 
by an ongoing artificial water supply, the mostly stationary 
population has soared to 45 000. Human settlements have 
expanded too, further interrupting elephants’ migration 
routes and bringing people and elephants into ever closer 
contact. The elephants are both a boon and challenge for 
local communities: they are a drawcard for tourism, but 
they also damage crops and occasionally conflict fatally with 
people.

In October 2022, the HSRC co-hosted the 1st International 
Conference on Risk and Disaster Management in Victoria 
Falls, Zimbabwe. Many of the disasters under discussion 
take place at the nexus of human and planetary well-being: 
natural hazards related to the climate crises, epidemics 
born of increasing human-wildlife overlap, and the 
socioeconomic reverberations of ecosystem collapses. As 
human populations expand, some researchers are calling 
for an alternative model of conservation, termed convivial 
conservation, that finds ways for humans to live alongside 
nature rather than in opposition to it. 

The HSRC Review team visited the communities around 
Victoria Falls to take a closer look at how people have 
adapted to living in proximity to elephants. 

Living with elephants
It is early October, and the landscape around Victoria Falls 
is dry, with most trees still bare despite the 30˚C heat. One 

local told the team that the first rains these days arrive only in 
mid-December, two months later than in previous decades. 
Climate change is one of the reasons that the elephants 
wander into settlements, he explained: dry season is lasting 
longer and they are searching for food and water. 

Nearby, to the south -east of Victoria Falls, the Hwange 
National Park has no natural permanent water sources, and 
the pumps are not always reliable or adequate. In 2019, a 
national drought left more than 200 elephants dead at dry 
waterholes in Hwange and Mana Pools National Park in the 
north.

Although there are no signs of the elephants in the villages, 
adaptations to the giant visitors are all around, for those who 
know what to look for. Pieces of metal glint on the gates of 
some houses: the reflected sunlight deters elephants from 
approaching. Small squares of crops are guarded by pieces 
of dung on the ends of sticks – the presence of dung near 
a potential source of food is reportedly off-putting to hungry 
elephants. And around the perimeters of some fields, the 
smell of chilli-garlic lingers: elephants will avoid the crops 
due to this smell. In other places, beehives act as deterrents. 

Although these strategies are effective to an extent, crop 
damage by the elephants in areas around the Hwange 
remains an issue. In some cases, farmers resort to actively 
guarding their fields at night, chasing away the animals with 
flashlights. 

Elephants that frequently stray into human settlements 
or become violent are classified as problem animals, and 
eventually shot by Parks and Management. The villagers 
point to where a man was killed by an angry elephant one 
night just a few months back. In villager Chenjerai Museka’s 
backyard are the crumpled remains of a car – a Honda Fit 
– that he says drove right between the legs of an elephant 
in the dark of night. The driver was fortunately unscathed, 
Museka assures us, and the bull ambled off with only minor 
injuries.
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Elephant-human conflict 

According to the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), human-wildlife conflict is a growing public health, humanitarian 
and development issue, as well as a conservation and biodiversity concern. Directly, it affects the safety, well-being 
and livelihoods of local communities; indirectly, it impacts broader societies through agricultural and biodiversity losses. 

The HSRC’s Wilfred Lunga observes that the positioning of Victoria Falls within a national park makes some degree of 
human-elephant conflict inevitable. “Animals can stray into the communities, maim, and even kill people.” 

Violent clashes and lost crops have led some locals to call for culling to reduce the size of the elephant population – and 
by extension their overlap with humans. 

Yet, many of the villagers spoke about the elephants positively, describing them as friendly animals that do not cause 
trouble for no reason. Professor Jephias Matunhu of Midlands State University, east of Hwange National Parks, spoke 
with the Review.

“We need these animals. They belong to us,” said Matunhu. “We are part of them; they are part of us. They make a 
perfect ecosystem with us when properly managed. But they become a problem – and we can also become a problem 
to them – if we do not know how to coexist.” 

While an artificially large elephant population is one part of the human-elephant conflict story, another part concerns the 
increasing encroachment of human settlements into ‘buffer zones’ that connect protected areas. Migration patterns 
are further disrupted by poaching – the animals will try to remain in areas that they perceive to be safer, which puts 
further pressure on local resources. Elephants that have seen their kin killed by poachers are also more likely to behave 
aggressively towards humans. 

Researcher Peter Makumbe, based at Shangani Holistic, a farm south-east of Hwange, is involved in projects to pro-
mote harmonious coexistence of elephants and humans. One such project involves collaring and tracking elephants so 
that local chiefs can provide early warnings to villagers of an elephant’s approach. 

In November 2022, the Zimbabwean government introduced a human-wildlife conflict relief fund to assist victims and/or 
their families in instances of death, maiming or injury.

Irregular pieces of metal adorn a fence 
around a small plot of vegetables in Victoria 
Falls, Zimbabwe, October 2022. Sunlight 
reflecting off the metal deters elephants 
from raiding the crops. 

Photo: still from video footage by Antonio 
Erasmus, HSRC
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Campfire programme rebooted
Wildlife in Zimbabwe has been the communal property 
of the people since the passing of the Parks and Wildlife 
Act in 1975. In 1989, the Communal Area Management 
Programme for Indigenous Resources (CAMPFIRE) was 
set up to ensure that locals benefit from living alongside 
wildlife. Revenue from tourism and from controlled hunting 
is fed back into the community, to develop infrastructure like 
roads, clinics and boreholes. 

“In places where it is properly managed, it’s one of the 
best ways of ensuring that animals and human beings 
coexist to the benefit of communities,” says Matunhu. The 
programme is laudable for making the benefits of biodiversity 
preservations tangible at a local community level. However, 
residents of Victoria Falls say CAMPFIRE is not operational 
in this area. 

“In the 1990s into the early 2000s, CAMPFIRE was very 
effective in solving human-wildlife conflict,” Makumbe 
says. However, he adds, over the past 20 years, the 
programme has suffered from the economic challenges 
facing Zimbabwe. “The finances were not being ploughed 
back into the community.” 

In 2021, the government changed the structure of the 
programme such that traditional leaders, rather than the 
parks authority board, are tasked with handling the revenues. 
The restructuring recognises that chiefs are better placed to 
know how to channel the proceeds most usefully.

Makumbe is hopeful about the new structure. “I think that’s 
the correct route, as long as the finance department or 
ministry supervises the process,” he says. “The community 
leaders are directly affected by human-elephant conflict, so 
they would want to see some benefits from the wildlife.” 

Value of megafauna 
Part of the impetus to save the elephants here is the decline 
in African elephant numbers globally, due to poaching and 
other pressures. According to the WWF, just under a century 
ago African elephants numbered as many as 10 million; 
today, that number stands at 415 000. The loss of these 
complex, social animals would be incalculable. 

The conservation of large mammals, or megafauna, is also 
important to the health of ecosystems, and by extension 
to human health and well-being. For instance, Mike Seay 
writes in an article on the African Wildlife Foundation site: 
‘the disappearance of large mammals in African savannas 
triggers a cascade effect: in their absence, small grazing 
mammals become more abundant, which in turn increases 
the abundance of fleas, increasing the transmission risk of 
flea-borne zoonotic outbreaks’. 

Megafauna also actively shape landscapes, with implications 
for climate change and biodiversity, as attested to by 
the growing number of rewilding projects in Europe and 
America. 

One of the biggest threats to remaining megafauna in Africa 
and elsewhere is the fragmentation of natural habitats. Some 
conservationists believe that human living environments 
can be structured to accommodate wildlife. They are 
looking at case studies of human-wildlife coexistence in 
Brazil (jaguars), Finland (wolves), California (grizzly bears) 
and Tanzania (lions). In Zimbabwe, Makumbe’s research 
emphasises the importance of maintaining green corridors 
to preserve elephant migration routes. 

Managing elephant populations 
In 2021, the Zimbabwean government released a national 
elephant management plan. Zimbabwe explicitly recognises 
the value of the animals, channelling funds towards their 
protection and to stem poaching. However, the government 
is faced with the task of both protecting the elephants and 
managing the population levels – goals that do not easily 
align.

Although the optimal number of elephants in the park is 
debated, it is generally accepted that the current numbers 
– around 2 to 3 elephants per square kilometre – are 
unsustainable. According to the plan, ‘Elephant impacts 
on vegetation reached alarming levels by 1964 … The first 
major cull of elephants took place in the park in 1965. Large 
culls in the 1980s reduced the population to about 13 000.’ 

In a 2016 interview for Wildlife Photography Africa, Mark 
Butcher of Imvelo Safari Lodges recalled that at that time, 
plants and wildlife flourished: ‘we had a lot more sable and a 
lot more buffalo then. We had young trees,’ he said, adding 
that the woodlands ‘are in an absolute nose-dive.’

Building more water pumps may be an attractive option, 
but does not solve the problem in the long run. Probably 
the most humane option would be to sterilise some of the 
female elephants. While this might become a reality in the 
future, it is not currently possible.

Over the years, Zimbabwe has come under fire for proposing 
that ivory from legally hunted animals be sold to increase 
conservation revenue. Conservationists fear that reactivating 
the ivory trade would lead to a spike in poaching and have 
devastating consequences for elephant populations. In the 
past, it was the sale of ivory that funded the kinds of large-
scale culling that brought down the population to sustainable 
levels. Today, negative public sentiment towards mass 
culling might in any case make that unfeasible. 
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As it stands, despite controversy around it, controlled 
hunting (without the sale of ivory) remains one way of 
bringing in revenue and managing local populations. 

Whose biodiversity is it anyway?
If history has any lessons, it is that choking the animals’ 
migratory pathways will only swing the ecosystem further 
out of balance. If elephant population levels are reduced 
to sustainable levels, then restoring corridors and phasing 
out water holes would arguably remove the need for 
future culling. If it can be rebooted, CAMPFIRE can provide 
communities with the socioeconomic means to protect 
these spaces.

Cooperation between SADC countries could also help to 
coordinate responses to biodiversity loss and the climate 
crisis. Given that elephants and other wildlife move between 
Zimbabwe and Botswana, for instance, a coordinated 
approach to elephant conservation makes sense.

The HSRC has signed a memorandum of understanding 
(MOU) with Midlands State University in Zimbabwe to co-
produce disaster risk management research. “The SADC 
region is experiencing a lot of disasters of late. And climate 
change hazards are really wreaking havoc …” Lunga says, 
adding that collaborations between African countries are 
critical. “The MOU is a start.” 

Environmental groups are calling for wealthy nations to 
increase spending on biodiversity conservation in developing 
countries, to account for the harm done by international 
trade. 

Said WWF International director-general Marco Lambertini, 
according to Reuters, “This is an investment in the services 
that biodiversity is generating for our society, for our 
economy, for our well-being and health.”

The 1st International Conference on Risk and Disaster 
Management was hosted by the HSRC, the University of 
the Free State, Midlands State University, National Disaster 
Management of Africa, and the Civil Protection Unit of 
Zimbabwe. 

Author: Andrea Teagle, a science writer in the HSRC’s 
Impact Centre

ateagle@hsrc.ac.za

Researcher: Dr Wilfred Lunga, a senior research 
specialist with the HSRC’s Developmental, Capable and 
Ethical State research division

wlunga@hsrc.ac.za 
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Learnmore Nyoni stands outside a fresh produce 
marketplace at Chinotimba township, Victoria 
Falls, Zimbabwe, October 2022. Small-scale 
farmers of this community use elephant dung 
to discourage elephants from raiding their crops.  

Photo: still from video footage by Antonio 
Erasmus, HSRC
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How South Africa can 
move away from a 
‘firefighting’ approach 
to natural disasters
While hazards may be natural in origin, it is the way in which societies have 
developed that causes them to become disasters. Key to effective disaster risk 
reduction is driving down prevailing vulnerability conditions through ongoing 
development programmes rather than mounting a major response only once 
a crisis has struck. The HSRC’s Dr Thanyani Madzivhandila outlines lessons 
from the KwaZulu-Natal floods that can inform future disaster reduction 
strategies. 

For two weeks in April 2022, a slow-moving storm, Issa, passed over KwaZulu-Natal, the 
Eastern Cape and North West provinces. In its wake, neighbourhoods flooded, buildings 
collapsed, lights went out and taps ran dry. More than 440 people were killed, and an 

estimated 40 000 fled their homes. President Cyril Ramaphosa declared the region a state 
of disaster. 

Tragically, much of the damage could have been avoided had proper preventative and 
mitigation measures been in place. 

In Durban, the worst-affected city, many homes in poorer neighbourhoods were built on 
open, unsafe ground in low-lying areas, leaving low-income families particularly vulnerable 
to flooding and landslides. Poor building standards and weaknesses in spatial planning and 
storm drainage systems also exacerbated the disaster.

What makes a disaster?
An event is generally considered a disaster if it causes human, material, economic and 
environmental losses that exceed the ability of the affected communities to cope using their 
own resources. 

In other words, if communities are able to cope independently with the aftermath of a natural 
hazard, such an event would not be regarded as a disaster. Prevention and mitigation are, 
therefore, central to achieving the goal of disaster risk reduction, by lessening communities’ 
vulnerabilities in the face of natural hazards and strengthening sustainable development 
opportunities. For example, in the case of floods, responses should include early warnings 
and evacuation, proper infrastructure, and adequate spatial planning.

South Africa’s Disaster Management Act provides for an integrated and coordinated disaster 
risk management policy. It focuses on preventing or reducing the risk of disasters, mitigating 
the severity, enhancing preparedness, enabling rapid and effective responses, and providing 
for post-disaster recovery. Unfortunately, despite this legislation, the KwaZulu-Natal floods 
demonstrate that South Africa struggles to prevent or mitigate disasters, instead applying a 
mostly ‘firefighting’ approach. Changing this focus will be increasingly important to enhancing 
communities’ resilience in the face of the climate crisis and more frequent natural hazards. 
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Prevention: Activities aimed at outright avoiding 
the adverse impact of hazards and related 
environmental, technological and biological 
disasters (for example, the construction of dams 
to prevent floods)

Mitigation: Ongoing structural and non-structural 
measures aimed at limiting the adverse impact of 
natural hazards, environmental degradation and 
technological hazards (for example, spatial planning 
to ensure housing is not located in flood-prone 
areas)

Preparedness: Activities 
and measures aimed at 
ensuring an effective 
response to an emergency 
and its impacts, including 
timely and effective early 
warnings and temporarily 
removing people and 
property from a threatened 
location

Relief/Response: The 
provision of assistance 
and/or intervention during or 
immediately after a disaster to 
meet the life preservation and 
basic subsistence needs of 
those affected

The disaster 
management 
cycle

Source: Holloway, A. 2003. Disaster risk reduction in Southern Africa: Hot rhetoric-cold reality. African Security Review, 
12(1): 29–38

Towards a more proactive approach
The KwaZulu-Natal flooding disaster underscores the 
need for South Africa to move beyond a relief/response 
(firefighting) approach to dealing with natural hazards. The 
emphasis should be on proactively reducing the risk of 
disasters, rather than attempting to mitigate the impact 
once the damage has already occurred. 

Prevention measures include bottom-up approaches to 
reducing community vulnerability. In a recent study in the 
South African Geographical Journal, Garikai Membele and 
colleagues argue that local knowledge can add value in 
mapping the risk of floods in local communities in South 
Africa. While geographical information systems process 
spatial data on flooding risk, indigenous knowledge provides 
useful information about the human factors that contribute 
to vulnerability at a localised level, such as in informal 
settlements. ‘South Africa’s laws and regulations make 
provision for using indigenous knowledge in reducing flood 
disasters. But the use of this approach is still relatively low,’ 
they write in The Conversation.

Other than continuing to focus on the disaster management 
cycle, effective disaster risk reduction strategies should 
be based on careful risk identification and analysis before 
prevention or mitigation actions are implemented. 
Furthermore, adequate capacity, skills and commitment 
should be raised within the risk, hazards and disaster sectors. 
Adequate infrastructure, proper spatial planning and adoption 
of technology to aid the processes of disaster prevention 
and mitigation should be emphasised. Most importantly, the 
government needs to address the socioeconomic conditions 
of the majority of the South African population, which push 
them to settle in unauthorised, low-lying and flood-prone 
areas. 

Researcher contact: Dr Thanyani Madzivhandila, 
a research director in the HSRC’s Developmental, 
Capable and Ethical State division
 
tmadzivhandila@hsrc.ac.za 

Edited by Andrea Teagle, a science writer in the 
HSRC’s Impact Centre

Photo: Umhlanga,KZN, 
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Hacking early 
childhood: 
Workshops 
explore the 
benefits 
and dangers 
of digital 
technologies for 
early childhood 
development

Technology is revolutionising the world at an 
accelerating pace, while also entering the early-
childhood domain. However, considering the 
importance of neurodevelopment in the first 1 000 
days of a child’s life, do we really understand the 
implications of deploying digital technology for 
things like entertainment, education, diagnostics 
and childcare? Will it enable or undermine early 
development? The HSRC’s Alastair van Heerden 
spoke to Antoinette Oosthuizen about two 
workshops held with international colleagues to 
explore these questions.

Image: By MidJourney, a text-to-image generation tool. “A 
user provides a textual or image prompt along with parameters 
such as aspect ratio, and a machine learning algorithm trained 
on large amounts of image data generates an image aligned 
with the prompt,” explains Alastair van Heerden.
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Children grow up to be ‘digital natives’, familiar with electronic 
screens and accessing large volumes of information fed 
by responsive algorithms. Devices powered by artificial 

intelligence have entered households, ‘talking back’, educating and 
entertaining, while quietly gathering information about their users. 
But what do we really know about the benefits and dangers of this 
technology?

In work discussions, the HSRC’s Alastair van Heerden and some of 
his international colleagues explored the potential of technology to 
improve monitoring and management systems at early-childhood 
development centres. The conversation soon turned to the 
dangers of placing certain aspects of child rearing ‘in the hands of 
machines’.

They wrote an article, Hacking childhood: will future technologies 
undermine, or enable, optimal early childhood development?, which 
appeared in Archives of Disease in Childhood in December 2021. In 
it, Van Heerden, Robert Hughes and Sunil Bhopal from the London 
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, and Alexander Manu 
from the University of Ghana called for a convening of experts to 
discuss the future of technology and early childhood.

Given a prompt to its large language model, which uses deep 
learning to generate text, a machine wrote the first 350 words of 
the article, sketching a rather disturbing dystopian view of children 
in 2041. In that scenario, child rearing was controlled by machines 
guided by algorithms, and children were treated as commodities to 
be optimised, receiving no love and nurturing. The language model 
even described fake research findings that machine parenting was 
superior to real parenting, concluding that parents should refrain 
from having daily interactions with young children due to the 
‘mistakes’ parents make and the ‘extraneous noise’ they provide 
that interferes with the optimal machine instruction of children.

“We used the language model to give people a sense of how 
advanced digital technology already is. It is much further along 
than a lot of people realise,” says Van Heerden, adding that the 
technology is not even that new.

Following the article, the Royal Academy of Engineering via the 
Frontiers Champions Programme funded two interdisciplinary 
workshops that took place in South Africa and the UK in May 2022. 
The outcome was summarised in a meeting report, Hacking Early 
Childhood: How will digital technologies change early childhood, 
and what do we all need to do about it?

“The workshops were attended by a diverse group of people, 
including lawyers, paediatricians, psychologists, clinicians, 
researchers and computer scientists. Their different perspectives 
highlighted the complexity of the issue,” Van Heerden says.

Early brain wiring
With neurodevelopment being crucial in the first years of a child’s 
life, the delegates agreed that a child’s first interactions with 
technology may be the most important, affecting their ‘brain 
wiring’. They questioned if regulators and lawmakers understood 
the risk to human societies of baby technology ‘gone wrong’. 
Do we shield babies from certain technologies? And how do we 
ethically test which ones are harmful? they ask. Furthermore, how 
do we educate tech companies on the centrality of early childhood 
to human development?
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A concern raised was the extent to which big corporations 
were already gathering data about children and the nature 
of that data. 

“There were discussions about Alexa and Siri devices in 
households, how they are made to look like fluffy toys and 
encourage children to talk to smart speakers,” says Van 
Heerden. “The data collected about young children could be 
monetised. Should these companies not declare what kind 
of information they have? Parents consent to this technology 
being used in their homes, but do they really know if it is in 
the best interest of the child in the long term?”

An exploding market?
As patterns of work change, family structures evolve and 
high-quality childcare becomes unaffordable, some major 
changes might affect children first, the researchers write.
Virtual reality headsets for babies, implantable GPS 
trackers and wearable cameras might become part of an 
ecosystem of technology that interacts with babies and 
toddlers. Companies are already developing ways to teach 
children to read, write, count, understand and think via 
smart speakers. The baby wearables market is exploding, 
with remote technology allowing parents to monitor their 
babies’ breathing, pulse rates and temperatures. But do we 
want children to be taught and monitored by robots? the 
delegates asked, adding that parents and early-childhood 
development communities needed to understand and 
influence the technology agenda. Are we going to slow 
some of it down until we understand it better? For example, 
do we want artificial intelligence (AI) devices to teach values 
and ethics? they asked.

Culture and inequality
The delegates were also concerned about some societies 
being left behind during the technological revolution. 
Children born to poorer or marginalised families already tend 
to grow less well, speak fewer words and are less prepared 
when they reach school age. They also have less access to 
technology.

“This may deepen inequality with some children getting a 
lot of nurturing, care supported by technology and others 
getting nothing … and you can’t turn back those first 1 000 
days of life,” says Van Heerden adding that the issue of 
inequality needs to be central in all discussions regarding 
technology and early childhood.

In addition, the AI engines being developed are trained 
on children from a small subset of mostly white and rich 
families. 

“If countries are not aware of the changes coming, they 
might end up importing technology that was developed in 
other countries. In those early years, you bring your culture 
to a child, for example by singing to them the songs your 
parents sang to you. If the child sits for hours listening to 
a smart speaker of an imported device, what will happen 
to cultures? There is a real need for the technologies and 
the data that support them to be generated in different 
countries, to avoid a homogenising effect over time.”

Experts must come to the table
The delegates agreed that a global convention might be 
needed on the digital rights of young children to balance the 
need for profitable innovation with the opportunities they 
bring and with protecting vulnerable people.

Doing nothing could be just as harmful, which means that 
academics and early-childhood practitioners may need to 
‘lean in’ and co-design high-quality innovations, rather than 
wait to test new ones that emerge.

The workshop delegates also brainstormed ideas for 
beneficial technology, including smart devices such as shoe 
inserts, toothbrushes, cots, play mats, diapers and toilets, 
as well as ‘tantrum detectors’ and an AI child behaviour 
interpreter.

They also agreed to draw lessons from other areas of 
innovation, including technology for elderly care – for 
example, early-warning systems for fall prevention and AI 
diagnostics for identifying early dementia.

A need for regulation and oversight
Regulating this space is a challenge as the pace of innovation 
is already outrunning public and academic awareness. 
“From a legal perspective, it is almost impossible for the 
frameworks and regulations to keep up,” says Van Heerden.
If academics, regulators and policymakers do not come on 
board and most of the energy for innovation comes from 
the tech industry, it will be shaped by commercial interests 
focused on profitable tools and business models, the 
researchers warn. 

We need a public conversation about these technologies; 
regulators and ethics committees need to bring their 
expertise on board, and we need to connect industry and 
academia to avoid innovation happening behind closed 
doors, without oversight.

Outcome
Through the workshops, a group of individuals and 
institutions have already kick-started follow-up activities 
to scope research avenues and collaboration, to initiate 
discussions with tech companies and to stimulate public 
conversations.

Researcher: 
Prof Alastair van Heerden, a research director in 
the HSRC’s Human and Social Capabilities research 
division

avanheerden@hsrc.ac.za

Edited by: 
Antoinette Oosthuizen, science writer in the HSRC’s 
Impact Centre

aoosthuizen@hsrc.ac.za
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Aftermath: Violence and Well-being in 
the Context of the Student Movement 

A photographic exhibition reveals 
the mental health impact of       

#FeesMustFall protests
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In 2019, HSRC researchers interviewed student activists from the 2015/16 university protests as part 
of a project looking at higher-education governance and the problem of violent student protests. With 
student activists often depicted as either ‘heroic warriors’ battling against injustice or lazy or entitled 
‘thugs’, the researchers were taken aback by what they found. The participants seemed vulnerable 
and deeply traumatised. Thierry Luescher spoke to Antoinette Oosthuizen about a photography 
project that gave these students a voice.
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In the wake of the 2015/16 student protests at South 
African universities, a group of HSRC researchers and 
their colleagues became aware of an increasing incidence 

of trauma and mental health issues among students. 

Working on an HSRC project funded by the Andrew W Mellon 
Foundation, Prof Thierry Luescher led a team of researchers 
looking into the South African student movement, focusing 
on higher education governance and the continuous and 
increasingly violent protests happening at universities at 
the time. “It was an archiving project, aimed at making sure 
that voices of student activists from that time were being 
recorded and archived,” says Luescher. “We don’t have that 
for events like the 1976 Soweto Uprising, for example.”

As he and his colleagues conducted interviews with former 
student activists from the movement, including the 2015 
Rhodes Must Fall, Open Stellenbosch and #FeesMustFall 
protests, they witnessed strong emotional responses from 
participants. 

Students would mention that they had never spoken about 
their experiences in that way before. “Recognising the 
presence of unresolved psychological issues, I realised that 
a space was needed where students felt safe and supported 

to talk about their experiences of violence and well-being. 
We needed to have professionals with counselling and 
psychological training, and we needed to find a suitable 
method for these former activists to express themselves,” 
Luescher explains.

He teamed up with Dr Angelina Wilson Fadiji, a psychologist 
and academic, and Dr Keamogetse Morwe, an expert in 
the study of student movements, violent protests and 
youth development. He also consulted with Tshepang 
Mahlatsi, a former student leader and student mental health 
activist. Building on the existing archival project, the HSRC 
researchers applied to the National Research Foundation for 
funding to do a photovoice project focused on violence and 
well-being. One of the outputs is a photographic exhibition, 
Aftermath: Violence and Well-being in the Context of the 
Student Movement, a collection of 34 images through which 
student leaders represent their experiences of violence and 
their search for well-being after the student protests. 

Why photovoice?
Due to language, educational, class or cultural barriers, 
people often struggle to articulate their concerns in such 
a way that political role players listen to them. Photovoice 
is a participatory research method that helps members 

Photo:  Out of power, but not out of responsibility by Siphephelo (Shange) Mthembu
Durban University of Technology
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of a community tell their stories through photographs. In 
2019/20, the researchers held workshops with 26 student 
leaders and activists at the University of the Western Cape, 
University of Venda, University of the Free State, University 
of Fort Hare and Durban University of Technology. These 
campuses had experienced high levels of violence during 
the 2015/16 #FeesMustFall student movements but had 
very little media attention.

Themes of violence
“We asked the former student activists about their exposure 
to violence, whether as perpetrators of violence, victims 
or bystanders,” Luescher explains. “We conceptualised 
violence in a very traditional sense but, for the students, 
violence also involved symbolic violence, structural violence, 
and various kinds of violations of their rights and dignity.”

In addition to protest and physical violence, the students’ 
experiences of violence could be grouped in themes 
including oppressive spaces, patriarchy, fear and trauma. 
For example, Kamohelo Maphike, a student from the 
University of the Free State, brought a photograph of the 
statue of Marthinus Steyn, describing it as a reminder of 
‘racist Afrikaner nationalism’ at that university, as ‘a violent 
articulation’ of this university space ‘not meant for people 
of colour’.

An image of an academic transcript showed how a student 
had passed their first year with distinction, followed by an 
incomplete pass in their second year and a third year full of 
uncompleted modules and fails. The student described this 
as ‘the impact of systemic violence’ that was psychological 
and long term. 

“It was one of my favourite pictures because it showed 
the link in the higher education space between exposure 
to violence, impact on well-being and eventually impact on 
learning,” says Luescher, who felt touched by the caption 
‘Here lies the remains of what could have been a brilliant 
future’.

On judgement, objectivity and reflection 
At the time of conceptualising the project, prominent 
academics and university leaders published their reflections 
on the student protests. From their standpoints, theirs were 
legitimate reflections, even though they typically excluded 
the voices of student activists. 

“If you have been a vice-chancellor on a campus like Free 
State or Wits – even if you try to be as critical and scholarly 
as you can – you are not a disinterested observer. You were 
involved and might want to make yourself look good rather 
than admit to management mistakes,” says Luescher.

“However, we were not there to pass any judgment, 
whether on student activists, management, the police, or 
security personnel. Our purpose was to provide a platform 
for the voices of the activists.” 

Another interesting perspective came from the Fort Hare 
postgraduate student and rugby coach Madoda Ludidi, who 
submitted a picture of himself standing at a rugby field. 
“He described rugby as a game of ‘structured violence’.” 
Alluding to the unpredictable nature of violence during 
student protests, Ludidi said, ‘On the field, there are rules 
that clearly structure the exertion of violence. Here, as a 
rugby coach, I am in control of the violence on the field.’ 
After he had encountered protest violence, the rugby field 
became a therapeutic space for him.

Responses to exhibition
The photographic exhibition is available online and has been 
taken to several universities, also virtually during lockdown. 
“Every time the students have been part of it. They co-own 
the exhibition and contribute to the resulting publications,” 
says Luescher.

The aim of the exhibition is to raise awareness – especially 
among university leaders and policymakers – about the 
impact of high levels of campus violence on student well-
being. The student activists hope that this will lead to their 
grievances being taken seriously without the need for 
protests, and that campus counselling services to support 
students with mental health issues will improve.

“The exhibition’s value is that it starts conversations 
between members of the university communities. 
Rekgotsofetse Chikane, himself a student activist at the 
time, wrote a beautiful book, Breaking a Rainbow, Building 
a Nation. When we interviewed him about the future of 
the university in Africa, he said we need to have difficult 
political conversations and they need to be inclusive of all 
the stakeholders,” says Luescher.

“Without these conversations, politics will not change. The 
backgrounds of first-generation students can be so different 
from those of academics. They really don’t know much of 
each other.”

A frequent response from visitors to the exhibition was that 
they did not realise the extent of violence, and how students 
experienced psychological trauma. Many students and staff 
members also expressed the need to tell their own stories.

The next steps 
The researchers continue publishing about this project, for 
example on the photovoice methodology and on ways of 
preventing violence and restoring well-being in a practical 
manual for student affairs staff and student leaders. A 
wider collection with more than 100 pictures and student 
narratives has been published in #FeesMustFall and its 
Aftermath: Violence, Well-being and the South African 
Student Movement (HSRC Press, October 2022).
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research interests in the politics, polity and policy of 
higher education. He is the strategic lead of research into 
equitable education in the HSRC’s Inclusive Economic 
Development division. Luescher is also an adjunct 
professor at Nelson Mandela University and a research 
fellow at the University of the Free State. 
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The importance of high-level 
advocacy for women’s rights: 

An HSRC expert represents 
South Africa at the Women 20 

Summit in Indonesia
In July, Professor Narnia Bohler-Muller, divisional executive of the HSRC’s Developmental, Capable 
and Ethical State division, represented South Africa at the Women 20 Summit in Indonesia. In 
most cases, the country representatives debating women’s rights at these summits are diplomats 
and politicians, but a few countries do send scholars and activists. Also, due to the vastly different 
cultural, religious and social backgrounds of the participants, the resulting debates are not for 
the faint-hearted. You need to bring evidence to the table if you want your suggestions to be 
taken seriously, says Bohler-Muller, who spoke to Antoinette Oosthuizen about advocating for 
women’s rights at international forums.

There are many ways to be a women’s rights activist. 
Advocating for gender equality at grassroots levels 
might include speaking out, protesting, educating or 

getting involved in projects that support and uplift women. 
But change must also be driven at high levels of government 
and intergovernmental forums to transform global systems 
and policies. At this level, the HSRC’s Professor Narnia 
Bohler-Muller advocated for women’s rights when she 
represented South Africa at the Women 20 (W20) summit 
in July at Lake Toba in North Sumatra, Indonesia. The event 
took place ahead of the 17th Group of Twenty (G20) Heads 
of State and Government Summit in Bali, scheduled for 
November at the time of writing.

What happens at the G20 and the W20? 
G20 is a major decision-making body comprising 19 
countries and the European Union. It was founded in 1999 
in response to global economic crises and its members 
account for 80% of the gross world product. The G20 
country leaders meet once a year to discuss issues such 
as international financial stability, sustainable development 
and climate change mitigation. W20 is one of several G20 
engagement groups that meet and develop proposals and 
policy recommendations, which are then submitted to the 
G20 leaders before the annual G20 summit. 

“The W20’s work is focused on gender equity and its 
primary objective is to ensure that gender considerations 
are mainstreamed in G20 commitments,” Bohler-Muller 
explains. Other G20 engagement groups focus on issues 
such as business, civil society, research, labour, religion, 
sport and the youth. Bohler-Muller has been involved 
with the W20 since 2018, with previous summits held in 

Argentina, Japan, Saudi Arabia and Italy. 

“At these summits, we focus on policy issues related to 
economic challenges women face. Of course, you can’t 
separate the economic from the social,” says Bohler-Muller 
who has expertise in the areas of social justice, international 
law, gender equality, disability and policy input.

A focus on disability in the workplace
This year, Bohler-Muller co-led a W20 working group focused 
on integrating women with disabilities into the workplace. 

“The statistics are shocking. Women are far less likely to 
be integrated into the workplace than men with disabilities, 
but the diversity issue is not often spoken about. So, 
W20 recommended that workplaces have at least 3% of 
employees who are women with disabilities. That is a big 
ask and we’re waiting to see if the G20 takes it up.” 

While the delegates also dealt with issues like mobility 
accessibility, reasonable accommodation and how women 
can be assisted with technology, the focus was not just on 
assisting. 

“We want to bring women with disabilities into decision-
making positions. Most countries have the right to equality 
for persons with disabilities in their constitutions, but very 
few have women in decision-making positions. It was 
encouraging that two of the advisors sent to Lake Toba 
were women with disabilities. One was a deaf woman and 
the other was a small person. That showed the seriousness 
with which Indonesia’s president saw disability, to the point 
that he appointed women with disabilities as advisors.”
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A performance during the Women 20 summit in July at 
Lake Toba in North Sumatra, Indonesia 
Photo: HSRC 
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Difficult conversations 
Being represented at these international forums allows the 
HSRC to make an impact at higher levels of policymaking, 
says Bohler-Muller. It is unusual for a science council or 
academic to be a representative at the W20 or many of the 
other G20 engagement groups.

“It takes a lot of work, several meetings and many debates 
to finalise a declaration,” says Bohler-Muller, adding that 
cultural and religious differences may mean that delegates 
enter the discussions from vastly different standpoints. 
Sometimes, these may be surprising. 

“For example, right in the middle of debates on gender 
equality for women, some delegates [from patriarchal 
countries] have asked ‘But what about the rights of men?’ or 
they have said that ‘men are unfairly discriminated against’. 
But this is where the research comes in. You overcome 
those questions by putting the evidence on the table.”

One year, the United Arab Emirates hosted the G20. “There 
was a push from some countries not to be involved in that 
year, but most recognised that dialogue was important if we 
wanted to find solutions.”

A good strategy in such cases is to focus on women’s 
economic empowerment, to convince those nations that 
women are important because they help grow economies, 
says Bohler-Muller. One of the most popular W20 themes 
also focused on women entrepreneurs and their leadership 
of small-, medium-, and micro-sized businesses.

“In those situations, there might be little focus on the 
private sphere or issues such as gender violence, for 
example, and more emphasis on having all women involved 
in the economy. But there are offshoots from that. Women 
who make their own money become empowered and less 
dependent on men. So, some political and philosophical 
wrangling happens and not everybody agrees … and some 
of the more radical suggestions may be left off the table in 
the process.”

It is crucial, however, that all countries reach a consensus 
on a declaration. “Previously, we had particular challenges 
while debating climate change and the environment, partly 
due to some persistent climate change denialism. We had 
to juggle with language a bit. For me, the fact that the 
environment, health and climate change are related might 
be a simple concept, but once again, the research needed 
to be presented for everybody to buy into the fact that, for 
example, human mental and physical health and the health 
of the environment and ecosystems are interconnected.”

“I think dialogue is important, especially with people you 
don’t agree with. It feels good to get to a place where 
we agree and move forward despite the initial ideological 
differences.”

Process from W20 to G20
At the W20 summit, representatives work to agree on a 
consensus statement, which is taken back to decision-
makers in their countries who will study the document 
along with declarations from the other G20 engagement 
groups. Country leaders then choose what to take to the 
G20 summit as country positions. Every engagement group 
hopes to see their recommendations reach the final G20 
declaration released after the G20 Summit.

“Often, these declarations tend to reflect what the host 
country wanted as the main themes at the engagement 
groups. This is understandable, as they have only a year to 
make a significant impact by hosting the events.”

Last year, Italy hosted the summits and Bohler-Muller led 
the W20 working group on the environment and climate 
change. “The G20 took up one of the recommendations 
around paying attention to the fact that women suffer 
disproportionately when it comes to the environment and 
climate change.” This year, Indonesia focused on two topics 
of priority in their country, rural women and women with 
disabilities.

Sometimes the immediate outcomes might be disappointing. 
“After days of discussion and difficult debates, you mould 
and edit a document, hand it over and only a couple of 
sentences make it to the G20 summit and declaration. But 
even when a specific W20 recommendation does not make 
it to the G20 declaration, the W20 document can still be 
used as an advocacy tool in countries because the W20 
itself is an organisation of its own standing.”

Author: 

Antoinette Oosthuizen, science writer in the HSRC’s Impact 
Centre

aoosthuizen@hsrc.ac.za

Contact: 

Prof Narnia Bohler-Muller, divisional executive of the HSRC’s 
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Professor Narnia 
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Women 20 Summit in 
Indonesia
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The W20 2022 declaration focused on five priority areas.

Non-discrimination and equality 

This section focused on removing discriminatory laws, policies, systems and services 
that hinder women and girls from advancing in areas such as education, work and 
health. Recommendations included reducing women’s burdens of unpaid work and care 
responsibilities, eliminating gender-based violence and updating educational pedagogy to 
eliminate biases and stereotypes.

Supporting women entrepreneurs 

Women must have access to finance and markets and be part of emerging opportunities 
such as digital innovation and green energy. W20 asked for a commitment of US$350  
million in additional funding to the Women Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative, launched by 
G20 leaders in 2017.

An equitable health response

We need to increase affordable health and welfare services for women and girls, focused 
on care, living conditions, water, sanitation, and hygiene. Recommendations touched on 
vaccine and medicine distribution, and sexual reproductive health and rights services. W20 
asked that future medical research include men and women, recognising the biological and 
social differences. In addition, W20 wanted a guarantee that women would represent 50% 
of those at high levels of decision making.

Rural women’s participation in the economy

W20 requested leaders to increase inclusive infrastructure investments in rural areas by 
25% and to ensure women’s access to transportation, water, electricity, clean energy, 
agricultural inputs and subsidies, connectivity, digital services, education and healthcare 
by 2030. By then, we also need to have halved the mobile internet gender gap in low- and 
middle-income countries from a baseline of women being 16% less likely than men to use the 
mobile internet in 2022.

Women with disabilities

Employers must make reasonable adjustments to promote the participation of women with 
disabilities in the labour force, for example by mandating sex-disaggregated quotas in hiring, 
retaining persons with disabilities in the public sector of no less than 3%, and providing 
additional benefits and incentives (such as tax exemptions and incentives) for private sector 
companies. Women with disabilities should be trained in technology, artificial intelligence, 
and communications, as well as have accessible spaces to learn, work and prosper. We also 
need educational campaigns to reduce stereotypes about disabilities in the workplace and 
protect the sexual and reproductive health and rights of persons with disabilities.

Author: Antoinette Oosthuizen, a science writer in the HSRC’s Impact Centre

aoosthuizen@hsrc.ac.za

Contact: Prof Narnia Bohler-Muller, divisional executive of the HSRC’s Developmental, Capable and Ethical State 
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Refugees in South Africa are expected to self-settle in 
local communities but struggle to integrate, access 
basic services and find employment. Many have also 

been subjected to xenophobic prejudice and violence. With 
little support from the state, charitable organisations and 
individuals have stepped in to assist them, playing a crucial 
role in their integration and making a valuable contribution to 
improving intergroup harmony in the country.

Understanding what motivates people to engage in pro-
refugee philanthropy may help us to develop and improve 
interventions to encourage this type of behaviour.

However, much of the refugee support has been informal 
and by non-registered entities and individuals, and little 
research has been done on the characteristics of these 
people and the factors that drive their willingness to help.

Dr Steven Gordon of the HSRC looked at data from a 
large-scale Ipsos survey to explore three types of support 
behaviour: making material donations, volunteer activities 
and information sharing. His paper, Who Helps Refugees in 
South Africa? An Examination of Cultural and Social Factors, 
was published in Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary 
and Nonprofit Organizations in June 2022.

Who are refugees and their helpers?
The number of people who have applied for refugee status 
in South Africa grew substantially between 1990 and 2020. 
The United Nations Development Programme estimates that 
more than a quarter of a million people are currently in the 
process of applying for refugee status, most of them from 
Somalia, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. However, researchers believe the official 
statistics might underestimate the true numbers seeking 
refuge due to backlogs in the country’s asylum and refugee 
system as well as the corruption and mismanagement of 
that system.

Many of the philanthropic support initiatives are driven 
by religious organisations such as Cape Town’s Central 
Methodist Church, and local and international non-profit 
organisations, which are often founded and driven by 
migrants and refugees.

Hypotheses
Based on existing research on volunteering and non-profit 
organisations, Gordon tested four hypotheses to explain 
pro-refugee philanthropy in South Africa.

Research has shown that empathy is an important driver of 
charitable behaviour, but that people struggle to empathise 
with people from different social or cultural groups. Also, 
negative attitudes are more likely to occur when they see 
these groups as a threat. Data published by the HSRC 
showed many people saw refugees as an economic threat 
as well as deceitful and violent. Gordon hypothesised that 
viewing refugees as a threat would also reduce the likelihood 
of participation in pro-refugee philanthropic behaviour.

Studies suggest that peer pressure plays a role – people are 
less likely to refuse or disregard volunteer requests from 
people close to them. Therefore, the second hypothesis 
was that positive contact with people who do voluntary 
work for refugees would encourage an individual to do the 
same.

Thirdly, it is nearly impossible for an individual to monitor 
the impact of a charitable act or gift. They simply have to 
trust the institution to do the work. Based on the research 
that confidence in legal-political institutions can function as a 
proxy for confidence in philanthropic organisations, Gordon 
hypothesised that perceptions of political institutions as 
trustworthy would be positively associated with helping 
refugees.

Finally, scholars have shown that religiosity encourages 

Who helps refugees in 
South Africa? Examining the 
social and cultural factors
Charitable organisations and individuals in South Africa have provided philanthropic support to refugees 
for many years. This includes volunteering their time, providing material support and giving information 
to help refugees integrate into local communities. But who are these givers and what motivates 
them to help? The HSRC’s Steven Gordon explored this behaviour in a paper, summarised here by 
Antoinette Oosthuizen
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Committed to preserving dignity – Grace Beyond Borders (GBB) is 
an organisation concerned with alleviating hunger among foreign 
nationals who do not qualify for government relief programmes. 
Source: GBB
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values (such as gratitude, charity and caring) that promote 
prosocial behaviour. The fourth hypothesis was, therefore, 
that religious affiliation would improve the likelihood 
of individual participation in pro-refugee philanthropic 
behaviour.

Method
During October and November 2019, Ipsos market 
research firm conducted a survey of the adult population 
of Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal, Western Cape and Gauteng, 
where most of the country’s refugees and asylum seekers 
live. Fieldworkers conducted interviews in households using 
each respondent’s home language. The participants were 
asked a list of questions about the ways they had helped 
refugees in the previous year. About 18% of the 2004 
respondents said they had.

To test if participants viewed refugees as a threat (the first 
hypothesis) they had to rate on a five-point scale if they 
‘agreed’ or ‘disagreed’ that refugees were ‘different’ from 
them, ‘violent’, ‘good’, ‘dishonest’ or ‘taking [their] jobs’. 
These items on the questionnaire were processed to create 
a 0–10 threat index. The higher respondents scored, the 
more negatively they viewed refugees. For testing the 
other hypotheses, the participants were asked if they were 
friends with volunteers; whether they trusted their national, 
provincial and local governments; and if they were religious 
(unaffiliated, non-Christian, Christian or ‘uncertain’).

Findings
Viewing refugees as a threat?

The refugee threat index was a robust predictor of people’s 
willingness to help refugees. Even when a range of 
demographic and socioeconomic factors were controlled 
for, those who scored high on this index – therefore viewing 
refugees as a threat – were less likely to help. These 
demographic factors included age, race, education and 
employment status. 

Being older, a student or unemployed reduced the probability 
of engaging in helpful action. Self-reported racial group 
status had no influence, but when the model was modified, 
it seemed that linguistic identity was a more powerful driver 
of charitable behaviour. Those who spoke English were 
more likely than Afrikaans speakers to help. Speakers of 
Setswana or isiXhosa were slightly keener to help, but there 
was little correlation with other languages.

‘Given that most studies in South Africa have not examined 
linguistic identity as a predictor of charitable behaviour, this 
was an intriguing finding,’ Gordon writes. Linguistic identity 
could be acting as a proxy for certain cultural or political 
values that influence charitable behaviour, or it could denote 
access to certain information networks affecting exposure 
to pro-refugee philanthropy.

Being friends with volunteers?
While positive contact with a volunteer improved the odds 
of helping a refugee, the reasons this happens may need to 
be explored. For example, we do not know if the volunteers 
were influencing new friends to be helpful or if charitable 
individuals merely seek like-minded friends by joining these 
volunteer networks.

Trusting the government?
Trusting political institutions decreased the odds of 
philanthropic action, even when the model was adjusted 
to account for political affiliation. According to Gordon, this 
might mean that trust in legal-political institutions may not be 
the best proxy for public confidence in pro-refugee charitable 
organisations. ‘One could argue that disappointment 
with “normal politics” motivates people to become more 
engaged in philanthropy,’ Gordon writes. This would be in 
line with an argument by Arthur Brooks (2007) that cynicism 
about the role of the government in assisting vulnerable 
groups increases the likelihood of charitable giving, and if 
people were happy with legal–political institutions, they 
would trust the state to look after refugees.

Religion?
Rejecting a religious orientation made an individual less 
likely to participate in pro-refugee philanthropy. It is unclear 
if this is driven by religious norms about altruistic behaviour 
or if religious groups simply have more access to networks 
that request aid. Those belonging to a non-Christian faith 
– in other words, belonging to a religious minority such as 
Islam, Judaism or Hinduism – were especially likely to help 
refugees. This is consistent with previous research that 
found people belonging to a religious minority are more 
likely to give to charity than those belonging to the religious 
majority. 

The way forward
This study makes an important academic contribution to 
the limited research on pro-refugee philanthropy in South 
Africa. Scholars should build on these findings to help us 
understand why certain people help, Gordon writes. The 
findings could also help practitioners in the non-profit sector 
and others to promote this type of philanthropy and inform 
interventions that can increase public participation in actions 
that help refugees.

Edited by Antoinette Oosthuizen, science writer in the 
HSRC’s Impact Centre

aoosthuizen@hsrc.ac.za

Researcher: Dr Steven Gordon, a senior research 
specialist in the HSRC’s Developmental, Capable and 
Ethical State division

sgordon@hsrc.ac.za
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For the past 21 years, the HSRC’s Centre for Science, Technology and 
Innovation Indicators (CeSTII) has performed the National Survey of 
Research and Experimental Development Inputs (R&D Survey) for the 

Department of Science and Innovation. The survey is vital for measuring 
R&D progress in South Africa across the main sectors of government, 
business, non-profit, science councils and higher education. Government 
leaders, policymakers and researchers as well as intergovernmental 
organisations, such as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), routinely use the data for decision-
making and monitoring purposes. 

As official statistics, the R&D Survey must maintain high standards of 
quality, especially a high response rate. Recently, the response rate 
dropped, most significantly in the vital business sector component of the 
survey. The reasons are varied. C0VID-19 and the related restrictions made 
re-establishing and maintaining contact with respondents challenging. 
Many of these respondents were working from home, which meant that 
their contact details had changed, and they often had no documentation 
with them to complete the data requested in the survey questionnaire. But 
even before the onset of COVID-19, the rate of refusals was increasing. 

Under the appropriate conditions, it has been found that web-based 
questionnaire collections can improve response rates in enterprise 
surveys. Such conditions appear to pertain to the R&D Survey, with the 
expectation being that businesses with the potential of doing R&D are 
also very likely to be enabled to respond through an online mechanism. 
In other sectors, such as government, where some institutions adhere 
to compliance processes that include hard copies of documentation and 
correspondence, perhaps not so much. But even here, the move towards 
digitalised data collection appears to be better supported and generally 
more accepted. Finally, perhaps more specific to the administration of the 
R&D Survey, fieldworkers spend an inordinate amount of time on paper 
processing and data capturing. These and other operational bottlenecks, 
some introduced as a result of COVID-19 but others of a legacy nature, 
constrain the ability of researchers to derive value from the data collected. 

Lessons in public 
sector innovation: 
Digitalising the R&D 
Survey

In early 2022, a multidisciplinary HSRC product team piloted 
a custom-built online platform to improve the collection 
and curation of South Africa’s research and development 
statistics. Gerard Ralphs, Jacqueline Borel-Saladin and 
Nazeem Mustapha share lessons from this public-sector 
innovation project.

Photo: Freepik
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All this takes place in an environment where policymakers have called repeatedly for more analysis of the survey results.

The rationale of the digitalisation business case for the R&D Survey, therefore, is that enabling online survey participation 
can help the HSRC to achieve multiple objectives. From the perspective of respondent users, the most important goals 
are enhancing the survey data submission experience, improving the reputation of the survey through two-way data flows, 
and strengthening public participation in R&D. For the research team users, greater online participation by respondents can 
significantly reduce the internal burden of manually capturing data and, in turn, limit the lead time between data collection 
and the timely release of results for public use by decision makers.

Technologically, the product team conducted research on suitable ‘tech stacks’ before an architectural solution was 
proposed. Through this, both legacy systems and open-source applications were integrated into the final design. 

Learning moments
Trying to achieve all these goals in a single product innovation was an ambitious task, requiring almost a full year of design 
thinking and prototype build sprints to reach the first release. During the pilot in 2022, we achieved some operational 
successes, reinforcing our business case. But we also anticipated, and experienced, some teething problems. In this 
context, the product team employed the principles of design thinking and agile development and, as a result, problems 
could be addressed quickly, as the team instituted not just temporary fixes but lasting solutions as the system was being 
used. Thanks to this approach, several users reported that the online system was easy to navigate with excellent support 
(see Box 1). 

‘Easy to navigate with clear instructions’
(Higher education institution) 

‘It was quick and easy to use with the codes on the dropdowns.’
(Business) 

‘Online submission is much more convenient … the support was excellent and sufficient’
(Business)

‘Quite easy to do’
(Business)

‘Much easier completing the survey online’
(Business)

‘The online survey has made it easier … keeping track of reports’
(Non-profit organisation)

‘Not cumbersome to complete’
(Non-profit organisation)

‘Love that it allows you to save the information partially until 100% completion :)’
(Non-profit organisation)

‘The online platform is much better’
(National government department) 

‘It was a good experience’
(Business)

Box 1: In-app survey feedback examples – rdisurveys.hsrc.ac.za
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Overall, the conversion of respondents to the online platform 
was only partially achieved during the pilot: about one-fifth 
of all respondents in the survey frame. However, in certain 
sectors, online participation was higher, with just under one 
quarter of respondents from higher education institutions 
submitting responses online, as did nearly one third of non-
profit organisations. While there was a steady increase in 
responses over the survey period, there were also noticeable 
spikes in response to communication campaigns aimed at 
reminding and encouraging respondents to complete the 
survey. Interestingly, towards the end of the survey period, 
several users opted for the more familiar PDF form version 
of the questionnaire over the online system. 

The team is working on additional value-added data services 
to attract more online respondents in 2021/22. These 
include guidance on where respondents can engage with 
their firm’s historic survey data through graphical widgets 
or downloadable PDFs. Equally, the platform’s researcher 
interface is currently being developed so that researchers 
can monitor the progress of the survey better in real time 
and be more proactive in engaging with respondents. 

As with many other digital contexts, introducing a new way 
of doing things through the adoption of the new platform 
may require several iterations. While the R&D Survey online 
platform did not achieve maximum take-up, important 
lessons have been learnt in the first year of its in-field 
deployment. Already, using the new software in the field has 
provided important feedback for the refinement of the R&D 
Survey respondent experience, the researcher interface and 
the overall goal of end-to-end digitalisation. 

Public sector, public value
Despite it being almost cliché, the Silicon Valley adage ‘fail 
first, fail fast’ succeeds in conveying the vital role of learning 
in innovation. To fail is to learn; to fail quickly is to speed 
up learning, a way to get ahead of the curve. Elon Musk’s 
famous injunction to SpaceX workers similarly turns failure 
into a pathway to be actively pursued: ‘Failure is an option 
here. If things are not failing, you are not innovating enough.’ 
In public-sector innovation practice in South Africa, at least 
in our experience, getting ahead of the curve may not be a 
business competition problem as much as it is a challenge in 
overcoming public sector constraints and ensuring that our 
constituents – principally taxpayers – recognise public value 
early in the innovation process. In the context of the new 
R&D Survey online platform, key lessons learnt through 
piloting have paved the way for further improvements in 
preparation for the next survey round.

Learn more about the R&D survey 

Authors: Dr Jacqueline Borel-Saladin, senior research 
specialist; Gerard Ralphs, programme manager; and 
Dr Nazeem Mustapha, chief research specialist, in the 
HSRC’s Centre for Science, Technology and Innovation 
Indicators
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The Texture of Dissent 
Defiant Public Intellectuals in South Africa 

Author: Narnia Bohler-Muller, Vasu Reddy, Gregory Houston, Maxi Schoeman, 
Heather Thuynsma

Publication date: December 2022
ISBN (soft cover): 978-1-928246-57-2
Format: 250 mm x 176 mm
Extent: 480 pp

R350

Price

ABOUT THE BOOK

The Texture of Dissent: Defiant Public Intellectuals in South Africa features the prominent voices 
shaped and preoccupied by the issues facing South Africans after the Nationalist Party election 
victory in 1948, highlighting the ways in which public intellectuals are involved in the ‘political work 
of social change’ through defiant thought and action.

What distinguishes the public intellectuals featured in The Texture of Dissent is the differing contexts 
and issues that shaped their lives, and the period during which they began to play prominent roles 
and shaped public discourse.

These voices, in the view of the writers, ultimately leave deep imprints on the exploration of what 
it means to be human in a complex and divided society.
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Editor: David Johnson, Noor Nieftagodien and Lucien van der Walt
Publication date: December 2022
ISBN (soft cover): 978-0-7969-2641-8
Format: 240 mm x 168 mm
Extent: 310 pp

R395 
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ABOUT THE BOOK

This collection provides fresh perspectives on the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of 
Africa (ICU). By far the largest black political organisation in Southern Africa before the 1940s, the 
ICU was active in six African colonies as well as in global trade union networks. 

Thirteen original chapters by major scholars examine different aspects of the ICU’s record in the 
1920s and 1930s, assessing its achievements and its failures in relation to the post-apartheid 
present. In its syndicalist One Big Union approach to protecting workers’ rights, its emphasis on 
economic freedoms, its internationalism, and its robust protection of women and migrant workers, 
the ICU challenged fundamentally the axioms, tactics, and programmes of rival organisations like 
the African National Congress. More than simply an exercise in excavating a crucial chapter in 
struggle history, this volume demonstrates that the traditions and legacies of the ICU are of great 
relevance to contemporary Southern Africa.
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